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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 
Mount Baldy Zen Center 

Day  Two Nurikaeshi Sesshin,  August 19, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 A monk asked Joshu, Does even a dog have Buddha nature or not?  Joshu answered, 

“Mu” 

  

 Yesterday I told you that if you want to investigate this koan of Joshu's “Mu”, first you 

must firmly manifest the wisdom that can grasp the Dharma activity, that is to say you must do 

the practice, you must do the sort of training that will lead you to manifest that wisdom. 

 We’re told that the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni, taught his students in many 

different ways, and the final way that he named this activity which forms the entire cosmos, 

which is our home, is to call it the Dharma activity.  And Buddhism also says that if it is an 

existent thing, every single existent thing when it appears, when it is born, already has its 

home.   

 I think all of you probably have forgotten, but when you were born you were born 

together with having your home.  According to Buddhism, your place of residence is the great 

cosmos having been limited.   

 And as I told you yesterday, the position of Buddhism is to say that the Dharma activity 

is comprised of two mutually opposing activities called tatha-gata and tatha-agata, or 

thus-going and thus-coming. 

 As I said before, the place that we live in is this great cosmos having been limited, and so 

if it is your purpose to see into the nature of the cosmos, into the nature of your home, then 

you must also see into the nature of yourself.  I think all of you go around manifesting yourself 

without having any doubt about what your home is or where your home is, but I’m telling you, 
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your home is manifest right together with you.   

 The conclusion that Tathagata Zen reaches is to say that to see clearly into the nature of 

the self is exactly the same as to see clearly into the nature of this universe.  According to 

Buddhism, we are all interested in these things that we call tranquility or peace of mind or 

salvation, but those things only come into being when we manifest ourselves as our home.   

 At the end of his life, the Buddha called the activity which forms the cosmos, the 

Dharma activity, but at the beginning of his teaching he called the activity which forms the 

cosmos the activity of The Tathagata.  And the definition that Buddhism gives of the activity of 

The Tathagata is to say that if you analyze that activity you see that it is made of tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata.   

 This teaching that we call Buddhism, is a teaching which explains the natural principle, 

which is what activity exactly the Dharma activity does, the activity of The Tathagata  does, in 

order to reveal an existent thing and also what exactly does the activity of The Tathagata do 

when it brings any existent thing to destruction.   

 What I’m asking you to do in your zazen is to carefully contemplate these two activities 

which make up the Dharma activity.  Buddhism asks everybody “Isn’t it true that you all have 

already experienced that tatha-gata and tatha-agata undoubtedly meet each other?” 

 If we look at the human world then the tatha-gata activity, thus going, is the activity 

which forms man, and the tatha-agata, thus coming activity is the activity which forms woman.  

The activities which form man and woman are opposite activities, but those activities inevitably 

do meet each other.   

 What we say is that everything has both tatha-gata and tatha-agata as it’s content and 

so everything has already experienced the inevitable meeting of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.   

 When we actually investigate these two activities in our practice we can name them in 

various ways.  We can name the thus going, tatha-gata activity the male activity, or simply the 

plus activity, or the expanding activity.  And the tatha-agata thus coming can be the female 
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activity, or the minus activity, or the contracting activity.   

 And one way that we teach is to say that because, and now lets just call them plus and 

minus, because plus and minus do undoubtedly meet each other we should be able to see 

clearly that they are living together in one shared home.   

 So, if you want to know what Zen practice is, the very first practice in Zen practice is to 

do zazen and contemplate over and over again for yourself that plus and minus always 

undoubtedly will meet each other. 

 And in Tathagata Zen when we contemplate the activity of The Tathagata, we can call 

the tatha-gata thus going activity the plus activity and the activity of the object, and the minus 

tatha-agata activity the activity of the subject.   

 In Zen practice it is said that after you hear teisho it is necessary for you to do the 

practice of repeating what you heard to yourself.  You should silently recite to yourself what 

you heard in your zazen.  The important thing is to do this practice of reciting silently to 

yourself what you heard in teisho.  It is okay to ask “What did you hear in teisho,” and talk 

about it, but that isn’t the really important thing.  So when you listen to teisho do zazen and 

carefully listen to it.  You have to catch the teisho carefully, not letting any of it slip through 

your fingers, so that you can do this practice of reciting it to yourself afterwards. 

