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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 
Mount Baldy Zen Center 

Day  One  Nurikashi Sesshin,  August 18, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 A monk asked Joshu, Does even a dog have Buddha nature or not?  Joshu answered, 

“Mu” 

  

  I decided  again, together with all of you, to investigate the Koan of “Mu”, the koan 

that we call Joshu’s Mu.  So starting  from today, again I’ll give teisho on Joshu’s      “Mu”. 

 If you can get really clear about “Mu”,  in other words if you can really manifest the 

wisdom that knows what the meaning of Joshu’s “Mu”  is than you will be able to understand 

all of the Mumonkan.  It’s that important, this koan of Joshu’s “Mu”,  is the kind of koan that 

if you can really understand it than you can manifest the wisdom that understands all koans, so 

that is the seriousness that I want you to listen with. 

 All of these things that we call koans are questions or problems made to help you, to 

lead you to manifesting the wisdom that knows the very nature, the very way of being of 

yourself.   

 We’re told that the person that began Buddhism was named Siddhartha.  And when 

Siddhartha became a teacher later his disciples called him the “Buddha”, and what did the 

Buddha say just before he died, what was his last will and testament?  We’re told that right 

before the Buddha died he said, “After I die make the dharma activity your teacher, walk the life 

of being a human being, having the dharma activity as your leader.”  After the Buddha died all 

of his disciples strived their best, they broke their bones in order to learn the dharma activity, in 

order to manifest the wisdom that knows the dharma activity.  We’re often told that 

Buddhism is a difficult teaching, and there might be tens of thousands of books that have been 
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written about Buddhism, but actually there is nothing difficult about Buddhism.  Simply 

manifest the wisdom that knows the dharma activity, and then you can be said to be studying 

Buddhism,  then you can be said to have studied Buddhism. 

 So, now I give you the question, “What is the dharma activity”?   

 We are all existent beings that do the activity of appearing and disappearing alternately, 

repetitively.  In other words, we’re things that are born and die.  When we say an existent 

being is born, we mean it has appeared.  And when we say to die, that means that we hide 

ourselves.  The reason we say that is that every single thing that we can observe, all things are 

doing this activity of appearing and hiding, over and over. 

 The point of view of Tathagata Zen says that the very nature of ourselves is to do the 

alternating, repetitive activity of hiding and appearing.   

 The way we teach is to say that as our very content we have the situation of appearing 

and the situation of hiding, and that the great cosmos as well does this same activity.  And if 

we look at it from the perspective of the great cosmos we can say that the cosmos gives birth to 

all things, and then conversely receives all things, hiding themselves into it, or makes all things 

its content. 

 In Tathagata Zen we teach that therefore we are beings which have as our place of 

residence the great cosmos, and in this home of the great cosmos we do the activity of 

appearing and hiding over and over.  And conversely from the perspective of the great cosmos 

again Tathagata Zen says that the great cosmos does the activity of birthing all of us, of 

revealing all of us, and also does the activity of leading all things to annihilation. 

 Whether we manifest the condition of being born or we manifest the condition of dying, 

of disappearing, all conditions that we manifest are manifest having met up with the same 

activity, called the activity of the great cosmos. 

 We neither exist nor do we not exist apart from the activity of the great cosmos.  If you 
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want to talk about our home, then we have to say that our home is this great universe. 

 Tathagata Zen says that even a mosquito, even a plant, everything is living together with 

us in this one shared great universe. 

 Whether you are doing the activity of being born or doing the activity of dying, it’s 

because the activity of the cosmos is doing those activities that you manifest those conditions.  

You meet up with the activity of the cosmos doing dying and so you die.  You meet up with 

the activity of the cosmos doing birthing and you are born.  We say  to contemplate this 

carefully for yourself in zazen.  That’s what I mean when I say “just listening to teisho isn’t 

listening to teisho”.  That’s why I tell you that over and over and over again, after teisho you 

should take the kekkafuza posture, your zazen posture, and recite to yourself what you’ve 

heard in teisho. 

