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TEISHO BY KYOZAN JOSHU ROSHI

Mumonkan    Case One: Joshu’s Mu

Joshu Osho. A monk asked Joshu, “Does even a dog have Buddha nature or not?”

Joshu answered, “MU.”

This koan called Joshu and the dog is a koan we find in the Mumonkan.    I

was giving teisho on this in the previous sesshin, and it seems as if I almost came

to the very end of the teisho, but actually, there is a lot more yet to be said. There

are some people who were not here at the previous sesshin, so I will tell you the

same things just a little bit.

This self that we have,  this  self  which listens and blabbers on and on,

where does that self come from? Where has it appeared from? The wisdom which

clearly grasps this principle is the wisdom that we are cultivating in zen practice.

All of you have received a koan, and you are doing zazen, but Buddhism doesn’t

permit you, and especially zen doesn’t allow you to unconditionally, uncritically

accept your self and sit there thinking this or that.

Everyone says "I am," and insists upon, asserts their self. But everyone

also understands that this thing that we call the self is originally never a fixated

thing. But even though you all know that the self is not a fixated thing, you still sit

there and unconditionally recognize, acknowledge your self, and blabber on and

on endlessly.

Leaving aside other religions for now, and looking simply at the religion

of India called Brahmanism, in Brahmanism it is believed that the God, Brahma

created everything. The teaching that we call  Brahmanism is the teaching that

teaches us the God, Brahma created us, gave us our creation, but also gave us the

creation of the world in which we live, and they describe this in a very beautiful,

wonderful way. Even in Buddhist sutras, they speak about the same stories that

they talk about in Brahmanism, a little bit.

When you hear the poems describing Brahma in sutras, when you hear

these words, everyone will be filled with a feeling that Brahma is a wonderful,

beautiful thing. Because of this we come to acknowledge unconditionally the ex-

istence of Brahma, without even a speck of doubt about it. But it was the teaching
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that we call Buddhism that took a stance of opposition to this religion, and said

that as long as you take Brahma as an object, no matter how much you praise

Brahma as having created your self, you will never truly be born. You will also

never truly find happiness. So the historical Buddha was called a betrayer (traitor)

of the religion of Brahmanism.

Prince Siddhartha, the person who founded Buddhism, was the one who

said that the true God, the true Brahma was neither subject nor object. The teach-

ing of Brahmanism was the teaching that said that everyone is together with God,

everyone is together with Brahma. But Buddhism stood up and said that if we re-

ally are together with Brahma, then it shouldn’t be necessary to look for Brahma

outside of ourselves.

But everyone is the same. When you come across some unhappiness in

your life, when you bump up against something that’s inconvenient to your self,

then  you start  crying,  “Brahma,  please help me.”  If  you think  that  God is  in

heaven,  you think  that  Brahma is  in  heaven,  and you ask  for  God’s  help,  or

Brahma’s help, it’s not Buddhism any more.

The moment that you take Brahma as an object, then you are immediately

making your self the subject and thinking of an objectified Brahma. Even as you

are saying with your mouth that you are together with Brahma, when you take

Brahma as something outside of your self, then that Brahma is the Brahma that

has split itself into two, into the object Brahma and the subject Brahma. This is

how we explain it. Even though I’m using the word Brahma, this is the teaching

of Buddhism.

This is a situation in which you are together with the subject Brahma, but

you have separated from the object Brahma.  The teaching of the Buddha, the

teaching of the one that we call the enlightened one, who began Buddhism, said

that the true Brahma must be the Brahma in which subject and object have com-

pletely become one.

So everyone, you have to remember that Buddhism is the teaching that

tells you, very strictly that, as long as you’re taking Brahma as an object, you are

thinking in the position of the incomplete self. The world in which Brahma has

split itself into subject and object is this human world, and that is the teaching of

Buddhism, but who is it that is doing this explaining, this kind of explaining. It

has to be none other than all of us. There’s no one else that can speak in this way.

That is the teaching of Buddhism.

When subject and object are separate, or apart from one another, that is the

condition in which existences, selves, appear, and when it’s the world of only sub-

2



Teisho November 10, 1997 BMZC

ject and object, then there are no existences, there is no self. That’s how Bud-

dhism explains it. For people who are just beginning their zazen practice, I think

this is the first time you’ve ever heard a talk like this. Even if you have done some

zazen, if  you haven’t heard the true teaching of Buddhism, then you probably

haven’t heard anything like this.

Then we have to ask, what do we mean by subject and object? As I’ve

been telling you, the position of Buddhism is that, when this singular, one and

only God, Brahma, divides itself in two, that is when subject and object appear.

As I’ve always been telling you, the subject is the tatha-agata, thus-com-

ing activity, and the object is the tatha-gata, thus-going activity. We can also say

that tatha-gata, the thus-going activity, the going activity, is the male activity, and

tatha-agata, the thus-coming activity is the female activity.

