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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 
Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

November 16, 1999 

Translator: Giko Rubin 
Mumonkan Case One: Joshu’s Puppy 

 

This is called Mumon’s Verse.  Verse, in the original is ju 頌, and it comes from 

the Sanskrit word gatha.  It means a simple poem.  Generally, however, when you folks 

talk about poems, you are generally talking about something sung from the point of view 

of the "I am" self.  You sing, “I love white.  I hate black,” and things like that.  That is "I 

am" self poetry, which is what most poetry is.  A Buddhist poem, on the other hand, a 

gatha, is something that is spoken from the point of view that originally there is no "I am".  

From that originally, no-I am point of view these poems are sung.   

You folks often give me poems that you have written, and then I read them, and 

say, “Thank you.  Thank you for giving me your self, who is still singing about yourself.  

You are still singing about your "I am" self.”  I suppose it is fine, if we all are standing in 

our "I am" selves, to sing to each other about them.  But, originally there is no "I am".  But 

when that original condition bursts open, then the "I am" appears.  But that "I am" self 

undoubtedly will again manifest the original condition, manifest the condition of no-self. 

Gathas, these kind of poems, must be the kind of a poem that says, “Now I am in 

God’s position.  Now I am singing from the position of no-self.”  Or, if you sing from the 

position of “Now I am manifesting my "I am" self,” it must be with the understanding that 

the "I am" self is just a temporary existence, manifest in the process of one no-self 

becoming another no-self.  You must read these kinds of poems, these gathas, with the 

understanding that they can be from the position of the perfect self, from the position of 

God, from the position of no-self, and they can also be from the position of the "I am" self 

who is not attached to the perfect self, but temporarily is appearing from the perfect self.   

Mumon comes up and says, “Kushi busho 狗子佛性.  The puppy.  The Buddha 
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nature.”   

Of course, when it comes to the puppy, Mumon is saying that puppy has limited 

the Great Cosmos itself, in order to appear as a puppy.  So it does not necessarily have to 

be a puppy here.  It could be you, or it could be me.  The puppy is appearing as a limitation 

of the Great Cosmos, as a limited version of absolute space.  And so if you want to 

understand this poem, you yourself must know what the activity of limiting the Great 

Cosmos is.  When you read this you have to also be able to see the opposite side, that 

Mumon is saying “There is a manifestation of the Great Cosmos that is not limited.”  It is 

necessary, therefore, to understand, and interpret, ‘Buddha nature’ here to mean the Great 

Cosmos not limited.  The entire Great Cosmos itself.  I have been telling you that this 

condition that is not limited by anything is the zero condition, the perfect condition, the 

complete state.  I have been telling you up until now that zero means plus and minus, tatha-

gata and tatha-agata, these two mutually opposing activities totally becoming one.   

As I have been telling you, the emptiness activity, the zero activity means plus 

and minus simultaneously experiencing each other.  Plus experiences the minus activity, 

experiences the minus world, and, at the very same time, minus, who had been manifesting 

the minus world, now enters the plus world, and experiences the plus world, experiences 

the plus activity.  To make it easier to understand we can simply say that the man is 

manifesting the male world, the male activity, and the woman is manifesting the female 

world.  And then, at the very same time, simultaneously, they manifest each other's worlds, 

they experience each other's worlds.  That activity of man and woman simultaneously 

experiencing each other is the activity called Buddha nature.  

I have been telling you, also, that everybody seems to think that this sounds like 

a very difficult thing to actually do.  In Tathagata Zen, however, we also say that it is one 

thing to know the principle of true love.  Of course mosquitoes, dogs, and cats do not know 

the principle of true love, and most human beings also do not know the principle of true 

love.  But human beings, dogs, cats, birds, and mosquitoes, without knowing it, are actually 
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manifesting true love.  The conclusion, therefore, is that, although it is difficult, it is 

possible for everyone to experience this activity of true love. 

Plus and minus are different from each other, they are opposite from each other.  

They manifest different, distinct, opposite worlds, and then they manifest the activity of 

experiencing each other, of breaking into each other.  Buddhism calls this activity the 

Dharma activity, but it also calls it the time activity.  If we use the words ‘Dharma activity’ 

or ‘The activity of The Tathagata’ it just seems to sound overwhelmingly difficult for you, 

so that is why we use the alternate expression, ‘The activity of time.’   

If we look carefully at time we can understand time to be comprised of the past 

activity and the future activity.  The activity of past is the past.  The activity of future is the 

future.  As at least one way of teaching about this, and naming these activities, we can call 

the future activity the minus, tatha-agata, thus-coming activity, and the past activity, the 

plus, tatha-gata, thus-going activity.  To have the way of thinking, to have the way of 

consciousness that thinks that the future activity is eternally stretching out into the direction 

of future, and the past activity is infinitely going in the past direction, is a mistake.  When 

plus and minus unify then they are both dissolved.  In that state of plus and minus both 

being dissolved the world which is the one and only true absolute world there is, is 

manifest.  And so when you recognize the appearance of this one and only real world there 

is, then you can see what a mistake it is to conceive of past and future as existing eternally.  

