
 

   
  1 

 

Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

November 25  1998 –2nd Teisho Day 

General-Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

 

趙州狗子 
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THE CASE 

 A monk once asked Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha-Nature?”  Joshu answered “Mu!” (No) 

 

  

Yesterday I spoke just a little bit about this koan of mu. 

 

Most people, I think, probably the moment they hear "mu" or "non-being," think of it as 

something in contra-distinction to "u" or being. 

 

But in Buddhism, and especially in Tathagata Zen, when we say "mu" - it is not the "mu" that is 

in opposition to "u."  It is not the non-being in opposition to being. 

 

In Tathagata Zen, we say that mu is pointing to the condition that is beyond opposition.  It is 

pointing to the condition that has no opposition such as the opposition of good and evil or the 
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opposition of being and non-being. 

 

If you don't know this meaning that Zen people are speaking about when they speak, then Zen 

practice will become very difficult. 

 

You have to really understand.  You have to really, clearly and in great detail understand that 

what Zen people mean by "mu" is a condition that has no opposition.  It is a condition that has 

no good or evil or being opposing non-being. 

 

And it's natural that people who are just beginning their Zen practice wouldn't have heard a talk 

like that before.  It is natural that they wouldn't know about it. 

 

And even old students - it's quite possible that you would have been practicing in a very 

messy, sloppy, disorganized way up until now and not really noticed this.  You may have been 

practicing in a very mistaken way up until now. 

 

What does it mean to have a condition that has no oppositions?  What does it mean to have a 

world that has no oppositions in it?  This is when you really have to understand what equality 

means. 

 

Everyone actually loves the word equality and uses it often.  But do you really know what 

you're saying?  What do you really mean when you say equality? 

 

So it's very important, as you begin your practice, for anyone to know exactly what Zen monks 

are saying - exactly what Buddhism is saying when it uses words like equality. 

 

I've decided at this time to give teisho on the condition of the origin.  It is very necessary to 

understand the condition of the origin in order to understand equality, no matter where you are.  
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Even if you're not doing Zen practice, to really know equality you must know the condition of 

the origin. 

 

So, although I can imagine that some people will be thinking, "Oh no!  Roshi's going to talk 

about that again!"  I am going to talk about that again. 

 

So what does it mean?  You say "equality," "equality."  But what meaning are you pointing to 

when you use that word? 

 

There is no meaning to equality.  If you really can meet the world that has absolutely no 

meaning, then there's no need for you to say anything.  There's no need for you to say 

"equality" either. 

 

But everybody wants to know the meaning.  I often hear that question, "What does it really 

mean?"  But as I just said, we are manifest in the condition where we don't need to say 

anything.  We don't need any meaning when we are manifest in the true condition of equality. 

 

I think that from this you can see that up until no you've just been yelling and shouting these 

words "equality" and "meaning" completely without question - completely, unconditionally 

without knowing what you mean when you say equality - without knowing what you mean 

when you say, "I want to know the meaning."  And also you use the word "differences" or 

"discrimination" in the same way. 

 

It's only when, for the first time, the world of distinctions appears that we say, we must have 

equality.  When the condition of true equality is manifest, there's no need to say anything. 

 

But when the world of differences appears, that's when we start shouting, "We need equality." 
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So I hope from this that from a condition of not knowing what "meaning" really means, now you 

know what "meaning" means. 

 

If the world of differences never was manifest - if the world of differences never appeared - 

then we would always be living in a meaningless world.  It would be a world that had no need 

to say anything. 

 

If we were to live in that world of equality, it would be a world that has no need for thought.  

But appearing in the world of differences, we think all sorts of things. 

 

In Tathagata Zen we say that in the condition of equality, there is no arising of the "I am" self.  

And Tathagata Zen asks all of you a question and says, "When that world of equality first 

opened and the 'I am' self first is manifest, isn't that the time that the 'I am' self wants to know 

the meaning of differences and the meaning of equality. 

 

We are told in our tradition that Siddhartha, the founder of Buddhism, taught that we must find 

some way or another to think about this basic principle that, in the world of equality, there is no 

"I am" self.  It is only in the world of differences that the thinking "I am" self is manifest. 

 

And we're also told that this young Siddhartha, who later founded Buddhism, grew up and 

developed the way of thinking that clearly knew this principle.  This way of thinking clearly 

knew that it's when the condition of equality breaks open, for the first time, the world of 

distinctions and differences is manifest.  It is only in that world that the "I am" self appears. 

 

All of you, having been born into this era of history of advanced science, you've studied many 

different things.  For you, questions like this are probably completely easy - nothing at all. 

