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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

Fifth Day Dai-Sesshin,  May  14, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

 

THE CASE 

   A monk once asked Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha nature?”  Joshu answered, “Mu.” 

 

 Somebody reminded me that today is the fifth day, and we only have three teishos left.  And 

they’re right.  If I don’t get going I’m not even going to get to the end of the teisho on Joshu’s Mu.  

But don’t forget, we have 84,000 years to live so we don’t really have to worry too much about that.  

We have a very long, long time that we must live, so it is okay to walk slowly through life.  But our big 

boss in Buddhism, Shakyamuni Buddha, he died when he was eighty.  Yesterday I told that story 

about how the universe is formed, and how much time it takes, and that it takes eighty kalpas for the 

universe to come into existence, and then to go out of existence again.  So in Tathagata Zen we say, 

don’t misunderstand what that eighty kalpas means, that means the eighty years of Shakyamuni 

Buddha’s life.   

 I am now ninety two, I have had twelve extra years to my life, twelve more than Shakyamuni 

Buddha.  We say these years of life have been earned.  I have earned these twelve years. Just like 

you earn money, I have earned these last twelve years.  So if you feel like you have earned 

something, then you must live to be older than eighty years old.   
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 (Roshi makes a sound by hitting his fan).  What we also say in this kind of Zen is that in that 

one moment 84,000 years of life are all included.  (Roshi makes a sound by hitting his fan).  

Everything in this whole world is included in this one moment.  There is no human life apart from that 

moment. 

 If you haven’t realized this tenet of Zen, if you haven’t caught the experience of this tenet of 

Zen, then you aren’t really studying Zen.   

 It took Shakyamuni Buddha twenty years of trying to finally be able to realize this principle.  

And then he lived in the state of not needing to do the activity of living anymore for another twenty 

years.  And then he passed the next twenty years in the state of needing to do the activity of dying.  

And then in Zen we say that for another twenty years he lived in the state of not needing to do dying 

anymore.   

 All of you have probably lived at least twenty years, but what state are you in now?  Are you 

living in the state of needing to do living, or are you living in the state of not needing to do living 

anymore?   

 If you are over forty then you are in the period of life when you have to do the dying activity.  

Remember that really boring, sleepy story that I told yesterday?  Well this is the whole reason I was 

telling it.  So if you are over forty then you should be living in the state of doing dying, or at least 

where you are not needing to do living anymore.  And if you are over sixty then you are living in that 

period of your life when you should be in the state of not needing to do dying anymore.  But, what 

about you folks who are over sixty?  Have you grasped the wisdom that understands not needing to 

do dying anymore, or haven’t you?  If you are over sixty, and living in this period of not needing to do 

dying anymore, but not really doing that, really living in the state of still wanting to live, then you are 

living a fake life.  You are living a lie.  You are not a true believer in Shakyamuni Buddha’s Buddhism.  

That is a dishonest way of being.  What I am saying is that you are all living these dishonest life-styles, 

you are all living a lie.  Because if you are over forty years old, and you are not manifesting the strong 
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will of needing to do the dying activity, you are also living a fake life.   

 That is why the first twenty years, the twenty years of needing to do living, are the best.  

During that time people are not fakes.  During that time we are all equal, we are doing what we 

should be doing, we are all honestly doing the activity of needing to live,  and not living a lie.   

 Yesterday I purposefully blabbered on and on and on about that boring stuff in order to try to 

wake you up to this tenet that I am describing now.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen says that it takes the universe these eighty yeas to come into 

being, and then to vanish.  What I am saying is that we human beings who don’t want to die, who 

despise death, and want to just live for a long time, are living telling lives to ourselves.  We are 

deceiving ourselves. 

 If you look at your own life span you can see that it also is divided into the four stages of 

formation, continuation, destruction, and annihilation.  Whether you live a long life or a short life, 

everyone is engaged in this activity of formation, continuation, destruction, and annihilation.   

