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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

Second Day  Dai-Sesshin,  May 11, 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.” 

 

 The osho named Mumon was a Zen monk who was born in the historical period that is called 

the Southern Sung Dynasty.  Actually the book that is called the Mumonkan was compiled from 

teishos given by Master Mumon on forty nine different koans.  So when the book the Mumonkan 

finally appeared on the scene it was many hundreds of years after the T’ang dynasty.  But it was in 

the T’ang dynasty that Zen really flourished.   

 It was in the time of emperor Wu of China that Buddhism was severely repressed, it was 

actually officially banished, illegal.  And in this era when Buddhism was officially banished, it was just 

as if someone had suddenly turned off the sun.  There were tens of thousands of monks and nuns 

who were forced to stop being monks and nuns.  But I think it is fair to say that it was right out of the 

ashes of this abolition of Buddhism that the flourishing world of Zen was born.   

 We human beings must live.  We cannot just stay dead.  So this Zen stood up on the position 

of the necessity to live. 

 But of course the position of living is in opposition to the activity of dying.  The Zen of the 
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T’ang dynasty was a teaching that therefore stood up very clearly, and made its foundation the wisdom 

that knew what living and dying really are.   

 So the Mumonkan, as I just said, didn’t appear until many hundreds of years after the T’ang 

dynasty Zen, but I think we can say that without understanding these different periods it is very 

difficult to understand the Zen of the eras.   

 Our way of being, the way we are, is founded on the positions of living and dying.  And the 

very beginning of Buddhism is to assert that it is only by making the wisdom our content that clearly 

knows what living is, and what dying is, that we can understand what we are, we can understand our 

nature.  And also it is only by doing the activity of making living and dying clearly our content that we 

can understand how to find peace of mind.   

 And it is the position of Zen to say that because the very foundation of Buddhism is to recognize 

that it is these two fundamental activities of living and dying that decide what we are, which define 

what we are, that without manifesting the wisdom that really knows what kind of activity these two 

actually do, we can never understand ourselves, or Buddhism. 

 But if I get into the subject of the very beginning of Buddhism, and talk about what kind of 

historical period it was, then it will become a very, very long talk.   

 And also of course it will become a very long talk if I take up the Zen Masters of the T’ang 

dynasty, and really describe in detail how they understood these fundamental activities of living and 

dying.  To stand up and look from the historical perspective on Buddhism and Zen, if we do that kind 

of study then these kind of historical questions will become clear.  But I don’t think I have been given 

time to give those kind of talks, have I?  Actually it is not really necessary to get into that sort of thing 

here, because you could just as easily go to school and learn that kind of thing, or go to a library and 

get a book on Zen history and learn that kind of thing.   

 The main point, the main purpose of teisho in Zen practice is to give a talk that will help you to 

see clearly into the two mutually opposing activities.  In Buddhism we call these two activities 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming.  The point of teisho is to help you to see 
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clearly exactly what kind of action they do.  And for people who want to study Zen intellectually, or 

have an intellectual understanding of what Zen is, it is even more important for you to have some kind 

of intellectual concept of these two mutually opposing activities, and know that we are standing right 

up on them, that our very being is based on them.   

 When you have a stomach ache then you go to a doctor.  Everybody, no matter what it is; if 

your feet hurt, or if your head aches, then you go for those pains to a doctor to try to escape from 

those pains. 

 But what is the true perspective of a true doctor?  Is it just to get rid of pain? Or is it to see 

into the activities of living and dying? 

 Some people may come to their Zen practice thinking, “My reason for coming to Zen practice is 

to get rid of this pain, this suffering that I have.  I don’t feel like spending a lot of time studying 

something that sounds like Zen theory.”  What I am saying is that for we who are really trying to see 

into what Zen practice is, especially for people who are supposed to be specialists in Zen practice, that 

is to say the ordained people, you have to realize that it isn’t really Zen practice until you can see things 

from both of these perspectives.  You must be able to see clearly into the two fundamental  

mutually opposing activities, but also you must be able to be like a doctor, and rescue people from 

their pain.   

 So from ancient times it has always been said that Buddhist practitioners should stand up from 

the position of jihi , Buddhist compassion.  It is a very difficult word to translate into English, but 

just like a doctor Buddhist practitioners must help people escape their suffering through seeing with 

the eyes of compassion, and acting compassionately.  The moment it is apart from acts of 

compassion, the moment your acts are other than compassionate deeds, then it isn’t Buddhism 

anymore, and it isn’t Zen practice anymore.   

 It is the job of doctors to relieve people’s pain, and so, as if their very lives depended on it, they 

struggle to do a better job of that.  So as I just said, if you are even just studying Buddhism, or 

studying Zen, to say nothing of if you are teaching it, you must learn to act compassionately, you most 
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see with the eyes of compassion like a doctor, but, having said that, now we have to ask what true 

compassion is.   

