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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

August 31, 1998 

Translator: Giko 

 
Mumonkan  Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 

Mumon’s Comment 

 “If you strive unceasingly a single spark from the dharma candle will become the true manifestation.” 

The Verse 

  The dog, the Buddha nature,  

 The perfect manifestation, the command of truth.  

 A little has or has not and body and mind are lost. 

 

 

 Finally today I think we will reach the end of the teishos on the koan of a dog’s Buddha 

nature. Thank you everyone for your hard work over this long period of time. Yesterday we 

talked about this very strong language, this very strong phrase  of negation that Rinzai and 

Mumon both use, saying if you meet a Buddha, kill the Buddha, if you meet a patriarch, kill a 

patriarch, when you meet your lover, kill your lover, when you meet your wife, kill your wife. 

But this is a place that you have to contemplate very carefully if you are going to avoid making a 

mistake about how to understand it.  

 In other words, when this world of existence is divided into two it is divided into subject 

and object. I think this  way of thinking is the same whether we’re talking about the East or 

the West. What is being said here is that when some person is standing up in the position of 

subject and facing and opposing someone who is standing up in the position of object, then the 

subject must thoroughly, utterly negate that object. What is being said so strongly here is that 

when subject and object meet then they have to manifest zero, they become one. And that’s 

why they use such strong language and say if you’re the subject kill the object.  

 But if you are in the position of subject and object opposing each other and you aren’t 
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able to manifest zero in that situation then forever subject and object will always be opposing 

each other. The manifestation of true self, we can say, or the manifestation of true peace or the 

manifestation of true love; all of these things are different ways of describing this condition of 

the manifestation of zero where subject and object have completely become one, and that’s 

why he uses such strong language and says, “You must kill.” The manifestation of zero, of 

subject and object unified is the manifestation of true God, true Buddha, one true nature. This 

is the situation where the “I am” self and that other, that you that is an object to the “I am” 

self have completely become one. In the Heart Sutra when we chant, “Shiki soku ze ku ku soku 

ze shiki”, form is emptiness, emptiness is form. That’s what is being talked about. This also is 

referring to the same thing in the koan of Hyakujo and the wild fox where, at the end, Obaku 

asks a question and instead of answering the question Hyakujo says, “Come here!” and he hits 

Obaku on the cheek.  And then says, “I thought I was a red bearded barbarian, but now I am 

seeing a red bearded barbarian.” This is when Hyakujo completely beats Obaku to death. In 

other words, he manifested true love with Obaku, Hyakujo and Obaku totally became one. And 

when you can finally have that experience for yourself, when you can finally manifest that 

wisdom for yourself, then you can finally find peace for that self of yours. So you have to see 

that when it is said, “When you meet the Buddha kill the Buddha, when you meet a patriarch 

kill the patriarch, when you meet your lover kill your lover,” that language is describing the 

situation of the manifestation of true love.  

 When you completely kill, when mutually you kill each other then finally for the first 

time you both can be at peace. So you have to think about your own life. You have to reflect on 

your own situation and understand that as long as you’re manifesting a kind of love that does 

not kill the “I am” self, then that sort of love that you’re manifesting is simply churning up the 

desires in both of you.  

 We’re finally coming to the end of this chapter.  I know everyone’s wondering how, 
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finally, Mumon will tie up his comments on this situation of meeting a Buddha and killing the 

Buddha, meeting a patriarch and killing a patriarch, meeting your mother or your father or your 

lover and killing those people. What does Mumon have to say about it in the end? But unless 

we return back to the condition of the origin, unless we return back to the condition of zero, 

that condition through which the self is born, then it’ll be very difficult to understand this last 

part.  

 And as I’ve been saying up until now, in Zen we describe the condition of the origin to 

be an activity which is formed through plus and minus activities. To say it more concretely, the 

dharma activity is formed being comprised by two mutually opposing activities, one the activity 

which forms man and the other the activity which forms woman. 

