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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Rinzai-Ji  

October 3, 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.” 

  

 Yesterday I spoke about the part in the koan where the monk asks Joshu whether the 

puppy has Buddha nature or not, and Joshu says, “No, mu.” And if you did not completely grasp 

what I spoke about yesterday then it would be very difficult for you to truly comprehend Joshu, 

and so, because there’s some people here today who weren’t here yesterday I’ll have to talk a 

little bit more about what I talked about yesterday.  

 Yesterday I told you that the monk, when he heard Joshu’s answer, he misunderstood 

Joshu’s answer, he mistakenly thought that when Joshu said, “Mu” that mu was in the realm of 

meaning of either to have or to have not. But I’ve been telling you over and over and over again 

that the dharma activity which forms this entire universe is neither being or non-being, is 

neither to have or to have not. In other words, I’ve been repeating over and over again that the 

dharma activity which forms this universe is comprised of two mutually opposing activities, you 

could call them tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus going and thus coming, or we can call then 

plus and minus, and those two fundamental mutually opposing activities are doing a repetitive, 

alternating activity of on the one hand facing each other, and on the other hand unifying with 

each other, and they are acting completely without will. And I’ve told you over and over again 

that later on in the Buddha’s teaching he called this dharma activity by various names such as 
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dharma-ta, or hosho in Japanese Buddhism, but it has as it’s very content these two 

fundamental mutually opposing activities of plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata. And I 

think I’ve told you over and over again that the person who founded Buddhism, Shakyamuni 

Buddha, said that the dharma activity which forms the cosmos and forms all of us is acting not 

only without will, but also without the function of knowing, completely will-lessly and without 

knowing it acts.  And we can also say that there’s not even one single person that is capable of 

comprehending that dharma activity which forms us and forms the cosmos. The only thing 

which we can truly say about this activity is that it is deeply mysterious, it is subtly mysterious.  

 In Tathagata Zen, in our way, in our tradition, in our oral transmission we say that way 

before the birth of Buddhism, in ancient, ancient, ancient India they named this mysterious 

functioning which creates everything karma. Because this functioning was so mysterious, so 

incomprehensible, that’s probably why the ancient people named it karma. But in Tathagata 

Zen we say that later on in Indian history, as the culture in India developed, people began to 

think that there must be a personified God which is controlling the activity of karma. So the 

clever ones, the intellectual ones in India came to name this personified God that is controlling 

the activity of karma “Brahma.” We are told in the tradition of Tathagata Zen, therefore, that it 

came to pass that in India people came to believe in this personified God named Brahma who 

controlled the activity of karma, and so they came to understand Brahma to be the creator 

God, the creator of everything, the creator of the world, the creator of all of us, the creator of 

all existences. India, we can say, was a place that was influenced by the birth of this idea of a 

personified creator God and together with the birth of this idea of Brahma, the creator of 

everything, there were also born many different cultural things, many different ways of 

thinking, many different ideologies that influenced the Indian people.  

 As the concept of Brahma influenced Indian culture and became an actual religion called 
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Brahmanism, or Hinduism, you can see that concept, that ideology, benefited people in various 

ways. But also, oppositely, we can see that the concept of Brahma also harmed people, caused 

people to suffer in various ways, especially those people that couldn’t believe in Brahma or 

weren’t included in Brahmanism. In other words, a kind of culture developed which included a 

human morality, a kind of morality that on the one hand caused some people to suffer and on 

the other hand   caused happiness in other people, or at certain times caused suffering and at 

certain times caused happiness. To give an example, we are told that in India through this 

concept, this ideology, of Brahmanism there was formed a caste system with four major castes 

and if you see the details of it, there were more than twenty castes altogether. And we can say 

that all of those different levels or castes of society were created through the basic way of 

thinking of the distinction of good and evil, and this kind of way of thinking caused joy in some 

people and pain in other people.  

 And then we’re told that Siddhartha appeared, Siddhartha was manifest and 

Siddhartha’s role in Indian society was a rebel,  a resistance leader, and he cried out to 

everybody that there is no such thing as a personified God that is controlling karma. He negated 

the existence of a creator God.   

