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TEISHO BY KYOZAN JOSHU ROSHI
Mumonkan Case One: Joshu’s Mu

Joshu Osho. A monk asked Joshu, “Does even a dog have Buddha nature or not?” 
Joshu said, “MU.”

Up through yesterday I’ve been talking to you about this conversation that
Joshu Osho  was  having  with  a  certain  monk about  “bussho,”  Buddha-nature.
And I think that all of you probably know by now what this Buddha-nature is.
Anyway, what we call  Buddha-nature is  the activity of an enlightened person.
And when you ask what kind of a person an enlightened person is, it is the very
activity that is forming this cosmos.    And also the activity that forms all of us.
What we call the activity of an enlightened person is the activity of wisdom which
clearly knows this forming activity.    What it means is that if you get enlighten-
ment, then you also will do the activity of Buddha-nature, but if you don’t get en-
lightenment, then you won’t be able to do it.    

As I’ve been telling you, we also call Buddha-nature the activity of these
two mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus, as
they do their functioning of cyclically unifying and facing one another over and
over again.    This activity is a totally will-less activity.    There is no one there to
see this activity.    

When tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus separate from each other,
in between these two activities appear existences, all existent things, all of us, and
plants, and birds, and butterflies, and everything.    And when this existent being
which has appeared grows and develops until it is doing the activity of knowing,
and then doing this activity of knowing it recognizes the plus activity and the mi-
nus activity, and all existences as being the same, although they are different they
are the same.    This way of knowing is what we call the activity of an enlightened
person.    

To give a concrete example, when these two mutually opposing activities
divide, then they have divided in to U and Mu, being and non-being.    And then in
between these two appears the present, appears the existent thing which has both,
together, as its content: being and non-being.    And with the appearance of these
existences appears the incomplete activities of being and non-being.    

When we start talking about this simultaneous functioning it’s a very diffi-
cult thing to talk about, but what I’m saying is that these three worlds, the incom-
plete present moment,  and the incomplete  plus,  and the incomplete  minus,  all
three of these appear at once.    In the old days people explained this in various
ways, and one of the ways they explained it was to say that these three worlds are
the worlds of past, present and future.    

In the condition of the source there is neither past,  present,  nor future.
With the appearance of this self of the present moment, that is when past and fu-
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ture also first appear.    And these three worlds appear right within the world of the
origin, within the world of the source.    We very severely teach you that there are
no other worlds outside of the world of the source, so this appearance happens
within the world of the source.    

If we say that there is a truth, there is an absolute being or an Almighty,
then that thing is only one, singular, unique thing. As I’ve been telling you, all of
you are now appearing as the present moment in this world of past, present and
future.    

If you think, then, that you want to experience the truth, or you want to
meet God, then you must dissolve this self of the present moment, and in that dis-
solution, past and future will also dissolve.    According to Tathagata Zen, it’s ab-
solutely impossible to experience the truth, or to meet God if you are attached to
this human world.    If you say it sounds difficult, well, I guess it is difficult.    But
if you’re able to make yourself disappear, then you’ll see that there is actually
nothing as easy as this.    But for we human beings who tend to attach to this “I
am” self, it seems extremely hard for us to experience this world in which past
and future have disappeared, this world of zero.

As  I’m  always  telling  you,  and  as  Tathagata  Zen  and  Buddhism also
teaches, actually all of you are already doing this experience of dissolving your
self, or making your self nothing. That’s why I say there’s nothing as easy as this.
So it doesn’t matter what kind of philosophy, or what kind of science, or what
kind of psychology you study, you can only be said to be studying zen if you ex-
perience this disappearance of the self.

This is the kind of talk that was going on between this zen master Joshu
and the monk. As they were talking, here comes this, in the original it says kushi,
which really means a very very small dog, a puppy, even the size of a little kitten,
this tiny little puppy comes by. So it seems like even a thousand years ago, in
China, they were taking care of dogs like this.

This puppy is, just in the very same way as you are, an existent thing. That
puppy also is making the present moment its content, and appearing in that way.
Even this monk is the same, appearing as the present moment. Even Joshu Osho is
exactly the same.

This monk, who had been plaguing Joshu repeatedly with questions about
Buddha nature,  when the little  puppy comes by,  he  immediately  takes  up the
puppy as the subject of a question, and asks Joshu this difficult question, “So what
about the puppy, does it have Buddha nature or not?”

