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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

December 5, 1998 

Fifth Day Rohatsu Dai- Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

translated by R.H. Blyth 

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

  

 Finally we’ve reached the fifth day of this Rohatsu Dai-Sesshin, and we are almost to the end.  

There is only a little bit more.  Yesterday was the middle day, and following the old custom we had 

five sanzens.  We had four regular sanzens, and sosan, so there were five trips to the sanzen room 

yesterday.  Just adding that one little sanzen more, and it makes it seem really busy around here.  

That’s how I felt, and I think you all felt you were busied up too.   

 And I’ve also experienced sleeping in the zendo and getting smacked with the keisaku.  But 

here at Bodhi Manda Zen center since we have adult men and women here together, that probably 

doesn’t happen.  But in a Japanese monastery where there are only men if you sleep you get hit from 

all directions by the older monks, relentlessly, and so you grit your teeth and try your best to stay 

awake.   

 There are two kinds of carrying the keisaku, junkei and jokei.  Junkei is when you walk around 

in the usual order, starting at the head and going all the way to the end.  And jokei is when one of the 

jikijitsu staff either the jikijitsu, the joko, or one of the jokeis at the same time as the junkei keisaku is 

walking around they help and walk around at the same time in the opposite direction.  And it isn’t 



Fifth Day Rohatsu Dai-Sesshin, December 5, 1998 Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Joshu’s Mu 
 
 

   
  2 

usual to have two keisakus walking around at the same time, but during the sit right before sosan that 

is what we do, and so probably it is not possible to sleep then. 

 But all sorts of things happen concerning the keisaku especially among men it seems, and so 

somebody will think “He (either the junkei or the jokei) hit me when I wasn’t sleeping.  Just way till I 

get my turn!  I’m gonna get him!”  If there are fifty or so monks there are bound to be some mean 

ones, and they go around hitting people.  It seems like sometimes the jokeis judge a certain person as 

just kind of a mean guy, and so they decide to hit that person even though they are not sleeping.  It is 

possible to get hit every time the keisaku passes all night long.  And in Japan you are not allowed to 

complain about it in the zendo no matter how many times, or in what way you get hit.  But Americans 

seem to love to complain.  Because it is democracy here.  And that is why I think that maybe it is not 

possible to make a real zendo in America. 

 But what about American football teams?  Or if you look at the army and the navy; how they 

train.  It is even better than a zendo.  Those guys are awesome.  You really have to listen to the 

instructors commands, and if you don’t obey all kinds of things can happen to you.   

 In the old days during Rohatsu Dai-sesshin the custom was you couldn’t lie down.  All day and 

all night you had to just stay doing zazen without ever lying down to rest, or for anything.  And in 

Japan there are zendos where they still practice that way.  But in Japan there have come to be some 

zendos where they think it is just too hard so they allow the monks to lie down for two hours.  When 

you are given a two hour break to sleep you really can only sleep for about an hour and a half, but for 

that hour and a half it is a dead, deep sleep.  But at the places where they don’t even allow you to get 

horizontal for an hour and a half or two hours they give you these sticks called zenpans to prop your 

chin up.  And you are supposed to sleep sitting up with the help of the zenpan.  And if you do 

Rohatsu four or five years in a row you get used to sleeping with the zenpan, and you can “uuuuugt,” 

really sleep sitting up.  But the new guys haven’t gotten used to sleeping with the zenpans yet, so 

often times they slip off their chins, hit themselves in face, drop the zenpan,  it makes a big loud crash 
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on the floor, and they fall over,  too.  That never happened to me so I don’t really know what it’s like 

to fall right off the tan.  But when I saw the people who did fall over I was amazed at how fast they 

were.  The moment they hit the ground, boom, they were back up doing zazen.  Very fast.   

 Some people say, “Let’s do that!  Let’s do Rohatsu here just like they do in Japan!”  But I 

don’t think we can really do that here.  Even just to do one day of that kind of old-style Rohatsu 

practice is not possible in usual places, but maybe if I went to a football team or to the Army or to the 

Navy, maybe there we could do it.   

