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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Rinzai-Ji  

September 27, 1998 

Translator: Giko 

 
Mumonkan  Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 

A Monk once asked master Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha nature or not?” Joshu 

said, “Mu.” 

  

 I’m not really certain what day I was born on. But if you look at the records of my birth 

certificate in Japan in the city hall where I was born they say that my birthday was April 22nd. 

But there’s also a record that says that my birthday is April 1st. The reason is that the city hall 

wasn’t informed of my birth until April 22nd. Mothers don’t forget the day of birth of their 

children, they remember clearly what day their children are born. There’s no doubt that if you 

ask your own mother what day you were born on she’ll know exactly what month and what day 

and whether it was in the morning or whether it was at night that you were born. And I asked 

my mother about my own birthday, and I actually forget what day she answered but I feel as if I 

can remember that she answered that I was born on March 18th in the morning. And I also 

seem to remember that she said something about the difference between the lunar calendar 

and the solar calendar and that if you change the lunar calendar into the solar calendar’s way 

of counting then it really would have been April 22nd or 21st. So anyway, I just made up for 

myself in my own, maybe arbitrary, way that probably I was born on April 21st, because it 

probably was the next day that it got delivered to the city hall, that’s what I say myself, that I 

am born on April 21st.  

 Really, it doesn’t matter what day you’re born on but if you can’t answer clearly when 

people ask you what your birthday is things don’t go well for you, and I remember having this 

feeling, and so it’s better to decide one day or another and have something to say when people 

ask you. Maybe some of you are like me and don’t really know what day you were born on.  
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Anyway, it seems as if people like asking this question, “What’s your birthday?” And I guess, 

when you get right down to it, it is important what day you were born because if you were 

never born, if you were never manifest in this world, then there would be no you. We human 

beings, as our conscious function develops, we come to the point where we insist upon asking 

this question of, “What day were you born?” But actually, we can’t really find satisfaction just 

through being told by our parents what month and what day it is that is our birthday. As our 

consciousness develops further, that isn’t satisfying.  

 What actually is being born? Before we are born into this world, we had not been 

manifest yet. There is a world before our birth. Before you were manifest, before you were 

born, there was no you. It was only after you had  gone through the process of being born that 

the self which says “I am” is manifest. And so it’s natural for us to come to want to know what 

being born really is. When we say, “To appear,” or, “To be manifest,” what we mean is to be 

born. But without understanding the principle of appearance or the principle of birth and just 

going around and saying, “Happy birthday,” don’t you think it’s a very tyrannical, arrogant way 

of being? To call this kind of action tyrannical or arrogant is accurate, but we could also just call 

it really stupid. To go around unquestioningly, unconditionally asserting and insisting upon your 

“I am” self without understanding the process of birth or manifestation is, as I just said, the 

most self centered, tyrannical, oppressing kind of activity.  

 So this wise person, who we are told began this teaching called Buddhism, said that it’s 

not acceptable to unconditionally accept the validity of this self which says “I am”.  

 I’m over ninety-one and a half years old now, and in this time that I’ve been alive in this 

world I’ve seen a lot of trouble caused by this way of being of unconditionally asserting and 

insisting upon the self without really knowing what the self is. I would like to be able to live 

completely without having to assert my “I am” self, and yet I have been born, I have appeared 

here, I must do the activity of living, I can’t just commit suicide, and so it’s necessary I’ve found 

to sometimes assert your “I am” self. I think it’s fair to say that there are a lot of people that 

although they’ve become really old and decrepit and you would think they wouldn’t have any 

more need to assert their “I am” selves, they still assert their “I am” selves and cause trouble 

for everyone around them. I think it’s really a hassle because I’m still alive and so I have to still 
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tell people things, I have to still tell people, “You should do this,” or “You should do that,” even 

though it might be said that I’m trying to help them in telling them to do this, to me having to 

say anything is a big hassle.  

 Anyway, the position of Nyorai Zen is to define what an enlightened person is as 

someone who has developed to the degree that they can manifest the wisdom which clearly 

knows the way of being of the self and the way of being of this world which is the home of the 

self. Nyorai Zen says that within the nature of a human being and the nature of this world part 

of the way of being of the human being is to assert this self which says “I am” and so we must 

practice this as well. But the teaching of the enlightened ones is to say that when you are 

manifesting the complete self, then there’s no need to assert the “I am” self, and conversely 

we can say that whenever you are asserting your “I am” self that self is the incomplete self. So 

Zen defines itself and says that Zen practice is both learning to manifest the incomplete self 

which asserts the “I am” self and also learning to manifest the complete self.  

