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THE CASE 

 A monk once asked Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha-Nature?”  Joshu answered “Mu!” 

(No) 

 

 I’ve been talking up until now at great length for the purpose of preparing your hearts 

and minds to gain the proper attitude, to gain the proper standpoint to approach this koan of 

Joshu’s Mu.  Not just this koan of Joshu’s Mu, but all of practice within Tathagata Zen has as 

its primary purpose to lead you to see things in terms of the two fundamental mutually 

opposing activities, lead you to tread firmly upon this way of seeing.  The primary purpose of 

practice is to learn to manifest the wisdom for yourself that recognizes these two fundamental 

mutually opposing activities.   

 We do our Zen practice firmly walking upon the recognition that if we want to say it 

simply, things are divided into subject and object, and this world that we’ve been manifest in is 
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a world in which subject and object are separate from each other.   

 And to say it even more simply we can at least temporarily, in a way, say that the 

activity which forms man and the activity which forms woman are different.  And even from 

the old days, from ancient, ancient times they have called in Buddhism these two fundamental 

mutually opposing activities tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming.  The 

reason why I’m talking about this is that if you cannot some way or another find a way to 

recognize these two mutually opposing activities it just won’t become Zen practice. 

 Even if you are trying to explain fundamental things like the very nature of the self, and 

the very nature of this world which is the home of the self, without somehow standing up on 

recognizing these two mutually opposing activities you cannot explain those things.   

 And that is why I’m asking you to do your practice standing up clearly on, treading firmly 

on the recognition of these two activities, we can even call them plus and minus. 

 When I came to this country the first thing that I noticed was that people all want to be 

teachers.  People immediately want to try to teach other people.  Of course different people 

have different characters, and some people immediately, at once want to become other 

people’s teachers, and other people think, “No, I am insufficient, inadequate to ever teach 

anyone,” and don’t want to become teachers.   

 Although we are all the same in that we are all human beings, of course there is this 

great variety of different kinds of personalities and characters.  And even if you look at all 

existences there is a great variety.  Even within the bug world or the bird world there are 

different sorts of “I am” selves.  And looking at the animal world and the bird world and the 

bug world we can see that there are some beings who appear as the big boss, like the gang 

leader, and go arrogantly, oppressively, tyrannically around.  And maybe that is why these 

kind of beings also appear in the human world.  Looking at human history we can see that 

often times we had these local chieftains, and then above them the bigger kings, and then 

above them the emperors, so the human world is just like the animal world it seems. 
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 But Buddhism says that whether it is a queen, or a king, or an emperor, or a great ruler, 

there isn’t even one thing that is fixated. 

 So of course that “I am” self of yours is not fixated.  The most obvious clear thing in the 

universe is that your “I am” self is not fixated, and yet that most obvious thing is the thing that 

people have come to not be able to understand. 

 The way of being of a bird, or an animal, or a person, none of them are fixated, in all 

cases each “I am” self will vanish, but all of these ways of being unceasingly, inexhaustibly, 

appear.  Buddhism says that although the “I am” self is certainly never fixated, this human 

world will always appear.  It will appear and disappear, repetitively, alternately over and over, 

without end.  And this is the same for the animal world, and the bird world.  Any “I am” self, 

any existence’s “I am” self is not a fixated thing, but the different kinds of existences, whether 

it is an animal, or a bird, or a person, these different worlds will always appear and disappear, 

appear and disappear, inexhaustibly. 

 And the position of Buddhism is to say that you have to manifest the wisdom that really 

knows this principle. 

 And if we can call this the theory of Buddhism we name the theory of Buddhism engi, 

pratitya-samutpada, dependent co-origination.  If you want to talk about Buddhist theory 

immediately you have to talk about the concept of dependent co-origination.  So if you want 

to see to the very bottom of the nature of this world which is the place we make our home, and 

the nature of all of us, then we say you have to study engi, study dependent co-origination, do 

the work of learning dependent co-origination.   

 Some of you were not here when I gave teisho recently on the koan of Hyakujo’s Wild 

Fox, but that koan of course is based firmly on this concept of dependent co-origination. 

 When we talk about the theory of dependent co-origination it is based on the idea that 

nothing is fixated, that everything is doing the activity of emptiness.  And when we analyze 

the activity of emptiness we see that there are times within the activity of emptiness in which 
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plus and minus unify completely,  and there are also times within the activity of emptiness in 

which plus and minus separate from each other, and give birth to the three worlds of past, 

present, and future.  And so we can say that the teaching of the theory of dependent 

co-origination is that those three worlds of past, present, and future also are not fixated, again 

they will disappear, and when they disappear then what appears is the world of Tathagata, the 

world of muni, sacredness, holiness, but that of course is also not fixated, and again it will give 

birth to the world of the three worlds, and so the very foundation is that nothing is fixated. 

