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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

Eighth Day, Dai-Sesshin, May 17,  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.” 

 

 Yesterday I told you that the two opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and 

minus,  are opposite, but they are acting simultaneously.  And simultaneously they both together 

manifest the situation of meeting each other.  In Tathagata Zen we say that the activity of The 

Tathagata, the activities of plus and minus are acting without any thinking, without any figuring 

anything out.  That kind of action that has no thinking is what we call “Ri 理,” just the natural 

principle, the natural reason of things.  The two mutually opposing activities are just acting following 

Ri.   

 To really understand what simultaneous functioning means is very difficult, and even if I were 

to try to explain it to you here, I think it would be very hard for you to understand.  We say that they 

move simultaneously, but that there is a difference between the one who is leading and the one who is 

following. 

 When the tatha-gata, plus, male-forming activity begins to act then the tatha-agata, minus, 

female-forming activity also acts.  And they do act at the same time, but, as I just said, there is a 
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difference between the one who is taking the initiative, or leading, or acting, and the one who is 

following or we could even say reacting.   

 It is very difficult to really grasp the natural principle of this for yourself, but for now it is good 

enough just to listen to teisho, and not have too many doubts about it, and just to sort of get the basic 

idea of it, so that later on you can really understand it. 

 The tatha-agata, minus activity is the contracting activity, and when she takes the initiative, 

when she is the leader in the activity, then at the same time as she begins to act, the plus, expanding 

activity also acts, although he is now following her.   

 And when plus is taking the lead then minus will be following, but there is no way around the 

fact that they are acting together, simultaneously.   

 In Buddhism it has always been said that the activity which forms this world and all we 

existences who have this world as our home is the activity of The Tathagata, which later was called the 

Dharma activity.  And Buddhism understands that activity to be comprised of two mutually opposing 

activities of plus and minus, or tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  But we also say that it is very necessary 

for you to check, for you to ascertain for yourselves by doing this activity yourselves that plus and 

minus are always acting simultaneously, but also one is always leading and the other is always 

following.  There is always this difference between leading and following.  

 And because plus and minus inevitably meet each other we say that of course the place they 

act must be the same place.  And the place plus and minus act in is what we call the dharmadhatu, 

the Buddha world, the Dharma world.  The world of the dharmadhatu has as its content the activity 

of plus and minus.   

 The activities of plus and minus are actually bringing the dharmadhatu into being, and in 

Buddhism, and especially in Tathagata Zen we say that if we personify that activity which forms the 

dharmadhatu we can call it the activity of mind.   

 This Great Cosmos which is our home also has a mind, has a heart, and that activity of heart, 
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mind is what brings it into being.  Even the Great Cosmos is acting with these very same activities of 

plus and minus as its content.   

 And when we appear, everybody appears already having their home.  Usually people don’t 

think about whether they have a home, or they don’t have a home.  Or maybe they think about it in 

some kind of human, social way, but maybe we could say that it is only the teaching of Tathagata Zen 

that comes out and says clearly that the moment you are born you already have your home.  And not 

just people, but there is not any existence that is born without a home.  Even a pine tree, even a 

butterfly, the moment they are manifest they already have their homes. 

 When we are born we have our homes, and it should go without saying that the home we have 

is the Great Cosmos which has limited itself.  So at first when we are manifest we are not manifest in 

the perfected condition.  The Great Cosmos itself is the perfect condition.   

 What we mean by the incomplete, imperfect condition is that condition which is brought into 

being through the activity which forms the Great Cosmos doing an imperfect activity, and therefore 

manifesting us.   

 Yesterday I was talking about how in this case when plus and minus meet that meeting is taking 

place in the world of the present moment.  This world of past, present, and future will inevitably be 

manifest within the Great Cosmos, but when the present moment appears we might expect that the 

worlds of past and future are no longer.   Wouldn’t you expect that when plus and minus meet, and 

manifest the present, that both plus and minus would disappear into that present.  But Tathagata Zen 

says that even though they have met, this is not the condition in which they have completely unified 

with each other.  Although plus and minus have met each other they haven’t yet broken through that 

meeting.  They haven't yet overcome that meeting.  Plus has not yet jumped into the world of 

minus.  Minus has not yet jumped into the world of plus.   

 So although we talk about the complete present, this is not the real present here, because this 

is the state in which  plus and minus have met and are still opposing each other.  They have not yet 
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done the activity of mutually breaking through this situation of having met each other.  They have not 

yet done the activity of experiencing each other’s worlds.   