 The activity which brings these four stages into being is called in Tathagata Zen the activity of 

The Tathagata.  In fact the historical Buddha, when he first taught called it that, but later on in his 

teaching he called this same activity the Dharma activity.  So finally here, for the first time, the 

activity of The Tathagata, the Dharma activity has been born.  The Dharma activity never will 

completely disappear.  As long as this Great Cosmos of ours is doing its repetitive activity of being 

manifest and vanishing, over and over, the Dharma activity will also eternally be acting.  So if you 

want to live forever then you are to learn to manifest the eternal activity.  So if we want to live 

forever, eternally, then once you have manifested the eternal activity, you already have lived forever.  

That is what Tathagata Zen says. 

 So what is the Dharma activity?  What is the activity of The Tathagata?   

 What Siddhartha, the founder of Buddhism asserted was that the Dharma activity is doing the 

activity of impermanence.  The Dharma activity, the activity of The Tathagata is always doing the 
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activity of impermanence.  In Sanskrit the activity of impermanence is called anicca.  The activity 

which never fixates anything, when Buddhism went to China they translated that word anicca to mujo 

無常, impermanence. 

 But we also say that the activity of impermanence is eternal, is permanent.  We say anicca is 

nicca.  The activity of permanence, the activity of nicca is not apart from the activity of 

impermanence.  But we have to be able to manifest the wisdom that really grasps this.  So if you 

want to live forever you should be able to clearly grasp this fundamental principle that the activity of 

impermanence is not separate from the activity of permanence, and that the activity of permanence is 

the result of the activity of impermanence.  They are really the same.   

 We can say that the activity of impermanence is the activity that negates the activity of 

permanence.  But what kind of activity is it that can both be negated, and not be negated?   

 We are told in our tradition that Siddhartha, as he grew up and developed his thinking, that 

Siddhartha who later became Shakyamuni Buddha came to think that it is necessary to analyze the 

activity of permanence, and see that the activity of permanence is comprised of two activities; one 

being the activity of birth, and the other being the activity of destruction.  The activities of affirmation 

and negation.   

 You folks who shaved your heads, and are supposed to be experts in Zen practice, what are you 

thinking as you practice?  What kind of thinking are you doing?   

 Whether you are analyzing the activity of impermanence, or permanence, you have to 

somehow or another be able to find a way to perceive, to recognize these two activities of birth and 

destruction, the activity of being born, and then the activity of that manifestation vanishing.  We are 

told in our tradition that the historical Buddha, Siddhartha developed his thinking in such a way that he 

finally discovered this for himself.  Anybody who is studying Zen, or studying Buddhism has to find a 

way to perceive these two mutually opposing activities. 
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 And as I have been telling you up until now we often call these two mutually opposing activities 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  If you are  studying Zen then you have to be able to grasp the 

tatha-gata activity as the plus, self affirming activity, and the tatha-agata activity as the minus, self 

negating activity.  If you cannot do that then the Zen you are practicing cannot be called Tathagata 

Zen. 

 There are a lot of different Zens within Buddhism.  Even now there are a lot of different styles 

of Zen practice around, and people can argue about which one is the best one.  But I would like to 

warn you, and ask you to be careful to see for yourself that there are a lot of different styles of Zen 

practice out there which have completely forgotten about the fundamental tenet of Buddhism.  They 

have completely forgotten about the investigation of what the self is.  

 Actually, all of these different kinds of Zens have their own ways of thinking, their own internal 

logics which are not bad, they help people, and so as far as they go they are beneficial.  We can see 

them sort of as medicines or drugs.  But they aren’t going to solve the problem of your self. 

 In order to solve the question of your self: the only way to do it is to find a way to understand 

for yourself that you are born through the activity of the two opposing functions.  As I have been 

telling you tatha-gata and tatha-agata, these fundamental two mutually opposing activities give birth 

to absolutely every existence. 

 And I have been telling you up until now about exactly what activity the two fundamental 

mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata do when they give birth to an “I am” self, 

and existence.   