 But actually the fact seems to be without doing  that kind of practice you can’t really come to 

the understanding that I was talking about yesterday.  In other words you can’t come to the 

understanding that Joshu’s Mu is really an expression of true love.  I said that when Joshu said, “Mu” 

he was expressing true love.  But who cares about Mu?  He could have said, “Dooo” or “Aah” or 

anything.  If you say , “Doooooooo,” and you’re really serious about it, you’re really sincere about it, 

there’s no time to think about living or dying, or man or woman, or God or Buddha.   

 In Buddhism we call the manifestation of that kind of activity of time that has no free time in it 

to think, that has no spare time to think about anything, the manifestation of zero or the manifestation 

of emptiness.  To manifest emptiness is to manifest the kind of time that cannot hold any thought, 

because it has no time to spare for thinking.  To manifest for yourself the kind of time that has no 

spare time in it, not even a jot of spare time in it is to manifest emptiness or zero for yourself.  And, as 

I always tell you, when you manifest that activity of zero or emptiness and personify that manifestation 

we call it the manifestation of true love.   

 But it’s no small thing to manifest this true love.  I think, especially for men, it’s downright 

impossible.   The reason why is that men have to try to manifest true love, but they cannot get 

pregnant, and so it is hard to manifest true love without the experience of pregnancy.  And that is 

why it seems like some men think that they don’t really have to take responsibility for the children that 

they actually were responsible for.  But women aren’t like that.  Even female dogs and cats aren’t 



Fifth Day Rohatsu Dai-Sesshin, December 5, 1998 Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Joshu’s Mu 
 
 

   
  4 

like that.  A woman once she has given birth to a child stakes her very life on raising that child.  For 

example if a mother cat notices that something is bothering her kitten she will stake her very life to 

fight for the protection of that kitten.  That is why I think that when woman strive to manifest true 

love they lay their very lives on the line when they do it.  I’m a man so I can’t really know, but I have a 

very strong feeling that this is the case.   

 What I’m trying to say is that there are a lot of games that are played around love, but the 

manifestation of true love is not a game.   

 And when Buddhism cam to China, and it wasn’t just Joshu who began this, before Joshu even 

they began using the word Mu to express this same activity of the manifestation of true love that was 

expressed as Ku, or emptiness, or zero before Buddhism came to China.  When teisho is given, 

therefore, on the koan of Joshu’s Mu it has to be clearly explained that this Mu is not Mu.  It is 

pointing to the exact same activity as the Buddhist concept of emptiness is pointing.  But for people 

who are just beginning their study of Zen, whether we say Ku, emptiness, or Mu nothingness, no 

matter what you say it is hard to understand.   

 Whether we talk about the activity of emptiness or the activity of Mu, nothingness, what we 

are talking about is an activity which manifests the perfect self, and then gives birth to the imperfect 

self from that manifestation of the perfect self, and then gives birth to the perfect self again from that 

manifestation of the imperfect self.  That is the activity of emptiness.  What we are trying to warn 

you about is that there is absolutely no fixated activity, whether we call it the activity of emptiness, or 

zero, or Mu, it is not fixated. 

 There are, as I said, a lot of different popular schools of Zen, and that is fine.  But when you 

come to sanzen, the moment I see you in sanzen, the moment I see the shape or the form of your 

sanzen I can tell right away what kind of zazen you have been learning, whether you have been 

learning a kind of Zen which is based on a fixated concept of God, or whether you have been learning a 

kind of Zen which is based on the clear understanding that there is no fixated God.   
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 Buddhism says that we have all experienced true love, and anybody who has experienced true 

love should be able to manifest the wisdom that knows that the condition of true love is something 

that appears within the process of the self being manifest and disappearing, manifest and disappearing 

over and over.   

 As I was just saying when you manifest true love there is no need to speak.  There is no time 

there in which you can speak.  There is no time to speak.  To manifest the world where speech is not 

needed, to manifest the self that doesn’t need to speak is to manifest the activity of zero or the activity 

of emptiness, or as we say in Buddhism when we personify that, the activity of true love.  But, as I 

was just saying, people do seem to think that there are fixated things like God or Buddha or True Love.  

And I even think that there are some schools of Zen that teach about these things as fixated things.  

And some people get really sick with this.  Some people really think that God, Buddha, love are 

fixated things.  This is what we call “fixated Zen.”  They come down with Zen sickness.  And when 

someone catches that fixated Zen sickness they can become totally stuck and incurable. 

