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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 
Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

November 19, 1999 

Translator: Giko Rubin 
Mumonkan Case One: Joshu’s Puppy 

 

I have been giving teisho over and over again on this part.  The reason for that is 

that it is my job to lead you to an experience of this verse of Mumon’s that is unmistaken.  

In fact, I have just been talking about the very first line of this verse, “The dog.  The Buddha 

nature.  The perfect manifestation, the command of truth.”  That is what I have been talking 

about over and over again.  

What is the important thing in this first line?  It is the puppy.  The puppy 

represents an existent being who has limited the Dharma activity, who has limited the Great 

Cosmos.  A plant, a mosquito, a fish, a bird, an animal, a human being: all of these things 

are existent beings who are manifest having limited the universe, having limited the 

Dharma activity.  They are all in the imperfect condition.  Every single time I give teisho I 

tell you this same exact thing. 

All of these things, who are first manifest as the limited universe, however, 

whether it as a plant, mosquito, animal or human being, will, inevitably, go on to manifest 

the perfect self, the complete Dharma activity. 

From the old days, in Tathagata Zen, one way of naming the imperfect self is to 

simply call it the small self, in contradistinction to the perfect self that we call the great 

self, or the great atman.  And, every single small atman, small self, from the mosquito to 

the human being, undoubtedly will go on to manifest the great self, the perfect self.   

Everybody always tells me when they hear this, “Yes, I understand.  I 

understand.” But then when I ask you, “When you see this pencil, how do you manifest the 

great self, the perfect self?” you are stumped.  Or if I ask you, as I hold up my pinkie finger, 

not Gutei’s Finger, just my pinkie finger, “How do you manifest the great self when you 
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see this finger?”  nobody seems to understand.  This is why I have to repeat myself, over 

and over again.  When you say, “I understand,” that is your "I am" self understanding my 

words, but when it comes to really understanding the Dharma activity itself, you do not 

even understand a tiny bit. 

Every single imperfect "I am" self will inevitably dissolve itself, and manifest the 

perfect self, and so this puppy as well will dissolve itself and manifest the perfect self.  And 

one way of describing the manifestation of the perfect self, is to call it the manifestation of 

Buddha nature, the activity of the enlightened one.  So, this puppy, as well as everything 

else, has Buddha nature.  This is when it is your turn to say, “I understand.”  

When the perfect self, Buddha nature, true love is manifest, then the imperfect, 

human, material world is gone.  If we, however, just teach about this world where there are 

no human beings, where it is just Buddha nature, just zero, just the perfect world, where 

there are no material things, where there is no "I am," nobody will be interested in it.   

In Tathagata Zen, therefore, we go on to be careful to not forget to explain that 

the condition of true love, one true nature, the perfect self, the great atman is not fixated.  

Again it will break apart and the human world appears.  If you think, “Well, true love is 

really pretty good just as it is.  One True Nature is good enough,” and you try to remain in 

that condition of the perfect great self, One True Nature, well, maybe you could do that for 

five or ten minutes, but if you try staying there, fixating that condition, for an hour or two 

or three, the lice are going to start to hatch!  It is going to be terrible!  Tathagata Zen says 

that this state of the great self, of true love, of One True Nature, that we also call the state 

of samadhi, will unfailingly break open again, and when that happens the worlds of past, 

present and future are manifest. 

As I have been telling you when it comes to One True Nature, the manifestation 

of true love, there are two of these states.  One of them is brought about by the plus, living 

activity taking the lead, being aided by the minus, dying activity, until the state of not 

needing to do living anymore is reached, which we call the ultimately large.  And then that 
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ultimately large state becomes the origin for the minus, dying activity taking the lead, being 

helped by the plus activity, until the state of not needing to dying anymore is reached.  This 

is called the ultimately small.  The ultimately small is the result of the ultimately large.  

Both of these conditions are the perfect condition.   

When the expanding, plus activity is taking the lead, being helped by contraction, 

that place, that side of the process, is the place in which living is happening. 

If a child loves his father but hates his mother, only attaches to his father, but 

always abandons his mother, maybe that child, in a certain way, will be able to complete 

the living activity, but he will never be able to arrive at the condition of One True Nature, 

or true love.  He will not really be able to complete the living activity.  He will not be able 

to experience arriving at the state where living does not need to be done anymore, where 

all words are absolutely cut off.  Or if the child only loves mother, if the child is only 

attached to the female activity, and then, therefore, thinks that she does not need the help 

of father, the male activity, she will never be able to truly arrive at the condition of not 

needing to do dying anymore.   

True peace of mind only comes into being through experiencing both of these 

states, both the state of not needing to do dying anymore, and the state of not needing to 

do living anymore.  Even if you are a serious Zen student if I do not analyze this in more 

and more careful detail, you will not be able to understand it.   