 The next thing that you have to contemplate is when plus and minus do meet each 

other, is it possible for them to stop in that situation of having met?  When we talk about the 

activity that plus and minus do, plus does the activity of experiencing the world of minus, and 

minus is doing an activity of experiencing the world of plus.  As I said before, the reason why 

the situation of meeting takes place is because they are acting in one shared home.  Buddhism 

says that without fail plus will break through the point of meeting and experience the world of 

minus.  And the founder of Buddhism, the historical Buddha taught that the minus activity is 

similar: she also will break through the point of meeting and experience the world of plus.  

The point of meeting undoubtedly will be broken through.   
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 I want  you to carefully contemplate that both plus and minus break through this point 

of meeting and therefore they do experience each other’s worlds.  It was the Buddha himself 

who taught this, and that’s why I want you to be able to contemplate it for yourselves without 

making any mistake about it.  When minus breaks through the point of meeting she does the 

activity of experiencing the world of plus.  When plus breaks through the point of meeting, 

immediately he experiences the world of minus, but where does he end up going?  And minus, 

having broken through the point of meeting, experiences immediately the world of plus, but 

where can she be going?   

 What we say is that when we talk about the original meaning of plus and minus, we 

have to ask where they came from in order to meet, and we have to find someway or another 

to recognize that plus came from his origin in order to meet minus and minus came from her 

origin in order to meet plus.  When it comes to what kinds of places the origins of plus and 

minus are, I don’t think you understand that now, but as you practice you will come to 

understand it.  Anyway, plus and minus do dance forth from their origins and meet each other 

and break through that meeting and then go on to arrive at each other’s origins.  The teaching 

of Buddhism says that this activity of plus and minus coming from their origins, meeting, 

breaking through, and then going on to experience each other’s worlds and arrive at each 

other’s origins takes place simultaneously.  Plus and minus arrive at the same time.   

 It’s possible to think that, at least temporarily, as one way of thinking, that when plus 

and minus arrive at the same time at each other’s origins, they both stop.  There’s no further 

place for them to act in, so isn’t it natural that they both would rest here, they both would 

stop?   

 But, one way Buddhism defines these fundamental activities of plus and minus is to call 

them eternal activities, unchangeable activities, activities that always act.  When plus arrives 

at the origin of minus, immediately he receives the character of minus, and he does an about 

face, and then he travels upon the path he had come upon in order to now go back to his own 
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origin.  Similarly, when minus arrives at the origin of plus she also immediately receives the 

character of plus and turns around and now does the plus activity, and doing the plus activity 

she begins to travel back to her own origin.  

  To say it very concretely, when the man arrives at the very origin of woman then he 

doesn’t need to do the activity of experiencing woman anymore, and so now he can turn 

around and do the activity of going back to his own home.  And similarly, when minus arrives 

at the origin of plus, to say that she receives the personality or character of plus is just the same 

thing as to say that she is influenced there by plus, and turns around and does the plus activity 

in order to return to her own origin.  When plus is influenced by minus and receives the 

personality of minus and turns around to do the minus activity in order to return to his origin, 

and at the same time minus is influenced by plus and receives his personality and does his 

activity, we call this ‘bakeru 化ける’ and it’s often translated into English as incarnating, but 

the English word to incarnate, or incarnation, just doesn’t hit the mark.  It’s plus and minus 

taking each other’s forms and now returning to their original homes.   

 If we say that the plus activity is the plus “I am” self and the minus activity is the minus 

“I am” self, then neither of these selves attach to themselves or fixate themselves.  Plus 

changes into minus, minus transforms into plus.  Because they are able to do that activity of 

changing and transforming, they can return to their origins.   

 So let’s go back to the very first time where they turn around, when they’re influencing 

each other.  I guess we can even use this word incarnate; they incarnate, transform into each 

other, and now they are looking back at their past selves.  When minus arrives at the origin of 

plus, she turns around, having been influenced by plus, and goes to begin doing the plus activity 

and now she’s looking back at the past minus self.   

