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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 
Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

November 18, 1999 

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

 
As I told you yesterday we have completed the teisho on the first half of Mumon’s 

verse.  When it comes to this verse there are so many people who mistakenly understand 

it, and give mistaken teisho on it, that it seems as if everyone is confused about it.   

Even in my version of the Mumonkan there are two different translations given 

into Japanese, two different readings of the original Chinese characters.  The first one 

means body and life are probably lost, and the second one means body on life are lost.  

(This is not clear to the translator).  The fact that there are these two different readings 

given for the original Chinese characters shows that people, since ancient times, have been 

confused about this last line.  These days it seems as if the more common interpretation of 

this final line is to understand it to mean “All of your body and all of your life will probably 

be lost, 命と体を皆失うであろう, inochi to karada wo minna, ushinaudearou” (This 

statement has a negative emotional content-as if this would be a bad thing-I think-compared 

to the other one...Still this is not clear to the translator.).  This is why I really want you to 

listen careful to my explanation of this in teisho. 

To review briefly what we have been talking about, from the old days it has been 

said that when we speak of an existent being, that means all existences, even down to a 

rock or stone.  Every single existent being has an atman, or an "I am" self.  This was a pre-

Buddhist idea, and Buddhism also included this idea.  From ancient times in India there 

was also the idea that there is another self, that is different from the imperfect self.  There 

is also the perfect, complete self.  It was Buddhism, however, that explained in detail, and 

carefully, whether or not there is a difference between the imperfect and perfect selves, and 

under what conditions they appear.  

Everything, as I have told you, when it is first born, is born imperfect.  Buddhism, 

however, also says that immediately and undoubtedly, the moment that self is born 
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imperfectly it will again become the perfect self.  

Buddhism says that if we call the first origin the condition of the origin level one, 

then the self is born from that origin, and then the self dissolves into condition of the origin 

level two.  But there are some things who stop at that point.  Buddhism says that when a 

new condition of the origin is manifest we can, temporarily think of it as the level two 

condition of the origin.  The Dharma activity itself, however, according to Buddhism, does 

not stop at the condition of the origin level two.  Undoubtedly it will go one to manifest a 

new condition of the origin at level three.  That is the teaching of Buddhism, and that is 

what we practice in Tathagata Zen.   

The condition of the origin itself acts.  It acts to move forward to manifest new 

levels at levels 3, 4, 5, 6, and on and on countlessly.   

According to the teaching called Buddhism, if we look carefully at the process by 

which level two condition of the origin becomes level three condition of the origin, we see 

that the Dharma activity has gone through the manifestation of the activity of the separation 

of subject and object, and then, again, the unification of subject and object.  In the condition 

of the origin, or the source, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, that is to say the Dharma activity, is 

manifesting states of complete unification, and facing, or contrast, or becoming distinct, 

over and over again.   

As one way of teaching in Tathagata Zen we say that the tatha-gata, thus-going 

activity is the expanding activity, the plus activity, and also we say that it is the activity of 

the object, or traditionally the guest.  While as the tatha-agata activity, is the contracting, 

minus activity of the subject, the host.   

The Chinese is hin貧, which traditionally is guest, but in English it is good enough 

to say the object for tatha-gata, thus-going.  When we really get down to our study in 

Tathagata Zen we can say that the tatha-agata, thus-coming activity, the contracting, minus 

activity, which in Chinese was denoted as shu  主, the host, means the subject.  This is also 

the activity of not existing, in other words the activity that does not need to exist.   

The condition of the origin is an activity in which the activities of subject and 

object manifest unification and then facing, over and over again.  
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This repetitive activity is also called the activity of being pregnant with all things. 

If we imagine back in the old days, and how the sages and wise people thought in 

those days, we can imagine that they took this question of why pregnancy occurs as a very 

mysterious question.  In Tathagata Zen we say that after going through many experiences, 

and appealing to many different kinds of experiences the way of thinking was born that the 

origin, itself, is an activity, in which plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, subject and 

object are unifying and becoming distinct over and over again.  In schools these days I do 

not believe they teach this Buddhist explanation of pregnancy.  I think that in our modern, 

advanced scientific age they give a scientific explanation of why pregnancy occurs.  