 No matter how many compassionate deeds we do, when we are human beings who are in the 

position of having to do living,  must continue to seek compassion (strive to be compassionate? 

)   

 No matter how strong and healthy a person you are, you too will have to meet up with dying.  

And acts of compassion are the things which will take the suffering of death away.  But no matter 

how good a doctor you are it is very difficult to save somebody from death.   

 And so Buddhism says that we have to think that there is a principle, there is a way to be free 

from death, to escape death, to transcend the activity of death.  And the more we think this sort of 

thought the more it will become the thinking that will bring us to true salvation.   

 Buddhism says that the first principle that we have to grasp clearly is the principle that although 

we begin in the position of needing to do the activity of living, inevitably we will reach the place where 

living doesn’t need to be done anymore.  The position of Tathagata Zen, this teaching of Buddhism is 

to say that without fail we will reach this place where we won’t need to do living anymore, and we call 

that the limit of the living activity.   

 But if you think that reaching this place of not needing to do living anymore is enough, is good 

enough, then that is wrong, because the ones who have been enlightened into the very nature of 

human life, those kind of enlightened teachers, have always taught that from that position of not 

needing to do living anymore, we must then do the activity of dying.  Buddhism says that it is the very 

nature of a self, it is the very nature of any existent being to meet up with the activity of dying, and 

then have to do the dying activity.  But also Buddhism says that without fail we will reach the place 

where we do not need to do the dying activity anymore. 

 There is a limit to the living activity, and in the same way there is a limit to the dying activity.   

 Buddhism says that if you think that there is no way to escape the living activity, or there is no 
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way to escape the dying activity, then you are wrong, because inevitably everyone will experience that 

the living and dying activities both have limits, and when those limits are reached then you don’t need 

to do living at that limit, and you don’t need to do dying at that limit.  The teaching of Buddhism 

explains very carefully that you will do living, and then you will reach the place where you don’t need 

to do living anymore, and from that place you will begin to do dying, and then you will reach the place 

where you don’t need to do dying anymore, and from that place you will do living again.   

 Buddhism says therefore that some way or another we all have to find a way to perceive, to 

recognize these two activities of living and dying.   

 We have to ask ourselves the question, “These states of the condition of not needing to do 

living anymore, and the condition of not needing to do dying anymore, we have to manifest the 

wisdom that knows under what conditions those states appear.  Of course to actually practice this 

wisdom is what we call the practice of Tathagata Zen. 

 So at least in a way, sort of, we can say that hopefully now you know what Tathagata Zen 

practice is.  Zen practice is to investigate the activities of living and dying, until you really can manifest 

the wisdom which clearly sees what they are.  So as I said we have to find ways for ourselves to 

recognize, to perceive these two activities of living and dying. 

 And when we investigate these two activities of living and dying, and actually practice them, we 

can name them in many ways.  And one way we teach about these activities is to call the living 

activity the plus activity, and the dying activity the minus activity, and then we say that they are acting 

without thinking, without will.   

 And then we say that at least as one way of practicing you should be able to grasp the plus 

activity as the expanding activity.  And if we personify a self, and think about a personified self, at 

least temporarily, we can say that self is doing the activity of expanding, if it is the plus self.  And then 

we talk about the opposite activity, the thus-coming, tatha-agata, minus, dying activity and say that it 

is the contracting activity.  But we remind you that originally these two activities have no self.  They 

are self-less, will-less, thought-less activities.   
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 And the conclusion that we come to is that every existence has these two activities as their 

parents.  Everybody has a mother and a father.  But nobody can see the true origin of their mother 

and father.  Buddhism says that every single existence has both the activity of plus and minus as its 

parents, that there is no way really to think about the manifestation, the appearance of your self other 

than thinking that you come from the activities of expanding and contracting.   

 You yourself, that “I am” self which is you, also has expanding and contracting as its parents.  

And your mother and father also have expanding and contracting a their parents.  Your mother and 

father also have their mothers and fathers.  And those are your grandparents.  And the position of 

Buddhism is to say that those grandparents also have these very same two activities of tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata, of expanding and contracting as their parents.  Your grandmother, and your mother, and 

you, your grandfather, and your father, and you, all have the same parents.   

 But ordinarily, commonly, when people are seeking the origin of the self they think back into 

the past, and they think they have a mother and father, and their mother and father had their mothers 

and fathers, and those mothers and fathers had their mothers and fathers, on and on into the past 

without end.  And that is why the position of Buddhism is to say that everybody is suffering, because 

we are not able to discover our root source, we are not able to discover our origin.   

 But once we have developed the activity of consciousness to a certain degree we must discover 

our origin, we have to battle, we have to try to find it.  But no matter how hard you battle, if you are 

still stuck on this idea that your ancestors go back endlessly into the past you will never be able to 

discover your origin.  You have to find a way to get rid of that way of thinking, to replace it with a 

different way of thinking.  And even now, even today, even among Buddhist scholars, there are 

scholars who, without giving it a second thought, go around saying that our ancestors do go back 

endlessly spreading out into the past. 