 Everybody looks at the past, and some people wonder what the past is, but Buddhism 

says that plus and minus undoubtedly will transform into each other and then look at their past 

selves without thinking.  The plus activity, when he turns around and begins to do the minus 
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activity and looks back on his past self, that past self of his only experienced half of the entire 

body through the oneness of plus and minus, and minus also only experienced half of the entire 

sphere doing the activity of the unity of plus and minus.   

 This kind of contemplation is a little bit difficult and so it’s necessary for you to listen 

first very carefully and then, in your own zazen, over and over again recite just as you have 

heard, to repeat to yourself silently just as you have heard.  If you contemplate this for 

yourself in your zazen, you will come to the point where you think, “Yes!  That’s it!  That’s 

just the way it is!”  You will see clearly for yourself that the minus activity does, at this point, 

has experienced the world of plus, but when she arrives at the world of plus she has only 

experienced half of the entire sphere as zero, she has only experienced half of the entire sphere 

as the unity of plus and minus.  And the plus activity, when he breaks through the original 

meeting of plus and minus then experiences the world of minus.  In other words, he 

experiences the world that minus had previously manifest and through him experiencing her 

world, zero is manifest.   

 What I’m asking you to carefully contemplate is that both plus and minus, in this 

instance, manifest zero.  But they only manifest half of a body of zero, they only have 

manifested half of the entire sphere in the state of perfection, not all of it.  So you have to 

very carefully contemplate that when minus arrives at the origin of plus and turns around and 

looks back at the sphere, she can only see the half of the sphere which is the unity of plus and 

minus.  The reason why she can only see half is because this manifestation of the unity of plus 

and minus is occurring in a sphere.  Both plus and minus, when they manifest zero in this 

instance, the zero that they manifest is perfect, it’s the perfect condition.  But they’ve only 

manifested that zero through half of the sphere, and so when plus looks back at his past he 

cannot see the perfect minus, and minus also, when she looks back, cannot see the perfect 

plus.   

 No matter how much you look back into the past, you’ll never be able to look upon the 
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entire world.  Even if the experience of the unity of plus and minus occurs, in this case, that is 

only the experience of the unity of plus and minus of half of the sphere.  And so, when minus 

transforms into plus, and turns around, and looks back into this sphere, the unity of plus and 

minus she has just experienced becomes a shadow.  And so she cannot see through that 

shadow into the other part of the sphere.                   

 If we posit the existence desire and thinking onto these activities then we can say that 

simultaneously, at the exact same time, plus and minus in this case both have the desire to see 

their perfect self, see their entire self.  In Buddhism we say that whether it is a person or a 

bird, when desire arises, and in Buddhism we can call this sort of desire thirsty love, when the 

activity of thirsty love comes up it is because the self has only experienced half of itself.  It 

only has seen half of itself, and it want to see the entire self.   

 And that is why Buddhism says that if we grow up and come to be able to do the 

complete activity of love always then we won’t have any problems, or make any mistakes.  But 

the mistakes come when you don’t understand that when you have only experienced half, 

when plus and minus have experienced each other’s worlds, and they are at each other’s 

origins, that this is when desire comes up.  It is when you don’t understand this principle that 

mistakes happen. 

 Now going back to the original breakthrough of plus and minus, they cannot 

breakthrough unconditionally.  There are always definite conditions that occur when they 

breakthrough each other.  When breakthrough occurs the plus activity unfailingly gives one 

trillionth of himself, and the minus activity simultaneously, undoubtedly will give one trillionth 

of herself as well.  This difficult teaching is the teaching we call Tathagata Zen. 

 And that one trillionth of plus and one trillionth of minus come together, and at least 

temporarily we can call that coming together an existence.  An existence has been manifest, 

and Buddhism calls that existence the manifestation of the present moment aspect of time.   

 There probably are some people who never think about what the present is, they simply 
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unconditionally, uncritically acknowledge the validity of the present moment, but in Tathagata 

Zen we don’t permit you or allow you to unquestioningly accept anything.  

 According to Buddhism when plus and minus have arrived at each other’s origins, and 

they look back at their past selves, they, as I just said, cannot see their entire self, they can only 

see half of their self.  And the reason Buddhism gives for this is that this present moment has 

been manifest.  The present moment is in the way.   