 So in Tathagata Zen we say that in this situation of plus and minus meeting we can say that 

there is a boundary between them, there is a line between them.  That is what in Tathagata Zen we 

call a barrier.  Plus and minus do meet, but as long as they haven’t yet broken through that meeting 

we always can recognize that there is a barrier between them.   

 If you put your hand on your heart, and you really think about it, you will definitely remember 

times when you were in this situation yourself.  Maybe you were fifteen or sixteen years old, but 

anyway, you were in this situation of being faced by a barrier, and you knew you would have to 

manifest a very special sort of self to break through the barrier, and you were afraid to do it.  If we 

really put our hands to our hearts and think honestly we can all remember these times, within the 

process of our development, when we so afraid to break through the barrier that we could not do the 

activity of breaking through.    

 If this boundary, this one line, isn’t able to be broken through then plus will forever just be in 

the world of plus, and minus will forever be in the world of minus.  And Tathagata Zen says that if this 

happens, if the breakthrough does not occur, then no matter how many times plus and minus meet 

each other, without the occurrence of mutually breaking through, there is no growth or development.  

Tathagata Zen says that it is only when plus experiences the world of minus, and minus experiences the 

world of plus that for the first time true growth and development occurs.   

 What I am talking about here is the Dharma activity, and the way Tathagata Zen explains the 

Dharma activity is to say that without fail this barrier will be broken through, that is the very nature of 

things.  That is just the nature of the Dharma activity.  The fact that this barrier gets broken through 

is neither good nor evil.  It is simply the nature of the Dharma activity to have the barrier be broken 

through.  To overcome this barrier, this boundary, is not in any way a sin.   

 And when minus does pass through this gate, break through this barrier, then she will 
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experience the world of plus, and she will arrive at the origin of plus.  If we personify these activities, 

as a way of teaching, and say that there is a minus self and a plus self, before minus experienced the 

world of plus she had no idea what plus was.  But when she finally experiences him she realizes it was 

really no big deal after all, and she manifests the wisdom that clearly knows that there is no need to 

assert herself as minus. 

 And in Tathagata Zen we say that it is the very transmission that we have received all the way 

down from Shakyamuni Buddha to say that plus also breaks through this meeting.  The man also 

breaks through this meeting, and experiences the world of woman, and finally arrives at the origin of 

woman. 

 Maybe it is fair to say that in religions in general they don’t teach about this activity, this 

activity that we call the condition of the origin.  And so people grow up, and get bigger, and end up 

having no idea about where they came from, and the nature of the self.  And that is why they are 

plagued with worries and suffering.  We ask you to carefully contemplate this activity in your own 

zazen.   

 And the way of teaching in Tathagata Zen is to say that as you do your contemplation you 

should carefully contemplate what happened to that boundary line.  When plus and minus mutually, 

simultaneously break through that, as we sometimes call it, “crack”, that boundary, that barrier, what 

has happened to it?   

 No matter what field of scholarship you are in there always different branches, and different 

ways of thinking, and in Zen as well there are a lot of different schools and branches of Zen.  And in 

fact I myself have taught in many and various ways over time.  Probably that is why nobody can figure 

out what I’m really trying say.  But now I’m going to tell you the real thing.  So, Seiju, please listen 

carefully.   

 For example, the minus activity, the contracting activity, when she breaks through this barrier, 

this boundary, we can also call this barrier her child.  And she never would abandon her child, or 
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throw her child away.  Without throwing the barrier away, without abandoning the child, she goes on 

to the origin of plus, doing the contracting activity.   

 Not just Seiju, but Dr. Gordon, you also need to very carefully listen to this part.  If you cannot 

listen to this teisho, and have the feeling like you are licking something sweeter than sugar then you 

are not really listening to teisho. 

 And the plus activity as well doesn’t abandon his child.  He makes the child accompany him.  

He takes the barrier, the crack, the child and doing the plus activity he goes on to arrive at the origin of 

minus. 

 Maybe these days, the way people are, the way people act, people just abandon their offspring 

all the time.  And so they self centeredly think that they can just not worry about it, and plus can just 

move on to the origin of minus, and minus can just move on to the origin of plus without taking the 

child.  Because people are like that in reality, maybe you aren’t interested in this principle I’m 

explaining here.  These days you are always reading about it in the magazines and the newspapers, 

and the American government is always making a big commotion about it too, the question of the 

legality of abortion.  Even politically this has become a problem.   

 And Zen to, in Tathagata Zen, and in Buddhism, right from the beginning we grapple with this 

problem.  

