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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

December 2nd, 1998, 2nd Day 

Rohatsu Dai- Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

translated by R.H. Blyth 

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

  

 I’m not exactly sure how far we got yesterday in the talk, but I think I remember we got as far as 

the question, “How is it that the “I am” self is born?”  Tathagata Zen sternly warns you to never 

unconditionally acknowledge the validity of this “I am” self. 

 So when you enter the world of practice always you will be asked this question, this, we can 

say, koan, “Where did you come from?” 

 Just now when I said, “Where did you come from?”  That made me recall that yesterday I did 

talk about the subject of your true origin. 

 All of you have matured and developed to the extent that you are now doing the function of 

consciousness, and therefore everybody will come to ask themselves the question, “What is my 

origin?”   

 And of course the origin of the self is the self, and so to want to know your origin is the same as 

to want to know the very nature of your self.  Tathagata Zen says that everyone will come to give rise 

to the thought of wanting to know the nature of the self.   

 And we are told that Siddhartha when he was a young man, before he was ever called the 

Buddha, already had a great interest in the very nature of his self, the very way of being of his self, and 
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thinking about that deeply is how he grew up.   

 There is a teaching in Buddhism called the five skandas, which we can call the very foundation 

of Buddhism.  And Siddhartha when he was still quite a young man, although he didn’t perfect the 

way of thinking of the five skandas, he already thought of this way of thinking of the five skandas, and 

thought that the activity of the five skandas must be the foundation for the nature of all existent 

things.   

 In general it is said that if you are going to study Zen, and that of course is true in the case of 

studying Tathagata Zen too, then you must study the five skandas. 

 The transmission of Tathagata Zen is to say when we look at the life of the historical Buddha, 

when he was quite young he came up with this idea, which later was called the five skandas, and he 

really believed in it, and he really believed that the activity of the five skandas was the fundamental 

way to explain the nature of the self and the nature of this world which the self makes its home, and in 

order to complete this thought that is why he left home to start practicing.  It wasn’t as if Siddhartha 

became a monk or a practitioner in some kind of haphazard way. 

 And after what is usually called six years of practice, actually probably more like five years and a 

little of practice, he was able to completely finish this teaching called the five skandas.  After 

practicing for five or six years he finally came to complete this teaching of the five skandas which is the 

teaching of the very way of being of the self, and the very way of being of this world. 

 But if you look at the sutras or if we look at any kind of histories of Buddhism, you can’t find in 

any of them written, where it was where Buddha finally completed his realization of the five skandas.  

Try for yourself.  Go around and ask any learned Buddhist scholar where Buddha realized the teaching 

of the five skandas, and they will admit to you that is not reported in any of the sutras.  But in 

Tathagata Zen we say clearly that although the concept of the five skandas had not been completed 

yet, Siddhartha when he was still quite young had already come up with this idea of the five skandas. 

 And after five or six years of practice he finally completely realized that reality was just as he 

had thought it was, and completely realized the way of thinking of the five skandas. 
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 If you are going to study Buddhism academically, intellectually, the first thing that you have to 

study is the five skandas.   

 As I started to talk about yesterday a little bit, according to each different school of Buddhism 

the legend of the Buddha, or the biography of the Buddha is different.  Because everybody writes the 

legend of the historical Buddha in their own literary way.   Everybody adds their own artistic flourish 

to the story of the Buddha’s life.  So nobody knows the true story of the Buddha’s life.  There are 

stories of the Buddha’s life for children, stories for young people, stories for boys, stories for girls, 

stories for older people, all of these different stories of what the Buddha did when he was a live, so of 

course more and more the true story is obscured.   

 But in Tathagata Zen of course we don’t reject any of those stories.  But, as I started to explain 

a moment ago, in Tathagata Zen we say that the historical Buddha Siddhartha didn’t think of the five 

skandas as anything mysterious or strange, he conceived of the five skandas simply as the process we 

go through when we freely follow the Dharma activity in order to come to be born.   

 When we speak of Dharma what we are really speaking about is the Dharma activity, 

Dharma-ta, Dharma-activity.  And if we say we come into being, we are born through the Dharma 

activity, that same Dharma activity doesn’t leave anything out, it brings everything into being.  It 

brings the world which is our home and all existences in it into being.  And we can also call that same 

Dharma activity in Chinese Buddhism hosho 法性, Dharma-Nature. 