 And there are some religions that are based on the concept of a fixated God.   

 When we look at Buddhist history we can say, I think, that the kinds of religions that were 

existing before Buddhism were all based on the idea of a fixated God, and they taught this idea of a 

fixated God.  Before Shakyamuni Buddha was born into this world the religion that was popular in 

India was based on the belief of the creator God Brahma.  They said that there was no other God 

outside of Brahma, which is fine I guess, but they made the mistake of fixating that God Brahma.  I 

know I have told this same story many times, and some of you have heard it many times. 

 If you believe in a one and only singular God then you can say that God doesn’t have any need 

to talk about bad things, and doesn’t have any need to talk about good things either.  But even that 

kind of God, as long as that God is alive he or she has to eat, and then go to the bathroom.  So some 

people trying to preserve some kind of pure standpoint of God become hermits, and hide themselves 

away, not being able to do this in the world in general.  But no matter how much of a hermit you 
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become, no matter how much of a mountain cave dweller you become; you hide yourself away, but 

you still have to eat, and you still have to go to the bathroom.  You are not going to become some 

kind of pure God.   

 So Buddhism says that if you want to talk about something called God you have to conceive of 

God as something that appears, but then disappears, over and over again.  The perfect condition will 

appear, but it is never fixated. 

 And when we talk about the perfect, complete condition, as I’ve said before, that condition 

comes into being when the two fundamental mutually opposing activities completely unify with each 

other, completely mutually connect with each other and then unify.  Everybody should be able to pick 

up on the fact that has to be zero.   

 And In Buddhism we call that the state of samadhi, the perfectly quiet state.  And all of you 

when you do zazen are undoubtedly able to manifest samadhi.  Tathagata Zen says that it is 

unfailingly true that you can manifest true love through doing zazen.  Everybody says that we cannot 

live without love, so what we say in Tathagata Zen is to take that thirst for love, to take that desire for 

love, and do zazen and through zazen you will have the experience of true love.  Through manifesting 

zazen you will manifest true love, you will manifest the activity of zero, you will manifest the state of 

quiet, peaceful zazen.  And that condition is called samadhi.  But samadhi doesn’t exist as some kind 

of statue of Jizo, some kind of statue of a stone Buddha.  Don’t become a statue, please.  You are 

doing both in and out breathing, and you will get tired, and so the condition of samadhi will, inevitably, 

break open.  And when samadhi breaks open in Tathagata Zen we call that the breaking open of true 

love, the breaking open of the true self.  It is an amazing thing, it’s an awesome thing, the condition 

of love bursts open.  The activity of zero, the activity of emptiness bursts open.  

 And when that happens right in the middle of the world of emptiness the worlds of past, 

present, and future immediately are manifest.  And of course it is the present moment which is the 

very basis for the manifestation of any existence.  And it also should go without saying that the very 
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beginning of this existence that we call mother is the world of the future.  And in contrast to this the 

activity that forms past, the plus activity, the world of the past is the world where the existence we call 

father is living.   

 And when the “I am” self is manifest, as I always tell you that “I am” self has both plus and 

minus as its content.   

 Right at the same time with the manifestation of the self mother and father are manifest.  We 

insist that mother and father are not fixated things that were existing before the manifestation of the 

self.  But this way of thinking that Buddhism teaches seems to be something that no one is capable of 

believing.  People say, “I’m studying Buddhism.  I’m studying Zen.”  But they cannot even grasp 

this fundamental principle, and instead they seem to be studying some kind of Zen which teaches that 

mother and father are fixated things appearing as objects in before you.  But Tathagata Zen says that 

there is absolutely no way that mother and father are appearing as objects fixated before you, and so if 

you want to really study Zen you have to find some way or another to manifest the wisdom for yourself 

that really grasps that.   

 When we look at Buddhist history we see that Tathagata Zen, in other words Zen Buddhism was 

the teaching that stood up based on this development in thinking.  But at some time things went 

wrong, and influenced badly by some other cultural context Buddhists themselves began to think of 

mother and father as fixated things which were manifest before the self was manifest.  And these 

people, not understanding true Zen started going around teaching a mistaken Zen.  Even though they 

call themselves Zen Buddhists they make a lot of trouble within the world of Buddhism.   