 So the conclusion of this teisho is that when you are born you have your home with you 

when you are born.  There isn’t even one thing that has ever been born without it’s home.  

Inevitably you manifest your home as you’re born. 

 Zen practice is to after teisho do zazen, and over and over, chant to yourself, recite to 

yourself the teaching that you’ve received in teisho. 

 Everything has its home when it is born, but everything also will be led by the dharma 

activity to death, and then disappear into the great universe.  It’s only through reviewing and 

reciting this over and over again in zazen that you will finally catch the meaning of teisho. 

 When we are born, not one thing is ever born perfect.  It is only when we receive help 

from mother and father that we begin to grow.  Whether it’s a stone, or a plant, or a fish, or a 

bird, or an animal, or a person, nothing is born in a perfected condition.  But every single thing 

will be led by the activity of death, and disappear into the great cosmos. 

 Disappearing into the great cosmos, finally you manifest yourself as the great cosmos. 

  We are all born imperfect, but we will follow the activity of death and disappear into 
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the great cosmos and manifest ourselves as the great cosmos.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen says that every single thing, every single kind of thing is 

born imperfect, and also every single thing undoubtedly will be led by the activity of death and 

disappear.  And when we disappear we manifest the perfect dharma activity as the great 

cosmos.   

 The imperfect existent being will manifest the perfect dharma activity when it 

disappears into the great cosmos, and when that happens some existences will think that that’s 

enough, that they will just reside in the condition of the perfect dharma activity.  And other 

existences will go on and move beyond that condition of perfected dharma activity to manifest 

a new perfected dharma activity.  And in order to do that the imperfect self is again manifest. 

 If we say that the root source of everything is the perfected dharma activity at level one, 

than when a new “I am self” is manifest then I wonder what we should call it, level two, or level 

one, or maybe we should call it three. 

 And that being which is born is an imperfect being.  That’s the teaching of Tathagata 

Zen and that’s the teaching of Buddhism. 

 But that imperfect being will inevitably manifest perfection again and that state of 

perfection will burst open and then a state of imperfection will at level four be manifest.  And 

then the perfect condition of level four is manifest, and that breaks open and then the “I am 

self” , the imperfect “I am self” of level five is manifest.  And when that five self manifests the 

perfected five then the perfect dharma activity again is manifest. 

 So, when Shakyamuni Buddha said “follow the dharma activity,” as he died, this is what 

he was speaking about.   

 Now I’m describing the process of the dharma activity from the point of view of living.  

And there is the world of death in contrast to this. 

 The side of the dharma activity of living is the side we call advancing, or developing or 
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evolving.  And in contrast to the side of living the side of dying is not improving or advancing, 

it’s retreating, it’s the old side. 

 The teaching of Buddhism says that unfailingly the living activity will arrive at a place 

where it doesn’t need to do living anymore.  And that’s what we call the manifestation of the 

ultimately large, the manifestation of the condition where advancing and developing doesn’t 

need to be done anymore. 

 When the ultimately large is manifest that is when the dying activity takes the lead and 

leads in the process until the condition of not needing to do dying anymore exists.  The 

condition of not needing to do dying anymore is what we call the ultimately small, the 

manifestation of the ultimately small universe.  The understanding of Tathagata Zen that 

which Tathagata Zen teaches is that the dharma activity repeats the manifestation of the 

ultimately large and ultimately small over and over again. 

 Hearing this, lets just say that we at least in a way understand what the dharma activity 

is.  But no matter how many times I give teisho, you don’t do me the favor of understanding it 

for me.  You fixate yourself, that’s why you don’t understand.  This is how Tathagata Zen 

cautions you about listening to teisho. 

 And this is why Tathagata Zen says that it’s very necessary  to investigate the details of 

the dharma activity, and find out for ourselves exactly what the dharma activity does, in order 

to birth ourselves and what exactly the dharma activity does to lead us to being hidden. 