 If we posit the existence of a God who is formed after a human being, a personified 

God, then of course that God must have will. And any time we have will there will be things that 

are convenient to that will, and there will also be things that are inconvenient to that will. But 

the young man Siddhartha called out to everybody and said that the activity of karma which 

forms everything is acting completely without will. And we’re told that Siddhartha cried out to 

everybody and said that the activity called karma, the activity which forms this world, is a 

completely will-less activity, it is simply comprised of two will-less mutually opposing activities 

of plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata. In other words, this activity of karma that the 
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ancient Indians couldn’t understand at all, he clearly cut into, just like a surgeon, and saw 

clearly into it.  

 For people who are learning Zen, we should understand that Siddhartha was the very 

first one that held up clearly exactly how this world is formed. And everybody should think that 

this person Siddhartha was born into this world and disappeared from this world in exactly the 

same way as all of us do. And Siddhartha of course thought of himself in that way. We’re told 

that Siddhartha developed to the point, or we could say developed the kind of wisdom 

eventually that clearly saw how everything is born, that everything, when it is manifest, when it 

appears, when it is born is manifest through the activity of the fundamental, basic two basic 

mutually opposing activities, and also when we are lead to destruction, when we die, when we 

vanish, we also do that activity through the action of the same two activities. What we say is 

that if you are serious about learning Zen then you have to know for yourself that the activity of 

karma is manifest through these fundamental two mutually opposing activities. And I know I’ve 

told you this same story over and over again up until now. And the self which is born grows and 

develops, matures; we can say that Buddha did this same kind of growing and developing, so he 

manifested the wisdom that clearly saw the very nature of birth and death.  

 People are born through the dharma activity and they are also lead to destruction 

through the dharma activity. What this means is that the dharma activity itself is doing a 

repetitive activity of over and over again on the one hand manifesting appearance, manifesting 

the activity of revealing things, and manifesting the activity of destroying things. It was 

Siddhartha who later was called the Buddha, who came to manifest the wisdom that clearly 

understood this repetitive activity. In Zen we say that an enlightened person is someone that 

manifests the wisdom that knows this fundamental principle, and so if you manifest that 

wisdom you are an enlightened person, you are a Buddha. But without knowing this principle 
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you can never become a Buddha. In other words, there are no Buddhas who don’t know this 

principle. Every single existent being is standing up right upon this fundamental principle. And 

Tathagata Zen says that every existence is manifesting itself as the present moment. And when 

the complete, perfect present moment is manifest, then there is neither past nor future.  

 And Tathagata Zen further says that when you are in the position of recognizing and at 

the same time being caught up by past and future, and through being caught up by past and 

future you are being lead astray and confused by past and future. When you’re in that situation 

it’s because you’re not  manifesting the complete perfect present moment, you are 

manifesting the imperfect, incomplete present moment. When you make all of past and future 

your content then you are manifesting yourself as the perfect activity of time. That’s what is 

meant by the perfect complete present. It’s the position of Tathagata Zen to say that when you 

are manifesting that perfect activity of time, then you are manifesting the condition of the 

dharma that no longer needs to act. And as I always tell you, in Tathagata Zen we say that 

there’s not even one single existence that when it is first born is born as the complete self. 

Everybody is at first born simultaneously as the incomplete self with the appearance of both 

past and future, and that is why we are all caught up by past and future, and suffer being 

caught up by past and future.  That kind of being which has the incomplete activity as its 

content, we can call a being-of-the-present-moment, and we beings of the present moment 

who are imperfect are always caught up by past and future. 

 But, I have to say it again, although I’ve said it over and over and over again up until 

now, that when you make all of past and future your content, as Shakyamuni taught his 

disciples, that is when you are manifesting the perfect, complete condition, the zero condition, 

the manifestation of the activity of emptiness.  I know most of you have heard this very same 

teisho countless times in the past, but if you can actually stand up straightly, and stride firmly 
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right upon your own clear understanding of this teisho then this koan of Joshu’s Mu would be 

something you could understand without any difficulty at all.   