However, no matter how advanced science becomes scientific thinking will never be able 

to demolish this fundamental principle of Buddhism, that there is no condition of 

pregnancy other than the repetitive activity of the two mutually opposing activities of 

subject and object unifying and facing.  Up until now, in fact, although science has 

progressed quite a bit, science has never “disproved” this Buddhist principle.  No scientist 

has ever directly opposed Buddhism about this by coming right out and denying the validity 

of it.  When it comes to this Great Cosmos itself, as well, Buddhism has its own unique 

way of explaining how the universe is formed.  Buddhism says that, after all, it really is 

these very same two activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata who bring the Great Cosmos 

into being.  And in Tathagata Zen we put that Buddhist principle into practice.  

We teach very carefully and in detail, that when the condition of the origin level 

one acts to manifest the condition of the origin level two it goes through the activities of 

separation of subject and object and unification of subject and object.  When the new 

unification of subject and object is manifest that is the new condition of the origin of level 

two.   

The activity of the condition of the origin has advanced, has progressed, because 

level two condition of the origin has the first condition of the origin as its content, included 

in it.  The same exact process is gone through when the condition of the origin level two 

becomes the condition of the origin level three.  In the same exact way the condition of the 

origin acts to separate subject and object, and then unify subject and object.  And when that 

new unification of subject and object occurs then the new Great Cosmos of level three is 
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manifest.   

As I have told you so many times this repetitive process repeats innumerable, 

countless times until the condition is reached in which advancing does not need to be done 

anymore, or we can just as well say that advancing and developing cannot be done 

anymore.  The condition where advancement and development is not necessary any longer 

is the true Great Cosmos, true space.   

All of the levels of 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and on and on and so forth are included in this 

ultimately large manifestation of the Great Cosmos.  They are all zero manifestations.  This 

ultimately large cosmos is the ultimately large zero. 

Tathagata Zen very carefully can say, just for example that the level five world is 

the plant world, and the level six world is, shall we say, the mosquito world.  When the 

perfect plant is manifest that manifestation is zero.  It is perfect.  It is complete.  And 

likewise when the perfect mosquito is manifest that is also zero.  That is also a perfect 

manifestation of the Dharma activity.  Maybe we can say that the bird world is the level 

fifty world.  The birds, also manifest two worlds.  Birds also manifest the perfect condition 

and the imperfect condition, the perfect bird and the imperfect bird.  The imperfect bird is 

the bird that must live, and the perfect bird is the bird that does not need to do living 

anymore.   

The manifestation of the separation of subject and object is when the imperfect 

self appears.  And the manifestation of the unification of subject and object is the 

manifestation of the perfect self.   

Animals are also experiencing manifesting these two selves, the perfect self and 

the imperfect self.  For we human beings, of course, as well, we also manifest the perfect 

self and the imperfect self.  

The perfect self is the manifestation of zero.  It is the manifestation in which plus 

and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata have become one.  But there is another self.  There 

is the self that is manifest when subject and object separate.  And that is the imperfect self.   

If you are smart you only have to hear this once, and you will immediately agree 

with me, and immediately see, “Of course that is the way it is.”  Without any doubts you 

will understand.  But if we are attached to our "I am" selves then no matter what kind of 
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explanation is given to us, we do not understand.  We think, “That just couldn’t be.”   We 

still plod along, and try, but we don’t understand.   

This is why there are so many different ways of teaching, and when it comes to 

roshis there are different ones, and each roshi has his own particular personality.  Some 

roshis, when they see the fixated attached imperfect "I am" self, take a big stick, and 

“Bjaaannnnto!” they try to beat it to death.  But then there are some very gentle and kind 

roshis who go, “Blahblahblahblahblah,” and blabber and jabber on and on, trying to explain 

the principle (Of self dissolution).  You can see from this how, even within Tathagata Zen, 

there are many schools and branches.  But there is no difference between all of these 

different schools in the fact that they are all trying to educate us to manifest the wisdom 

that knows this fundamental principle: that we have the perfect self and the imperfect self. 