 

I think it's fair to say that this state of equality is a state that has no old people and has no 
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young people.  It never has any war.  It is a state that is always in utter peace. 

 

But that condition of equality - of utter peace - is never fixated.  Without fail that condition will 

break apart and the condition of differences and discriminations in which the "I am" self is 

manifest will appear. 

 

That thought was the thought that Siddhartha had.  It was a unique, amazing, great thought.  

If we look at human history, the clarity of this thought has to be said one of the most startling, 

one of the most wonderful new thoughts ever thought. 

 

And we're also told that he matured to the degree that he was able to manifest the wisdom that 

knew that it was an activity that brought into being this condition of equality.  And that activity 

was always acting.  It was never fixated. 

 

And he came to manifest the wisdom that thought clearly that the activity which manifests the 

condition of equality is the same exact activity which manifests the condition of discrimination.  

And so both of these conditions - the condition of equality and the condition of discrimination - 

have an activity as their content, and it is the same activity. 

 

And we're also told that Siddhartha matured and developed to come to manifest the wisdom 

that had no doubt that that activity which manifests the condition of equality and manifests the 

condition of discrimination is comprised of two mutually opposing, fundamental functions. 

 

But having come to manifest the wisdom that knew that, he was then faced with a very difficult 

question.  If we say that the activity which manifests the condition of equality is comprised of 

two fundamental, mutually opposing activities, then we have to ask another question.  "What 

kind of activity do those two functions - those two activities - do in order to bring the world of 

discrimination - the world of differences - into being? 
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So Siddhartha also thought that, if we say that equality is the fundamental condition - the 

original condition - then we can also call that condition of equality "the origin" - the condition of 

the origin. 

 

We're also told that he thought about the condition of the origin being comprised of these two 

fundamental mutually opposing conditions that bring it into being - that manifest it.  He asked 

himself, "What place do those two opposing activities act in?" 

 

So we're also told that he manifested the wisdom that clearly saw that when the two mutually 

opposing activities are one - are unified - then there is no world of differences.  Because at 

that point, they are one with each other.  There is no world of differences born. 

 

And that world of the "one-ness" of the two mutually opposing activities is the world of equality.  

But when that world of equality gives rise to the world of differences, Siddhartha also matured 

to the degree that he manifested the wisdom that saw that the "I am" self is also born together 

with the world of differences.  The "I am" self that sees differences is born together with the 

world of differences. 

 

And it should go without saying that at this point I'd like you to really clean out your head and 

do firm, earnest zazen when you listen to this talk. 

 

And Buddhism later in its development called the two mutually opposing activities tatha-gata 

and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming. 

 

And as I've told you many times up until now - you can use lots of different words in order to 

describe these two mutually opposing activities. 
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If you count all the different pairs of opposing opposites, you can count forever.  For example, 

good and evil is one example.  Or you can pick up the world of life and the world of death.  Or 

the living activity and the dying activity. 

 

Or you can use the words "the activity of existing or the activity of not-existing."  Or you can 

think of it in terms of the activity which forms man, or simply the male activity, and the activity 

which forms woman, or the female activity. 

 

You can count many different opposing conditions like tall and short, big and small are two 

others. 

 

But you can't escape from the question of "Who is it who thinks about those things?" 

 

Of course there is no one to think those things other than that "I am" that all of you say. 

 

The activities of living and dying are simple functions - simple activities.  They would never 

have to say something like "I am." 

 

And that's why we're told that Siddhartha, who was later called the Buddha, developed and 

matured to the degree that he manifested the wisdom that saw very clearly that it is when the 

world of differences is manifest that the "I am" self is manifest.  The world of differences and 

the "I am" self are manifested at exactly the same time. 

 

And don't you think that, if we look at this wisdom that Siddhartha was able to manifest in 

terms of human history, that it's an amazing, wonderful, mysterious thing that this great person 

appeared and thought this unprecedented thought - this new, unique way of looking at things. 

 

In Tathagata Zen or in Buddhism, which are actually two ways of saying the same thing, we 
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say that your practice of Zen really begins when you're able to stand up upon the manifestation 

of the wisdom that understands the principle that that self which says "I am" appears exactly at 

the same time as when the two fundamental, mutually opposing activities actually stand in 

opposition to each other. 

 

So what we say in Tathagata Zen is that if you want to study that "I am" self of yours, you 

should study how the "I am" self is born.  You should study the principle of the birth of 

yourself.  You shouldn't study any other principles of your self.  You should study that 

principle. 

 

When the two fundamental, mutually opposing activities actually separate from each other and 

are opposing each other in separation, that is when your "I am" self is manifest.  Even though 

you don't know that, your "I am" self is manifest right now and you don't know the principle of 

why it is manifest.  But in Tathagata Zen, when we use the word study, that word means to 

study this principle of the manifestation of yourself. 