 In Buddhism we use various words to describe the same basic activity.  Sometimes we 

use the Sanskrit words: dharma-ta to mean dharma activity, and then when Buddhism went to 

China they used hosho 法性 to mean dharma nature, and then they also used a word, which is 

used in the koan, to point to a personified version of this activity, bussho 仏性, or Buddha 

nature.  The difference between dharma nature or dharma activity, and Buddha nature is that 

there is no concept of a personality or a human character in dharma nature or dharma activity, 

but Buddha nature is the personification of that. 

 And yesterday I talked about the situation of Joshu and a monk standing there 

discussing this subject of Buddha nature.  In fact Buddha nature and the dharma activity are 

the same activity, it is just one is the personified version and one is the un-personified version, 

but, anyway, that is what they were talking about.  I’m pretty old as you know, so it shouldn’t 

be expected that I’ll have an opportunity again to talk about this koan of Joshu and the puppy, 

Joshu’s Mu, so please listen carefully. But for people who attend sanzen you get to hear a 

different kind of teisho over and over again. It’s really a drag for me. If you are a true person of  

Tathagata Zen then the way you give teisho about this koan is to look at the person who’s 

asking the question and to clearly understand that the only reason that person is asking a 

question is because they are manifesting themselves as the imperfect self, in other words 

they’re manifesting themselves as the imperfect activity of time, not able to do the perfect 

activity of time, not able to make all of past and future they’re content.  

 And we can see that Mumon, who compiled the Mumonkan, understood the situation 

of this koan to be that when Joshu answered the question, “Does this puppy have the activity of 

enlightenment? Does this puppy have Buddha nature? Does this puppy have the dharma 
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activity or not?” Joshu answered, “Mu,” that the monk, in the end, misunderstood the answer 

Joshu gave.  This fact is not written down clearly in the Mumonkan version of this koan, but if 

you read the version of this koan that is written in the Joshu Roku, the record of the sayings of 

Joshu, then it is absolutely clear. When you read the Joshu Roku you can see clearly that the 

monk understood the Mu of Joshu not to mean what he really meant, which was neither being 

nor non-being, but the monk simply understood the Mu to mean non-being.  The 

reason why we can see that the monk misunderstood Joshu’s answer is because in the Joshu 

Roku he goes on to question Joshu and he says, “When Shakyamuni had his enlightenment, 

when he manifested the activity of enlightenment, he cried out and said, ‘Every single existence 

is Buddha, every single existence is enlightenment, is enlightened.’ So why did you say that this 

puppy who of course is included within every single existence doesn’t have Buddha nature?”  

 Seems to me that this monk’s question is just like some of your questions! I just 

laughed, as I often laugh at you when you ask your questions, but Joshu was much nicer that I 

am and so he didn’t laugh, he kindly answered the monk’s question and said, “The reason why I 

say that the puppy does not have Buddha nature is because the puppy is doing the activity of 

knowing karma.” Joshu was so kind and he said very carefully that the puppy is not manifesting 

the complete being, the puppy is still manifesting the kind of consciousness which is tied up by 

has or has not, and so that is why I say that the puppy is not manifesting Buddha nature. It 

would be good if there were more books out there that gave this kind of careful, kind 

explanation of the Mumonkan, but it seems to me that there are no kindly, well-made 

comments on the Mumonkan out there.  

 And it is also written in the Joshu Roku that at another time, in a different place, 

another monk asked the same question, “Does a dog have Buddha Nature or not?”  And this 

time Joshu answered, “U.  Being.  Yes.”  And in this case the monk again asked another 
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question and said, “The Buddha said clearly that every single existence is manifesting 

enlightenment, so why does this dog have to manifest itself in the body of a dog?”  Everything 

is enlightened, so why does the dog have the shape of a dog, the form of a dog?  I think all of 

you also would have this same question.  But, again Joshu was very kind in this answer to this 

question.  Please listen carefully to his answer.  All I can do is laugh at it, but since you can’t 

laugh, you better listen carefully to it.  The reason why I’m laughing is just the same reason as 

why when you are sitting in front of me and you’re trying to figure things out, or arguing, or 

asking questions, all I can do is laugh at you.  But you should listen to Joshu carefully here.  