The state of not needing to do living anymore is brought about by the plus, 

expanding activity taking the lead, but once that state is arrived at it is, oppositely, the 

minus, contracting activity who takes the lead in continuing the existence of that state, of 

maintaining this state of salvation called not needing to do living anymore.  Conversely, 

the state of not needing to do dying anymore is also a state of salvation, but it is the plus 

activity who leads in the activity of maintaining or taking care of that state of not needing 

to die anymore.  It is the living activity who brings the state of not needing to live into 

being, but it is the opposite, dying activity who maintains that state.  In the state of not 
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needing to do dying anymore, as well, it is the living activity that maintains that state.  

Therefore Buddhism very strongly asserts that whether we are in the state of having a self 

who is manifest, who is born, or in a state of not having a self, no matter what state we are 

in, appeared or not-appeared, we should never think one sidedly.  We should never think 

that, for example, when dying takes place, that the living activity has been totally 

annihilated, because it has not.  That kind of thinking is a mistake. 

These long sentences must be hard to translate.  Thank you. 

Buddhism says that we human beings, of course, have the function of 

consciousness, but when we arrogantly brandish our function of consciousness around, and 

parade it around, and arbitrarily and conclusively decide what living is and what dying is, 

then of course we are going to cause ourselves suffering.  Although it is difficult to 

understand, Buddhism says that it is only we human beings who arbitrarily, and self 

centeredly have decided that life has a definite end, life has a conclusive, finalized end, and 

death has a definite end.  We are the one’s who think that life and death have final cut off 

points.  But, in fact, they do not.  The original activities of living and dying will never 

disappear. 

Similarly we can understand that originally there is neither good nor evil.  

Although we can conceive of our human world as being divided into men and women, 

originally, the complete human condition has neither male nor female.  The original point 

of view is the zero point of view.  There is no good or evil in it.  In sociology, perhaps, 

they can come up with all sorts of different purposes or goals or ideals for human life, but 

in Buddhism we say very clearly that our goal or our ideal should be to manifest true love.  

We need to make our goal the manifestation of One True Nature, the manifestation of zero, 

the formless condition, of true emptiness.  This means we have to make our ideal to 

manifest the Dharma activity, the complete activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and 

minus.  

Mumon says, “The puppy.  The Buddha nature.”  These two are the imperfect 
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self and the perfect self.  What he means is that these are not fixated things.  The perfect 

self is manifest, and then the imperfect self, and then the perfect self, over and over again.  

If you yourself can do that repetitive activity, he says, that is everything.  Everything is 

included in that activity.  Salvation and suffering are both included in it.  There is no need 

to think about anything else.  All is included in this, what he calls, perfect manifestation, 

command of truth.   

The study and investigation of this perfect manifestation, of the complete activity 

is called siddanta, in Sanskrit, or shukyo  宗教 in Chinese Buddhism.  The kind of study 

and learning that is taking place in Buddhism, therefore, you should be able to see, is 

completely different than religion.  It is shukyo , it is siddanta, it is not religion.   

Shukyo , siddanta, means the kind of study that is investigating the very nature of 

this world, which is our home, and our very nature, we who appear and disappear.   

In siddanta, shukyo  itself, we should never reject the aspect of understanding, or 

learning, or study.  This aspect is important.  We have to see clearly into the principle 

behind why we are manifest in the first place.  When I say study, or learning, or 

understanding, gakumon 学問, I mean having an "I am" self, and from that "I am" self 

perspective understanding the principle of how that "I am" self appears and disappears.  

But if you just stop there, if you do not put that understanding into practice, then you will 

never manifest the wisdom that really knows what it means for the self to disappear.  It is 

possible to passionately study as a theory how it is that we disappear.  And that is the 

perspective of learning or study, the aspect of knowing.  

Mumon in the next line uses the expression u/mu 有無, and U is the activity of 

birth, existence, affirming the self, tatha-gata, and Mu is the activity of non-existence, the 

self disappearing, the self dying.  U is existing, Mu is not existing.  U is being.  Mu is non-

being.  U is the male activity, Mu is the female activity.  U is the giving activity.  Mu is the 
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activity of receiving the giving.  In this way we can carefully explain that U is the activity 

that forms man and Mu is the activity that forms woman.   

The "I am", the existent being, as I have told you so many times before, appears 

having received equal amounts of these two, U and Mu.  Your very self itself has both 

living activity and dying activity as its content.   

The newly born self does not have all of U and Mu as its content, but it has equal 

amounts of both, and so it is zero.  

