
Third Day Dai-Sesshin, May 12, 1999         Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho          Mumonkan Case 

One 

 

 

 
 

1 

 

Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

Third Day  Dai-sesshin,  May 12, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

 

THE CASE 

   A monk once asked Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha nature?”  Joshu answered, “Mu.” 

 

 As I have told you before, including yesterday, it is very important when it comes to Zen 

practice to manifest the wisdom of what is practicing what.   

 The position of Buddhism is to say that it is not possible to manifest the wisdom which clearly 

knows the nature of the self, and the nature of this world which is our home, unless you learn to 

recognize the fundamental two mutually opposing activities. 

 And that is the principle that I spoke about yesterday: the fact that it is necessary to somehow 

find a way to perceive these two opposing activities. 

 And there are a lot of different words we can use for these two mutually opposing activities, 

but in Buddhism we often call them tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming.  And 

yesterday I told you that when you actually get down to the practice of Tathagata Zen, this style of Zen 

we often say that the tatha-gata activity is the expanding activity, and the opposite activity is the 

contracting activity.  But there are many other words we can use.  For example I said yesterday that 
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the expanding activity can be seen as the affirming activity, and the contracting activity as the negating 

activity, or the activities of being and non-being, U and Mu.  And these days we can just use the 

simple words plus and minus, and say that the expanding, affirming activity is the plus activity, and the 

negating, contracting activity is the minus activity.  All of us are already experiencing both of these 

opposing activities. 

 And if I try to answer the question of why it has come to be so important in this practice of Zen 

to perceive these two mutually opposing activities, why these two activities, I could talk about many 

different examples, and talk about many experiences. 

 In America we have some big mountains, and in India they have some enormous mountains 

too, although I have never been there.  And in those enormous mountains there was often flashes of 

giant thunderbolts.  And even in the Diamond Sutra they talk about this activity of the thunder bolt, 

and say that it is an action which is brought into being by two invisible activities of plus and minus.   

 And these two opposing activities: we cannot see them with our eyes.  We can feel them 

perhaps, but we cannot see them.  And people developed their thinking to the point where they 

recognized that it was these two mutually opposing activities that formed thunderbolts.   

 And we are told that people came to think that all existences, starting with us, and then 

animals, and birds, and fish, and mosquitoes, and plants, and even stones are the children of that 

lightning-thunder.   

 We are told that the founder of Buddhism as well, the historical Siddhartha also came to think 

that it was these fundamental opposing functions that brought every existent being, including us, and 

the world which is all of our home, into being.   

 And also when we investigate our Zen practice we sometimes say that the plus activity is the 

activity which forms man, and the minus activity is the activity that forms woman.  In Tathagata Zen, 

which is to say in Buddhism, we say that plus and minus will come to meet each other.  As everyone 
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has experienced, although we cannot see the activities of plus and minus themselves, when plus and 

minus, man and woman meet, just as in the case of the appearance of a thunderbolt, undoubtedly 

those two activities will manifest a particular state. 

 When we say plus and minus meet each other, then we have to ask Where they came from in 

order to meet each other.  We say that somehow you have to find a way to think that plus and minus 

both had an origin, a place where they started from, that is where they came from.   

 As I will get into later when we talk about the activities of U and Mu, being and non-being, we 

also have to think that they have an origin.  Buddhism also says that we have to find some way or 

another to think that because being and non-being, U an Mu, plus and minus do meet they must be 

acting, living is the same one shared world.   

 And everybody knows that the first person to come up with this idea of course was the founder 

of Buddhism, the person who started this whole teaching called Buddhism.  And if I were to tell you 

the story about how Siddhartha developed his thinking to the point where he finally came to this 

discovery, well, actually, I have told you that story many times before, so I probably don’t need to tell it 

again here.   

 The question I want to address here is the question of whether these two activities of plus and 

minus, being and non-being, tatha-gata and tatha-agata are acting with will or without will.  And 

Siddhartha, the first person to totally experience this for himself concluded that they definitely are 

acting with no will.   

 We who practice Tathagata Zen, this is the transmission of our teaching. 

 Siddhartha stood up and faced all Zen practitioners, and then asked the question, “So, when 

being and non-being, plus and minus meet each other, what happens then?  Do they stop?  Is that 

place of meeting fixated or not?”   

 When it comes to the being, plus activity we say that the very nature of this activity is to need 
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to experience the world of non-being.  And the minus, the non-being, the Mu activity is similar.  She 

has it as her nature to need to experience the world of U, being, plus, and so, because that is her 

nature, she does breakthrough this place of meeting, and she experiences the world of being, and she 

does an activity which is striving to finally arrive at the source of being.  In our tradition, the 

transmission of our teaching says that Siddhartha, when he was still a youth, before he became 

Shakyamuni Buddha already had discovered this.  So although we say words like they “need” to, and 

they “try” to, Shakyamuni Buddha was very clear when he said that both being and non-being are 

acting without will. 

 And then the teaching of Buddhism says to you that you must very carefully learn to manifest 

for yourself this activity of plus and minus meeting, and then breaking through that meeting, and being 

arriving at the very origin of non-being, and non-being arriving at the very origin of being.   