So let’s leave aside the question of the puppy for minute. What about all of
you, are you doing the activity of enlightenment or not? Are you doing the activ-
ity in which there is neither past, present nor future? You can’t say it’s an enlight-
ened person unless you are manifesting the wisdom for yourself that knows this
activity of not past, present nor future.

So let’s also put aside Joshu Osho for a second and just look at the ques-
tion. This is an amazing question, isn’t it? They’re talking about this dog, and the
monk says, “Is this dog doing the activity of enlightenment or not?”

If you say the question exactly, the monk says, “Is even this dog also do-
ing the....” In the original it says, mo-mata. It’s sort of two ways of saying also:
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also and again, (are you even also?) is the dog also even, is even the dog also do-
ing the activity of enlightenment?

Joshu has to be really careful, because if he makes any mistake in his an-
swer, this monk might just chop his head off. If you don’t realize what a great
question this is that the monk asked, then you can’t really say that you’re doing
zen practice.

If you go to a bookstore, you probably will find many books about Joshu’s
Mu. I don’t really know what these books say, but I guess all of you are reading
them, so you probably know.

Does this puppy have the activity of enlightenment in the same way as the
Buddha got enlightenment, or not? Is this puppy manifesting the activity of en-
lightenment or not?

In the original text, the character that it uses for to have, this u character
has two meanings. If you interpret it correctly, you’ll see that it means both: I am
manifesting being, and I have being. If you have hair, then you should also be
able to manifest hair.

Anyway, how did Joshu answer this question of the monk’s? It looks like
he just said, “Mu,” non-being, or does not have, you could say. I just said that the
opposite, the u character could mean both, to have the truth, and to be manifesting
the truth. So in the same way, we have to interpret this mu, this no, this non-being
to mean that both, I can manifest myself as mu, as non-being, and I have non-be-
ing. It’s a difficult answer.

It would have been better if he’d just said “U,” instead, but he went and
said “Mu,” and so it’s really difficult to understand, especially if you’re not en-
lightened. But if you’re an enlightened person, you can both manifest the condi-
tion of u, and also the condition of mu. An enlightened person can both manifest
the activity of man and the activity of woman. I wonder if you understand.

This monk did not understand the answer that Joshu gave.  This Mu of
Joshu’s was not comprehensible by the monk. The monk wasn’t able to grasp that
Joshu was then not manifesting himself as being, but was manifesting himself as
non-being.

So let’s forget about this monk for a minute. This koan is asking you, just
once, to put yourself in the place of Joshu, and manifest this Mu of Joshu’s. So
I’ve been talking about this one koan of Joshu’s Mu all through the last sesshin
and all through this sesshin, but I guess we finally got to the end of it. But if all of
you, yourself, can’t grasp this Joshu’s Mu for yourself, then we can’t say we’ve
really gotten to the end of this koan.

If you’re able to grasp clearly this Mu of Joshu’s, then, oppositely, you
will also be able to throw the Mu away, and grasp U as well. So if you become at-
tached to Joshu’s Mu, then you can’t be said to really have gotten Joshu’s Mu. If
you don’t attach to Joshu’s Mu, then immediately you can grasp Joshu also as U.
But if you really start liking Joshu a lot, no matter what manifestation he’s in, then
that’s also a mistake.

If you throw Joshu away, then again the world of Mu appears. And that is
when the condition of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, doing their cyclic repetitive ac-
tivity of unifying and facing appears. When tatha-gata and tatha-agata become
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one, that’s the complete condition. When that condition of oneness then manifests
itself as facing, or contrasting, or opposition, then it’s the world of only u and mu.
Or we could say the world of only man and woman.

The way we teach is to clearly teach this principle, that within this condi-
tion, inevitably the condition of unification will occur, and the condition of facing
will occur, and in none of those conditions is the self ever lost. The self is either
unified or facing itself.

This is the tenet that we call, not one, not two; not appearing as one, not
appearing as two. This condition is a condition in which these two states are oc-
curring completely without will. Not one, not two means a will-less activity. This
is a condition in which plus and minus are making one place their home, and in
that place doing their working.

If we look at the human world, then we can say that this condition of not
one, not two is exactly the will-less activity of a loving couple. So, in a marriage
ceremony, that’s why the priest or the reverend asks you, “Will you protect and
obey the rule of not one and not two?” and you say, “Yes,” and then you’re mar-
ried.