 But, in more modern times, in contrast to this theory of dependent co-origination we 

have what could be called the theory of reality, or realism.  This way of scholarship based on 

the question What is reality?  What is real?  Came into being in contrast to the theory of 

dependent co-origination.   The self will, without fail, appear, but also just as inevitably it will 

disappear.  That is the position of the theory of dependent co-origination.  But people aren’t 

satisfied, for some people the thought of just appearing and disappearing over and over is 

somehow not interesting or no fun, so they want to know what is really always existing, and 

they ask that question.  And this way of questioning, in contradistinction to the theory of 

dependent co-origination, even from ancient times was called realism, or the theory of what is 

real.  There were times in history where these two theories, maybe we can say, even though it 

isn’t a standard translation, to make it more clear, the “theory of permanent existence,” and 

the theory of dependent co-origination were in opposition to each other.  These two theories 

walked side by side in opposition to each other for long periods of time.   

 For example, Does God exist or not?  Does an unchanging thing called Buddha-nature 

exist or not?  Is it some thing that has real existence or not?  This kind of question.   

 And the true study of realism could be called the study of Buddha-nature.  And for a 

very long time in history these two theories walked side by side in opposition to each other; on 

the one hand the theory of dependent co-origination, and on the other hand the theory of 

permanent existence, which could even be called the theory of the true Buddha-nature. 
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 The reason why I mention this is that I bet you can find books in bookstores about this 

theory of Buddha-nature.   

 So what about Buddha-nature?  Does it have real existence or not? 

 But finally historically Buddhism finally arrived at the conclusion that Buddha-nature just 

as it is is the activity of dependent co-origination.  There is no Buddha-nature apart from the 

activity of dependent co-origination, and there is no dependent co-origination apart from the 

activity of Buddha-nature.   

 So from the old days they have said that this question in this koan, does the dog have 

Buddha-nature or not?  Is a question which belongs to the debate within the theory of 

Buddha-nature.  Again, the reason why I’m talking along these lines is because you will 

probably bump into books which debate these questions; Does God exist or not?  Does 

Buddha-nature really exist or not? 

 But as I just said there is no Buddha-nature that is in any way separate or other than or 

apart from the activity of engi, pratitya-samutpada.  And oppositely if you analyze 

Buddha-nature then you will find it to be the activity of dependent co-origination.   

 And not just this koan of Joshu’s Mu, but as I said before, all the koans in Zen practice 

both can be seen from, or we can say are standing up upon the theory of Buddha-nature, and 

the theory of dependent co-origination, both.   

 The position that Buddhism reaches in conclusion is that even this great universe itself is 

formed through the activity of plus and minus, has plus and minus as its content.  

 And the practice which demands that you manifest the wisdom that really knows that 

principle is the practice which is called Tathagata Zen.  So finally we have entered the realm of 

practice. 

 And the person who we call the founder of Buddhism, the person who first opened 

Buddhism to the world taught his disciples that every single thing that is born, and we can say 

instead of born, every single thing that is manifest, or that appears, when it is born receives 
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equally from these two fundamental mutually opposing activities of plus and minus. 

 And right from the beginning he taught this very difficult thing which was that every 

single thing that is born already has its home.  There isn’t one thing that is born without a 

home.   

 But Buddha also taught that although everything already has a home, there isn’t even 

one thing that when it is first born completely has made its home its content. 

 We are born receiving equally from plus and minus, but there isn’t even one thing that 

when it is first born has all of plus and minus as its content.  This is very important, and that’s 

why I’m saying it again now, although I know I said it yesterday and the day before too.   

 When I say “receives equally from plus and minus” I mean that when we are manifest 

we receive equally of mother and father.  But before you were born there really were no 

mother and father.  There was only the pure activity of plus and minus.  In that world you 

are born from there wasn’t mother, father, or you in that world of before your birth.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that when you are born you are born imperfect, 

you have an imperfect amount of plus and minus as your content, and plus and minus also 

become imperfect at your birth, and appear on your inside and your outside.  And that is why 

Tathagata Zen teaches that when you are born simultaneously mother and father are born.  

Before you were born there were no mother and father.  It was just the simple activity of plus 

and minus.  And it is the imperfect activities of plus and minus which appear when you appear 

that are father and mother. 