When true love is manifest then past and future are both gone.  When true love is manifest 

then the one and only absolute real world, that has gone beyond all comparisons, is 

manifest.  And so people who say that past and future are eternal, are people who do not 

know true love.  The condition of the whole, the condition of the entire body, that is not 

limited, is this one and only real world there is, in which plus and minus have both been 

dissolved. 

Now we have the puppy.  And this puppy represents an existent being.  This 

puppy is not the perfect, complete manifestation of zero, or the Dharma activity, or the 
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time activity, or the emptiness activity.  We should understand this puppy to mean some 

thing that is doing an imperfect manifestation of the time activity. 

The puppy is an imperfect existent being.  The puppy is manifesting itself as the 

imperfect present moment.  This means that the puppy is imperfectly manifesting plus and 

minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  It is limiting the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, 

plus and minus.  It is limiting the time activity, the Dharma activity.  Every existent being, 

according to Buddhism, not just this puppy, but every single existence will, undoubtedly, 

grow and develop until it is manifesting the perfect Buddha activity.  Until it is manifesting 

the complete activity of emptiness.   

Why is it, though, that from this complete activity of emptiness, that is not limited 

in any way, where plus and minus are totally unified, where it is not necessary to do the 

activity of consciousness, where consciousness is not functioning, why is it that from that 

perfect emptiness activity the imperfect self is born?  Why is the imperfect existent being 

manifest from perfection?   

I have been telling you over and over again that when plus and minus, tatha-gata 

and tatha-agata are totally one that is the perfect self, the perfect condition, the complete 

activity of time, and then that gets limited.  When the perfect condition is limited, that is 

when a limited, imperfect existence appears, like this puppy.  This limited existence is the 

present moment, as I have told you so many times before.  This imperfect existence has an 

equal amount of plus time and minus time as its content.  It is manifest imperfectly by the 

plus and minus activities.  In terms of time we call it the present moment.  

In Tathagata Zen we say that not just people, but every single existent being has 

an "I am", every single existence, even down to a mosquito has an atman, an ego, an "I 

am" self.  And that "I am" self has, as its very beginning, its very foundation, the 

manifestation of the present moment.   

The "I am" self does have both the plus time and the minus time as its content, 

equally, but it does not have them totally as its content.  It has an incomplete amount of 
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them as its content.   

Therefore it should be clear that whenever an imperfect "I am" self is manifest, 

there are parts of plus and minus that imperfect present moment has left behind, has not 

included in itself, and those left out, left behind parts of plus and minus appear, 

simultaneously, with the appearance of the self, on that self’s inside and outside.   

Because this is what I always tell you in teisho I expect that the old students can 

understand it, but it is probably harder to understand for the newer students.  

In Tathagata Zen we say, at least as one way of teaching, that the minus, tatha-

agata, thus-coming activity is the future activity, and the plus, thus-going activity is the 

past. 

The minus activity contracts, shrinks everything.  We can personify this minus 

activity, and see that it is the activity who takes the most enormous self, and contracts that 

self until it becomes the ultimately small point.  Originally, however, you mustn’t forget, 

that there is no self in this minus activity.  The minus activity, without a self, is contracting 

the minus world to the ultimately small point. 

Conversely, the plus, expanding activity is the activity that takes the ultimately 

small point and expands that until it becomes the ultimately large.  That is the plus, 

expanding, tatha-gata activity.  

The teaching called Buddhism acknowledges these two opposing activities, and 

takes them up, and teaches from the standpoint of them.  Some people may have a doubt 

about this.  Some people may be wondering Why does Buddhism recognize the validity of 

these two fundamental mutually opposing activities?  It sounds arbitrary.  Why two 

activities?  That is something that you will know clearly for yourself, through your own 

experience, later.  But in the beginning of your practice Buddhism says to just take these 

activities, temporarily, to use, now, and base your practice on the recognition of them.  

Later you will come to see for yourself that this is a necessary thing, because without in 

some way recognizing these two mutually opposing activities it simply is not possible to 



3rd Day Dai-sesshin, November 16, 1999     Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Mumon’s Comment on Mu 

 

 

 

6 

solve the problems of the nature of the human being, and the nature of this human world.  

However, when plus and minus become one, they are both annihilated.  Little by little you 

will understand this way of thinking.   

