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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Rinzai-Ji Los Angeles 
Sunday Teisho, August 22, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 

Mumon’s Poem 

 The dog, the Buddha nature, the truth is manifested in full.   

 A moment of yes and no, lost are your body and soul.” 

 

 I have given teisho on Joshu’s Mu here at Rinzai-ji countless times.  The first thing that 

I’ve talked about so many times is for people who are trying to practice this koan of Joshu’s Mu, 

for people who are trying to practice Zen, what is the proper attitude to have, what is the 

proper stance you should take in your heart in order to approach this practice?  And in order 

to approach this, I’ve told you the story many times of the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni, and 

the final words that he gave to his disciples before he died.   

 In Tathagata Zen the transmission within our teaching says that before Shakyamuni died 

he faced his students and said, “Take the Dharma activity  as your teacher, and with the 

Dharma activity  as your teacher, walk your life.”  That’s why I’ve told you over and over, 

endlessly, what that Dharma activity  is. 

 This coming September, at the end of the month, I will become exactly ninety-two and a 

half years old.  And as I approach my own moment of death, I wonder what I should give 

teisho about, what should be my final teachings to you.  And finally, in the end, it does come 

down to that very same thing that Shakyamuni told his students, that we always have the 

Dharma activity , that what I should give teisho about is about the Dharma activity , that we 
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should practice Zen knowing that we always have the Dharma activity . 

 But actually, from my point of view, people who say that they practice Zen do just that - 

they only say with their mouths that they practice Zen, they actually aren’t practicing at all!  

This is something that if you really reflect on yourself for yourself, if you really put your hand on 

your heart and ask yourself if every single day you are living a life manifesting the Dharma 

activity , then you can know for yourself how you really are living.   

 So as for me, I have to think to myself, “Here I am, approaching my own death, and 

there’s no way around it, I’ve come to having to give teisho in front of those kind of students.”   

 I’ve thought that it would be a good thing to build a dormitory for people who really 

wanted to practice Zen, but I don’t have the money to do it, so I can’t do what I wish to do.  A 

lot of people pass through the dormitory that we do have here, but I think it’s fair to say that 

almost nobody has come up with the idea, “Well, I should really donate some money so that 

Roshi can realize his dream, even if it was just one dollar a day, I should help as best I can.”  It 

doesn’t seem as if anybody like that has appeared.   

 This way that I’m talking now is the way of an old person who’s on the verge of passing 

away; you just say what you want to say!  Actually, recently I’ve come to think it would be 

better not to have a real dormitory here in America.  The reason I think that is the people who 

don’t live in the dormitory aren’t the lazy ones, the people who do tend to be the lazy ones.  

Maybe what I’m saying is hurting your ears, but I’m just saying it the way I feel it.  Some 

people might be thinking right now, “It was you, Roshi, who asked me to live in the dormitory in 

the first place!”  But if that’s the case, then even more you should try to get serious with your 

practice, and I don’t know how many times in one month you can do sanzen, but even if it was 

just one time, why don’t you think about getting the attitude of definitely not missing even that 

one time? 

 At the beginning of Mumon’s poem he says, “The puppy, the Buddha nature.”  What is 
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he singing about, what is he talking about with this puppy and this Buddha nature?  But let’s 

forget about what Mumon was thinking, what about you guys, you gang of folks who are living 

in the dormitory, how do you understand this dog, this Buddha nature?  How do you 

understand it? 

 If you can’t understand it, then you should stop doing other things and do zazen.   

 When you heard the puppy, the Buddha nature, what did you use in order to hear that?  

Did you use your ear to hear it or did you use your belly-button to hear it?  You did hear it, 

didn’t you?  How did you understand it, how did you grasp it?  As I just asked you, did you 

use your ears or did you use your belly to understand it?   

 What Mumon is saying is that the one who can grasp this dog, this Buddha nature, 

doesn’t have ears or eyes or a mouth, doesn’t have feet or hands, can walk without feet and 

receive things without hands, can fly in the sky like a bird without wings, is something just like a 

ghost or a phantom.   