 But the position of Tathagata Zen is to, from the very start, completely negate that way of 

thinking.  That is the real position of Buddhism.  So you can see that even though there are a lot of 

people who call themselves Buddhist scholars out there, a lot of them know nothing of Buddhism. 
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 But anyway the true position of Buddhism is to say that your origin and the origin of your 

father, and mother, and grandfather, and grandmother; in fact the origin of everything is the activity of 

these two mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

 I just said that the way of thinking that thinks that our origin is our mother and father, and they 

have an origin which is their mothers and fathers, and on and on back into the past is a mistaken way 

of thinking, but then Tathagata Zen must ask, Why is it that people seem to all have this same mistaken 

way of thinking?  And if you want to think that it is a difficult question, then I guess it is a difficult 

question.  (And in certain ways this can really seem like a difficult question to answer.)  But 

Tathagata Zen says that through deepening your practice you will clearly come to see that it is because 

people fixate their “I am” selves that they come to think that their ancestors spread out endlessly into 

the past, and conversely, if you, through your practice clearly understand that the self is not a fixated 

thing, then you will see just how mistaken that thinking is.   

 When you understand that when you fixate yourself you start thinking in mistaken ways, then 

you will also understand how necessary it is to really get to the bottom of what the nature of the self 

is.  Finally we have gotten to the beginning of actual practice.   

 But without finding a way to perceive for yourself the two mutually opposing activities you will 

never be able to find out what the nature of the self is, or what the nature of this world, which is your 

home, is. 

 One way we teach is to say that the tatha-gata, expanding activity is the activity which affirms 

the existence of the self.  And the tatha-agata, contracting activity is the activity which negates the 

existence of the self.  So we have all of these different ways of naming these two activities in 

Tathagata Zen; the plus, tatha-gata activity being the activity of affirming the self, and the minus, 

tatha-agata activity being the activity of negating the self.  And also, as you know, we people have 

two opposite kinds of people, the men and the women, and so we say that the tatha-gata, expanding, 

plus activity is the male activity, and the tatha-agata, contracting, minus activity is the female activity.  

You can really name these two mutually opposing activities in many different ways. 
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 But anyway, the way I would like you to think about it right now, and one way we often teach in 

Tathagata Zen is to emphasize that the plus, tatha-gata activity is the activity of affirmation, and the 

minus, tatha-agata is the activity of negation; in other words the self negates its very self.   

 And another easy way to study these two activities is to name the plus activity the activity of 

the object, and the minus activity the activity of the subject.  The teaching of Tathagata Zen says that 

whether you  are somebody who is studying Zen intellectually, or whether you are studying Zen to 

fathom the very nature of your self, or whether you are studying Zen to find salvation, all of us must 

stand up clearly upon the understanding that our selves are born from these two mutually opposing 

activities.  And then for practitioners we must actually appeal to our practice to discover this for 

ourselves. 

 I know this is a very uninteresting kind of talk, but there is no way around it, I think, if you really 

want to understand the nature of yourself you have to begin with this uninteresting kind of talking.  

But if we make all the talks really uninteresting, then everybody will come to hate Zen practice.   

 So anyway, now we ask you the question, “These two activities of plus and minus, where are 

they acting?”  And then we say that everybody should at least be able to know, from their own 

experience that plus and minus, because as I just said, they are the activities of man and woman, will, 

inevitably meet each other.  Of course there are some times when man and woman meet that they 

mutually despise each other, and quickly run away from each other.  And when they are running 

away from each other it is their asses they are showing each other as they run.  Now this is an 

interesting situation.   

 But we have to really investigate this situation of them meeting each other, and ask, Why is it 

that they inevitably come to meet each other?  The way of teaching in Tathagata Zen is to conclude 

that the reason plus and minus, man and woman will undoubtedly meet each other is that the place 

they both act in is the very same place, it is actually a one and only singular place.  The teaching of 

Tathagata Zen says that somehow or another we all have to learn to see this for ourselves, to perceive 

this for ourselves: that the place plus and minus act in is one world.  It is in no way the case that they 
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are living in separate worlds.  They live together in the same home, in the same world.   

 Usually I just talk on and on, however long I please, but now it is Dai-sesshin, and so the Shika 

will probably strictly command me, “Roshi, don’t just talk on and on endlessly ignoring how much time 

has gone by.  It’s Dai-sesshin!”  Actually this Shika probably wouldn’t tell me that, but I myself have 

decided that since it is Dai-sesshin I don’t want to ignore how much time has gone by, and so I would 

like to stop now.  So lets’ remember that today I got to the part in the story where we have come to 

the realization that plus and minus are living together sharing a one and only singular home, a one and 

only singular world.  But I’ll continue talking about this tomorrow, and go on to the next part. 

 

 

the end 