 For example, the minus activity, who has now transformed herself into plus, when she 

looks back into her past self, she cannot see her origin.  She can no longer see the world of 

minus.  What she can see is her child.  And the plus activity, having arrived at the origin of 

minus and transformed himself, and so now we can say that he is doing minus, that 

minus-doing-activity-of-plus  looks back, and he also can only see half of the whole.  He 

cannot see the other half of the whole, because there is a boundary, there is  a border line in 

between.  And that boundary is the child of plus and minus.   

 If you are a kind of person who is attached to the “I am” self there is not any way that 

you can do this kind of contemplation, so don’t attach, and contemplate correctly. 

 This is a little bit different way of looking at this, but when minus arrives at the origin of 

plus she is doing the imperfect activity of minus.  The reason the minus activity is not doing 

the perfect activity of minus when she arrives at the origin of plus is because she has given a 

part of herself.  She gave one trillionth of herself in order to birth the child, and so now she is 

lacking that one trillionth part of herself, and is therefore no longer complete when she arrives 

at the origin of plus. 

 And plus is the same.  When he arrives at the origin of minus he also is no longer the 

perfect activity of plus, because he also has given one trillionth of himself when he broke 

through minus and gave birth to their child.  So, already, when plus and minus arrive at each 

other’s origins they have already transformed themselves.  They have incarnated themselves 

into their imperfect versions.  You must carefully contemplate for yourselves that when minus 
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arrives at the origin of plus through doing contracting, when she finally gets to plus’s origin she 

is no longer the perfect activity of contracting, and when the plus activity arrives at the origin of 

minus through expanding, when he finally gets there he is no longer the perfect plus activity.   

 Now, from the point of view of the child, the imperfect plus activity would be the father, 

and the imperfect minus activity would be the mother.  It is possible for the child to see her 

mother and father, but it is not possible for the child to see the condition that was her very 

origin.  But we must think that the parent of this child is the Dharma activity.   

 Mother and father are similar to the child in that before the child was born neither 

mother nor father were born either.  When the child is born right at that same time mother 

and father are also first born.  Tathagata Zen says that to think that your mother was existing 

before you were born is a mistake.  These days even among Buddhist scholars it seems as if 

most of them can say as if it were perfectly normal, as if it was nothing strange, that mother 

and father exist prior to the birth of the child.  And, as you know, there are many different 

branches of Buddhism, and it seems as if the so called great oshos, great priests of those 

different branches can very calmly say, as if it were perfectly correct and normal, that mother 

and father were existing prior to the birth of the child.   

 But the strong assertion of Tathagata Zen is that it is only when the self is born that 

mother and father simultaneously is born. 

 But if you think in the common, general way, then you have to think that your mother 

and father had their mothers and fathers, and those mothers and fathers had their mothers 

and fathers, on and on, endlessly into the past.  Thinking this way when you try to grasp your 

origin you will find that it spreads out infinitely, and you will have to recognize every single 

thing as your mother and father, or brother and sister.   And it is not as if Tathagata Zen 

negates this way of thinking absolutely or completely.  But in Tathagata Zen it is said that this 

way of thinking is a lopsided way of thinking, a way of thinking that comes about through 

fixating the “I am” self.  And so it is not a truly correct way of thinking.   
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 Tathagata Zen asserts that our parents are the Dharma activity.  Our one parent is the 

Dharma activity, the activity of The Tathagata.  Mother and father have a time of birth, and 

that time is the exact same time as our time of birth.  And their mothers and fathers also have 

the same time of birth.    

 The bell rang, so I should stop and continue tomorrow, but we can also see from this 

same process that this is when for the first time clearly past and future are manifest.   

 If you do not know the principle by which you are born, and the principle by which you 

vanish, then you can study this and that and the other thing, you can study Zen and say this and 

that about it, and none of it will be a useful medicine for anything. 

 The kind of Zen where you fixate your self, and then unconditionally affirm that fixated 

self is not really Zen. 

 So today we now understand why, in what way the present moment is manifest, and 

since the bell rang I should stop now, and talk tomorrow about the exactly why past and future 

are manifest.  What the principle is by which mother and father come into being.  

 

終 

the end 