 Buddhism has as its very foundation the idea that the self is comprised of and the 

dharma activity is comprised of these two mutually opposing activities. So when you begin to 

study Zen what you are studying is these two conditions, one condition in which plus and minus 

have unified and the other condition in which plus and minus are opposing each other. The 

condition in which plus and minus are simply repetitively unifying and facing with each other 

over and over is the situation in which no children have been born. This is what we describe as 

not one, not two, not two, not one. In other words the absolutely zero activity. That absolutely 

zero activity which is not one, not two, not two, not one is the condition of the origin. The 

condition of the origin is the condition in which plus and minus don’t need to insist upon 

themselves, they don’t need to assert themselves, they are simply doing the activity of 

emptiness, the activity of mu, nothingness.  

  So in this condition when plus and minus meet, immediately  they will break through 

that meeting and plus will arrive at the origin of minus and minus will arrive at the origin of 

plus. They do this activity without any thinking, without any logic, without any figuring anything 

out. But even when plus arrives at the origin of minus he hasn’t yet completely manifested 
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zero, manifested the complete condition. And minus is similar, when she arrives at the very 

origin of plus even when she breaks through the point of meeting and arrives at the origin of 

plus she also can’t be said to have truly experienced the entire body yet. 

 What I’m asking you to do is for you yourself to contemplate what could it possibly 

mean, then, for plus and minus to experience the entire body. We can say that plus, through 

doing the plus activity has experienced the entire body when he arrives at the origin of minus 

because there he is, having arrived at the very opposite origin. And minus, similarly, when she 

arrives at the origin of plus she has experienced pluses’ origin through doing the minus activity. 

So we can, in a sense,  say she has experienced the entire body through the minus activity. But 

she hasn’t yet experienced it through the plus activity. For example, when we look at plus we 

can’t say that he really has experienced the complete experience until he both has experienced 

his own world, and he also has experienced minuses’ world. And minus, when she does the 

minus activity, when she manifests herself as herself, as the minus activity, and finally arrives at 

the origin of plus, when she arrives at the origin of plus we can say she completely manifested 

the minus self. The plus activity, when he manifests himself as the plus activity he has 

completely manifested himself and completely manifested the plus world, but he has not yet 

manifested the minus world. Minus completely clearly has manifested herself as minus when 

she arrives at the very origin of plus. And when plus does the plus activity and through the plus 

activity finally arrives at the origin of minus we can say that he has completely manifested 

himself, completely experienced himself. But in this case plus cannot be said to have 

experienced minuses’ world. And minus, similarly, when she arrives at the origin of plus, we can 

say that she completely has experienced, completely has manifested herself, but, she has not 

yet experienced doing the activity of plus. It’s only when after minus has experienced the entire 

body through doing minus and arrived at the origin of plus that she then transforms herself 

into, disguises herself as the plus activity, and turns around, and does the activity of returning 
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to her own source that she finally can be said to, after doing that return trip, to have 

experienced completely both the position of being plus and the position of being minus. And as 

I say all the time, when the plus activity arrives at the origin of minus, although he has satisfied 

the plus activity completely he has not yet done the minus activity. And so that’s why I’ve been 

telling you up until now, over and over again, that when plus does arrive at the origin of minus 

then he must incarnate himself, transform himself, disguise himself as the minus activity and 

then doing the minus activity he completely experiences the world of minus until he arrives 

back at his own origin. Here is when finally, completely equally plus and minus both can be said 

to have experienced the entire body, the whole. Minus of course experienced the entire body 

through doing minus, but then she transformed herself into plus and experienced it through 

doing plus too, and plus of course manifested the entire body through plus, but then he 

transformed himself into minus and experienced it through minus as well. So completely 

equally now, back at their own origins they have experienced the whole body. 

 If you only practice the activity of going forward and neglect the practice of the activity 

of retreating, of going backward, then you won’t be able to manifest the complete self. 