 If you just look a little bit at Buddhism you can say that there are plenty of people out there 

calling themselves Buddhists but teaching a totally mistaken teaching.  But even though I say that 

those mistaken teachings are benefiting some people.  They are leading some people to some kind of 

peace of mind.  So let’s not call them bad things.  They are good things.  But on the other hand, if 

you teach mistakenly that kind of mistaken teaching seems to always lead to conflicts between 
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different branches of religions, and those conflicts escalate into actual fighting and wars, so it is, in the 

end, very important to teach the true thing.  

 When we look at Buddhism from the ideal perspective we have many different branches of 

Buddhism, but they are all based on the fundamental principle that there is no self, the fundamental 

principle of self-lessness.  And so all of these different schools of Buddhism can exist in harmony 

together, getting along well with each other.  The reality, however, is different.  In reality there are 

different Buddhist branches which do conflict with each other. 

 But any way, that is that about that subject.  Getting back to the appearance of the self, it 

seems very difficult for anybody to manifest the wisdom that can really understand that mother and 

father appear at exactly the same time as the self.  And I have explained to you this principle many 

times. 

 But anyway, now we have this self which has appeared.  So what does it eat?  Buddhism is 

very frank about this.  We don’t beat around the bush at all we say, “It eats mother and father.  And 

eating mother and father is how it gets big.”  There is no other food available for the born self to eat 

other than mother and father.  And even when we get big there still is no other food.  Our food is 

still mother and father.  It is really a ridiculous, absurd, unspeakable teaching, this Buddhism stuff.  

But really that is how it is.  And when you completely eat mother and father up then mother and 

father vanish.  And at the exact moment mother and father vanish the self manifests itself as the 

perfect self.     

 But don’t worry about mother and father.  The teaching of Buddhism says that absolutely 

willingly, absolutely voluntarily they dive right into the child, the born self, and that is when they 

disappear.  They joyfully give themselves.  Especially the mother.  As long as she is alive she is 

always thinking, until the very moment of her death, that she wants to be living inside of the child.  

She is always living totally for the sake of the child.  And true fathers are the same, till the very 

moment of their own death they are living only for the sake of their child. So they are happy to be 
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eaten by the child.   

 And the manifestation of this perfect, complete self is the manifestation of the zero activity, is 

the manifestation of true love, and if we want to call it the manifestation of  the cosmic Buddha, or 

God, or the Creator, or the Almighty that’s fine.  But Buddhism says that complete, perfect condition 

called God or Buddha is never a fixated thing.  It only comes into being when the self, you yourself 

grow up and manifest the perfect self.   

 So this is when we ask you the question, “The position called God is manifest when you 

manifest the perfect, complete self, but that self which we call the complete self, can it just eternally 

continue its existence as the complete self?”   

 This condition of the manifestation of the perfect self has absolutely everything as its content.  

It is embracing absolutely everything, and so we say it is the condition of the cosmos being pregnant.  

In the east we use a word that really means to be full and swollen to mean pregnant.  The cosmos is 

swollen in its pregnancy.  Tathagata Zen teaches that the manifestation of the condition of true love 

is the condition of pregnancy.  The manifestation of the true self is the condition of true pregnancy.  

That being pregnant in this true sense is what we call the Almighty.  It is the great cosmos itself being 

pregnant. 

 I don’t know really how it is now in Japan, because I haven’t lived in Japan in thirty some odd 

years, and I know that Japan has changed a lot after world war two, but when I was growing up the 

Buddhist teaching influenced the customs in Japan, and we were taught that when you see a pregnant 

woman you have to understand that pregnant woman is pregnant with absolutely everything, and so 

that pregnant woman is the manifestation of God, of Buddha, so put your hands together in gassho 

and worship her.  If you really investigate this and travel all around the Middle East and Asia and 

Europe and America you might be able to find some neighborhoods where they do this custom, and 

they teach the children clearly that when you see a woman with her big pregnant belly that you are 

seeing the symbol of the universe being pregnant with absolutely everything so you must put your 
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hand together in honor of that.   