 So what do you think happens?  Minus doesn’t abandon her child.  She brings her child along 

with her, and then finally ends up standing right up on the origin of plus with her child.  The plus 

activity, simultaneously is doing the plus activity, and he acts together with the child, and through 

expanding ends up standing up on the origin of minus.   

 Please see carefully for yourself that in this case the child is manifesting him or her self right 

together with mother, and simultaneously manifesting right together with father.  This born child, 

this manifest child appears with mother and father simultaneously.  There is not even one child that 

does not do this.   
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 I don’t think there are other Zen teachers in America teaching in this way, so if we made a 

pamphlet describing this kind of teaching then probably there would be some very startled academics 

and scholars, if they were to read it.  In America the Zen that is taught here seems to have totally 

forgotten the foundation of Zen.  Teachers say all sorts of irrelevant, extra things, and therefore, in 

the end, true Zen may never be born here in America.  If you are interested in seeing true Zen be 

born in America I think you had better learn Tathagata Zen.  That is you need to learn to manifest the 

kind of wisdom Tathagata Zen demands you manifest.  That is  you need to study in such a way that 

you can manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the way of being of the self, and the way of being of 

the world in which the self resides.   

 And so you need to carefully contemplate this activity in your zazen.    You need to carefully 

contemplate that, taking the child together with her, the mother stands up on the source of plus. And 

simultaneously plus stands upon the origin of minus with the child.  But when this happens the child 

is standing up both on the origin of plus and on the origin of minus.  And so in this case we might 

want to say that the child has given back to mother and father the plus and minus activities he or she 

received from mother and father.   

 But it is a mistake to think that.  Be careful!  It is a mistake to say that the self gives back to 

mother and father here, because in this case we are not talking about the disappearance of the self.  

Here we are talking about a manifest self.  Here we are talking about the born self.  And this self 

meets mother and father, and is taken by mother and father, and through being taken by mother and 

father it ends up standing upon the origins of mother and father.   

 We say that in this case the mother activity, the minus activity has experienced the world of 

plus, has experienced the world of father, but don’t forget that the self manifest here is not the perfect 

self.  It is still the imperfect self.  The complete experience of the entire place of residence has not 

been manifest.  The self that has experienced the entire place of residence completely has not been 

manifest. 
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 Seiju, it would be a mistake to not carefully contemplate this (new teaching).  It would be a 

mistake to think that only the stuff I have said up until now is the real thing. 

 The mother has taken the child all the way with her to the origin of plus, but what I want you to 

carefully contemplate is that here, the mother, when she turns back to look at her own place of birth, 

she cannot see it.  There is no doubt that minus did experience plus.  She experienced him, but she 

cannot see the place of her own origin, so she has lost herself.  She is making relationship with plus, 

and standing on the origin of plus, but through this she has lost herself.  It is a sad thing.   

 The lover called minus did make relationship with the lover named plus.  They connected.  

But in that connecting with plus she lost her own origin, and so somehow something is missing, 

somehow there is a feeling of dissatisfaction.  If this self gets tied up by this situation she will have a 

nervous breakdown, and she will have nothing else she can do except to go knocking on Dr. Gordon’s 

door, saying, “I don’t know why, but somehow or another I’m just lonely.  I’m just sad.  I just cannot 

find satisfaction.  Please help me.  Please cure me.”   

 And plus also, when he breaks through this barrier he does, at least in a way, manifest zero 

together with minus, manifest some kind of perfection together with minus.  Plus and minus do 

experience each other in some kind of a way here.  But not the perfect perfection.  Not the 

complete thing. 

 Before he broke through the barrier plus had only manifested the world of plus.  He knew 

nothing of minus.  He had not made relationship with the world of minus yet.  He had not yet had 

the experience of manifesting the sort of completion in which he recognized, “I am minus, and minus is 

me.”  But when plus breaks through, and does experience the world of minus, and arrives at the 

origin of minus, that plus has lost himself. 

 This kind of relationship is the sort of relationship in which you lose yourself, and so it is not the 

manifestation of perfect love.  It is true that a love relationship is being made, but both partners have 

only experienced half of the entire activity, and so this isn’t the manifestation of the perfect self, this 
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isn’t the manifestation of the perfect condition.   