In this world of not one, not two, there is no self, so of course there is no
getting angry. There is no being happy either. That’s why we call it the manifesta-
tion of true love But then the self does appear. When the self appears, the
plus activity appears as an incomplete plus activity, as future, and the minus activ-
ity appears incompletely as past, and the self is appearing as the present. That’s
when we say that the world of past, present and future appears right inside of the
absolute world, the zero world.

This is a different situation than not one, not two. We call this situation,
one is itself three, three is one. The three worlds appear in the one world. (The
translator made a mistake. The previous sentence was not, yet three is one. That’s
next.) When we ask about what happens to these, the world of opposition, these
three worlds, when that world of opposition is broken apart, then again the one
world appears. So then is when we say, three is one.

But  it  is  not  the  case  that  the  one  world  immediately  becomes  three
worlds. In the process of the one world becoming three worlds, inevitably the
world of two appears. Also it is not the case that the three worlds immediately re-
vert back to the one world. Inevitably, when the self disappears, the world of two
appears. Then, breaking through that stage of the process, the world of one ap-
pears.

The way we teach is that, when all of us have become all of us, and are
then returning to the one, we have to pass through this stage in which man and
woman, plus and minus, good and evil only, are opposing one another. We can say
that, in detail, if we look at the process in detail, we can say that when we move
from the three worlds to the one world, we will always manifest this condition of
the origin, in which it is only plus and minus facing one another.

We can also say that, without fail, when the one world is moving to the
three worlds, it will without fail pass through this condition in which being and
non-being, plus and minus, past and future, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, are will-
lessly in opposition, or facing one another.
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But, it seems that, anyway the Eastern and Western ways of looking at this
seem a little different, but it seems that people are teaching that immediately the
self appears as the objective world. Although the conclusion looks the same, be-
tween Buddhism and Western philosophy, this conclusion that the self is the ob-
jective world, the objective world is the self, what is different is that Buddhism
has this stage of the will-less activity of the two mutually opposing activities.

But it’s really difficult. I often wonder why it’s so difficult for all of you,
why this zen practice is so hard for you, and I think that it’s because, although you
have studied this tenet of one is two and two is one, you haven’t studied, three is
one and one is three, and so that’s why it’s hard for you. But whether you’re an
Eastern person or a Western person, in reality, everybody is manifesting in the ex-
act same way. Everybody is manifesting this world which is completely will-less,
which is neither the self nor the other. But then when you get into academics,
that’s when it gets different.

So it’s the prayer (of Zen): Zen is asking you, please throw away your aca-
demic study for a little while and come here and try to manifest for yourself, not
one, not two; not two, not one; one is three, three is one. We also ask you, please,
see for yourselves that both of these activities, the activity of not one, not two, and
the activity of one is three, three is one, are both occuring in the same way within
this same world.

If you look simply at the condition of the source, then it’s easy for you to
see that plus and minus are both acting in the very same place. But also in the
world of the three worlds, this self of the present moment is embraced by the fu-
ture activity, and is also embraced by the past activity. It seems like it is really dif-
ficult for you to give rise to the thought that this self which has been born, which
is embraced by plus and minus, is existing in the same world as plus and minus.

If this self of the present moment, when it appears, if it’s able to, simulta-
neously, at the very same time, make relationship with mother and father, make
relationship with being and non-being, then it will be living in the same home as
them.  But  this  child,  this  self  acts  self-centeredly  and  arbitrarily,  and  thinks,
“Well, when I’m making relationship with Father, then I don’t need Mother, so
Mother, go away. You bother me.” That’s why you’re not able to simultaneously
be living together with both mother and father.

In the same way, when you make relationship with mother, you say, “Hey
Dad, I don’t need you right now. Get lost.” That is why the three of you aren’t
able to live peacifully together in one world. So, in contradistinction to this word,
simultaneously, or at once together, we have a really good word in Japanese, fu
do-ji ïsìØéû, not simultaneously. When you’re doing this not simultaneous action,
that’s when you’re attached to your "I am" self. The conclusion that Buddhism
comes to is that this is the condition in which, if it is nation-states, that’s war, or if
it’s individuals, it’s a fight.

According to Zen, one of the tenets that we teach is that, when the self ap-
pears,  inevitably and always,  that is  when the incomplete plus and minus,  the
mother and father appear, and also, when the self disappears, mother and father
also disappear. That is the koan of Joshu’s Mu.
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