 And I think it would be good if there were places that really taught that.  I mean look at it from 

the perspective of the child.  When the child meets a mother who has a big pregnant belly it is going 

to look really big to you as a child, and so it makes perfect sense for you to put your hands together 

and worship her as the symbol of being pregnant with absolutely everything.  After all she is a mother 

who is really going to birth an existent being.  Wouldn’t it be good if we taught our children like this?!  

Actually I think that to the extent that this kind of education really is manifest in this world the world 

we live in will become a truly human world.   

 And if we did have this kind of ideal sort of eduaction perhaps the custom would arise that 

when a child would meet that big bellied pregnant woman, instead of giving a donation to God, even if 

it was just a penny or half a penny, they would give it to the pregnant mother.  So why don’t some of 

you begin this kind of cultural movement yourselves.  You might get rich. 

 I don’t speak English and it is difficult.  I’ve been trying to do something like teach Zen here in 

America, but it is very difficult to teach true Zen without knowing the language.  But luckily I picked 

up this translator, so now I can talk about these things. 

 So anyway, especially in Tathagata Zen we emphasize that this great cosmos is pregnant with all 

existences in just the same way as a mother is pregnant with a child.  And of course the state of 

absolute pregnancy is the condition that has all of the activities of plus and minus both as its content.   

 Just as it speaks about in the Nirvana Sutra there will come a season, jisetsu torai 時節到来, 

the season of spring will inevitably occur, and then right in the center of the mother’s belly, just like 

thunder, just like lightning, “gaaaaa” the child cries out.  And “DON!” this great universe is split in 

two.  Just like a mountain getting chopped in two.  And that is when the present moment, that is 

when the existent thing is born, emitting light.   

 And right with that mother and father are also manifest.  So I hope now you can understand 

what we mean by simultaneous manifestation.  And I hope from this also that at least a little bit you 
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can understand what a mistake it is to fixate the existences of mother and father.  Buddhism says that 

even though we have been educated for tens of thousands of years in the human world that mother 

and father are fixated existences that appeared before you appeared, that is actually a big mistake.   

 Before you were born this universe had simply and only the activities of plus and minus as its 

content.  It was just the manifestation of the Almighty.  Just the manifestation of the perfect 

condition that simply has will-less activities of plus and minus as its content.   

 But why is it that this universe that only has simple plus and minus as its content, why is it that 

that universe comes to be pregnant?  In the old days people really took that question seriously.  

They really took seriously the mystery of birth.  Why is the self born?  How could the self possibly be 

born?  What does it mean to live and die?  But nowadays because of the advancement of scientific 

thought people just think they can leave those questions to the scientists. 

 But our experience and the experience of the ancient people are the same.  I mean we and 

they both experienced thunder coming up.  We all experience the rain falling down.  We all 

experience light suddenly flashing right within this absolute space.  If you look at sutras you can find 

this kind of description of the birth of thunder and lightning.  It seems as if those ancient practitioners 

who lived at the foot of the Himalaya Mountains thought that there was no true activity apart from the 

activity of thunder and lightning.   

 Especially today when I look at you, at the shape that you’re in, it seems like you are trying to 

do zazen, and at the same time unquestioningly accept your self as real.  But you have all been 

taught!  You are all doing zazen.  You have already been taught the principle of how you are born 

and how you die.  But there is no history of Buddhism in America.  There are some really great, quite 

accomplished Buddhist scholars here in America, but these are just specialists in academic study, and it 

seems as if in general people are teaching Buddhism in a mistaken way here.   

 But in countries where the teaching of the Buddha has really been soaked into the culture 

everybody, as common knowledge, knows what it is to born and what it is to die. 
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 So when I came today I was coming to again talk about the details of exactly how it is that we 

come to be born, and exactly what it is to die.  But again, without getting to the end of it the time 

caught up with me.  I think I did talk about these subjects of why it is we are born, and why it is we 

die, but just with this much explanation I can’t expect you to really get it straight.   

 But the reason why everyone suffers so much, struggles so much is because they are not able to 

manifest the wisdom for themselves that understands the principle behind birth and death. 

 We still have two days of Rohatsu left, and my plan is to continue on this subject of the 

principle behind birth and death, and through that get to the end of this Mu koan.  Because what I 

really want from you over these next two days is for all of you to be able to manifest the wisdom for 

yourself that sees to the bottom of the activity which brings us into being, and the activity which leads 

us to death.  

 

終 

the end 