 And so now I would like to describe the history of the historical Buddha according to 

Tathagata Zen.  I’d like to talk about the way the Buddha, before he was called the Buddha 

when he was still called Siddhartha, thought.  We’re told that even when he was still a youth 

he developed his activity of wisdom to the degree that he saw clearly that since he could 

observe clearly that all things are born and all things die that we must somehow perceive the 

activity that births us, the activity that reveals us, and the activity which leads us to death.   
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 But it isn’t enough just to listen to the words, you must be like Shakyamuni Buddha   

yourself.  You must carefully contemplate this in zazen and like the historical Buddha learn to 

recognize that you do have both of these opposing activities of living and dying as your content.  

If you can contemplate in that way, then you’ll see that you are in no way different than the 

Buddha.  Then you will really understand for yourself the natural principle by which you are 

born and die.   

 And we are also told that he continued his growth and development to the point that he 

clearly saw that the two mutually opposing activities that we call plus and minus are residing in 

the same home and therefore undoubtedly will meet each other. 

 You all are doing zazen, so it’s very important that right from the start that you manifest 

the wisdom in your zazen that knows that the two opposing activities that are your content are 

residing right together in the same home.   

 So then the question becomes, “In what sorts of situations, under what kind of 

conditions does this self that we call “I am” appear”? 

 Everybody knows, everybody thinks already that when you are born that you are born 

receiving equally from both the activity of father and the activity of mother.  But, that born 

self just as inevitably will be led by the activity of death and disappear.   

 According to Tathagata Zen the historical Buddha Siddhartha when he was still a young 

man, went on to manifest the wisdom that understood the principle by which we disappear, by 

which we are led to death.  He contemplated carefully the activity of the dharma, and saw 

that the activity of the dharma went to all the trouble to birth us, but then further  moves on 

to make us disappear. 

 This is a very important point to grasp, but we’re told that the historical Buddha himself 

struggled and suffered greatly trying  to grasp the principle by which we’re born and by which 

we die.  He bumped up against the thought that he must manifest this wisdom, but it took a 
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lot of struggle to actually manifest the wisdom.  But he very strongly felt that some way or 

another he had to learn to perceive two opposing activities in order to understand how the self 

is born.  And then we’re told that he came up with an idea that was unthinkable to all the 

other people, he said that mother and father disappear with the child, and that they only 

appear simultaneously when the child appears.    

 So we can see that Siddhartha when he was still young passed through many and 

various ways of thinking. 

 But no matter what kind of way of thinking he did he very firmly believed that it couldn’t 

be a mistake that when the self is born everything is born together with the self, and when the 

self dies everything dies together with the self.  He very strongly thought for himself that 

when he died his mother and father would die with him, that all things would go into the world 

of death with him, and so there’s no need to fear death.  And he also very firmly and strongly 

felt that he must learn to teach this principle so that everybody could understand it.   

 In Buddhism we have the teaching called the five skandas.  It’s fair to say that this is 

the very foundation of the teaching of Buddhism.  And in his youth Siddhartha had not 

completed his formulation of the teaching of the five skandas, but he already had the idea of 

the five skandas, and strongly felt that it must be true.   

 The biography of the historical Buddha according to Tathagata Zen says that feeling that 

he must enter a life in which all he did was practice, a specialized life of the shamon, he went to 

his father and his wife and discussed it with them, and then finally embarked upon this life in 

order to clarify the teaching of the five skandas.  There are many different branches of 

Buddhism, but all of these have the teaching of the five skandas as their foundation, and 

include the development of the five skandas in the biography of the Buddha. 

 There are many different biographies of the Buddha in Buddhism, but they all have the 

development of the five skandas as an important part of his life.  There’s the biography of the 
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Buddha appropriate for understanding by children, the biography of the Buddha appropriate 

for understanding by teenagers, young adults, adults and old people .  Siddhartha finally did 

the activity of leaving home and becoming a shamon because he felt that it was necessary to 

lead this specialized life of practice in order to completely clarify for himself the way of being of 

his self and the nature of the cosmos in which he lived.  He began this life in order to 

understand it for himself, and to be able to teach it to other people.   And we’re told that 

after practicing for five or six years, maybe five and a half years, he won the wisdom for himself 

that not only saw clearly into the truth of the teaching of the five skandas, but also was able to 

express that truth in words so that other people could understand it.   