 You are people who can walk on this great earth without legs and can fly in heaven like 

a bird without wings.  If you can manifest the wisdom that clearly sees that for yourself, then 

you can also understand the next thing that Mumon says, “The true manifestation, the full 

manifestation.” 

 This phrase, translated in your translation as, “The truth is manifested in full,” if we say it 

in a more modern way we can say the completed activity of wisdom.  Or we can say that when 

Mumon says “Zentei shorei 全提証令, the truth is manifested in full,” he’s referring to the 

perfected self, the completed self, the manifestation of the perfect self.   

 So if you’re the sort of person who insists upon asserting their “I am” proclaiming self, 

there’s no way that you can understand this.  As I always tell you, the “I am” self is the 

imperfect self, it is the self that has the imperfect function of consciousness as its content, in 

other words it’s the self that always has hopes and desires.   
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 But it’s not a bad thing to have desire or to have hope.  What I’m saying is that if you 

fixate that “I am” self and have the kind of desires which desire to satisfy that fixated self, that 

kind of desire is no good. 

 Do you understand?  

 You guys in the dormitory, are you listening, do you understand?  Try looking back on 

yourself just a little bit clearly and seeing that you’re still an unripe self, that you’re still an 

imperfect self before you pipe up with something stupid.   

 I’m about to die, I’m no longer capable with coming up with things to say that will pacify, 

or console you, or be something that you’re wishing to hear. 

 So, how do you walk without feet?  How do you eat something without a mouth?  

How do you grasp something without hands?   

 Mumon is saying that your true self is a self that can see everything without eyes, it is a 

self which is like a ghost.   

 If you’re the kind of person that thinks that they got saved because they made some 

money or they reached salvation because they were given a house to live in, there’s no way 

that you will ever be able to manifest the wisdom that knows how to walk without legs and 

how to fly in the sky without wings. 

 Of course, down through the ages there have been many things written about this poem 

of Mumon’s where he says The dog, the Buddha nature, the truth is manifested in full; but all of 

those things that have been written, I don’t really care about them much.  The dog, the 

Buddha nature - that is what the truth manifested in full is.   

 For people who aren’t able to walk without legs and aren’t able to grasp things without 

hands, it’s not possible for you to live a life of peace and tranquility.  So after you really 

receive that, then you can listen to the third line of Mumon’s teaching.  But you have to really 

reflect and think. 
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 Every single day, we all are manifesting a new self.  If every single day when our new 

selves are born, if we manifest the truth in full when we manifest ourselves as the truth 

manifested in full, then there’s no suffering.  But Mumon is saying that without fail when your 

new self is manifest it is not the perfect self that is manifest.  Mumon is saying that when your 

self is born, when yourself is manifest, it always gets tied up by u and mu, always gets tied up 

by yes and no, being and non-being.  But the self of the truth manifested in full, that self that 

can walk without legs, has no need to get tied up by being and non-being.   

 If you can breathe without a nose, if you can speak without a mouth, then there’s no 

need for you to get tied up by u and mu.  Isn’t it true that you exist, that you come to be born 

through the activity of speaking without a mouth, of walking without legs, of breathing without 

a nose?  You can’t really understand this koan of Joshu’s Mu unless you can understand the 

wisdom, unless you can have the wisdom for yourself that when you’re born, you’re born 

together with everything in the same way as everything, and when you die, you die together 

with everything.   

 But there’s no way you can understand this natural principle if you’re the kind of person 

who wants to be saved through making money or wants to become a kind of person that the 

people around him say, “Oh, he’s such a good guy.”   

 What Mumon is saying is that even just a little bit, even if you just get tied up by being 

and non-being by u and mu, just a tiny bit, then terrible things will happen!  What situation is 

that?  What condition is that?   