Joshu answered, “Ah, I see.  Well, it is because the dog has developed intelligence, and has 

come to do the activity of knowing, and in order to do the activity of knowing the dog has taken 

the form of a dog.”  The more intelligence evolves the more a being does the activity of 

knowing, and therefore becomes different from the perfect self.  The more a being does the 

activity of knowing the objective world as an object the more that being will imitate the 

objective world, and become different than the complete, perfect self.   

 But if you make all of being and non-being, all of living and dying your content, then 

there is no more need to know anything, and there is also no more need to reject anything.  

Tathagata Zen teaches that when you make all of the activity which forms past your content, 

and all of the activity which forms future your content, then inevitably you will manifest the 

condition of zero, the perfect condition, the condition of complete time.  Because Joshu has 

all of u and mu, all being and all non-being as his content, that is why he can in utter freedom 

answer the questions of these monks who are still tied up by being and non-being. 

 When you make being and non-being, living and dying your content, then there is no 

more necessity to do the function of what we call knowing.  And that activity of zero that has 

no need to do knowing is the activity we name the activity of perfect wisdom, makahannya, 
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prajna.  So perfect wisdom is not a condition which is dead.  It is living, it’s alive, but it is a 

kind of living that is not lopsided towards life or towards death.   

 In Tathagata Zen we also say that when you look at the condition called perfect wisdom 

there are two conditions included in it.  The reason why we say that is because when the living 

activity is taking the lead, being helped by the dying activity, at the end of that process, 

inevitably the condition will be manifest in which living doesn’t need to be done anymore.  

And the moment that condition of perfect wisdom at the state of no longer needing to do living 

is manifest, at once the dying activity wakes up, and takes the initiative right within that 

condition of perfect wisdom.  This condition is what we call the condition of the ultimately 

large perfect wisdom, the condition of the ultimately large absolute wisdom in which the minus 

activity, the tatha-agata, coming activity is taking the lead, and being accompanied by the 

activity of being, the plus activity, the u activity. 

 I guess it is because I’m old, but here, at this point in the story, my legs start hurting, 

and my shoulders start getting stiff, and I get tired out.  And I think all of you are probably 

getting sleepy and thinking, “I’m really sick of this teisho.”  And there’s the bell! You all  

probably thought, “Oh, good! (It’s over)”  But today is the last day so I have to talk a little bit 

more. 

 We call the condition in which the living activity no longer needs to be done the 

condition of the ultimately large because it is the ultimate place the living activity arrives at.  

But it is actually the opposite activity, the dying activity that maintains or manages this 

condition of the ultimately large, because the living activity has rested and the dying, minus 

activity has woken up. And I guess at least when we’re talking to children about this story, we 

say that the condition of the ultimately large can be called heaven, and of course it is the 

women who are running the show in heaven, being only helped by the men. But we tell the 
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children that if they’re drawing a picture of heaven then they have to draw the people living 

there in the form of women. And if we tell them that the children will be at peace, and listen to 

us happily. And because the dying activity, the female activity is taking the lead in the condition, 

the state of heaven, the condition of the ultimately large, then inevitably from that oneness of 

life and death the state of the separation of life and death again will occur and give birth to the 

children of the dharma activity. And these children are born with the kind of strong will that 

knows that they need to die because they have been influenced by the fact that the dying 

activity is taking the lead in the process at this point.  