When man and woman completely become one, that is the perfect, com-

plete condition, the condition of Brahma. That’s how Buddhism explains it. We

explain in detail that these two activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata do an ac-

tion,  a  functioning  which  is  in  mutual  opposition  to  one  another.  Buddhism

teaches from the position of acknowledging these two mutually opposing activi-

ties, which have characters, personalities that are mutually opposing one another.

If you ask, why is it that Buddhism takes up these two mutually opposing

activities and acknowledges them, and teaches from the standpoint of acknowl-

edging them, then it’s a very difficult question, and you have to answer from your

experience, and because it’s so difficult, I think I won’t get into it. But all of us

do, in our own way, one way or another, acknowledge these two mutually oppos-

ing activities.

If we give a more concrete explanation of what these two activities are, we

can say that they are the activities of advancing, going forward, or retreating, go-

ing backward. Everyone, if you do the function of advancing, you will become

tired. The reason why you get tired is because you’re being influenced by this op-

posite activity, the activity of retreating. All things that have appeared will, with-

out fail also do the activity that we can call disappearing or hiding, or dying.

We can also call, according to Tathagata Zen, the activity of advancing the

living activity, and the activity of retreating the dying activity. When you enter the

real stage of putting this into practice, in Tathagata Zen we say that the living ac-

tivity is the activity of expansion, and the dying activity is the activity of contrac-

tion.

It’s also fine just to call the tatha-gata activity the plus activity, and the

tatha-agata activity the minus activity. When these two activities of plus and mi-
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nus become absolutely unified, that’s zero. We call the condition which is the per-

fect, complete condition, the condition of zero. That condition is when the totality

of living and dying, the totality of plus and minus, has been made content, has

been stored together completely. For people who are just beginning their practice

of zen, you hear about the perfect, complete condition, the state of zero, but I

don’t think you really understand that either.

To completely make the activities which bring man into being and woman

into being, the activities of living and dying completely one’s content is the condi-

tion of zero, is the complete condition. We also can call this complete condition

the condition of one true nature, one absolute reality.

When the condition of zero, when the complete condition, the condition of

unification, breaks itself in two, then the self, the existent things, appear, having

received equally from plus and minus. Before existences appear, there were no

existences. The only things that were, were the activities of plus and minus, the

functionings of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.

When tatha-gata and tatha-agata totally unify with one another, then, in

that  moment  of  unification,  tatha-gata  and tatha-agata,  both  have  disappeared.

But, does this complete condition, this condition of zero simply remain in a fix-

ated state, where tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus are just sitting there,

unmoving? No. Even in this condition of zero, they then manifest the condition in

which we say that they are in opposition to one another, or facing one another. But

the condition of plus and minus facing each other also isn’t fixated. Again, that

condition becomes the condition of plus and minus unifying with one another into

zero.

According to Tathagata Zen, this condition in which plus and minus are

repetitively, cyclically facing one another and unifying with one another, over and

over again, is what we call the condition of the source, the condition of the origin

before you were born. This condition of the source is a condition in which the

thinking self has not yet appeared.

It’s only the activity of plus and minus. But, during this cyclic activity of

plus and minus unifying and facing one another over and over again, eventually a

new, unique activity, which we could call incomplete emotion gets formed.

What if you are shaking hands? If you shake hands for thirty seconds or a

minute, then you’ll start to sweat. So then you’ll have to manifest the condition of

stopping shaking hands, so that you can wipe the sweat off of your brow.

In the same way, when plus and minus repeat their activity of unifying and

facing one another, over and over again, they eventually will give rise to this new
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activity that we call, in Buddhism, jo-netsu, the heat of feeling. This is when plus

and minus manifest the condition that we call, in Buddhism, tai ritsu bun-ri, in op-

position to each other and actually separate from each other. This is the condition

in which you are wiping the sweat from your brow.

The activity that we call the heat of feeling has appeared in between the

activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, and appearing in between, it is doing the

activity of brightness and light. It is emitting light. Even though it’s really impera-

tive upon me to get into the details of exactly what’s going on here, since I’ve

spoken about it so many times, even though it’s probably not fair for the people

who are just hearing for the first time, I won’t talk about it now.

According to Tathagata Zen, it is when the condition of zero divides itself

in two that a new self appears. When Buddhism went to China, this idea of the

condition of the origin, this idea of zero was a new idea, and so it was very diffi-

cult for them to grasp it.

As I told you before, the condition of zero is the condition that has both

living and dying completely as its content. The idea of a condition of zero appear-

ing, having two mutually opposing activities both as its content was a new idea

for the Chinese people, but there was an idea that they had that was, in a way

close to this idea.

People of zen took up this word, this Chinese word, mu, or nothingness.

Nothingness is a bad translation for mu. Let’s just say, mu. Because this word had

already existed within the Taoist thinking of China, they thought this would be an

easy word to use, something that would be easy for people to understand.

In opposition to the word mu, non-being, there is another word, u, which

means being, and so simply saying mu is not the complete activity of zero. So I

know it might seem confusing to you, but when people of zen used the word mu,

they used it, at least as a temporary expedient means, to mean both u and mu.

