
         Teisho by Kyozan Joshu Roshi

                        Albuquerque Zen Center
                  October 25, 2002   Day 1 of a 3 day Sesshin 
                  Mumonkan Chapter 1 Joshu and the Puppy
                  Translating:  Giko

Joshu Osho:  A monk asked,” Does, does even this dog have Buddha nature or not?”   
Joshu said “No.”

                   

It has come to pass that this three day sesshin in which I am going to practice 

together with all of you, was organized.  I was wondering what to give teisho on, what 

koan to give teisho on for this sesshin, and because there are a lot of beginning students 

here, I thought that I would give teisho on Mu.  

I think that it is probably fair to say that when most people consider this Mu koan,

or this “No” koan, or “Nothingness” koan, we immediately think of that in contra-

distinction to “Somethingness,” or “Yes,” or U.  But, the Mu spoken of in this Koan is the

Mu of Buddhism, itself.  It is not the Mu that is in contra distinction to U.  It is not “non-

being” in contra distinction to “being.” The true Mu is referring to the condition in which 

Mu and U, being and non-being, are residing together in one world.  

 Usually people think of U as being “being” and Mu as being non-being.  

However, as I just said, in Buddhism the state of, the condition of, U and Mu living 

together is called true Mu, the real Mu. That kind of non-being, that kind of Mu, is also 

called in Buddhism the manifestation of emptiness.  

Most people when they hear, “emptiness” think that there is nothing there, but the 

emptiness of Buddhism is not that.  What is referred to as “emptiness” in Buddhism is a 

condition in which being and non-being are, at the same moment, experiencing each 

other.  Being and non-being become one.  And that condition of being and non-being 

having unified is neither being nor non-being.  It is the condition of completion, of 

perfection, that is what Buddhism is talking about with the word “emptiness.”  
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Buddhism also names this same condition, or activity of emptiness, as zero. In the

condition of zero, being has been annihilated and non-being has also been annihilated. 

Being is gone; there is no more being.  And non-being has also vanished.  This condition 

in Buddhism is called “true annihilation”, when being and non-being have been 

annihilated.  

However, no matter how much we are taught this sort of thing, no matter how 

many words of this sort that we are told, human beings tend to listen to teisho from the 

sort of consciousness that unconditionally , unquestioningly accepts the "I am" self.  No 

matter how much you listen to teisho, listen to a teisho about the unification of being and 

nonbeing, as long as you are listening from the position of the "I am", which is the 

subject, then that "I am" itself will never vanish.  Because you are always listening from 

the "I am" point of view, you will never be able to disappear from this world that is 

divided into subject and object; you will always be tied up by subject and object.  

The state which has transcended both subject and object is the state that has 

transcended the human world.  It is the state of true Mu, nonbeing, or we could say real 

existence, reality itself.  Subject and object are both gone and that is the state called zero. 

You can hear those words endlessly, over and over, but as long as it is still an "I am" 

proclaiming self that is hearing them, that "I am" won’t disappear.  That is why the 

practice known as Tathagata Zen practice, demands that you appeal to your own doing of 

it, your own experience of it, your own practice of it, and that you, yourself, manifest the 

condition of true Mu or true non-being, or zero.  The conclusion of Buddhism is to say 

that the "I am" is the imperfect, incomplete self, and the perfect self is your true self. That

perfect self is the self that is manifesting zero.  

Zero is a result, but what is it a result of?  What was prior to the manifestation of 

zero?  At least as one way of describing it in Buddhism, it is said that before zero 

manifests, it was a world in which subject and object, nonbeing and being, are separate 

from each other.  At least as one teaching within Buddhism, it is said that rather than 

speak of subject and object, perhaps an easier way to understand this would be “man” and

“woman.” 
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 Our human world is divided into men and women and it is said in Buddhism, that

when man and woman become one, that is the manifestation of the true person, the real 

person  which is neither man nor woman.  And again, at least as one way of describing it 

in Buddhism, we say, “Let’s take the man to be the being activity, the U activity.”  

Women are different than men. Women appear with the female activity as their 

content, not the male activity.  The recognition of these two, the acknowledgement of 

these two totally opposing forces is where Buddhism was born from. And Buddhism 

attached its own names to these two mutually opposing activities and called the Mu, non-

being activity tatha-agata, thus coming, and the U, being activiy tatha-gata, thus going.  

And here, where we refer to our style of Zen as Tathagata Zen, which includes both of 

these activities, we call the tatha-gata, thus going activity, the activity of existing, the 

standpoint or position, or role of existing, and the tatha-agata, thus coming, the position 

or role of not existing.  And also, when we talk about this here, we at least as one 

expedient way, say that tatha-gata, thus going, is plus and that tatha-agata, thus coming, 

is minus. 

 In the old days they called male being activity, the positive activity, and the 

female, non-being activity, the negative activity, or yang and yin. We call the positive or 

the yang, “like the sun rising in the morning” and everything becomes bright.  So, this 

positive, yang word was used in the old days, but here we say plus.  When the nighttime 

comes, then the world of nighttime appears, and that world of night negates the world of 

the sunlight. That activity of negating the daylight world was always called the negative, 

or yin activity, and here we say minus. 