When the self is in this state of imperfection there are portions of U and Mu that 

are not the self, that are surrounding the self.  And in this case it is almost all of U and Mu, 

because they have only given one hundred millionth of themselves.  U and Mu, however, 

are not complete, because they have lost that infinitesimal of themselves.  In this case U 

and Mu are much stronger than the child, so they are the ones who take the initiative, and 

approach the child, and make relationship with child, simultaneously and equally.   

Practice means to sit zazen and contemplate this activity.  It is not enough just to 

listen to teisho.  You have to, after teisho, sit zazen and contemplate this activity of U and 

Mu aggressively taking the initiative and approaching the self.  They are attacking the self!   

In this situation, in fact, the born self does not yet have the function of 

consciousness, but if we posit the function of consciousness on it, it would be in a very 

frightening situation.  It would see these gigantic, enormous powerful forces of U and Mu 

attacking it.  Here comes U from this side!  Here comes Mu!  U and Mu are attacking the 

"I am" self simultaneously!   

As I told you before, from the perspective of this child who is being attacked by 

U and Mu simultaneously, there are two different ways to understand what happens.   

One way to think of it is that U makes relationship with the child through doing 

U, and Mu makes relationship through doing Mu, and then they become one at the place 

where the child is.  In this case the expanding activity, through expanding is striving to 

become the complete expanding activity, and makes relationship with the child, trying to 
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complete himself.  Similarly the mother activity, the Mu activity makes relationship with 

the child in order to become the complete mother activity.  In this case, because the child 

is so much weaker than the parents, the child simply gives back to mother what it had 

received from her, and gives back to father what it had received from him.  This way of 

thinking about it emphasizes that every manifest existence inevitably will come to the place 

where it has to dissolve itself.   

When this happens then the child can settle down in father’s world.  The child 

understands father’s world to be his world.  The child has won father’s world for himself.  

In the same way, when the child gives back to mother the minus activity it returns to the 

minus world.  The child is now living in the minus world. 

When this happens again the pure activities of plus and minus are alone, facing 

each other.  When it becomes pure plus and minus alone facing each other, again the 

condition of the origin, the will-less activity is manifest.  This explanation, which is just 

one way of explaining it, now says that this is a new manifestation of the condition of the 

origin.  One way of teaching in Tathagata Zen, therefore, says very clearly, that it simply 

is not possible for the "I am" self to fixate itself.  Inevitably it will be in the situation where 

it must dissolve itself.  The self will undoubtedly experience this.   

Now the imperfect self is gone, and plus looks directly at minus, and recognizes 

minus as himself.  Plus recognizes minus as the one who will complete him.  Plus sees 

minus as the one who forms him, and so is him.  And conversely, minus sees plus as herself.  

She recognizes plus as the one who forms her, completes her, and therefore is her.  Here, 

the way of thinking that sees the opposite as itself, is born.   

Now here comes the other way of looking at it, I mentioned before.  In this second 

way of understanding it, mother and father, when they look upon the child, they love the 

child so much, they find the child so adorable, that they unconditionally give their whole 

body to the child.  In this situation when the imperfect plus and minus activities meet the 

imperfect child, then, through giving themselves, all of plus and minus become the content 
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of the child.  This is how we explain, in this way of thinking, the appearance of a new 

condition of the origin.  Because perfect zero is manifest.  

Just listening to the explanation I have given so far, the fact that this imperfect 

self is something that does living and dying, that is sometimes a living self, and sometimes 

a dying self, is not made clear.  But some way or another we have to recognize that in the 

process of our growth we will, inevitably, come to be beings who want to live and hate to 

die.   

So, although there are these two ways of thinking about this same activity in the 

teaching of Tathagata Zen, if you examine it carefully, because of the tendency to want to 

live and hate dying, we say that it is very necessary to teach the aspect of dissolving the 

self.  Inevitably we do come to think in terms of likes and dislikes.  We do come to think 

that we either hate men and love women, or oppositely, hate women and love men.  So, we 

must investigate how the Dharma activity brings this situation into being.   

The self is born, and although Mumon says, “a little bit,: what he means is that 

this is inevitable, that is to say, it is inevitable that the self will come to manifest the 

situation where it is moving to the left or moving to the right, climbing up to heaven, or 

falling back down to earth.  The self will always come to be in the situation of moving, as 

it is making relationship with plus and minus.  

In the situation when the self has not grown very much yet, has not developed 

very much yet, then the plus and minus surrounding the self are much stronger than the 

self.  And so, according to Tathagata Zen, absolutely inevitably the self will do the activity 

of dividing itself in two, and returning to father what it had received from father, and 

returning to mother what it had received from mother.  And when that happens the "I am" 

self is no longer there.  It is simply plus and minus, U and Mu, pure tatha-gata and tatha-

agata, alone.   

The self does this activity of dissolving itself over and over again, and each time 

it is reborn it is reborn with a further developed function of knowing of wisdom.  And it 
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comes to know that it lives in father’s world, and, oppositely, that it lives in mother’s world.  