 But what will inevitably take place in this kind of situation is that plus will think about his origin, 

and minus about hers.  Even though they cannot see their own origins, they will think about them, 

and know that they do exist.  Minus will think that there is an origin of contracting, even though she 

cannot see it.  The activity of thought will undoubtedly arise, but if you cannot put your thoughts, 

exactly as you thought them, into action, that is another cause for nervous breakdown.  In Tathagata 

Zen we say that the origin of mental illness is the inability of the self to completely see itself.  

Tathagata Zen says that to solve this what you have to do is be able to put into practice just as you had 

thought.  I hope you can really understand this basic principle, that we must put our thoughts into 

practice.  We must be able to do just as we thought.   

 So minus must put her thoughts into practice, and so must plus.  Minus is now at the origin of 

plus, and plus is at the origin of minus, and both then put their thinking into practice.  Instead of just 

thinking about their own origins, they now actually do the activity of returning to their own origins.   

 And in this case if minus is tied up by being minus, is tied up by thinking she must do the 

contracting activity, thinking, “I am a woman.  I cannot try to imitate a man,” then she will think that 

she still must do the activity of contracting.  But she won’t be able to contract, because there is no 

more world of contraction for her to contract into.  This is how we explain it in Tathagata Zen. 

 The plus activity who is now at the origin of minus is in a similar situation.  If he thinks, “I do 

the activity of man.  I wouldn’t do any of that sissy contracting stuff.  I cannot pretend to be a 

woman,” what will happen to him?  If you are young and energetic it might be okay to think that way 

for awhile, but in the end it will cause you to become ill.   

 What will, actually, happen, following the natural principle, is that the minus, contracting 

activity will transform herself and do the expanding activity.  And the plus activity will change form, 

and now do the minus contracting activity.  What I am saying is that there will, inevitably, be times 

where men will transform themselves and do the female activity.  And also women will undoubtedly 
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transform themselves sometimes, and do the male activity.  That is why I am using this word “bakeru 

化ける, to transform, or to change form, or to disguise,” because men do take the form of women, 

and women do take the form of men.  Why does it come to be that we do this activity of bakeru, 

changing form, incarnating?  Because we must go back to our own origins, that is why.  The moment 

the activity of returning to your own origin begins you have already changed form.  It is because these 

two mutually opposing activities are always in relationship with each other that they inevitably will 

transform into each other and do the activity of returning home.   

 This fundamental principle of man and woman transforming into each other is an essential part 

of the teaching of Tathagata Zen.   We urge you to open up your eyes to this truth. 

 As minus and plus are doing the activity of returning to their places of birth they again 

experience that world of zero, they again experience that world that had been manifest through plus 

and minus acting together.  And going through that world of zero, again they meet each other, in the 

middle.   

 The minus activity in this case, in this situation we can call the condition of transformation, she 

has been transformed into plus, and so she is doing the plus activity.  And then doing the plus activity 

she breaks through her meeting with plus.  And then she meets up with the world of minus.   And 

through meeting up with her own world she brings the condition of transformation to an end.  This is 

when plus and minus both manifest the perfect zero together.  This is when the worlds of plus and 

minus have truly become one.   

 Plus is in the same situation.  He is now in the state of having changed his form, and is now 

doing the activity of minus.  He is doing the contracting activity, and through doing contracting he 

meets his partner.  And then through doing contracting, he can actually meet his world again.  He 

had been thinking about the world of plus, and the origin of plus, and now he actually can meet the 

world he had been thinking about, and through that experience manifest the perfect zero. 

 And this is when we say that both plus and minus equally and simultaneously have completely 
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experienced their shared one home.  This perfect state is neither plus nor minus.  This condition has 

both plus and minus totally as its content.  And if in this case plus and minus were to stand up back 

on their own original sources, and if they were to then be able to think, they would think that they 

were holding their one shared home together.  In reality of course plus and minus are not thinking, 

and do not have will.  They are simply together doing the activity of manifesting their world, of 

holding their one shared world together without will, and without thought.   

 This is when true satisfaction, truly round and peaceful harmony appears.  This is the 

manifestation of true love, the manifestation of the true One True Nature.   

 So if you have understood everything up until now, then you can also understand Joshu’s Mu.  

The manifestation of true love is when plus and minus, U and Mu, Being and Non-being have totally 

become one.  That state is what we call One True Nature.  We should all be able to manifest the 

wisdom that clearly knows this principle.   

 But what about this monk who meets Joshu, do you think he knew this principle?  Actually, if 

you think about this carefully, at least from my perspective, there is no way I can really think that this 

monk had grasped this principle.  Or maybe he really did know this principle, but for the sake of other 

people who didn’t know it he pretended not to know it, and asked the question to help teach other 

people.  This is another possible interpretation.  The only real way to deal with this is for each one of 

you, using your own strength, to try to gauge the strength of the monk who puts forth this question.  