Buddhism says that every single existent being is the same as every other existent 

being in the fact that we are all first manifest as imperfect, and then we all will grow and 

develop until we manifest the perfect self.  The mosquito will manifest the perfect self as 

a mosquito, the bird as a bird, the fish as a fish, the plant as a plant, the stone as a stone.  

Looking at things from the point of view of the perfect self, therefore, everything is equal.  

Everyone loves equality, but when I imagine the twenty first century, maybe, it is going to 

be a very frightening century, in which, even as people are preaching equality, they use 

that to wage war with each other. 

When, however, we look from the point of view of the imperfect self, a mosquito 

and a frog are not equal.  A dog and a human being are not equal.  No matter how cute you 

think a dog is, it will never be equal to a human being.  A dog will manifest the perfect 

dog, manifest the perfect self as a dog, and a person will manifest the perfect self as a 

person, and so if we look in terms of the perfect self, they are equal.  But when we look at 

the world of the activity of separation of subject and object called dog, then in no way is it 

equal to a human being’s activity.  In the world in which subject and object are separate, 

everything is different from everything else.  Things are not equal.  I do not think anybody, 

if they think about it, could really say that the worlds of humans, animals, birds, fish, 

mosquitoes, and lice, are equal to each other.  This may sound extreme, but in this sense of 

equality we say that men and women are certainly not equal.  What I am trying to say is 
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that Buddhism clearly acknowledges the validity of this world of differences and 

discriminations.  Simultaneously, however, Buddhism also teaches equality.  

It is fine to teach about equality, but if you do not understand the principle behind 

discriminations and differences, and teach about equality, that is called “akubyodo 悪平等

,” false equality, or equality wrongly understood.  That will only lead to confusion in the 

human world.  And we are thoroughly strict about this, and go on to say that you can also 

be a person who does not understand the principle of differences or equality, and then you 

will go around talking about differences, but your teaching about differences will also be 

harmful.  It will be false discriminating.  

I truly do not know what is going to happen in the twenty first century.  I do not 

know what kind of wars will happen, and really it does not matter.  Maybe the world will 

come to an end, or maybe it will not, but what is important to me is that we who are studying 

Buddhism march into the twenty first century clearly striving to manifest the wisdom that 

understands both equality and differences, no matter what happens.  

Buddhism says that if we take the first condition of the origin itself as zero, then 

0x1, or 0x2, or 3, or 4, or 5 are all zero.  All of these levels of the origin are zero.  That 

means that they are all perfect or complete.  Even elementary school students understand 

this basic mathematical principle.  

Be careful, though!  Never forget that in between the two and three, the three and 

four worlds, inevitably the manifestation of the separation of subject and object occurs.   

When plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, subject and object do separate, 

as I have told you so many times, then the existent being manifest in between them, receives 

an equal amount of both of them.  This special, particular, unique existence that is manifest, 

as I have told you so may times before, is the present moment, that is facing both past and 

future.  

The plus activity, here, because he has given part of himself in order to birth this 

child who is now in between plus and minus, is not being manifest as the perfect plus.  

Minus, tatha-agata, is similar.  She has given of herself in order to birth the present moment, 

in order to birth the child, and so she also is not the complete, perfect minus.  She has 
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become a particular minus.  

One simple way Buddhism describes this world is to just call it the world that is 

divided into the three worlds of past, present and future.  Whatever one of these three 

worlds you look at, none of them are complete.  They are all incomplete.  Buddhism calls 

this world of the three imperfect worlds the world of sentient beings. This is the world 

human beings, animals, birds, and plants live in.  Within the three worlds, no matter what 

you pick up nothing is the truth.  None of it is reality itself.  It is not real.  Buddhism says 

that it is in this world, where nothing is real, in this sentient world, that we are now all 

living.   

The human, sentient world is the world of distinctions.  How can we escape the 

world of distinctions?  If you are unable to become free from the world of differences and 

discriminations, then you will always be tied up by differences and distinctions, and 

sometimes that being in the world of differences will cause you joy, and sometimes it will 

cause you to suffer.  Sometimes you will suffer so much that you feel as if you have to 

commit suicide, and sometimes being tied up by differences will make you feel like you 

have to stand up for your human rights, and fight about them, and you will end up fighting 

or warring from that point of view.   