 I am, as I said, over ninety-one years old and when I give teisho I don’t have any notes 

that I am speaking from, I just speak extemporaneously of the top of my head, so sometimes I 

forget what I’m talking about and sometimes I start talking about boring things, and sometimes 

I leave things out. But all of you are young and healthy so I would like you to fill in all of the 

parts that I leave out and make an effort to really grasp the heart of my teishos.  

 As I just said, the enlightened one taught that the way of being of the incomplete self is 

a way of being in which the self must assert the “I am” self and the way of being of the 

complete self is such that the “I am” self does not need to be asserted.  

 It’s been thirty-five years since I’ve come here to America. And what have I been talking 

about for thirty-five years? I’ve been talking about the nature of the incomplete self and the 

nature of the complete self. Some people come and just do one sesshin, or some people come 

and do five or six sesshins and then quit. But forgetting about those kind of people, what about 

you people who have stayed for a while and are now wearing the koromo, the monk’s robes, 

and are supposed to be specialists in the practice of Zen? For you, you have to thouroughly 

decide, completely determined, that you will get to the bottom of the nature of the incomplete 

self and the nature of the complete self. Of course it’s necessary for the people who are 
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wearing the koromo to do this kind of thorough investigation, but then we have the oshos. And 

if you’re an osho and you still haven’t realized, you still haven’t really noticed for yourself this 

principle of the incomplete self and the complete self, and you are still going around asserting 

without question your “I am” self, then it doesn’t matter if you’re an osho or not, Zen says, 

“You’re going to hell.”  

 So in Tathagata Zen we implore you, must do the practice which will lead to your being 

able to manifest the wisdom that clearly knows the very nature of this incomplete self and the 

very nature of the complete self. And this is what I talk about every single sesshin. But as for 

me, I’m getting ready to die, and this the very principle that I really hope that you can grasp 

before I die, so that’s why I decided to really put my heart into explaining this principle during 

this sesshin and I choose to give teisho on Joshu’s Mu.  

 There is a new monk among us. There’s a new monk named Jodo who has appeared 

among us, he was ordained last year and now he’s become a disciple here at Rinzai-ji. And 

when I look at this young monk I feel a deep sense of responsibility and I think that if before I 

die he really can become a true practitioner that would be a very wonderful thing, but if he 

isn’t able to become a true practitioner before I die then it would be a real shame. There are 

also people who have been practicing for five and ten years. And there are also some people 

who have already become oshos. But when I look at all of my students and try to evaluate them 

objectively, and I have to say that the reason for this is probably because of my inadequate 

teaching or lots of misunderstandings which have occurred because of language problems, but I 

have to clearly say there’s not even one person who has been able to manifest the wisdom 

which understands the incomplete self and the complete self. So the reason why I started again 

right back at chapter one of the Mumonkan, the koan of Joshu’s Mu, is that I really want 

everybody, the people who are just starting zazen and everyone else together with our new 

monk Jodo to start right back in kindergarten, and start everything over from the beginning, 

and try to do it right this time.  

 I always tell you that whenever you’re blabbering on and on, whenever you’re 

chattering on and on, that’s when you are manifesting your incomplete “I am” proclaiming self. 

But, for people who are doing zazen I’d really like you to be careful and take to heart that when 
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you’re blabbering on about something completely stupid and worthless, then you are even 

more attached to that “I am” self. When you look around the world you see wars and fights and 

disputes popping up here and there, but all of those occur because of the attachment to and 

insisting upon the incomplete self. When we try to enumerate all of the different ways the 

incomplete self can manifest itself, there are an innumerable number of ways, and so I’ll just 

give up trying to describe all of the different ways of the incomplete self. But anyway, the ones 

who are enlightened have manifested the wisdom that knows the very basis of why that 

incomplete self appears in the first place and how that incomplete self then develops into the 

complete self. And that is the teaching we call Buddhism, the teaching that we call Zen.  

 It seems as if even if you’ve practiced for five or even ten years it’s very difficult to 

escape from the habit of attaching to the “I am” self and insisting upon asserting the “I am” 

self. But on the other hand, the enlightened one taught that absolutely any kind of existence 

will inevitably manifest the complete self. So there’s nothing to complain about. There’s no 

problem. Within the incomplete self, actually, there is no standing upon a position of “I am”. 