 

All of you have been walking along this path of learning - of studying.  You've been learning 

things at school for ten or fifteen or twenty years.  But I think it's fair to say that out of all those 

years of learning, you haven't learned a thing about how your self is manifest. 

 

It's only when you're fifteen or sixteen years old that you start studying certain kinds of 

scientific fields of study that get into the question of why you were born - in what way you were 

born. 

 

So I think it's fair to say that, although we've been doing all this learning, all this studying, all 

this academic study - we've been doing it in a very sloppy, messed-up way because we don't 

really know what it means to learn or to study. 
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But there might be some people that think, "Well that principle of how we're born, how we're 

manifest is just something you just come to know as you grow up, as you mature.  So, who 

cares really about what we study in school?" 

 

But the position of Tathagata Zen is to say that whenever you study or learn from the position 

of unquestioningly, uncritically, unconditionally accepting and acknowledging the "I am" self, 

that kind of study only furthers your fixation to the "I am" self.  It only furthers your attachment 

to the "I am" self.  And so doing that kind of learning will cause you to be a person who makes 

many mistakes easily.  So, from the very beginning of your study, of your learning, you should 

be taught the true nature of learning which is to learn why we are born or how we are manifest. 

 

And to get back then to this principle of under what conditions the "I am" self is manifest - the "I 

am" self is manifest simultaneously with the activity of the two mutually opposing activities of 

thus-going and thus-coming, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, or we can simply say plus and minus.  

When those two activities separate from each other, that is when the "I am" self appears.  

This is what the historical Buddha taught his disciples according to our tradition - the 

transmission of our school. 

 

What I'm saying is that, from this I hope that you yourself can understand and enforce for 

yourself - whether you're learning or teaching - the fundamental idea that what learning means, 

what study means, is to learn about how you are born. 

 

And the Buddha very kindly and in detail taught that when the self appears between the 

activities of plus and minus - tatha-gata and tatha-agata - the self appears in that space 

between these two mutually opposing activities receiving equal amounts of both of them. 

 

The very beginning of Zen practice is to understand the condition of the origin - to climb up that 

hill of your study and arrive at the condition of the origin.  And when you arrive there, you will 
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think, "Ahh, it's great that we finally got to the condition of the origin." 

 

But, as you all already know, we do the process of growing up.  We do the process of 

evolving.  Everybody will meet up with having to walk along this path of development or 

growth. 

 

I bet that all of you college graduates, having to sit there and listen to this kindergarten walk of 

mine, are thinking how boring!  How dumb! 

 

So how did you develop?  I think we're all the same in this.  Our heads have gotten bigger 

and bigger and bigger, but what about our legs?  Our legs have gotten smaller and smaller.  

Our legs have shrunk as our heads have grown.  And now we can't even reach the earth with 

our legs. 

 

And even having grown these giant heads of ours, we still don't understand these basic things 

like "why are we born?"  "Why have we come to need to assert ourselves all the time?" 

 

And that "I am" self finds itself in this world of wars - in this world of competition.  And through 

having to assert itself and finding itself in that competitive, war-like world, it has to assert itself 

even more. 

 

So just in the same way as the condition of the origin, the Buddha also taught that we can't 

unquestioningly simply accept that we all must walk the path of evolution, of development.  

We have to actually understand the principle of what it means to evolve and why we all must 

walk this path of growth and development. 

 

But anyway, this [GIKO:  ENGLISH MISSING - TRANSLATE FROM JAPANESE ON TAPE] 
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And when the function of consciousness is developed, it thinks all kinds of things and through 

thinking those things, comes to assert the position of the "I am" self. 

 

In Tathagata Zen, we teach that when we use the expression "to grow" or "to develop" or "to 

evolve" - that means the evolution of consciousness. 

 

And so we can see that within this thing that we call learning or studying, we also can include 

learning about the development of consciousness. 

 

But Tathagata Zen also tells you that although it's important to understand the principles of the 

origin and the principles or maturation, it isn't until you appeal to your actual practice and try to 

actually do these things that what can be called "manifesting the wisdom that knows the 

principle" can appear. 

 

When we talk about practice, what we mean is to practice the various conditions of the two 

mutually opposing activities.  We talk about practicing the condition of the two activities 

unifying and the two activities facing, or contrasting to each other. 

 

And as I said before, we also study the condition in which plus and minus actually separate 

from each other.  It is then that the "I am" self is born.  Simultaneously with the birth of the "I 

am" self, plus and minus also appear.  When we say plus and minus appear, that means that 

the imperfect activities of plus and minus are manifested because they've already given birth to 

this "I am" self in between them.  They are no longer complete or perfect, but they are 

manifest with the "I am" self as imperfect function of plus and minus. 