The so called scholastic, or academic world is important, because we have to teach 

what it means to be in the world of sentient beings, what it means to be in the world of 

differences and distinctions.  The scholastic world of theoretical study is important, but 

most scholars simply unquestioningly accept this sentient world of distinctions, and then 

teach about something from that point of view, and if you do that, then you will be 

mistakenly teaching within the scholastic world.  

 The world of sentience, the world of differences, according to Buddhism, will 

inevitably meet up with the Dharma activity called the unification of subject and object, 

and then that world will be dissolved, and everything will become zero.  When the "I am" 

self dissolves itself that is the unification of subject and object, within the Dharma activity.  

When the Dharma activity does separation of subject and object that is when the 

world of differences and discriminations, the sentient world is manifest, and Buddhism 

also calls this world of differences the material world.  Why is it that the material world is 



5th Day Dai-sesshin, November 18, 1999        Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Mumon’s Verse on Mu  

 

 

 

8 

manifest in the first place?  People wish to be liberated from the material world, and I 

suppose that it is necessary for you to study the principle of the dissolution of the self, the 

unification of subject and object, in order to understand the principle of how to become 

liberated form the material world.  Buddhism says that unfailingly this world of differences, 

this material world of sentience will disappear when the subject and object are unified, and 

then the perfect world of equality is manifest.  So, it is also necessary to study what this 

perfect world of equality is.   

When the imperfect self meets the unification of subject and object, then it 

becomes the perfect self.  If you have been listening at all, and you are not a real idiot, then 

you should be able to understand why the material world occurs, and what kind of a thing 

the world of equality and perfection is.  I am not a philosopher myself, and so I really 

should not speak about philosophy, but if philosophy is the kind of thing that teaches the 

fundamental principle of what equality is and what differences are, then it is a good thing.  

Innumerable, countless times subject and object separate and unify, until finally 

the Dharma activity says, “I do not have to expand anymore.  I don’t need to do the plus, 

living activity anymore.”  That is the manifestation of true love.   

Here, as I have told you so many times, the plus, tatha-gata activity rests, but the 

conversely, and immediately the minus, tatha-agata, wakes right up and takes the lead. 

I know I am repeating myself over and over again, but I am just doing it in hopes 

that you can give me just a little bit of understanding, but you won’t even give me a tiny 

bit of understanding.  Instead of understanding you extremely parade your "I am" self 

around.  This is really a dangerous thing!   We have an "I am" self, all of us, and so I 

suppose we must parade it around.  I mean we must do something!  But if we brandish our 

selves about haphazardly, and randomly it is dangerous. 

What if we conceive of democracy as the philosophy which affirms this haphazard, 

do whatever you want kind of acting of the "I am" self?  What will happen then?  According 

to Tathagata Zen true democracy is not founded on the acknowledgment of the imperfect 

self.  I do not know what American democracy really is, but the true philosophy of 

democracy, the true theory of democracy is not that kind of thing.  There is no way that we 

can remain un-worried about what might happen if American democracy is founded on 
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affirming the fixated "I am" self.  Then American just will not be able to lead the world in 

the twenty first century.  America, there is no doubt, is an advanced nation.  It is good to 

respect and honor human rights.  It really is a good thing to respect people as people.  

America strongly asserts this, and that is fine.  But from my point of view some people 

who preach about human rights having forgotten the principle of differences.  The true 

purpose of real democracy must be founded on the understanding that we are all imperfect 

beings, but our ideal, our goal is to manifest the perfect self.  Communism, actually is the 

same.  There is this difference between poverty and wealth.  If it is to be true communism 

it has to say that whether you are a poor person or a rich person, we all will become the 

complete wealthy person.  The person of perfect wealth. 

When the plus activity arrives at the manifestation of the condition where he does 

not need to do plus anymore, that is self dissolution.  A mosquito and a fish are both 

manifesting the dissolution of the self into the condition of not needing to do living 

anymore.  Buddhism, however, gives special respect to being a human being, because 

Buddhism says that a human being goes through these innumerable, countless 

manifestations of the perfect condition, until finally it reaches the point where living does 

not need to be done anymore, and can rest.  Only human beings can have this experience.  