 If you are in the position where you just can’t find any peace when you meet a 

woman, be careful because the moment you meet a woman, you have to understand that 

you are being negated by that woman.  Or, if you are a woman and you meet a man, be 

careful because you are being eaten by that man.  So, I suppose it is important to be 

careful about these things, but then we have to ask, “Who is it that is being so careful?”  

And the answer is: It is no other than the "I am" self.  When you are either a man or a 

woman, then necessarily you are an "I am" self, but when a man meets a woman, it is 

always two incomplete "I am" selves that are meeting each other. So, when we are 

manifesting "I am" selves, we have to take care.  But, when we are manifesting our true 
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selves, then there is no problem, there is no struggle, there is no worry between the 

meeting of a man and a woman.   

The teaching of Buddhism says that just as it is inevitable that men and women 

meet each other, it is just as  inevitable that these two essential opposing forces, plus and 

minus, will unify with each other,  and when they unify with each other, that is the 

manifestation of completion, or zero. Therefore, it is taught, “There is nothing really to be

afraid of.”  This condition of completion or perfection will inevitably manifest and in it 

there is no suffering.  It is true joy.  Plus and minus, being and nonbeing meet each other 

and then they do the activity of experiencing each other.  You are commanded in Zen 

practice to sit zazen and do this activity of being and non-being experiencing each other, 

to appeal to your own doing of it.

 Naturally, when being is an "I am" being, and non-being is an "I am" non-being, 

then they will be afraid of each other.  Buddhism has always taught that in the end, 

conclusively, every single fight, every single war has as its foundation, this being stuck in

the imperfect "I am" point of view, or role or position.  Therefore, Buddhism has always 

said that wars and fights are not good.   To be attached to the "I am" self that asserts 

itself, that insists upon itself, is said to be attached to the human world.

 The activity, the practice, the way of life of negating those opposing positions is 

called “doing the activity that is following the very activity that is forming this world.”  

In other words, the activity that brings the complete self into being is the same activity 

that brings our world into being. 

The founder of Buddhism, Siddhartha, who was later called Shakyamuni Buddha, 

when he first began to teach, called this activity the Tathagata activity.  The activity that 

brings this world that we all live in together into being, it should go without saying, is an 

activity that includes both of the two essential opposing forces. The activity has both 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, as its content, and its action brings the entire cosmos into 

being.  The cosmos forming activity limiting itself, gives rise to what are known as 

existent beings.  Buddhism says that there is not even one existence that has ever been 

born that has not been born with its home, having its home. 

 All of those homes, in the beginning, are the cosmos having been limited.  They 

are limited homes. This is difficult to understand, but Buddhism says that the activity that
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forms the great cosmos, itself, the real cosmos, and the activity that forms all of us "I am"

proclaiming existent beings is the same activity.  I was born in this way.  We all are born 

in the same way.  We all are born limiting the cosmos, itself, and having a limited 

universe as our home.  

And it is the teaching of Buddhism that very carefully and kindly teaches exactly 

what it is to be born.  Buddhism says that to be born is “to appear,” and it teaches 

precisely what it means to appear. The activity that forms the universe, itself, and the 

activity that forms the world of all of us imperfect existent beings, is the same activity.  

And as I said before, in the beginning of Shakyamuni’s teachings, he called it the 

Tathagata activity.  Later he changed the name of that activity and called it the Dharma 

activity.  

The great cosmos, it is taught, is the unification of all of plus and all of minus.  It 

might sound difficult and perhaps it will become clear to you as you continue your 

practice, but in fact it is not difficult at all.  Men and women become one and there is no 

cosmos apart from that union.  There are no kinds of worlds, there are no worlds at all, 

outside the union of plus and minus.  If we want to speak of a real existent being, a real 

existence, then we have to say that there are no kinds of existences or worlds apart, 

outside, of the union of plus and minus.  And it is also taught for the sake of those just 

starting their practice of Buddhism, that this condition of the union of all of plus and 

minus is the manifestation of true love.  

When we begin speaking of true love, even those people who have no idea what 

love is get at least a little bit interested in what is being said.  To truly understand true 

love is very difficult but one thing that can be said from the start, is that there is no 

manifestation of true love apart from plus and minus doing the activity of experiencing 

each other.  The manifestation of true love is the very same thing as the manifestation of 

reality, the manifestation of the real condition, itself.  Buddhism very sternly reminds us 

to never forget that neither true love, nor reality itself, can be manifest with an "I am".  

The "I am" must necessarily be gone.  It is only when the role of woman and the role of 

man are both gone that true love is manifest.  As long as there is still an "I am" there and 

you are trying to make a loving connection and still have your "I am”, it is not the real 

thing.  The true self, the true love appears, when the "I am’s” have vanished. 
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We all know that there are many marriages that end in separation, even after less 

than a year.  The real thing, the true self, only comes about through the activity of being 

and non-being experiencing each other simultaneously.  To think, “If I marry that person,

it will probably end up good for me.  If I marry him, I’ll probably live a wealthy life.”  