Buddhism asserts that when the "I am" self is manifest as the present moment, at 

that very same time the plus activity becomes the imperfect plus activity, that we call the 

past, and the minus activity becomes the imperfect minus activity we call the future.  This 

is the principle you must carefully contemplate when you sit in zazen.  You must carefully 

contemplate that when the present moment is manifest simultaneously that is when, for the 

first time, past and future also appear.   

This condition of the manifestation of past, present and future happens through 

plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata acting, but they are acting completely without 

will, and completely without thought.  This is the Dharma activity.   

The activity that acts without will is the Dharma activity, and we can also, to 

make easier to understand, simply call it the activity of nature, the natural activity.  

Buddhism concludes that, although to some people’s eyes it may seem as if nature is acting 

randomly and sloppily, in fact, it is not.  Nature is the Dharma activity.  Nature is always 

following the laws of the Dharma activity.  Nature is always acting as the principled action 

of plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  

According to Buddhism the present moment has received both plus and minus, 

and is therefore zero.  It is the imperfect zero, but it is also important not to forget that it is 

zero.  The imperfect self, the "I am" proclaiming self is incomplete, but it is zero.   

Buddhism says that the incomplete zero unfailingly will grow and develop to 

become the perfect zero, and manifest the complete condition.   

The perfect condition means the dharmakaya, means the state that has gone 

beyond all comparisons, means the one and only real place.   

Buddhism was the teaching that stood up and clearly said, concerning 

Brahmanism,  the religion that acknowledges the validity of the God Brahma who creates 
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everything, if you must posit the existence of Brahma, he must be the dharmakaya.  He 

must the complete manifestation of zero.  It is also important, however, to remember that 

the complete zero, the dharmakaya is not a fixated thing.  Again it will do the activity of 

dividing itself in two.  In fact, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus never stop.  They 

are always acting.  The moment they manifest oneness immediately they are then distinct 

form each other, and then again they are one, and then again they are distinct, facing each 

other.  That is the time activity.  Past and future are doing a repetitive activity in which 

they are on the one hand unified, and on the other hand distinct from each other, over and 

over again, without stopping.   

In Tathagata Zen we say that this activity of plus and minus unifying and facing, 

unifying and becoming distinct is the activity of being pregnant with all things.  There is 

no All Things other than that.   

According to Buddhist teaching this activity of being pregnant with all things can 

be called the condition of the origin of all things.  This is really the place that I should 

explain a lot of different things about the condition of the origin, but since I have talked 

about it so many times before I will just skip over it today, and keep going in this teisho.   

The season, the unique time when the activity of being pregnant comes to actually 

giving birth to everything, inevitably will arrive.  This is the season when tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata manifest a new state, in which they actually separate.   

We now live in the scientific age of advanced scientific thinking, and you all have 

learned some science.  I think most of you do not really understand the science you have 

learned, but at least you think you know something about it, and at least you think you 

know that it does not sound quite like the Buddhist explanation of things.  But twenty five 

hundred years ago people considered birth, and the appearance of things, in all of its 

mystery.  If we think further back to three, four, five thousand years ago, we can imagine 

how mysterious birth was for those people.  The people of those days that they called sages 

and wise people put their entire effort into solving these questions, and therefore 
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formulated unique ways of knowing.   

Buddhism, in its own way, says that when a present moment appears, when an 

imperfect present moment self is manifest, it always has equal amounts of plus and minus, 

equal amounts of past and future.  It is manifest because it receives equal amounts of the 

plus time and the minus time.  Please contemplate that this present moment that is manifest 

is an imperfect present.   

The future is also an imperfect activity.  The future is manifest doing the 

imperfect, minus, tatha-agata activity.  The past is also an imperfect activity.  The past is 

manifest doing an imperfect plus, tatha-gata activity.  These imperfect manifestations of 

plus and minus that we call past and future, appear simultaneously with the appearance of 

the present moment self.  This is the condition the Dharma activity manifests when an "I 

am" self appears.  Before the birth of the self past, present and future were one thing.  

Before the birth of the self this condition of the unity of past, present and future was 

manifest that we call the dharmakaya, the condition that is incomparable, the condition that 

is the one and only true thing that there is.  As I always tell you that is the origin of 

everything.  

The condition of the origin, dharmakaya, however, as I have been telling you, is 

never static.  It acts and becomes pregnant, and it further acts and reaches the season when 

it births all things.  In other words it reaches the season when it gives birth to the worlds of 

past, present and future simultaneously.   

An important aspect of Zen practice is to listen carefully to teisho, and then do 

zazen, over and over again, and manifest teisho for yourself in zazen.  Most people who 

come to sanzen, however, seem to not be doing this practice of manifesting teisho in zazen.  