 Mumon says, “Lost are your body and soul.”  There have been Roshis and Zen teachers 

who have interpreted this to mean that you definitely will lose your body and your life, or your 

body and your soul, perhaps life is a better translation.  But there are also Roshis who have 

interpreted it to mean that probably you will lose your body and your life.  But I say that 

Mumon was very definitely saying that even if you get tied up just a tiny bit by u and mu, you 
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will definitely lose both your body and your life.  Even from the ancient times, Roshis who 

have tried to give teisho on this part have always said that it’s a difficult part to interpret.   

 So we have to investigate just a little bit who was it who said, “and body and life are 

lost?”  Even in the Rinzai Roku there is this same phrase, Body and life are lost.  And Rinzai’s 

senpai Master Kyogen also used this expression Body and life are lost.  So Rinzai wasn’t the 

first person to use this expression Body and life are lost, but since he did use it let’s for now 

look a little bit into his perspective on it. 

 When Rinzai taught he would say, after he took the Dharma seat to give a Dharma talk, 

“You who are practicing together with me, what it means to practice is to manifest the Dharma 

activity .”  Rinzai says that the “I am”  self must manifest the Dharma activity , but he further 

says that when we manifest the Dharma activity  we cannot have an “I am” self anymore.   

 When you really try to manifest the Dharma activity  for yourselves, you will come to 

see that you must dissolve yourself in order to manifest it.  And that’s why it seems as if a lot 

of people, when hearing that Zen practice is to train to dissolve yourself, don’t like the sound of 

it, and quickly leave.  It’s probably best if you do quit in that situation.  But if you cannot 

manifest the wisdom that clearly knows the activity of self dissolution, then, oppositely, you will 

also never be able to manifest the wisdom that knows by what natural principle you come to be 

born.   

 The teaching of Rinzai is to say that apart from the manifestation of dissolving yourself, 

there is no completed self or perfect self and further, if you want to speak about God, there is 

no God apart from us manifesting our perfect selves.   

 But undoubtedly, when you dissolve your “I am” self, after that, again, a new “I am” self 

will be manifest.   

 What Rinzai teaches is that for the bunch of folks who go around unquestioningly 

insisting upon asserting their “I am” selves without having experienced the dissolution of the “I 
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am” self, there’s no way that they can grasp what you want to call the truth, or God.  As I’ve 

told you so many times before, when Tathagata Zen defines the appearance or the birth of the 

“I am” self, it says that the origin of the “I am” self is the Dharma activity .  We can say, as a 

temporary way of teaching, that the condition of the perfected or completed self is the pure 

Dharma activity , or we could personify it and call it the condition of the Great Buddha.  And 

the teaching of Tathagata Zen further says that when the Great Buddha divides himself in two, 

willingly takes the initiative and makes his own blood flow to divide himself in two, then the 

child is born.  And simultaneously with the birth of the child mother and father are also born.  

And that self who is born inevitably will look upon its mother and father, and see that they have 

shed their blood in order to birth it.   

 If you can manifest the wisdom that sees mother and father  as people who are 

shedding blood and appearing right together when you appear, then you can also manifest the 

kind of wisdom I spoke about before, where you can walk without legs, and fly in the sky 

without wings.  But if you fixate your “I am” self unconditionally and unquestioningly, and then 

act to fulfill the desires of that fixated “I am” self, there’s no way that you will ever be able to 

see the true form of your mother and father, and there’s no way that you will ever be able to 

grasp the true way of being of a person.   

 Up until now, countless times I’ve told you that this situation in which the perfected self, 

in which the Great Buddha divides itself in two, happens when the Great Buddha meets up with 

the activity we call the separation of guest and host, or object and subject. 

 You can listen to this teisho any number or times, but if you are listening 

unquestioningly acknowledging the existence of your “I am” self then you will never be able to 

really understand it.  Even though I give this strong of a teisho you still can’t understand it, so 

there’s nothing I can really do, I feel. 

 What Rinzai says is that if you’re a person who’s striving to manifest the Dharma activity 
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, then you must take the initiative and willingly, voluntarily dissolve yourself.   

 But when Mumon talks about the person who gets tied up even a little bit by u and mu, 

being and non-being, of course the kind of people he’s talking about is all of you folks.  If 

you’re listening to music, or if you’re looking at a painting, if you’re tied up by u and mu, tied up 

by being and non-being, you’ll never be able to hear the real music or see the real painting 

that’s really there.   