 But that self which is manifest won’t fixate itself.  Inevitably it will also disappear.  I have 

been telling this same story over and over, and so at least I hope you understand that your self is not a 

fixated thing.  What I mean is that at least you should be able to understand the fundamental 

principle that the Dharma activity, the activity of The Tathagata is doing the activity of impermanence.  

This thing we call the self, it is birthed by the Dharma activity, but the moment you think it is born then 
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again the Dharma activity dissolves that self.  The transmission of Tathagata Zen is to say that 

Siddhartha who later came to be called the Buddha, taught his disciples that the Tathagata activity is 

the activity of impermanence, because it does this activity of causing the self to appear, and causing 

the self to disappear. 

 In other words the activity of permanence is doing the activity of impermanence.  There is no 

activity of impermanence apart from the activity of permanence.   

 And when Zen went to China they very clearly re-named the activities of tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata.  They named the tatha-gata activity the U, being activity, and the tatha-agata activity the 

Mu, non-being activity.   

 A lot of philosophers are taking up what they call the philosophy of nothingness, or the 

philosophy of Mu, but to we who practice Tathagata Zen it just sounds like impudent idiocy.  Who is 

talking about that stuff?  It is of course an “I am” self.  But the “I am” self is not fixated.  It is 

appearing and disappearing, over and over.  So if you want to discuss Zen, or debate the nature of  

existence,  and you can do that standing up on the perspective of being manifest and disappearing 

over and over, that’s fine.  But if you are going to fixate your self, and then blabber on and on and on 

about this and that, what’s the point of that?   

 What I am saying is that to fixate your “I am” self, and then to ask, “What are you going to do 

for me? (私をどうしてくれる)” is a pitiful, and boring way of confessing the state of your self.  For 

example sometimes you might tell your wife, “Today I am going on a trip.”  And then your wife might 

say, “What are you going to do for me?”  You are saying to your wife, “Today I am going out with my 

friends.”  And some wives will just be quiet, and say, “Oh, that’s fine.”  But then some wives will say, 

“So what about me, what do you expect me to do?!”  That is what I was trying to say.  What I am 

saying is that if you fixate your “I am” self in opposition to your husband, then it is going to be hard for 

him.  If it is a wife who just says, “Oh, that’s fine,” and doesn’t say anything more, maybe we can say 
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that wife really understands what her husband’s work is, and what he has to do.  Which kind of wife 

do you think would be best?  This is just an example of what I mean by fixating the “I am” self.  Or 

oppositely maybe the wife will tell the husband, “Today I have some theatre tickets, and I am going to 

the theatre with my friends.  Honey, you just stay home by yourself, okay?”  What if the husband 

says, “Oh, but, what am I going to do all by myself?!”  I think there are a lot of husbands like that in 

this world.  And the wives will probably get angry and say, “Come on, don’t be so attached to me.  

Sometimes you just have to learn how to be by yourself.”   

 Don’t you think that if you are always fixating your “I am” selves if you try to live as a 

harmonious loving couple it’s just not going to go very well?  If you can live your lives standing up  

on the fundamental principle of the origin, the fundamental principle that the self is not fixated, then 

no matter where the husband has to go, or where the wife has to go it won’t be a problem. 

 The way Shakyamuni Buddha taught was to say that when it comes to the activity of The 

Tathagata, when it comes to the Dharma activity, U and Mu, tatha-gata and tatha-agata are acting, but 

they have no thinking in that action, and they have no will in that action.   

 When we say Zen practice we mean to appeal to your actual experience, to your actual doing, 

and investigate these activities of U and Mu, or tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

 And that is what I have been telling you over and over again.  I have been talking about what 

kind of activity U and Mu do when they become one and manifest zero, and also what kind of activity 

they do when they separate from each other. 

 So finally we are going to step into the arena of actual practice.  Don’t you think that 

everyone, when they have developed the function that we call consciousness will come to have a 

burning question, “What am I?”  We do somehow end up wondering, “Why is it that we were all 

born?  And why do we pass away?”  This is what I have been talking about, but now I want to get 

into the actual practice of this principle.   