Outside of applying your own power of insight to the scene there is no way to really grasp up the point 

of view of the monk.   

 Joshu, of course, was a person who had clearly experienced the Cosmic Buddha.  But at this 

moment the Cosmic Buddha had already broken open, and the worlds of past, present, and future 

were manifest right in the middle of the Cosmic Buddha.  You have to understand that Joshu is now 

manifesting himself as the present moment.  He is the barrier to which Mumon later refers.  He is 

the barrier called the present moment.  And you have to understand that if this monk is a true 
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practitioner he also has just broken out of the condition of the Cosmic Buddha, and is now manifesting 

himself in the world of past, present, and future as the present moment.  He is now, just as Joshu is, a 

sentient being in the human world.  Both have appeared from the condition of the origin, and are 

manifesting themselves as the aspect of time called the present.  They are imperfect selves who look 

upon past and future.  Here are two imperfect selves facing each other.   

 And right then it seems as if there was a little puppy who appeared in between them, and so 

the monk, facing Joshu, immediately asked, “This puppy, does it have the Buddha Nature, or not?”  

The true meaning of his question is, ‘Does this puppy have the activity of enlightenment, the activity 

that makes the self into a Buddha, the Buddha activity, the Dharma activity, or not?’   

 You should imagine this as a match between two martial artists.  It doesn’t matter if it’s 

Aikido, Judo, or Kendo.  The important thing is that one of the practitioners is the Mu practitioner, 

and her opponent is the U practitioner.  They are squaring off against each other.  Or you can think 

of it as a meeting between a man and a woman.  Who is the man?  Maybe the monk should be seen 

as the man, and Joshu as the woman.  What do you think?  This is a real contest.  Now this is really 

interesting.  This contest is indescribably awesome.  So everyone pay up for your tickets.  Twenty 

dollars, fifty dollars.  You should pay to get in to see this.  That money, of course, is going to me.  

How good of a ticket are you going to buy?  I mean, how big of a donation are you going to make?  

But seriously, this is an interesting match. 

 What, then, did Joshu answer?  The monk asked, “Does this puppy have the activity of 

enlightenment, is it doing the complete manifestation of love?  Is this puppy doing the activity of One 

True Nature, of True Reality, of Truth?”  But if Joshu wasn’t able to immediately manifest One True 

Nature, True Love, the unification of U and Mu, then this wouldn’t be a very interesting match after all.  

Joshu just immediately says, “Mu!”  What is this all about?  He means, ‘Can you see that this is how 

I am manifesting true love right now?’  That is exactly what his Mu is saying.  I think maybe Joshu 

“Uhhhh!” hugged the puppy, without even thinking about it,  just as he said, “Mu!”  Where did the 
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puppy go?  And what about Joshu, where did he go?  These are the questions Mumon is answering 

here for you.  Joshu answered, “No!”  But how do you understand his “No!”  This is the koan of 

this story.  The Mu of Joshu is, truly, beyond language.  It is really indescribable.  But actually there 

are a lot of Roshis who go around saying that Joshu’s Mu is beyond any meaning, and beyond any 

explanation, and that is okay, I suppose, but it isn’t enough to be a real Zen teacher.   

 These days it seems very popular to have Christian-Buddhist conferences and dialogues, and at 

those times the koan of Joshu’s Mu is often brought up.  And then everybody fixates their “I am” 

selves, and then from that perspective they argue on and on, and blabber on and on endlessly.  It 

makes me feel like going and telling them what idiots they are.  If you have the desire to know what a 

true meeting of Christianity and Buddhism would be, I’m telling you it doesn’t much matter.  I mean, 

forget about that.  It would be better to really manifest the wisdom that knows what happens when a 

man truly meets a woman.  

 So do you understand the meeting between a man and a woman?  I always tell you that 

without touching it is possible to give each other true love.  If you don’t begin with this, giving of love 

without touching, then no matter how much you practice Zen it is meaningless, it won’t become 

anything.   

 I really want to keep talking, but I know I have already gone way over time, so even though it 

would take about fifteen more minutes to really get to where I want to go I’m going to stop here.  So 

let’s just say that we have gotten to the end of Joshu’s Mu this kessei.  Now we must say good-bye.  

There are still lots of places that are insufficiently explained, but if we can meet again, if I can stay 

alive, I’ll come back and talk more. 

 

終 

the end 