 What I am saying is that originally there are no such things such as knowing and not knowing, or 

teaching and being taught.  Because the born self will come to manifest this wisdom. 

 But then again we ask another very tough question, and ask, “When do the two activities of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus, being and non-being, U and Mu, give birth to an existent 

being?”  The transmission of Tathagata Zen says that Shakyamuni Buddha taught his disciples that it is 

when plus and minus breakthrough each other, it is in that activity of breaking through, that 

simultaneously they both sacrifice part of themselves.  Some tiny portion, 0.000000001, and having 

given that much of themselves they go on and arrive at the opposite’s origin.  But this activity is being 

manifest, of course, with absolutely no activity of knowing, and no activity of will.  And because some 

of you have bumped up against this koan and are struggling with it, I ask you again to  carefully 

contemplate this activity.   

 Remember that when plus and minus meet, for example when plus breaks through this 

meeting, he completely experiences the world of minus, and then he finally arrives at the very source, 
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the very origin of minus.  And also, minus, having broken through the place of meeting, experiences 

the world that plus had been walking through, and it is only through that activity of experiencing his 

world that she is able to arrive at the origin of plus.   

 But we teach about this very carefully, and we ask you to contemplate it very carefully for 

yourself: that in this case, when plus and minus have first met each other, and then broken through 

that meeting, and then arrived at each other’s origins, you might think that they have totally 

experienced the entire sphere, the entire world, their entire home, but that would be a mistake.  If 

you do zazen and really  carefully contemplate this yourself you will understand that when plus 

breaks through the place of meeting he does, certainly, experience the world of minus, but before that 

breakthrough he had not yet experienced minus.  Before the meeting he had manifested the plus 

world by himself, but he had not yet walked in the world of minus.  It is only by breaking through that 

he can first experience the world of minus.   

 But here we can say that plus has experienced only half of the complete place where they act, 

of the complete world, not all of it.   

 And we very carefully say that in the same way minus, when she finally arrives at the origin of 

plus she can only do this by breaking through the meeting, and experiencing the world of plus, but up 

until then she had simply been manifesting the world of minus by herself.  And she had never met 

plus yet.   

 Before I explained it in this way, and I said that when plus and minus have arrived at each 

other’s origins then they can only see half of the entire, they cannot see the whole thing.   

 In other words when plus arrives at the origin of minus, then he cannot see minus who has 

arrived at the origin of plus.  That is one way to look at it.  And in the same way minus who has 

arrived at the origin of plus cannot see plus.  The reason for this is that, even if plus were to turn 

around and try to see back to his own origin he cannot see his own source.  And also, when minus has 
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arrived at the origin of plus even if she tries to see herself she cannot see herself.   

 Even though plus experienced the world of minus, he cannot see the entire world, the only 

thing he can see is the world that plus and minus both experienced together.  He can only see half of 

the whole world, because that half that he can see is hiding the other half.  It is making the other half 

be in a shadow.  And the minus is in the exact same position, she is at the origin of minus, and in this 

case he is sharing the experience of half of the whole with minus, but she cannot see back to her own 

origin.  When minus is at the origin of plus, and when plus is at the origin of minus he, in the exact 

same way has only experienced half of their shared home.   

 When we talk about this experience of experiencing half of the world, that means plus and 

minus have completely unified, and in the state of unification, are experiencing half of the world.   

 Plus and minus have become one, and so that is zero.  Both plus and minus have manifested 

zero, but in Tathagata Zen we say that this is not the perfect zero, it is an incomplete zero. 

 This is the situation in which the self cannot see all of itself, it cannot see its total body.  

Although U and Mu have arrived at each other’s origins they have not experienced the perfect zero.  

And if we give plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, U and Mu the activity of consciousness and 

thinking, we could imagine them in this situation thinking, “Wow, this is hard.  This is really sad.”  

But luckily U and Mu don’t have consciousness, so they are not bothered by these kinds of problems 

like being sad, or being lonely, or being happy either.   

 But this condition does not fixate itself, and again the natural principle, the Dharma activity, the 

activity of The Tathagata will act, and U and Mu will both act in order to return to their origins.  They 

will make in such a way to return the situation to how it was originally.  This, of course, happens 

without any consciousness, without any will.  This was the teaching Shakyamuni Buddha taught his 

disciples, according to our tradition.   

 And so the plus activity does the activity of returning to his home.  But actually the U, being 
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activity, the plus activity is the expanding activity, so how can he get back to his home?  The only 

possible way for him to return to his place of birth is for the being, U activity to do the Mu, non-being 

activity.  And minus, the non-being, Mu activity is the same.  If she wants to get back to her origin 

she cannot do it doing non-being, she has to do being.  And so we say that the plus, being, U activity, 

without fail will take the form of the contracting activity.  The expanding activity will transform 

himself into the contracting activity.  And now Mu is at the origin of U, and in the same way she 

cannot return to her origin by doing contracting , so she must incarnate herself, disguise herself, 

transform herself into the expanding activity in order to go home.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen says that undoubtedly, and immediately when plus and minus 

arrive at each other’s origins then U will transform himself into contracting, and Mu will transform 

herself into expanding.  Why do they transform?  We say they will transform, but why?  You have 

to manifest the wisdom which clearly understands the principle of transformation, or we could say 

incarnation.   