 What it means to get a koan is to be forced to investigate through your own experience, 
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through your own practice these activities of U and Mu.  So today we will begin investigating the koan 

of Joshu’s Mu.  It is not just simply the koan of Mu, this is the koan of Joshu’s Mu.  This thing called 

the koan of Joshu’s Mu, the Mu part isn’t really so important.  Joshu’s Mu or “Ahh,” or “Iiii,” or 

“Oohhhh,” anything would be okay.  If you get tied up by what you think Mu means all kinds of 

terrible things are going to happen. 

 I have said that at least one way to interpret the activity of U is as the plus activity.  And the 

Mu activity could be the minus activity.  And also I have said that U could be the expanding activity, 

and Mu could be the contracting activity.  And for people who having heard all of that still don’t get it 

then I have to say, “So, the expanding activity is the activity which forms a man.  You are a man aren’t 

you?  Okay, so that expanding activity is the activity  that is forming you.  And the activity that is 

forming your woman is the contracting activity.  So investigate this as a problem of your self.”   

 A koan is a question that is the question of how to solve your self.  If you take a koan as an 

intellectual problem, and blabber and jabber endlessly about it, I don’t care about anything that you 

say.  You have to be able to find a way to march firmly on the understanding that your koan is to 

solve the problem of your self.   

 You have to be able to thoroughly get to the bottom of this principle, that plus and minus, the 

two opposing activities give birth to you, and they also beat you into oblivion. 

 So what kind of place do plus and minus act in?  If I ask you that, everybody will be able to 

answer, “Plus and minus are acting in this Great Cosmos.”  But when you answer that way that Great 

Universe is the Great Universe that your “I am” self has made, and is now taking as an object.  If you 

fixate your “I am” self, and think of the Great Cosmos as something that exists, no matter how much 

you study your “I am” self will never dissolve. 

 That is why we say that the first thing you have to investigate is how your “I am” self was born.  

And that is where this koan came from, “When you hear this sound, where are you?”  Taking one 

entire week of your life, and sitting a Dai-sesshin, and still not being able to answer the question, 
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“When your heard this sound where were you?  When you hear this sound where are you?”  Well, 

actually I think you are all like that.  There reason for this is because the real way of investigating this 

koan isn’t manifest in this world.  But Tathagata Zen is the teaching that clearly makes you investigate 

how your self is born, and how it disappears.  Tathagata Zen both teaches the principle behind this, 

and it also forces you to actually practice this. 

 Everybody, in the beginning,  (Roshi makes a sound by hitting his fan), they hear this sound 

with their ears, or they see the flower with their eyes, or they smell a smell with their noses.  But it is 

only by manifesting the wisdom that really knows how you are manifest, and how you disappear that 

you can solve the question of your self.  So,  (Roshi makes a sound by hitting his fan), this koan of 

the sound is to solve the question of your self.  This sound will solve the question of your self.  You 

do have an “I am” self now, and that self does hear that sound.   

 People always say that we human beings cannot live without love.  And that is exactly right.  

But what does it mean to live love (愛を生きる)?  In Tathagata Zen we say that when you say We 

need love to exist, doesn't it really mean that you need to live love, you need to manifest love?  But if 

instead of thinking that you must manifest love, you instead want to simply live in love, you want to 

live being embraced by love, in Tathagata Zen we say “That’s the worst way you could possibly think!”  

We completely negate that way of thinking.  It is a hard problem because everybody seems to want 

to be able to say, “I am living in love.”  It is okay to be in love, but who is it that is manifesting that 

situation of being in love?  What I am asking you is, Isn’t it the case that those  people who love so 

much to be in love, aren’t they fixating themselves, and thinking that it is just fine to be there as a 

fixated self in love?  I mean, it is very easy to fall into the way of thinking, if you are thinking like this, 

that your self is a fixated thing, and the love that you are in is also a fixated thing, that has an original 

existence, and is an object to your self.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen says that if you actually manifest love yourself, then the self that 
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is manifesting the love, and the love itself will both not be fixated things.  We say that in this case the 

position of the subject and the position of the object will both disappear.  The subject/object 

relationship will be gone.  Instead of thinking that the love, and the self have an original existence, 

which is the case of living in love, those fixated positions will be dissolved.  When you manifest love 

your self, then there is no “I am” self, and there is no separate world of love as an object either.  