I do not know what you are manifesting in zazen.  It seems as if you have chosen to just 

think whatever you want to think, in your selfish, arbitrary way.  That is what you are 

practicing.  That is because you have become just so very intellectual.  The reason why you 

are not capable, anymore, of repeating teisho, manifesting teisho in zazen, is because your 
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intellectuality is the kind where you are not contemplating the very nature of the self who 

is intellectual.  You just unquestioningly acknowledge the validity of that "I am" self, and 

then from that position study all sorts of things outside of yourself.   

The present moment appears, and then grows, and then manifests the 

dharmakaya, the perfect self.   

When Mumon says, “The perfect manifestation.  The true command.”  This is 

what he is referring to.  This is when it gets really hard to understand.  

Tathagata Zen says that the self is the present moment.  The imperfect present 

moment is the "I am" self, and that "I am" self appears in this one and only unique world.  

Then, within this world, it is always changing.  It is always doing the activity of changing.  

The reason why the self is in this situation of always changing is because it is always 

looking upon plus and minus outside of itself.  The plus and minus activities that the self 

has not yet grasped, that we call past and future, are inside and outside of itself.  It is always 

looking upon those.  A lot of doubts arise in the minds of we imperfect "I am" selves, such 

as, “Why have I appeared in this noisy, clamorous world?  It is really terrible here!”  Or, 

“Why is that person’s world so beautiful, and my world so ugly?”   

The imperfect present moment will grown and develop to become the perfect 

present moment, the almighty.  But in that process of the imperfect self becoming the 

perfect self it always must be making relationship with past and future, making relationship 

with mother who is the future, and father who is the past.  And because it must continually 

be making relationship in this way, it can never fixate itself.  The present moment cannot 

stop within the present moment.  

Plus and minus are standing up on the inside and outside of the self.  We can 

personify plus and call him father, and minus and call her mother.  And when the child, the 

self, who is always in between mother and father tries to make relationship with plus, 

father, he will be called back by mother, “No, don’t go there.  Come here!”  and when he 

turns to go towards mother, father will call him back the other way.  Mother and father, in 
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this way, are always making relationship with the child in between, but they do this activity 

of making relationship without will, and without thought.  

This activity of making relationship with mother and father is always occurring, 

and from this activity the unique, new function called sensation, or feeling arises in the 

child.  People say that we cannot exist without love.  And they are right.  Buddhism says 

that when the self is manifest, already, no matter what kind of a self it is, even if it is a 

mosquito self, it already, at the moment of birth, has the foundation of this love activity, 

within the manifestation of the activity of feeling.  The nature of how the self makes 

relationship is to sometimes want to make relationship with father, but then, noticing that 

when he is making relationship with father he is rejecting mother, he then has the desire to 

make relationship with mother, thinking that will bring true peace of mind.  But, once he 

starts making relationship with mother, he will again notice that he has left father out, and 

will again throw mother away, and make relationship with father.  Back and forth the self 

goes, just following the natural principle, naturally the self manifests this back and forth 

way of making relationship, as it grows.  And this kind of functioning of the self is the 

origin of the feeling of love.  This is the birth of the kind of consciousness that is conscious 

of love.   

As the child, in fact, grows bigger, it will more and more have a self centered, 

selfish way of thinking that runs to father and throws mother away, or runs to mother, 

abandoning father.  There is nothing more  terrifying than this kind of self.  That is why 

education is so important.   

Rinzai Zen goes on to teach in a very difficult way, and says that when you 

contemplate this situation you will see that within the present moment there is a present-

present, a past-present and a future-present.  The future, also, has a present-future and a 

past-future. The past, also, has a present-past and a future-past.   

But no matter how you think of it, if you just run in one direction, true love will 

never be manifest.  This is where we demand that you manifest the wisdom that 



3rd Day Dai-sesshin, November 16, 1999     Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Mumon’s Comment on Mu 

 

 

 

11 

understands what true love is.  True love is the manifestation of the dharmakaya.  If we use 

terms from Hinduism we can say that the growth of the self is the activity of manifesting 

the self as Brahma itself, as true love itself.   

All of these expressions such as The Tathagata, or Brahma, or True God, or the 

manifestation of true love are all things that can never be manifest apart from you 

manifesting your self as the perfect self.  The perfect self, likewise, can never be manifest 

other than the manifestation of plus and minus becoming one.  That is the only way 

complete time is manifest.   

What Mumon means when he says, “The puppy.  The Buddha nature.  The perfect 

manifestation.  The true command.”  Is that the puppy’s Buddha nature directly, itself, is 

the perfect manifestation, the true command.  It is a difficult thing that will not be 

understood unless you seriously, firmly do zazen.   

But no matter what you say, if you can really experience perfect manifestation, 

true love for yourself, that would be good.  

 

終 

The End. 

 

 

 