Somehow, if you do the activity of going you also have to do the activity of returning home, and 

through doing both of them you can manifest the complete self. In the teaching of Tathagata 

Zen we say that the situation in which plus has arrived at the origin of minus, and oppositely 

minus has simultaneously  arrived at the origin of plus, we call this the situation that has 

resulted from a conquering kind of activity, because plus hasn’t even tried yet to see things 

from the perspective of minus, and minus hasn’t even tried to see things from the perspective 

of plus, they just have self-centeredly, arbitrarily done their own activity and experienced their 

world, their home through their own activity so that’s why we call it conquering. Even when 

we’re talking about the dharma activity the problem of conquering will arise. But after doing 

conquering if the activity just stops and is fixated there then it won’t become the true 
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conquering, and then that is the cause for real lack of peace, real disharmony in the world. It’s 

only when finally the plus activity and the minus activity both transform themselves, incarnate 

themselves into each other, disguise themselves as each other; and then the plus, of course we 

know he can do the plus activity, but then he does the minus activity. And then the minus 

activity, instead of doing her original minus activity she does the plus activity, it’s only then that 

they can finally equally experience the entire body. And when that finally happens we get the 

opposite of conquering, we get true peace.  And it should go without saying that this situation 

of true peace is the exact same thing as the manifestation of true love. And because this is the 

activity in which plus and minus are completely doing the zero activity we call it the 

manifestation of truth, the manifestation of reality, the manifestation of one true reality, of one 

true nature.  

 What I’m asking you to do is for each one of you to contemplate for yourself the true 

manifestations of zero. Don’t make a mistake. Don’t mistakenly think that the situation of 

conquering where plus and minus have only done the conquering activity is the complete 

manifestation of zero. It’s only when thus-going and thus-coming have both completely 

experienced the entire body that true zero is manifest.   When we look at 

male-female relationships probably there are situations that we can call conquering concerning 

these relationships. But as that conquering activity deepens then finally it will become obvious 

that the mutually opposing activities have to transform into each other and return to their own 

origins and finally when that occurs, when they return to their own origins then that is true 

peace. When we look at our human world and we look at the cause for wars in this human 

world, why there isn’t true peace in this human world, we can see that the reason for this is 

because people are doing a one-sided manifestation of zero, a conquering manifestation of 

zero, not the true manifestation of zero but a manifestation of zero which is done through 

being attached to the standpoint of the “I am” self. But then we have to ask, “Who is it, after 
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all, who thinks about those things?” It’s only this self which has appeared here that grows and 

develops and finally comes to think about things like the difference between true love and 

conquering. And I think we’ve been investigating up until now why the self does appear in the 

first place and how that very self then hides.    

 Before we were speaking about the strong words of Rinzai, about when plus and minus 

meet and plus totally negates the standpoint of minus, and simultaneously minus totally 

negates the standpoint of plus, but there is also another situation which occurs which is neither 

the unification of plus and minus nor the facing of plus and minus, but the actual separation of 

plus and minus, and that is when past, present, and future appear.  And this new condition is 

what we call “One is three, and three is one.”  It’s Buddhism which is the teaching which says 

that it is inevitable that within the one world of the condition of the origin that  past, present, 

and future inevitably will be manifest.  And according to the teaching of Buddhism within the 

worlds of past, present, and future the present is the self, the subject, and the world of the 

object, the objective world is not just one, it is two, both past and future are the objective 

worlds.  I think it is fair to say that this is the difference between Buddhist philosophy and 

normal everyday philosophy.  I think in general people have a very simplistic way of looking at 

it, and they simply say the objective and the subjective do an activity of unifying and separating 

over and over again.  But Buddhism emphasizes that the subjective world does appear and 

disappear, appear and disappear over and over, but that this repetitive appearance and 

disappearance of the subjective world is not caused by the activity of subject and object, it is 

caused by the condition of the origin itself dividing itself into two and making past, present, and 

future appear.  Zen practice becomes very difficult if you get stuck in the way of thinking that 

you are accustomed to which is that the “I am” self is the thing which is in opposition to the 

objective world.  Of course it is okay to say that the opposition of plus and minus is the 

opposition of subject and object.  But in Tathagata Zen we say that when subject and object 
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are simply plus and minus alone then there is no will involved in this activity, and so truly there 

is no subject nor object here.   