 If you can truly listen to music or look at a painting then you won’t get tied up by being 

and non-being, and to truly listen to music or look at a painting is to dissolve yourself.   But I 

guess if you look at really bad paintings, or listen to really bad music that will just make you 

tend to get tied up by u and mu even more. 

 If you really can do the activity of dissolving your self then you will have the experience 

of truly losing both your body and your life. 

 But, I know it is very difficult, because it can be understood in a different way, in can be 

understood that Mumon is saying that if you get tied up even just a little bit by being and 

non-being then you will have dissolved your self, you will lose both your body and your life.   

 So the first way to understand this or interpret this is to mean the kind of thinking that 

gets just a tiny bit tied up by the thoughts of either being or non-being, either yes or no, either 

u or mu.  But if you think about it that way, then you’ll think, “Well, if I think that way, being 

tied up by u and my, then myself will be dissolved, and that’s the way I should practice.”  If you 

think that way then this principle will get all confused, so you have to investigate this without 

making a mistake about it.   

 If we just read the sentence as it is, it does say that if you even get tied up a little bit by 

u and mu, then you will dissolve yourself.   

 And so in order to truly understand what Mumon is saying, we have to very carefully 

contemplate that what he says in the original really means a kind of being tied up by u and mu 
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that means to be making relationship to both u and mu, to be connected to both u and mu.  

The original is “纔に有無に渡ればそう身失命せん wazukani umu ni watareba soshin 

shitsumei sen.”  And the verb “watareba,” which is often translated as something like, “to be 

involved in, or to be tied up by (u and mu), can also mean to be connected to, to make 

relationship with.”   

 And when he says, “a little,” at the beginning of this phrase wazukani, that means if you 

are connected, if you are making relationship to both u and mu, even for an instant, even for a 

moment, that’s what the ‘little’ means.   

 So what Mumon is teaching here is that when you really make relationship with both u 

and mu, then inevitably zero is manifest.  Here you have to interpret these words Body and 

life are lost to mean manifesting zero, to mean the condition in which,through making 

relationship with u and mu both disappear and zero is manifest.   

 If you think about this then it becomes difficult.  You have to interpret when Mumon 

talks about yes and no, being and non-being in this third line, he’s talking about making 

relationship with them simultaneously, and through that manifesting zero.  The conclusion 

that he’s giving here is that even if you do this activity of making relationship with u and mu just 

for an instant, just for the time used to hear this sound “Pon!” then already zero is manifest.   

 That’s why I ask you, “How do you grasp this sound?”  How did you grasp this sound?”  

If you can really understand that question then you can really also understand this gatha, this 

poem of Mumon’s.   

 Some of you are probably thinking, “We’ve come here to practice Zen because we know 

that we are, as yet, imperfect; there’s no need for you to chide us so much Roshi.”  That’s why 

I do scold you!  If you didn’t say stuff like that then I wouldn’t have to scold you.   

 The time has come to stop, it is time to end teisho, I don’t know what will be the next 

subject of teisho, but probably I’ll be talking about the Dharma activity  again.   



Sunday Teisho, Rinzai-ji, August 22 1999, Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Mumon’s Poem On Mu 

 

 

 
10 

 What I want you to be able to do is manifest the wisdom for yourselves that never 

forgets that the Dharma activity  never fixates itself.  Sometimes it manifests the condition 

that we could call the condition of God, or Buddha, the condition of sacredness, the condition 

of Absolute Truth, but also inevitably sometimes it manifests the condition of the secular, of the 

human world.  The Dharma activity  always, in the process of its acting, will manifest the 

states of God and Buddha, but also will manifest the human states.  But if you think that your 

human state is fixated, that’s a big mistake.  Inevitably you will manifest your human self, but 

just as inevitably you will dissolve that human self and enter those states which we call meeting 

God or meeting Buddha. 

 

終 

the end     

 