 There is a problem because the word “Incarnation” in English, people have a lot of 

preconceptions about it, and so they probably understand it in the wrong way, but, maybe it would 

good to use it in this case.  But maybe it would be a bad idea to use it in this case.   

 When U and Mu have arrived at each other’s origins we can say they have reached the ultimate 

places of their own activities.  Ultimate place means ultimate place, it means there is no further place 

for them to go.  But the teaching of Buddhism goes on in its difficult way to say that the ultimate 

place U and Mu have arrived at is called the result, the place of the result, the manifestation of the 

result, but that result is not fixated.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that when U and Mu have arrived at this ultimate place, 

this place of the result, this condition of the result, the reason why they do not stop is because 

immediately they both are in relationship with each other.  They both, together, simultaneously do 
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that activity of relating to each other, and making that relationship with each other, they come to do 

the activity of needing to see each other.   

 What I am saying is that it is the natural function of U to always be wanting to grasp Mu.  Of 

course without will.  And it is the natural function of Mu to always be wanting to grasp U, also 

without will.  U is always trying to somehow grasp Mu, and Mu is always trying to somehow grasp U.  

That is just the character of these two opposing activities.  That is just the nature of these true 

activities of plus and minus.   

 U is not the kind of thing that just only does U.  And Mu just isn’t the kind of thing whose only 

function is to just do Mu.  I guess it would be possible to think of U and Mu as being completely 

independent functions that have nothing to do with each other, but the fact that they meet is proof 

that they are always in relationship with each other, that they are not completely independent 

functions, that they had been seeking each other. 

 So getting back to this situation where U and Mu have arrived at each other’s origins, and now 

they turn around, and they look towards each other, and this is the time when you would think that 

you would be able to see yourself, but you cannot.  U must see Mu here, and Mu must see U.  The 

self must see the self.  But it cannot.   

 Both activities have manifested zero, and have arrived at each other’s origins, but the zero they 

experienced is half of zero, and has now become a shadow they cannot see through, and so because 

they are both blocked by that shadow of their zero experience, that half zero, they cannot see the 

complete zero.   

 But for you who are studying Tathagata Zen we always remind you that no matter how much 

zazen you do, if you do it with a flat way of thinking then it is not Zen practice.  We say that you must 

do zazen not with a flat way of thinking, not thinking that you exist in a flat world, but instead thinking 

you exist in a spherical world; in a one and only singular sphere.  When you come around and say, 
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“Roshi I just can’t get it.  I have been doing zazen a long time, but I just can’t understand the 

fundamental principle” the reason for this must be that you are doing your zazen being tied up by a flat 

way of thinking.  When you are contemplating this fundamental principle you have to contemplate it 

in a way that grasps plus and minus as acting in one world.  It doesn’t matter how big or small that 

world is, that is not the question, but you have to contemplate them acting together in one shared 

spherical world.   

 As I said before when U has arrived at the origin of Mu, even if he wants to see his own origin 

he cannot.  He has, we could say, lost himself.  The reason why he has lost himself is because he has 

manifested this imperfect, half zero.  Through the experience of this imperfect, half zero he lost 

himself.  And minus is the same, she has arrived at the origin of plus, and in the same way, because 

she is attached to that experience of zero that she experienced in order to arrive at the origin of plus 

she has lost herself. 

 That is why they are both sad!  It is really sad!  I mean you have experienced zero with your 

lover, but it was not the perfect zero, and so  both lovers have lost each other. 

 And that is why they must do the activity of going back to their own origins.   

 And so minus now, at the origin of plus, doesn’t do minus, she does plus in order to go back 

home.  And plus is the same way, he doesn’t do plus here, he does minus, he does contracting in 

order to go back to his own origin. 

 But what about this situation?  Can plus go back to his origin, and minus go back to her origin 

simply, unconditionally?   

 Plus and minus are both trying to grasp up the entire universe, the entire absolute space, the 

perfect one world, but they cannot just unconditionally do that activity of breaking through each other 

a second time and grasping up the whole, entire universe, because, remember that when they first 

broke through each other they gave birth to that child, that imperfect zero.  Because this child of the 



Third Day Dai-Sesshin, May 12, 1999         Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho          Mumonkan Case 

One 

 

 

 
 

10 

perfect zero, this imperfect zero who is the child of the perfect zero has been manifest, they cannot 

just simply break through again.  This is a painful, distressing situation (悩ましいnayamashii).  This 

is another situation of suffering.  This is another hard place.  If only the child wasn’t there, then they 

could just break through!  They have to some how throw this child away that is in between them in 

order to breakthrough.  So what can they do with this child?  It’s a hard situation, it’s a sad situation, 

or maybe it is a fun, joyful situation.   

 But actually, if plus and minus did have consciousness they would be happy to meet their child 

here.  But what should they do?  But I will talk about that tomorrow. 

 

終 

the end 