 All of you have to manifest the wisdom for yourselves that knows this principle. And this 

activity in which the dying activity is taking the lead will continue until without fail you will 

reach the point where dying doesn’t need to be done anymore. But it’s only because it’s being 

helped by the living activity that the dying activity is able to reach this point of not needing to 

die anymore. And this manifestation of not needing to die anymore is, in the same way as the 

manifestation of not needing to live anymore,  a manifestation of true love. So we teach that 

just in the same way as there are two perfect wisdoms, there are also two manifestations of 

true love, the manifestation of true love which is manifest through the living, plus activity 

taking the lead, and the manifestation of true love which is manifest through the dying , minus 

activity taking the lead. And in contradistinction to the ultimately large dharma world,  the 

ultimately large cosmos which is manifest through the plus, living activity taking the lead, this 

condition of the dying activity no longer needing to do dying is the ultimately small universe, 

the ultimately small body of the dharma. And in the same way as when the plus living activity 

reaches its point of not needing to do plus anymore, when the minus, dying activity reaches the 

point of not needing to do dying anymore it is then at this point of the ultimately small that the 

plus activity immediately wakes up and begins to take charge of this world of the ultimately 
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small. 

 So in Zen we call this condition of the ultimately small activity of time, the ultimately 

small activity of the dharma, in contradistinction to the ultimately large activity of the dharma 

which we call the result, we call this ultimately small condition the cause or the origin. But this 

ultimately small, we must remember, has all of plus and minus, all of heaven and earth as its 

content. That’s why Tathagata Zen makes very clear that in just the same way as the ultimately 

large is perfect, complete zero the ultimately small is also perfect, complete zero.  As the 

person in charge of the ultimately large condition of heaven is the woman, the one that’s in 

charge of the ultimately small condition, although the ultimately small condition does appear 

through plus and minus becoming one, plus is taking the lead, plus is in charge of this state. So 

in the same way as the female angels in heaven are being accompanied by the men and helped 

by the men, in the ultimately small condition it is the men which are leading the activity being 

helped and accompanied by the women.  

 In Buddhism we personify this condition of the ultimately small and call it Fudo 不動 

Buddha (Acalanatha, Acala), the unmoving, immovable Buddha who is usually characterized as 

the wild and, fierce, Buddha, that gives birth to everything. Why is Fudo angry?  Fudo 

Bodhisattva, Fudo Buddha is the one sitting in this condition of the origin, but he can’t have a 

calm, ordinary look on his face, he actually is grinding his teeth together, because he has both 

of plus and minus as his content, they are both acting inside of him and plus is taking the lead in 

this activity. Fudo lives in Hell. When I say Hell everyone is frightened of it, but you shouldn’t be 

frightened. Hell is simply another perfect complete condition in which the whole cosmos has 

been contracted down to the smallest point. 

 What about you? Who do you like better? The angels of heaven or the unmovable, 

angry Fudo Buddha? Do you think that the angels have Buddha nature, but that Fudo doesn’t 
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have Buddha nature? As long as you’re manifesting a self that is taking Fudo as an object then 

you’re not a Bodhisattva, you’re just an ordinary human being. Both the angels of heaven and 

Fudo of Hell have both plus and minus as their content. The only difference is that the angels 

who are managing the world of heaven have the minus, dying activity taking the lead in them.  

But in Tathagata Zen we say that in the origin, in the condition of the cause it is the plus 

activity, the tatha-gata, going activity, the male activity which is taking the lead.   

 Up until now I have always been wondering if there would be a time or not when I could 

give a truly serious, earnest teisho on Joshu’s Mu or not.  When a person is getting ready to 

die that is when they feel they must give a real teisho.  Since the human time we are allotted 

has come to an end I should stop giving teisho now, but next I’d like to talk on Mumon’s 

comment. 

 Mumon Osho was also a Zen master, and so I think it’s fair to say that there are no 

mistakes in his comment, but he lived more than six hundred years ago, so for we people of the 

present era to understand his comment we really have to break our bones in effort or we won’t 

be able to understand.  So let’s give teisho here at Rinzai-ji on Mumon’s comment if I’m able 

to stay alive to do it.  But actually, I’ve already had more than enough of life.  I’m tired of 

living.  But, I have no choice but to give teisho, as long as you are alive to hear it, and I guess if 

you want to hear teisho, then you must continue to live.  (??皆さんが生きておれば、しか

たがなしに提唱をするのだから、提唱を聞きたければ皆さん生きることだよな。）    