 Most people think that men and women each have their own will and so they think that 

subject and object have wills and are opposing each other.  But Buddhism says that the 

complete activity of man  and the total female activity are complete, they are perfect, and so 

they have no will.  But their characters are different.  So, because their characters are 

different I guess you can think of the total activities of plus and minus as the opposition of 

subject and object.  But these plus and minus, when they are complete, they are without will, 

and without the function of knowing.  And so concerning the condition of the origin, truly,  

thoughts such as subject and object are not relevant.  It is only when the worlds of past, 

present, and future appear together with the “I am” self that we can truly talk about the 

objective and subjective worlds.  That present moment is the “I am” self, and that has both 

plus and minus as its content.  And we call that the position of the subject.  And then the 

objective world is both  the worlds of plus and minus.  The self has both plus and minus as its 

content, but in the objective worlds of plus and minus the plus world only has plus, and the 

minus world only has minus.  But the plus and minus which have appeared within this world of 

past, present, and future, as I always say, are not the pure activities of plus and minus.  The 

plus activity is an incomplete plus activity, and therefore appears as the material world, as the 

world of form, and the minus activity also is the incomplete minus activity, and appears as a 

material minus activity, a minus activity which has form.  And we can say that the minus 

activity is the future, and the plus activity is the past.  And I really think this is a place where 

general philosophy and Buddhist philosophy are very different.  

 I hope that through hearing this you can  really understand that your “I am” self has 

both plus and minus as its content, but not completely, that it is an incomplete thing which has 

plus and minus incompletely as its content.  So the subject is an incomplete thing, and the 

object worlds, and as I said before there are two worlds of objects, are also both incomplete 
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worlds. 

 In other words if we say that minus is the benevolent God then plus must be the evil 

God.  In other words if we say the minus is the future then the plus is the past, and then we 

should call the minus the benevolent God and the plus the evil God.  So through this you can 

really understand, I hope, why the world that is appearing in front of  you is a world filled with 

opposites, filled with opposition, why in front of you there appears the good God and the bad 

God, why beautiful and ugly things are manifest.  If you are just searching after the future 

world you will never be able to manifest the complete self.  It is only when you completely 

make both all of future, and all of past your content that you can manifest the complete self. 

 This last part of Mumon’s comment is very important, the part about the dharma candle 

and the one spark, but I can’t seem to get to it in my teisho.  If I tried to get into this last part 

of Mumon’s comment without you really understanding the principle of the manifestation of 

the world of past, present, and future, and the dissolution of that world of past, present, and 

future into the world where there is no necessity for consciousness, no matter how many times 

I would try to explain that part you wouldn’t be able to understand it anyway, so that’s why I 

spoke here again about that principle.  You have all come here, taken all the trouble to come 

here to try to learn to do zazen, so I guess it really doesn’t matter if you understand or you 

don’t understand, I just have to talk about it anyway.  But it is in no way an easy thing.  There 

is no way that you can say manifesting your true self is an easy thing.  To manifest the true 

love I always talk about is in no way an easy thing.  But actually everybody, without knowing it, 

is already manifesting their true self, already manifesting true love.  Without knowing it all 

human beings stand up upon the idea of conquering.  The problem of this stand point of 

conquering will inevitably occur for everyone, but that appearance comes up within the process 

of manifesting the complete self, and so it is if you are tied up by that standpoint of conquering 

that your true self will never be manifest.  This subject of conquering is very important so I 
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talked about it, but then the whole hour slipped through my hands.  So let’s stop here for 

today.  Also, today the Inji mistakenly brought the Rinzai Roku instead of the Mumonkan, so I 

don’t even have the Mumonkan in front of me.  Maybe her glasses got foggy.  Actually I 

don’t need to have the book of the Mumonkan in order to give teisho on it, so I shouldn’t be 

complaining, it is only people who are dependent on books that would be worried about 

something like that.  So, all of you, if you are dependent upon worldly culture it will become a 

big problem for you.  Human culture was created by people for their own convenience, and if 

you think it is necessary for us to depend upon that kind of culture in order to have peace of 

mind, or a tranquil life our human life will become all out of kilter.  A mess.  Anyway, please 

just go straight ahead in your practice knowing that to manifest your true self, to manifest true 

love is the way of living of the true person.   Just go straight ahead without hesitation.       

    