The Mu that Joshu Osho says in this koan is the mu which has the total ac-

tivities of both u and mu as its content. That’s how you have to understand it, ac-

cording to zen. In Tathagata Zen, when you say the word mu, you are describing a

condition that has both the subject and the object as its content. But when you’re

practicing zen, you really don’t have to get into such complicated thinking. Just to

think the complete condition is zero is already more than enough.

So, when zen came to China, because they were using these new Chinese

vocabulary, it then became more and more difficult. How about this zero zen, as it

comes to America, I wonder what’s going to happen to it. America is a democratic

country. But democracy just doesn’t seem to be capable of really embracing zero.
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But Americans seem to love to practice zen, so somehow or another, Americans

will have to make their democracy zero, or it won’t really be zen.

When men and women study zen, whether you’re a man or a woman, it

doesn’t matter. You can both, in the exact same way, manifest zero. Whether you

look at it from the perspective of democracy or communism, they can both em-

brace the idea of zero. So you should clearly understand that if you study zen, you

don’t have to throw away your ideas about communism. You don’t also have to

attach to democracy.

At the moment that you lean toward u or mu, that is when differing opin-

ions will start opposing one another. It’s a mistake to lean toward u or mu. It’s a

mistake to lean toward (be lopsided toward) the male or the female.

This is the kind of conversation that was going on between Joshu Osho

and the monk who asked him a question. It was a really difficult kind of talk they

were having. Because it’s such a difficult subject, it’s necessary to talk about one

other thing.

We have to not leave out this idea that zero is the condition that has both u

and mu, both being and non-being as its content, but when zero divides itself in

two, then, as I said before, that is the very beginning of all existent things, in

which all existences and u and mu are appearing within the body of zero. When u

and mu, being and non-being, separate, that is when the self appears, but it is in

no way the case that this self which has appeared is appearing as the condition of

zero. The self appears as an incomplete condition.

There is not even one thing that when it first appears, it appears in a com-

plete way.

Of course, any existent thing, any self, appears with both being and non-

being as its content. When the self appears, when an existent thing appears, it ap-

pears having received from tatha-gata and tatha-agata, 0.001 of the male activity,

and 0.001 of the female activity.

Before, however, the self appears, the self has not received anything. It

isn’t until tatha-gata and tatha-agata give plus 0.001 and minus 0.001, after that

giving is when the self appears, the existent thing appears for the first time.

This condition of incompletion is the existent thing, is the self, and after it

appears, it does the process of growth and development. In this process of grow-

ing it inserts into itself, or has inserted into itself more and more of the activities

of plus and minus, until finally, eventually it manifests itself as the total activity of

plus and minus, the condition of perfection. When the self manifests itself as zero,

manifests itself as the completed self, it has made all of u and mu, all of being and
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non-being its content, and so u and mu also disappear into this condition of zero.

They become beings of the condition of zero.

As I just said, this is the kind of conversation that Joshu Osho was having

with this other osho who asked him the question. So you have to really think to

yourself, what kind of people were these people? What kind of person was Joshu

Osho, and what kind of person was this monk who was asking the question?

Joshu Osho was a perfected zen master, and so he’s probably, I guess, do-

ing the activity of zero. I think it’s fair to say that this other guy, this monk who

asked the question, was not yet a zen master, was still an incomplete practitioner,

and standing in the position of subject looking upon object.

Joshu Osho was completely accustomed to both manifesting the condition

in which living and dying, being and non-being were totally his content, and also

the condition that the monk was in, of subject and object being separate. Joshu

Osho was the kind of osho able to do an activity which we could call the activity

of incarnating, or transforming. He was able to, sometimes manifest himself in a

world that had only past and future, these two worlds, and sometimes manifest

himself in what we call the three worlds of past, present and future, in which the

present is the self.

But this other osho, this monk was fixated to his self, and there was no

way that he could either manifest the condition of zero, in which it’s only subject

and object, only past and future, or manifest the condition in which the self is ex-

isting, being embraced by both past and future. He couldn’t do either.

The true mother is the mother that can do the transformative activity of

sometimes becoming the child, and sometimes becoming the baby-sitter, the one

that is caring for the child. Actually, a mother has to do lots of different transfor-

mations, transforming herself into the person who cooks, or the person who takes

care of the house. She also, of course, has to transform herself into the wife. But

one cannot attach to having turned into the infant, the baby.

This monk, this osho who’s asking Joshu the question, we can fairly say is

an osho who is attached to the position of the baby, the child, and doesn’t under-

stand that the self can transform itself in various ways.

In Buddhism we often use this word that has been being translated as in-

carnate, or transform, but I wonder if it really hits the mark, and has the exact

same flavor as the word, ba-keru, which actually also means what a ghost does,

when someone becomes a ghost or becomes a phantom.

I think all of you think that ghosts, the spirits are something other than

your self. But in Buddhism we say, spirits are not other than your self. They are
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your self.  If  you interpret  the word incarnation  in  a  mistaken way,  then your

whole understanding of zen will also be mistaken. It’s time, so we’ll stop here for

today.
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