 And when we analyze the Dharma activity we see that it is comprised of the two mutually 

opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  And as I said yesterday, if we say that the 

tatha-gata forms man then the tatha-agata forms woman.  And in general in Tathagata Zen when 

facing those who are bent on seeing to the bottom of the Dharma activity we name the activities of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata in various ways to help people practice.  We name the tatha-gata activity 

the plus, expanding activity, the activity of existence, or the activity that affirms the nature of the self.  

And we name the tatha-agata activity the minus, contracting activity, the activity of non-existence, or 

the activity that negates the self. 
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 In America, also we have very loud and bright thunder and lightning.  Maybe because America 

was the country where scientifically we really discovered lightning we could say that the lightning here 

has gotten stronger and stronger and the thunder stronger and stronger.  And I think in ancient India 

the thunder and lightning was pretty strong too.   That’s probably why they talk about thunder and 

lightning in the Diamond Sutra.  In the Diamond sutra it simply says that the Dharma activity is the 

activity of thunder-lightning.  In the Diamond Sutra it says right out that the activity of Dharma is the 

activity of thunder-lightning, and therefore thunder-lightning has plus and minus as its content.  In 

Tathagata Zen we teach that thunder-lightning is an activity, and it acts having the functions of plus 

and minus as its content, and we can call that the Dharma activity. 

 What is transmitted in Tathagata Zen is to say that the Buddha taught his disciples that without 

some way or another finding a way for yourself to recognize, for yourself to know these two 

fundamental mutually opposing activities it isn’t possible to get to the bottom of the problem of the 

self, and the problem of this world which is the home of the self.  You cannot really solve those 

question without this recognition. 

 And I guess we can say that the origin of thunder-lightning is neither u nor mu, neither being 

nor non-being, a totally silent condition.  So if we acknowledge that the Dharma activity is this activity 

of thunder-lightning then we can say that the origin of the Dharma activity as well is neither being nor 

non-being, is the same as the silent origin of thunder-lightning. 

 That condition of the origin of the Dharma is a condition which is neither u nor mu, but we can 

also say that it is a condition that has both u and mu, both being and non-being as the content of an 

activity, and is manifesting a condition in which completely u and mu no longer need to act.  But in 

Tathagata Zen we very sternly warn you and caution you here that the Buddha also emphasized that 

right here in the teaching it is very easy to make a mistake so please be very careful.  It is very difficult 

to really understand. 

 It is certainly true that when u and mu, when plus and minus completely become one then that 

is a condition which is neither plus nor minus, neither u nor mu.  The way we caution you about this is 
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to say that the only way you can really understand this is to do a lot of zazen, and to experience it for 

yourself, to catch the experience for yourself, to contemplate it for yourself, to feel it for your self.   

 U and mu will face each other, contrast with each other, but inevitably again they will unify 

with each other. 

 In Tathagata Zen we simply call u plus and mu minus sometimes, but anyway, we ask you the 

question, “What kind of a place is it that the u, being, plus activity acts in?  And what kind of a place is 

it that the mu, non-being activity acts in?”  There are a lot of different, and popular schools of Zen out 

there, as I’ve said, and that’s okay I guess, but what I am telling you is important is to acknowledge that 

both u and mu are acting, and from that acknowledgment you have to ask the question, “What place 

do they act in?” 

 To say it very concretely, A man is not a woman.  And a woman is not a man.  U is not mu.  

Mu is not u.  They are clearly in opposition to each other.   

 For example mu is not u, and so non-being does not possess the world of being.  Mu does not 

have u’s world.  You have to contemplate for yourself that the man does not have the woman, the 

man does not have the world of mu, the woman’s world. 

 The way of teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that the Buddha who manifested the wisdom 

that clearly knew the very nature of this world, and clearly knew the very nature of the self taught that 

because man doesn’t have woman, and woman doesn’t have man it is imperative that man experience 

the world of woman, and woman experience the world of man, it is imperative that u do the activity of 

experiencing mu’s world, and mu do the activity of experiencing u’s world.  He said that inevitably this 

activity of mutually experiencing the other’s world will occur.   