When you manifest love for yourself then the U self, and the Mu self are both gone.  Then you are 

manifesting the condition that has gone beyond all comparison.  This is the perfect zero.  And in 

Tathagata Zen we can also call that the dharmakaya, or the True God.  When you manifest love then 

you are liberated from any kind of guilt or sin.  You are also liberated from any kind of way of living.  

The state of manifesting true love is the state that liberates you from any kind of condition within the 

world of distinctions.  You are free from all different kinds of lives.  Whether it is a life of being poor, 

or a life of being rich, you are liberated from those.  The state of manifesting true love is when things 

like love and hate are both gone. 

 One way to think of this state of manifesting true love is as a state that has absolutely no 

human character.  All will has been dissolved in the manifestation of true love.  When it comes to 

will there are many and various different kinds of wills.  For example the U activity has the will to do 

U, and the Mu activity has the will to do Mu, but when true love is manifest those are all dissolved.   

And that is what we call the manifestation of the true self.  The manifestation of the perfect, 

complete condition.  The manifestation of zero.   

 And in Buddhism, and in Zen too, at first that will-less activity was called the zero activity, but 

this activity that has no will is also called the activity of emptiness.  I hope that you can really get a 

grasp on what the manifestation of true love is now, and see that it is the state where all things have 

dissolved.  Whether it is suffering or joy, whether it is being praised or being hated, all of these 

situations have been dissolved.   And that activity of true love in Buddhism is called the activity of 

zero, or the activity of emptiness. 
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 Some people may say, “That Roshi, he says he is a Zen man.  He says he’s a Zen teacher.  But 

really he is just a worshipper of love.”  And they might be right.  But don’t forget that if you take 

love as an object then you are not a real lover anymore.  If you are happy because you are loved, or if 

you get satisfaction because you can love, those kind of experiences are all experiences based on 

fixating your “I am” self.  And those sorts of experiences all do appear within the process of the 

learning of the manifestation of true love, but the problem is that if you fixate any one of those 

conditions then you have fallen into a state where true love cannot be manifest. 

 This is where I would hope that you would have the experience of the wisdom arising for you 

that sees clearly that there are times where the standpoint of being a human being is affirmed, and 

there are also times when the standpoint of being a human being is negated. 

 When you are loved or you are praised, then you are happy.  But what happens when you are 

hated, or when somebody opposes you?  Then, as you all know, the kind of feeling that comes up is 

usually anger.  But Zen says that when it comes to human relationships within human relationships 

there are times when we must affirm each other, but there are also times when we must negate each 

other.   

 People seem to always stand up on the position of wanting good, and trying to avoid what is 

evil.  But the manifestation of the activity of true love is an activity which dissolves the human 

perspective.  To think, “If I only can make money, then I can catch that woman and marry her.”  Or, 

“If I can only make money then I could catch that man, and live with him.”  That kind of thinking is not 

true love.   

 So you can see that to love and be loved are things that happen in the human  world, and they 

are important.  But Buddhism very severely teaches that the manifestation of true love only arises 

when the “I am” self is negated, when the human perspective is negated.  And so when people say 

that Buddhism is difficult, it is pretty understandable, why they think that.  But even though we can 

say that it is difficult, we also say that every single existence inevitably will manifest true love, and 



Fifth Day Dai-Sesshin, May 14, 1999       Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho        Mumonkan Case One 

 

 

 
 

12 

manifest true peace of mind through that. 

 Of course, then, when we look at the koan of Joshu’s Mu, in a human way, in a personified way, 

we can see that he is teaching the manifestation of true love.   

 Busy manifesting true love, I forgot myself, and I forgot the time.  It is Dai-sesshin now, and as 

I said yesterday, we shouldn’t break the rules too much.  So even though it is an important place, we 

had better stop here. 

 

終 

the end 