Why don’t you try for yourself? Why don’t you manifest the complete self for yourself and then 

you’ll see that there’s absolutely no need to assert anything, that you will be completely 

surrounded by a condition that has no need for an “I am” self. To talk about this principle to 

people that don’t understand this principle is a very difficult thing I think.  

 I always tell you, and everybody seems to say this, that people cannot exist without 

love. And that’s true. But when you manifest true love there is absolutely no need to assert 

anything. But it’s very difficult, it seems, to really grasp this principle so even in Zen we give 

many different kinds of teishos and we teach in many different kinds of ways, hoping that 

people will be able to learn this. When you manifest true love then you’re manifesting your 

true self, or we can say your complete self, and conversely we can define the manifestation of 

your true self as the manifestation of true love. This manifestation of the complete self is a 

complete manifestation, it’s a perfect manifestation and therefore it has no need to assert 

anything and also it is not controlled by anything. And so, in the end, I need all of you to be able 

to experience this complete self for yourself. But then we have to ask, “Who is it that can know 

the principle of true love or the principle of the true self?” The condition of manifesting the 
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complete self, of manifesting true love, is a condition in which love doesn’t need to be sought 

after, love doesn’t need to be rejected, either. And also it’s a condition in which you don’t need 

to know and you don’t need to learn anything, you don’t need to study anything. But then, as I 

just said, the problem will come up: who is it then who knows about the principle of true love? 

Who do you think? I’ve told you the answer many times before.  

 What we define this self to be in Zen is to say that the moment the self appears that can 

know the condition of true love, the principle of true love, that self which can make true love a 

question or a problem is already the incomplete self. And the incomplete self, in Zen, in 

Buddhism, then defines the condition of true love as the state of samadhi. And so the activity 

which does not need to seek samadhi, which does not need also to reject samadhi, that activity 

is defined as samadhi. And then we further define samadhi in a more difficult way, and say that 

the state of samadhi is an activity which is bigger than the biggest and smaller than the 

smallest. And here come many more difficult questions. We say that as the activity gets bigger 

and bigger and bigger the condition which is bigger than any other condition is the condition 

that we call the ultimately large and so we have  definition of the ultimately large condition of 

samadhi. But the moment that you manifest the condition of the ultimately large samadhi, that 

condition is not fixated and then you will go on to manifest the condition of the ultimately small 

samadhi, that’s how samadhi is defined in Zen. And so now, finally, we’ve come to a really 

difficult part. When we talk about samadhi we define it to be an activity which manifests, on 

the one hand, a condition which is bigger than anything, bigger than the biggest, the ultimately 

large condition, and on the other hand a condition which is smaller than anything, the 

ultimately small condition.  

 But why did the enlightened one teach in this way? The reason why the enlightened one 

taught in this way is because the dharma activity, in other words the very activity which forms 

yourself and forms the world which is your home is comprised of two mutually opposing 

activities, we can call the one activity on the one hand the activity of expanding or existing or 

living, and the opposite activity the activity of contracting or non-existence or dying and that is 

why he taught about the ultimately large and the ultimately small.  

 Everything, everything which is manifest, every existence, from a stone all the way up to 
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a human being. Everything comes into being through the activity of these two mutually 

opposing activities of, we could even call them plus and minus or expanding and contracting, 

existing and non-existing. And the enlightened ones have also taught that every single existence 

which is manifest, when it comes into appearance it already has a home, there isn’t even one 

thing which is manifest that isn’t manifest with a place of residence already. And the 

enlightened ones taught that every single existence which is manifest comes into being with 

both plus and minus as its content, but there also is not one thing which comes into being and 

at first has all of plus and minus as its content, nothing is first manifest with all of plus and 

minus as its content. For example a stone will be manifest with both plus and minus as its 

content, and it is also taught that inevitably that stone as a stone will manifest all of plus and 

minus. And also the enlightened one taught that, for example, a plant is first manifest as an 

incomplete plant but then inevitably it will manifest the, shall we say, complete condition of 

plant. An ant will do the incomplete activity of ant but also, inevitably, that ant will manifest the 

complete condition.  