 And then we’re told that after being enlightened to the truth of the five skandas he felt 

like he had to practice this truth in yet another way, and so he stopped doing the ascetic 

practices he had been doing up until then, and entered the usual ordinary human life of 

pleasure and suffering.  For example, for the special practitioners doing the ascetic practices 

called shamon it was forbidden to bath in a river.  Although India is a very hot country and 

people always bathed in rivers the shamon weren’t allowed to.  But, Siddhartha began doing 

these things that had been forbidden to him when he was living the life of a shamon.  And 

we’re told that when Siddhartha embarked on his journey of a shamon ascetic practitioner his 

father was very worried about him, so he found five friends to go along with him and help him, 

but when those five friends saw that he had begun to break the rules of the shamon, they felt 

that he had become corrupted and they no longer believed in him and no longer would follow 

him.  I’m sure that this act by his friends deeply saddened Siddhartha.  Having to separate 

from his friends, being abandoned by them or abandoning them, no matter which way you look 

at it, it must have left him  in a very sad and lonely situation.   

 In these modern days because of our advanced social systems, even if we’re abandoned 

by our lovers or our friends, it doesn’t seem as bad as it once was.  Although I am sure people 
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get saddened by having their lover run away from them, I don’t think there are so many people 

committing suicide because they are so sad that their lover left them.  But, Siddhartha, 

although he must have been very sad and very lonely, he overcame those feelings with his 

strong desire, his strong will to complete his practice, and he dove into human society to 

practice in human society. 

 This is the context in which he received the milk that the young woman gave him.  He 

was grateful for her gift.  And when his five friends saw that, then they really thought that 

he’d been corrupted, and finally completely left him.  But Siddhartha wasn’t the kind of 

person to be defeated by his friends leaving him.  In fact he mustered up even more spirit and 

energy, believing that his way of practice must be true, and having the Bodhicitta, the 

Bodhisattva heart, the Bodhisattva mind, to want to continue this practice, he threw himself 

into trying to validate his idea for himself.   

 What is Bodhicitta?  When you perfectly manifest the dharma activity, that’s 

Bodhicitta.  Bodhicitta cannot exist as an object to the self, when Bodhicitta is existing as an 

object to your self that is not the perfect Bodhicitta.  Everybody likes this word Bodhicitta 

even these days, but it seems to me that everybody is taking it as an object apart from 

themselves.   

 If you go to India you can find the tree, the Bodhi tree that Shakyamuni Buddha 

practiced his practice of Bodhicitta under, it’s said that it’s still there.  I guess the tree that is 

still existing really is a replanted tree after the original withered away two or three times, but 

the stone underneath that tree is probably the original stone that the Buddha sat on.  And I 

don’t really care if that’s true or not true, but no matter how you look at it that tree and that 

stone are not the real thing.  There’s a lot of people who take a lot of trouble to go all the way 

to India to see that kind of Bodhicitta, that kind of Bodhi tree.  But I don’t want to go to an 

India that has that kind of Buddhism popular in it, that’s why I’ve never been to India. 
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 The self that is manifest, undoubtedly will manifest the perfect activity of dharma and 

that is called the manifestation of the perfect self. 

 When the imperfect self vanishes and manifests the perfect self, according to Tathagata 

Zen that perfect self has all of the mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata as 

it’s content.   

 Our time has come so I should stop for today, but the perspective of Buddhism clearly 

tells us that without somehow or another finding a way to perceive these two opposing 

activities we will never be able to really grasp the nature of our selves and our world. 

 So starting from tomorrow I will speak in detail about the nature of our selves and the 

nature of this world which is our home. 

 

終 

the end 

 

  

 