 Those people, for example if it is a man who says, “I hate women,” or a woman who says, “I hate 

men,” those kind of people should just vanish from this world.  But there is no world of that kind of 

hatred.  There is no other world to escape to.  This world has as its very content both plus and 

minus, there is no world where plus would go around saying, “I hate minus,” or minus would go around 

saying, “I hate plus.”   
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 Without fail the activity of u will do the activity of experiencing mu’s world, and likewise the 

activity of mu undoubtedly will do the activity of catching the experience for herself of u’s world.  This 

mutual experiencing is done without will, without doubt, without, thought in the condition of the 

origin.  The ones who have manifested the wisdom that clearly knows this for themselves are what 

we call enlightened people. 

 Everybody says that Buddhism is the teaching of enlightenment, but what is enlightenment?  I 

hope from this a least a little bit you can taste what we mean by enlightenment.  And I hope you can 

also see that the teaching of enlightenment is absolutely different than a teaching which asks you to be 

saved by God.   

 Till the very end of Zen practice, all the way to end you will always be faced with the question 

of How does u experience mu’s world, and how does mu experience u’s world.  There is no way that 

you can just solve this problem, and then escape from it.  It will follow you around until the very end 

of your practice.   

 But it is also the teaching of Tathagata Zen to say that just as inevitably u and mu will arrive at 

the state where they no longer have to experience each other’s worlds anymore.  But just getting 

there also isn’t enough. 

 But anyway, these two mutually opposing activities of u and mu will, without a doubt, come to 

manifest the condition in which they don’t need to experience each other’s worlds anymore.  We can 

say that the arrival at that state is the very purpose of the activities of u and mu. 

 The condition of the origin is a condition in which u and mu don’t need to assert themselves, a 

condition without thought, without doubt, without will.   

 From the standpoint of intellectually understanding the principle of Zen, for those people who 

are starting their practice of Zen, it is necessary to clearly explain what activity the activities of u and 

mu do in the condition of the origin.  It is necessary to explain this activity of u and mu experiencing 

each other worlds, and then coming to place where they don’t need to experience each other’s worlds 

anymore, they don’t need to do their own activities anymore.  I really have to talk about this, and so 
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to talk about whether a dog has Buddha-nature or not, we can just put that aside for a while. 

 And anyway, this question of whether a dog has Buddha-Nature or not is a difficult question, 

and from an academic, theological point of view we can call this question a question which falls in the 

realm of “bushoron, the theory of Buddha-Nature, Buddha-Nature-ism.”  But if we ask who is it that 

blabbers and jabbers on and on about this question we have to say that it is those 

Buddha-Nature-ism-ites who are unconditionally accepting their “I am” selves and blabbering on and 

on and on.  No matter how much Buddha-Nature-ism they study, their “I am” selves never vanish.  

They always are standing up upon the position of the “I am,” and from that perspective they learn 

Buddha-Nature-ism.   

 Understanding this you will see clearly that it is necessary to investigate why the “I am” self 

appears in the first place.  Why is it, and how is it that the “I am” self is born from the condition of the 

origin which has no thought, this condition of the origin which is simply an activity doing the activity of 

the origin? 

 It seems as if there are many people who think, “I like Zen, pretty well, but I really can’t do Zen 

myself.  I think I need a teaching that has some kind of God there that can help me.”  But if you 

study in that way, unconditionally recognizing the “I am” self, if you continue that way of thinking, all 

the way until the moment you die you will simply learn to unquestioningly recognize your “I am” self, 

and through that learn to love your “I am” self more and more, and never see to the bottom, 

thoroughly, that truly and originally there is no self.  I guess those people should just haul their “I am” 

self around after them all the way to the crematorium.  But when you finally get to the cremation 

ceremony your “I am” self will go wildly screaming around, “Ouch! It’s hot!”  But no matter how loud 

you scream everybody is going to get burned up in the same way.  But some people will say, “No, I 

don’t think your right about that Roshi, because when we die there is no “I am” self, right?”  So if 

there really is no “I am” self, how can you manifest the wisdom that really knows that there is no “I 

am” self?  Why can’t you manifest that wisdom?  If you understand what I’m getting at then you’ll 

really understand that when it comes time to have your cremation ceremony you will be screaming, 
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“Ouch, ouch, it’s hot!” (If you have not manifested the wisdom...)  That is why Tathagata Zen says 

that now, while you are still alive you should manifest the wisdom for your self that really knows that 

there is no self. 