When this self stands up in the plus world, and looks at the minus world, then the minus 

world is the world of objects to it.  Then it notices it needs the world of objects.  It notices 

that the world of objects is its world, is the world that forms it, is the world that is necessary 

for its own formation.  And simultaneously, this self, standing up in the world of minus, 

has the plus world as its world of objects, and recognizes that this world of objects, the plus 

world here, is necessary for it.  It needs the plus world.  It needs the world of objects.  That 

is what forms it.   

This is called the state of the self seeing itself.  From the state of the self seeing 

itself undoubtedly the self will know that it must do the activity of One True Nature, it 

must do the activity of true love.  The kind of consciousness that inevitably arises here is 

the consciousness that knows that plus and minus, together, are holding their one shared 

home. 

If a couple falls into the way of thinking that sees only the husband holding this 

one world, without the wife, then the wife will become miserable.  America is a female 

chauvinist country, a ladies first country.  Well, maybe not anymore, but anyway, if 

America was a country like that, then the woman would always ignore the man, and think 

that she was holding the world alone, all by herself, and the husband would have to always 

be small and miserable.  I have to say that from my point of view it seems as if these kinds 

of couples do appear here in America, even now.  Some couples, some families, are really 

manifesting themselves like this, even now.  This is not true democracy, if this kind of 

couple is manifest.  The reason why this unhappy situation comes about is because they 

have a hardened, ossified way of thinking about their roles.   

If you really study the nature of the self, if you really throw yourself into this 

study called siddanta, shukyo , then you will see that kind of lopsided situation is 

unacceptable. 

So then Mumon gives us, finally, his conclusion, “Soshinshitusmyo 喪身失命, 
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loss of body and loss of life.”  As the "I am" self grows and develops, with each step of the 

growth and development of that self the activities of U and Mu, the activities of living and 

dying, become smaller, they decrease, their form becomes less.  It is no longer necessary 

for them to be so strong.  And finally the "I am" self stands up in the position of having 

made all of living and dying its content.  This is inevitable.  This is the manifestation of 

Buddha nature, true love, true One True Nature.  What Mumon is saying is that 

undoubtedly you will dissolve your "I am" body and your "I am" life, and having dissolved 

that "I am" self you no longer will need to suffer being controlled by U and Mu outside of 

yourself.  Buddha, God, is no longer outside of you.  Buddha has become your content.  

This is not the world of words anymore.  This is not the good world, or the bad world.  

You cannot sing about that world.  You cannot even sing a poem about that world.  

There is no other way to express that world than in a wordless poem, a poem that has no 

words.  People say all sorts of things, “What do you think about love?” or “We should all 

be good.  We shouldn’t be bad,” but this state of losing body and life is the same as the 

perfect manifestation.  It is the world that there are not two of.  It is the one and only true 

thing there is.  That is One True Nature.  

So getting back to the two Japanese translations of this, we have to go for the one 

that says, “Definitely you will lose your body and your life.”  You will manifest One True 

Nature.  It is not like, “Maybe you will,” or “You think you will,” or maybe that is a bad 

thing, those are still from the point of view of the "I am" self.  You will manifest true love.  

You will manifest the one true reality that there is.  So if you want to answer this poem you 

must answer from the point of view.  This is how you have to manifest this poem. 

If you really experience this for yourself, however, you will find that state is not 

fixated.  Again this state of having lost body and life breaks apart, and the human world is 

manifest again.   

So finally we have come to the end of teisho on Mumon’s Verse on Joshu’s Mu. 

But there is one more thing that we Zen students who have been resurrected in 



6th Day Dai-sesshin,   November 19, 1999     Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho On Mumon’s Verse on Mu 

 

 

 

11 

this human world have to think about.  Even having listened to this lecture, explanation, 

teisho on Joshu's Mu, one thing that is not really brought out in this is the important 

question of why we become ill.  Why do we become sick?  Why do we become attached?  

Or what about this other thing, which we can say might be the most important thing for us, 

or might be the most disagreeable thing we have to deal with; Why do we assert our 

authority on each other?  Why do we come to do that?  When we brandish our authority at 

each other, around the foot of this mountain of swaggering authority, there always appears 

people thinking about their rights in relationship to that authority.  Although this situation 

can be understood in terms of siddanta it does not come out here (In Mumon’s verse?) at 

all.  It will not become true Tathagata Zen, however, if you cannot clearly, to the very 

bottom, see into the principle of why it is that we who are born as human beings come to 

seek power and authority, and why it is that we come to feel the need to assert our rights.  

And we also have to, just as carefully, understand why it is that we become sick and 

attached.   

We will talk about that later. 

 

終 

The End. 