 If you try to enumerate the kinds of existences, there are a lot. You can really count and 

pick up many many different things: all the different kinds of plants, all the different kinds of 

insects, all the different kinds of fish, all the different kinds of birds, all the different kinds of 

animals and then all the different kinds of human beings. Even just counting the number of 

insects there are probably hundreds of thousands of kinds of insects. And if you look at either 

fish or birds, it’s the same way. There’s really no end to counting the numbers of different kinds 

of these things. And also animals, I think you could probably count hundreds and hundreds of 

thousands of different kinds of animals. And even among these different kinds of animals there 

are, if you can look more specifically, you can see many different kinds within each kind. For 

example, there are the children, there are the siblings, there are mothers, there are fathers, 

there are old ones, there are young ones, there are many kinds. And when we look at people, 

I’m told that there are actually billions of us residing together on this earth. And forgetting 

about the different kinds of broad categories of people, if you look at each person individually 

then you can see that there are billions of types of human beings. But the teaching of the 

enlightened ones, in other words the teaching of Buddhism, says that each individual 
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incomplete self inevitably will manifest the complete human self. Without fail the complete self 

will be manifest. Of course within all people there are many and various conditions which 

appear. There are people that die when they’re still quite young, there are people even who die 

before they’re born inside of their mothers. So we must face this problem of why, shall we say, 

these unlucky existences appear that must disappear before they’re able to manifest the 

complete self. But that’s a very difficult problem that I’ll take up later, and in general we have 

to say that Buddhism says that it’s inevitable that every existence will manifest the complete 

self.  

 And as I’ve said before, this condition of completeness is a condition in which there’s no 

need to seek and there’s no need to reject. And in Buddhism we call that complete condition 

the condition of zero, the manifestation of the activity of zero. And the reason why we call it 

the manifestation of zero is because the incomplete self is completely gone and the complete 

self has been manifest. And because this condition of zero is manifest when the “I am” self is 

vanished, we also call it the activity of emptiness. So the way we teach is to ask you to carefully 

contemplate for yourself that the manifestation of true love is the activity of emptiness or the 

activity of zero.  

 Everybody’s looking for true love. But in general what people call love is not true love. 

When you’re searching for love, that’s what we call the manifestation of human desire. But 

when desire, or shall we say ambition, disappears, that is when the complete self is no longer 

the complete self, the complete self has become the perfect self. But the problem of how to 

manifest the complete self must be taken as a problem of consciousness. If you try to solve this 

problem stuck in a materialistic way of thinking then you never will be able to solve it. But 

anyway, we teach that when the plus activity is taking the initiative in the activity in order to 

manifest the ultimately large condition of the complete self, it is always simultaneously 

accompanied by the minus activity. 

 Anyway, the bell rang, so we should end soon. But I really ask you, everybody, clean out 

your ears and together with Jodo, together with our new monk, everyone start again from 

scratch and learn Zen freshly, listen to a new teisho with new ears. You would think that the 

older students would help Jodo, would be cheering him on, but it seems as if in this country 
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people think that their own selves are so important, people think that their own “I am” self is 

the most important thing; maybe in this country there are people who have developed to the 

degree where they’re really living to help other people, but unfortunately it seems as if in my 

sangha there aren’t very many people who have grown up enoght to be able to do this, so for 

the new students it’s really hard. But try your best. Please be careful. If you get caught up 

about thinking that  your success or failure or your personal families condition is the most 

important thing then you will live your whole life and die without ever being able to grasp the 

basic tenant of Zen.  

 People say that love is the most important thing and that we can’t live without love. 

And I don’t deny that. But, like I said before, most people are saying this from the standpoint of 

greedy, thirsty, self-centered love, they aren’t truly seeking true love. True love is not simply to 

satisfy the desires of the “I am” self. The manifestation of true love is the activity of the “I am” 

self disappearing. So from tomorrow I’ll speak more about this basic principle.  

 So what is this mu spoken about in the koan of Joshu’s Mu? This mu is pointing to that 

very condition of samadhi in which plus and minus have completely become one, in which 

there is no need to seek anything and also no need to reject anything. So I’ll talk about this 

more tomorrow. But anyway, all of you older students, please try to help your kohai, try to help 

Jodo-san who is practicing together with you. And for those people who are just starting their 

practice I want you to really make an effort, really break your bones. Clean out the wax from 

your ears and really listen, in other words, listen without depending upon your ears, listen in a 

way that you dissolve the activity of your ears.        

  

 

 

 