 When you are born you are born having plus and minus as your very content.  And that 

condition of you at your birth is the same as the condition of the great cosmos which also has 

both plus and minus.  The cosmos has all of plus and minus as its content.  Tathagata Zen 

says very strongly that although the self, the “I am” proclaiming self is incomplete and 

imperfect, it only has a partial amount of plus and minus as its content, its very nature is exactly 

the same as the great universe, because, just like the great universe, it has both plus and minus 



Fifth Day General Sesshin, November 28, 1998, Teisho By Kyoszan Joshu Roshi on Mumonkan Case One 
 
 

   
  7 

as its content. 

 And as I always tell you, because that self is imperfect it looks at the plus activity as an 

object, and it also looks at the minus activity as an object.  And when the self looks at those 

imperfect activities of plus and minus the activities of plus and minus that the self is able to see 

are already the impure activities of plus and minus.  The incomplete activity of plus has 

transformed itself into the father activity.  And the minus activity, being incomplete, has 

transformed herself into the mother activity. 

 And so outside of the self we have the activity of future.  Now we can call the activity 

of future the plus activity or the minus activity, but here let’s name, at least temporarily, the 

activity of future the minus activity, which is appearing on the outside of the self.  And if we 

say that then inside the self is the plus activity, the imperfect, incomplete activity of plus.   

 And these incomplete activities of plus and minus, because they are incomplete, are 

things that can be compared, can be compared to other things, and so we call this the world of 

rupa, the world of form, the material world.  And, as I say so many times, the self has both 

plus and minus as its content, but incompletely. 

 And so this condition I’m describing, is a condition in which all things in it are imperfect.  

We have three imperfect things mutually facing each other, or mutually opposing each other.  

When the world of past, present, and future appears, in other words the world which has the 

worlds that mother, father, and the self live in appears, that is when for the first time the 

material world has appeared, the material world has been manifest from the non-material 

world. 

 In Buddhism we call that world that the material world comes from the world of the 

source, the condition of the origin, and we say that is the world of no form.  Or we can name it 

in various ways.  People like to use the word spiritual.  We can say that it is the spiritual 

world, or the world of the spirit, or the world of the soul.  When your “I am” self appears that 

is when for the first time the material world appears.  Before the “I am” self appears you were 
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melted in to a world that was absolutely different than the material world.  You were 

manifesting yourself as an existence which was not material.   

 And at least as one temporary, expedient way of teaching Buddhism teaches that the 

world in which your self is manifesting in a non-material way, and I don’t know what really 

would be a good way in English to describe this, but anyway, that world is the world where 

mother, father, and child have been melted into, past, present, and future all have melted into 

it. 

 And that condition in which mother, father, and you have all melted into, and become 

one, is a condition no one can see, and a condition that cannot be shown to anyone by anyone.  

That is a condition in which there is no need to teach or to learn.  And that is why in Tathagata 

Zen we call that condition a condition which is a separate transmission, not found in the 

scriptures, beyond any words and phrases.  (Kyogebetsuden genborozetsu 経外別傳 言亡？

絶).  The moment you try to say this or that about that condition your “I am” self is already 

manifest.  What we say is that the condition of the origin is a condition in which there is no 

need to give rise to the function of consciousness. 

 No need to learn, and no need to teach, and when we look at that condition from the 

position of knowing or knowledge, we can say that manifestation is the manifestation of perfect 

wisdom, perfect knowledge.  And in Buddhism we call that prajna, hannya.  The origin of the 

activity of knowing or wisdom or knowledge is prajna, perfect wisdom. 

 And as I say over and over that condition of prajna, that condition of the origin is 

complete, is perfect, and that is why we call it the zero condition. 

 And since it is difficult to understand if we just say the activity of zero, we also call that 

same condition the activity of emptiness, meaning the activity that has no self, the activity that 

has no need to do consciousness. 

 And this condition of the activity of prajna, the activity of perfect wisdom, the activity of 

zero, also is described as the Dharma activity.  In Sanskrit dharma-ta, and later it China they 
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translated that word “ta” into “sho 性” which is very difficult to translate into English, usually 

translated as nature, or maybe original nature.  From this were born other terms such as 

“Dharma nature.”   

 But following from this we can say that the great cosmos itself has as its content the 

activity of original nature, and manifests the body of original nature.  The activity of original 

nature manifests the body of original nature, and that body is the great universe.   

 And no matter how big this great universe gets, or how small this great universe gets it 

is  always simply a one and only singular universe.  That is the very difficult thing that 

Buddhism and Tathagata Zen teach.  If you do zazen then you’ll understand this pretty soon, 

but it is in the beginning difficult.   