That is called “getting married from the thinking, "I am" point of view,” and it is very 

clearly said to be not a true love marriage, in Buddhism. All the cases in which somebody

thinks, “"I am" sick of this.  I just can’t take it anymore. I am out of here.  Let’s dissolve 

our union of marriage.” The foundation of all of those cases is being stuck upon the "I 

am" role or position.  

The manifestation of true self and the manifestation of true love are the same.  

This is what is conclusive.  When plus and minus experience each other, the inevitable 

result is zero.  But it is not enough just to hear those words.  What Tathagata Zen 

demands of you is to sit zazen and do that and appeal to your experience of it until you 

realize, “Yes!  That is exactly the way that it is.” 

 Going back to the start, going back to zazen, going back to defining how we 

define these two activities, to do zazen,we can say that the plus activity is the expanding 

activity, the self affirming activity, and the minus activity is the contracting, the self 

negating activity.  Just as man and woman inevitably meet each other, expansion and 

contraction inevitably also meet each other.  This is what you should be practicing when 

you are doing so called zazen practice.”   

There are many different examples that you can use and perhaps some of them 

just make it more difficult to understand.  But, let’s take breathing.  When it comes to 

breathing, it is taught that it is inevitable that in-breathing and out-breathing meet each 

other.  [tape change] Tathagata Zen asks you to contemplate your breathing in your 

practice, therefore, Tathagata Zen is breathing Zen. 

 So, now that I have mentioned breathing, I guess that I should try to explain the 

activity of breathing, at least a little bit.  Buddhism says that if you analyze breathing, if 

you look carefully at breathing, you can divide it into “in-breathing” and “out-breathing.”

When in-breathing occurs, always necessarily, out-breathing, at the very same moment is 

occurring.  That is what Buddhism says.  Although it may make it sound more complex, 

it is necessary to at this point, to caution you at this point, that although the two are 
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simultaneous, there is a difference between the one that is leading or initiating, and the 

one who is following.  When it is the out-breath that is being the initiator, the actor, then 

it is the in-breath that is following being more passive, being the reactor. 

 This is how the difference between the two is explained.  It might sound simple, 

but to really practice this is not so simple and so if you are just beginning your practice, 

maybe you shouldn’t even worry about this stuff.  It isn’t that you shouldn’t learn it, but 

you shouldn’t make it a problem for yourself.  But this is the way that it is.  It is taught 

that without fail that when the in-breath arises, the out-breath simultaneously arises.  That

is the Tathagata activity, the Dharma activity.  The Dharma, the Tathagata activity, is the 

activity that forms this world.  If you flowingly follow that Dharma activity, then the real,

the true breath, will also occur. 

If you say, I hate you when you breathe in because I am trying to breath out, what 

kind of a stupid, messed up thing is that to say?  If you are thinking like that then you 

might as well just go “back to back” with your husband or wife and run in opposite 

directions from him or her.   Buddhism teaches that although the two might run, one to 

the east and one to the west, there will inevitably be a limit reached and they will have to 

turn around and go back.  It is hard to really understand this, but the going back is 

inevitable.  You will have to meet your husband again.  You will have to meet your wife 

again.  This is the most disagreeable of the disagreeable of the disagreeable.  You have to

be careful to not get into this totally junkie situation!  

The time again is slipping through my fingers and I can’t seem to move forward 

or get anywhere in these teishos.  But it is that the case that April 1st of next year will be 

my 96th birthday.  The moment that I step over that gate of being 96 and go past it, and 

because of my age, I have thought, “I know that my teaching is difficult, but I don’t really

care. I don’t want to teach anything except for the essence and I want you to at least learn

it even though it is difficult.”  

Just to teach about breathing Zen thoroughly would take more than five hours. 

But a cornerstone of it is when in-breathing arises, at that moment, out-breathing is also 

arising.  If you do it differently than that, if it is an act or deed in which the out-breath 

doesn’t arise simultaneously with the in-breath, then in Buddhism it is said to be in 

violation of the world forming Dharma activity.   
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Try this in zazen.  Very carefully try to manifest for yourself the simultaneous arising of 

in and out-breath, and the two meeting each other.  

If I go on speaking along these lines there is no way that I will be able to finish 

these teishos in just three days.  I feel like I am in a pickle.  I feel like I should just teach 

you any old thing, any old deception, to get to the end of this koan in three days. But then

I think, “No, I shouldn’t really deceive them.”  To teach the true activity of Mu, you can’t

do it in even five or ten hours.  

Okay, so here comes the woman who is breathing in, and she meets the man who 

is breathing out.  Although, it really doesn’t matter., you could do it the opposite way, but

in any case, the two meet.  Now, what happens?  Unfortunately, we are out of time, so we

can’t get into what happens next, today.  We will have to wait until tomorrow. 

The End
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