 

But it is only when you actually appeal to your own practice.  And having done this activity 

yourself, you will see for yourself that consciousness appears simultaneously with the 

appearance of the self with this manifestation of the separation of plus and minus. 
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Buddhism also therefore teaches that we cannot accept the condition of consciousness 

unconditionally either.  Consciousness also only appears when the activities of plus and 

minus actually separate from each other. 

 

And I know it's very difficult and it's a hassle to do, but when we further define what we mean 

by learning or studying in Tathagata Zen, we therefore have to say that without actual practice 

- without actually doing the principle yourself - you will never be able to come to learn the 

principle.  You will never be able to come to know the principle.  Therefore, practice is a 

necessary part of true learning. 

 

So we acknowledge that it's utterly important to investigate the true nature of yourself.  It is 

important to investigate the way of being of yourself.  You must learn to manifest the wisdom 

that knows what your "I am" self is and how it appears.  But we also acknowledge that without 

actually practicing, you can never manifest the wisdom which knows this.  So each one of us 

has to find some way to appeal to our own doing - to our own practice - in order to manifest 

this wisdom. 

 

Even if you want to become an elementary school teacher, you can't become an elementary 

school teacher without yourself graduating from college or graduate school.  And if you want 

to become a college professor, then you have to do even more study than if you just wanted to 

be an elementary school teacher.  There's no way that you can have the qualifications to 

teach college students, or have the wisdom to teach college students without studying quite a 

lot after your own college graduation. 

 

And what about a medical doctor who has responsibility for our very lives?  Without studying a 

long long time and then practically testing your study for a long, long time, you can't be said to 

be truly qualified to be a medical doctor. 
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But in Buddhism we look at medical doctors and we classify different kinds of medical practice.  

We say one kind is to relieve peoples' pain.  This is important, and it is important to be able to 

do that - to take away somebody's pain. 

 

But just being a doctor who can relieve peoples' physical pain is different than being a doctor 

who really can take responsibility for someone's life - for the big questions of life and death. 

 

So to really arrive at this final destination of being a true medical doctor who can deal with the 

question of human life and human death, you have to add on a lot of years to your study. 

 

So, at least as an expedient way of speaking here, let's define human life as the alternating 

repetitive activity of living and dying - living and dying. 

 

When we talk about human life, we say that when plus and minus become one, then the 

complete self appears. 

 

That's the condition that has made all of living and dying its content.  But when the self that 

says "I am" is manifest, that doesn't have all of living and dying - all of plus and minus - as its 

content.  It has an imperfect amount of both living and dying as its content. 

 

And that imperfect "I am" proclaiming self is the kind of existent being that says things like, "it 

hurts" or "it doesn't hurt anymore" or "it's fun" or "it isn't fun." 

 

So even among religious people, it's necessary to have religious people who deal with pain 

and the relieving of pain. 

 

But when we talk about complete peace of mind - complete tranquility - that only can happen 
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when all of plus and minus are made content.  That is true salvation.  And that is the last 

thing - the final stage of being a religious person - that kind of teaching. 

 

But that condition of having made all of plus and minus one's content is not fixated.  Again, the 

imperfect, incomplete "I am" self is born. 

 

Tathagata Zen says that the true religious person is the one who enthusiastically, joyfully 

teaches this principle. 

 

If you neglect or ignore practice, there's no way you can become a true religious person.  Any 

doctor will know this.  If you ignore and neglect practical medicine, you can't become a real 

doctor.  If you neglect practical training, religious, spiritual training - you can't become a true 

religious person. 

 

I thought we were over time because my stomach got hungry.  But anyway, today's talk was 

not a teisho.  Today's talk could just be categorized as a lecture on Zen.  You will come to 

understand what a true teisho is as you listen more.  And sometimes there is a lecture-like 

aspect mixed in with a teisho. 

 

When I listen to the tapes of these talks that I give, I always think it's not really good enough to 

be called a teisho, or it's not really a good enough teisho - or I think it's not really a good 

enough lecture.  That's why I'm driven to change them and improve them over and over again. 

 

So what I really need to do - what I probably will do - is take my red pen up and read the 

transcriptions of these lectures or teishos - and try to correct them so that they'll be in shape to 

actually publish them - to actually show them to someone who isn't studying Zen. 

 

That's why I always tell you that you must not publish something without letting me check it or 
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show my lectures or teishos to people without letting me check them.  But we'll stop for today 

since we're out of time, and tomorrow I'll continue with this explanation of the way of being of 

the self. 

 

 