Now minus stands up in the position of being the initiator of the process, and 

begins to contract until the activity of dying does not need to be done anymore. 

When I get into repeating this over and over again, then the time flies by, and it is 

hard to finish the story.  If you are a school teacher things are so much easier.  You just 

have your same students everyday, and an hour to lecture, and you do not have to talk about 

this and that and the other thing, you just talk about what you are supposed to talk about, 

and it is done.  But teisho is different.  All kinds of different people come every teisho, and 

you cannot do it like school.  It is my job to help everyone understand, and we have men 

and women, we have carpenters and truck drivers, so I must be careful that you all can 

understand.  

Minus, will, as I always tell you, inevitably reach the point where it does not need 

to do minus anymore.   

When minus does not need to do minus anymore, then, oppositely the plus activity 
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stands up.   

The Dharma activity is the activity that forms the universe.  But it does not form 

it in a way that it fixates it.  It forms it in a way that it is always manifesting the universe 

as the ultimately large and then the ultimately small, and back again, over and over again.  

How many trillions of years does it take for the universe to repeat one repetition 

of ultimately large and ultimately small?  In human terms Buddhism says it takes 

5,680,000,000 years, times two.  Or we can just say it takes eighty kalpas.  How long is a 

kalpa?  It would be best to just ask a Buddhist scholar about that.   

In Zen we also say that eighty kalpas and one minute, are the same.  When you try 

to calculate it, and figure it out, that becomes the problem, but if you just do the zero 

activity, and expand and contract, swell up and shrink, then you will see it is nothing more 

than that.   

The activity of ultimately large and ultimately small brings everything into being.  

In other words the Dharma activity does the activity of repetitively revealing things and 

leading them to annihilation.  There is nothing other than that activity.   

The "I am" self is simply an activity of limiting the total Dharma activity.  It is fine 

to take care of your "I am", and to understand the importance of it, but if you fixate it, then 

big troubles arise.   

The manifestation of ultimately small and ultimately small is personified in this 

poem as Buddha nature, as the activity of the enlightened one.  And then, in 

contradistinction to that, we have the puppy.  The puppy is the Dharma activity, but it is 

not the manifestation of the ultimately large, nor the manifestation of the ultimately small.  

The puppy appears in the process between ultimately large and ultimately small.  

Then Mumon says, “The perfect manifestation, the command of truth.”  This 

means that Buddha nature, the Dharma activity, manifests absolutely everything, without 

leaving anything out, and then that same activity of Buddha nature leads everything, 

without leaving anything out, to the ultimately small zero.  There is no outside, there is no 

future.  There is no inside, there is no past.  These things have disappeared within the 

activity of the perfect manifestation, the command of truth. 

We can say that the perfect manifestation means the ultimately large condition that 
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has no outside, but even if we say that, there will probably be some people who come up 

and say, “Well, you can say whatever you want, but even if you say ultimately large, there 

must always an outside, mustn’t there?  There is always a further outside.”  That is when 

you have stopped doing the activity of true love, and your "I am" self has appeared, and 

then you start thinking like that.  

When you manifest the perfect zero activity that is the manifestation of perfect 

wisdom. The perfect activity of wisdom has no need to know, and no need, of course, 

therefore, to doubt.  The moment thinking occurs, Zen says, that is the manifestation of the 

imperfect self.  

Now we are ready for the last line, translated by Blyth as, “If, for a moment, you 

fall into relativity, you are a dead man.”  If there is a little bit of u/mu involved then body 

and life are lost.  Since this is the part that everyone makes a mistake about, I will try to 

give teisho tomorrow on it, so that you will not misunderstand it. 

(Roshi has been sneezing all throughout the teisho).  Most folks when they catch 

a cold they can take a break, but not this Roshi.  So I am thinking, Wouldn’t it be nice if 

someone would appear and say, “Thank you!  You really worked hard today  You had to 

really grin and bear it to give teisho today.  Thank you!  Tonight I will buy you a bottle of 

sake, and you can drink, and  sleep well.”   

 

終 

The End. 