 And also we can use the word Dharma nature to describe this activity of original nature, 

and so we can say that the Dharma nature manifests the body of dharma, and equate the 

Dharma nature with the original nature.  Following this we can just simply say that the 

Dharma nature, the Dharma activity manifests the body of Dharma - the Dharma body. 

 The great universe has the Dharma activity as its content and manifests itself as the 

great universe.  So Dharma nature, which is the same as saying Dharma activity, manifests 

that which is bigger than the biggest and also manifests that which is smaller than the smallest. 

 The universe from our perspective seems as if it’s changing.  But really it isn’t 

changing, because no matter how big it gets or no matter how small it gets, it’s always 

manifesting a one and only singular condition.  So that’s why we say it isn’t increasing or 

decreasing - it’s always simply one. 

 Probably there are people who are coming up with the question of “When the big 

universe gets small, doesn’t there become an outside to that universe?”  What do you think?  

When the great universe gets small, does it then have an outside? 

 If you are manifesting a wisdom or a kind of knowing that recognizes an outside, then 

you’re not yet manifesting the small Dharma.  But that’s pretty hard, so we’ll just leave that 
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for later on and not get into that much here. 

 At least as one way of teaching, Buddhism says that when that Dharma activity - that 

Dharma nature - expands to its limit - reaches a point where it doesn’t have to get any bigger - 

that is what we call the Dharmakaya, or the cosmic Buddha. 

 When that greatest cosmos is manifest - that ultimately large cosmos which we up until 

now have been calling the manifestation of true love - it also is not fixated.  Immediately it will 

burst open and the three worlds of past, present and future are manifest. 

 When the worlds of past present and future appear, we say that it is the “I am” self that 

makes its residence in the world of the present.  The position of Tathagata Zen is to say that 

when that present moment “I am” self appears, that is when, for the first time, it looks at 

outside and inside and recognizes them as itself.  It looks at father and mother, and recognizes 

both father and mother as itself, and that is when for the first time we have kangeki 感激 - to 

be violently, emotionally, passionately moved. 

 And we’re very strict in our teaching about this, and we say that if you think that you’ve 

met up with that experience and you haven’t been deeply, emotionally moved - then you 

haven’t really manifested yourself completely as yourself. 

 To see that mother and father are both you - to see that past and future are both you - 

of course it’s a startling realization and there’s nothing to do but to weep.  But there aren’t 

very many people who say, “I know what you mean and I’m crying!”  Because they haven’t 

really been moved.  And I don’t like them very much - I don’t like those people who don’t cry.  

I like the ones who cry. 

 That kind of wisdom that sees that inside and outside are yourself - that past and future, 

mother and father are yourself - that sees that there is not even one thing that is not yourself - 

that is the realization of satori.  That is the realization of awakening. 

 When you say, “I understand.”  That is still standing up in the position of the “I am” 

self.  That is still standing up in the position of the function of consciousness. 
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 When you are in the condition of perfect wisdom, there’s no need to do the function of 

consciousness.  The manifestation of the wisdom of enlightenment is the manifestation that 

sees past as the self.  It sees future as the self.  It sees father as the self.  It sees mother as 

the self.  It is what we can describe as the self seeing self.  And also, we can describe that 

same realization as the realization that there is no self.  悟りの状態をmanifestした場合に、

直ちに過去が自己であると、未来が自己である、お父さんが自己であるとともにお母さ

んが自己であるというのであるから、またそれは自分が自分を眺めて居るまた自分とい

うものはないのだという知恵をmanifestして居ることになるのである。 

 If you recognize the condition in which mother and father were completely united as 

the condition of joy, then the condition in which mother and father are separate from each 

other you can recognize as the condition of sorrow.   

 So what I’ve been saying is that when the condition of perfect wisdom bursts open and 

the world of past, present, and future appears inevitably the “I am” self in the present moment 

will clearly recognize that past and future are itself.  You will manifest the wisdom that at your 

birth you were born together with your home which is the great universe, and that the great 

universe has limited itself in order to form you at your birth, but that just as inevitably that 

limited great universe will dissolve, and again you will be together, completely one with past 

and future as the great universe itself. 

 So having listened carefully until now to this I think that you should be able to 

understand all the things that I have said up until now.  What I am saying is that what it means 

to be born as an imperfect self is to born with an imperfect universe as your home, an 

incomplete universe as your place of residence, limited universe as your place of residence. 

 And here is when you have to make an effort to make all of plus and minus your 

content, and to manifest yourself as the perfect great universe. 

 Anyway it is getting to be time to stop, but this year I am going to continue giving teisho 

on Joshu’s Mu during rohatsu, so let’s just say that the preparation necessary to really get into 
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the koan of Joshu’s Mu has been finished. 

 

終 

the end 

   