 And in order to manifest the wisdom that knows that there is no self first we ask you to 

contemplate the condition of the origin in which plus and minus are acting completely without will.  

That is what we call the activity of zero.  And we also can call the activity of zero the manifestation of 

the activity of true love. 

 The activity of the origin is the activity in which both u and mu are, we can say trying to, striving 

to experience each other, and yet they are doing that activity without any thought, without any will.  

And that is why is Buddhism, as I think I told you yesterday, but maybe I didn’t, but anyway, that is why 

in Buddhism we say that the activity of the origin, the Dharma activity is the natural activity, the 

activity of nature, the activity of “ri 理,” or the natural principle.  This activity of ri is the activity in 

which plus and minus simply face and unify over and over again without will. 

 The reason why I feel that I truly must speak about this basic principle now is that in another 

four or five months I’ll become ninety two years old, so who knows how much longer I can live for, and 

some people took all the trouble to come here from Europe to learn, so I really have to speak about it 

in detail.  Tathagata Zen is the teaching that really takes seriously this question of Why we human 

beings who do have the function of will, why do we appear, why are we manifest from this condition of 

the origin that has no will? Even though we call this teaching Tathagata Zen, I don’t think there really is 

any Tathagata Zen left in Japan or China.   

 I think it is fair to say that even five hundred years ago in China the practice of true Zen began 

to disappear because the true practice of Tathagata Zen was replaced by a Zen influenced by Jodo Zen, 

Pure Land Zen.  The popularity of the Pure Land teachings was based on the popularity of the idea of 

worshipping Buddha and being saved by Buddha, worshipping Buddhas such as the Medicine Buddha 

and the Compassionate Amitaba Buddha, and being saved by them.  And it is fine to practice Jodo 

Zen, Pure Land Zen, and worship these Buddhas, if you do it clearly recognizing the basic principle upon 
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which they stand, but if you don’t then it will become a mistaken practice of Buddhism and Zen, in 

which you simply unconditionally accept the existence of a fixated Buddha or God.   

 But, unfortunately there are a bunch of kind of dull dummies out there, and so when people tell 

them that there is a Supreme Being, or an Absolute Being, or a Creator, or an Almighty, and all they 

have to do is believe in that personified Supreme Being as an object, and that Supreme Being will save 

them, they just dully, boringly, dumbly believe them, and bow their heads, thinking they will get saved, 

and have faith in that.  And of course there is no reason to reject those teachings, as long as you 

really understand the principle behind them, but unfortunately there are a lot of religious teachers out 

there who just take advantage of the dummies, and make a lot of money off of them.  But if you go 

around talking the way I talk you’re not going to get rich.  I know very well that if I want to make 

money I should change the way I teach, and start preaching Pure Land Zen here in America.  But let’s 

stop talking about this here, because I don’t want to be hated by all those believers in Jodo Zen.   

 But anyway, what we must do is to find some way or another to manifest the wisdom for 

ourselves that really knows why it is that this “I am” proclaiming self is born from the pure Dharma 

activity, the Tathagata activity in which plus and minus are simply acting without any will. 

 I don’t know what the inji was thinking this morning, but she forgot my watch.  But I felt in my 

bones that it had been about an hour, and so that is why I asked about it.  Thank you translator for 

showing me the watch (which the inji had given him).  It’s exactly nine thirty. 

 Anyway, it is almost time for us to stop, but I really need to talk about this principle.  I need to 

explain to all of you before it is too late the principle of how everything, including human beings who 

have will, and animals that have will, how everything comes to be manifest from this condition of the 

origin which has no will. 

 I really need to explain these things from an academic point of view for people who are 

beginning their practice.  But no matter how many smart and intellectual and complicated things you 

say, if you can’t really have the experience that originally there is no you, there is no “I am” self, if you 

cannot really manifest this wisdom, no matter how many years you study Zen it won’t be useful even 
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as shit. 

 And I know I haven’t really progressed at all in my teisho, and it doesn't seem like we are going 

to get to the question of whether a dog has Buddha-Nature or not very soon, but tomorrow I will try 

my best to get to the subject of why we beings who possess will appear from the will-less activity. 

 

終 

the end 


