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TEISHO BY KYOZAN JOSHU ROSHI

Mumonkan Case One: Joshu’s Mu

Joshu Osho. A monk asked Joshu, “Does even a dog have Buddha nature or not?”

Joshu said, “MU.”

Yesterday I spoke about how Joshu Osho and the monk were having a

conversation together. I think I probably talked about yesterday how the conversa-

tion they were having was started by the monk asking Joshu, “What is Buddha-

nature?”

In English, bu-sho is usually translated as Buddha-nature, but something

about it just doesn’t sit right with me. It doesn’t seem like a good translation. In

the original Sanskrit, they had the word, Buddha, and they also had the word Bud-

dha-ta, Buddha activity, and this was translated into bu-sho in China.

When I hear Buddha activity in English, that sounds weird to me too. Any-

way, this Buddha-ta is interpreted to mean in Zen, the activity of an enlightened

person. What we say is that,  if you’re unenlightened, that everything that you

have to say is a mistake. And the speech of an enlightened person is unmistaken.

If  you’re an unenlightened person, and you say,  “God exists,”  because you’re

talking about something that you can’t see with your eyes, and giving that thing

an absolute reality, that’s a mistake.

No matter what kind of magnificent, wonderful things you have to say, as

long as you’re speaking from the way of thinking that recognizes a world of ob-

jects, then you will always be stuck in a world which is separated, the subject

world from the object world. But in actuality, subject and object do sometimes

separate, and the situation of the separation of subject and object, therefore, has a

truth to it.

We can’t really say that the separation of man and woman is a mistake, be-

cause in actuality, men and women do appear separately. The way of being, the

nature of appearing, the nature of being separate, it is a truth also. We have to rec-

ognize this truth also. But in Buddhism we say it’s a mistake, if you’re a man, to



fixate  the  separation  of  man  and  woman,  and  think  that  woman  is  fixatedly

woman. A woman is never a fixated woman, and from the perspective of woman,

you should never look upon man as fixated man. Fixated man doesn’t exist.

If you want to learn the truth, if you are standing up from the position of

knowledge, you must remember that, as long as you are still stuck in the position

of subject, you will never be able to experience the oneness of subject and object.

According to Zen, when man and woman become one, when subject and object

become one, that is zero, that is the perfect condition.

Here in America there are lots of different kinds of Zen which are popular,

but I wonder how many of them emphasize and really practice this manifestation

of zero. Why don’t you go looking for yourself and see? When man and woman,

subject and object become one, that is what we call the complete person.

Then we must ask ourselves, “Is this condition of the unification of man

and woman, the perfect human, is this the truth?” Because both subject and object

have melted into this one condition, then of course we can call it the singular,

unique, one and only condition. But that condition also is not a fixated thing. That

condition again will separate into subject and object.

To say that the truth is the unification of subject and object, or to say that,

no, really, reality, the truth is the separation of subject and object, in Zen we say

that both of those are a mistake.

If you’re a professor, let’s say, of epistemology, the basis of knowledge,

then you can never throw your epistemology away. You just are standing up in

your epistemology and chattering endlessly about it.

To say that the condition of zero is not fixated, that it will separate again

into the condition of the separation of subject and object, and that both of these

conditions have a truth, that both of them have a reality, we have to ask, who is

saying this? Who speaks about this? “This is the truth. No, this is not the truth.

This is zero. This is not zero. Nothing is fixated.” Who is it that is saying end-

lessly, going on and on talking about these things? This is what you have to figure

out in your practice. Who is it?

In Zen we say, of course there is nobody who is saying this other than your

self, this human being who has developed. If there is a God, an almighty, a com-

plete being, then the complete being, they’re not speaking about these things. God

doesn’t have a mouth,  doesn’t have ears,  doesn’t  have eyes. That’s what Bud-



dhism says.

The person is the one who looks on someone else who’s jabbering and

blabbering on and on, and says, because they have ears they can say, “Oh, what a

great talk,” or they can listen to music and say, “Oh, what beautiful music,” but

God doesn’t do these things.

The complete condition is zero, and when the complete condition sepa-

rates, that is the human world. The person who is talking about this is none other

than your very self. So what you have to do yourself, is see clearly into where this

self who speaks comes from. Did it fall from heaven? Did it bubble up from the

earth? Which one? It would be fine if it has fallen from heaven. And it would be

just fine if your self has bubbled up, like a spring coming out of the earth.

If you say that it’s not true, that one of these isn’t true, that, for instance

you only come from falling from heaven, then you have negated, you have denied

the bubbling up from earth aspect. Or if you say, no, it’s not true that we fell from

heaven. We really all bubbled up from earth, then you again are making opposi-

tion. Then there will be a fight.

Buddhism doesn’t get involved in these questions of whether the world is

limited or whether the world is limitless. People discovered this thing called at-

man, and then they started talking about whether atman was limited or limitless.

People  had lots  of  different  arguments  about  Brama,  and atman,  and whether

Brama was eternal, or not eternal, or whether the material world was eternal or

not eternal. Buddhism doesn’t even get involved in these kind of debates about

whether the subject is the true one or the object is the true one.

When you look at arguments like this, it looks as if there are two different

selves bickering about them, but if you look at it more carefully, you will see that

there is always only one self. It’s only the self that can take up this question of

whether the self fell from heaven or bubbled up from earth. There’s nothing other

than the self that can deal with this question. The power of falling from heaven,

the power of bubbling up from the earth, the self has both of these powers as its

very content, and we caution you, don’t be lop-sided toward either one.

The two mutually opposing activities that I’ve been talking to you about,

of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, we tell you that the self is the thing that has these

two  activities  completely  equally  as  its  content.  The  thing  which  falls  from

heaven, I guess we could call it the activity of woman. And how about the activity

which bubbles up from the earth? Maybe that’s the male activity.

It doesn’t really matter which one you say, but according to Tathagata Zen,

the thing that has taken up both of these activities in an absolutely equal way is



your self. Because the self has appeared, having man and woman totally equally

as  its  content,  we say that  the self  is  a  complete  thing.  But,  the self  has  not

grasped up the total activities of plus and minus, the total activities of man and

woman.

Because the self has not grasped the complete activities, it makes the ac-

tivity of plus an object. The self comes to look upon both subject and object. It

looks upon the object, which is the male activity, and the subject, which is the fe-

male activity. What I’m asking you is to take your ass, and really plant it down,

and contemplate this in zazen.

We caution you that the tatha-gata activity, which has appeared as an ob-

ject to the self, this tatha-gata activity which we can call father, does not have the

complete plus activity, the complete tatha-gata activity as its content. Tatha-gata

has become no longer the complete tatha-gata.

The reason for this is because tatha-gata has given some of himself away.

He took a part of himself, one small fraction, and gave it in order to create the

child, and so this tatha-gata which is father is not complete. Mother is the same.

The true, original condition of mother is tatha-agata. But tatha-agata has given

one small fraction of herself to the child, and when she appears in this state of

having given some of herself away, that is when she is mother, and this mother is

not the complete tatha-agata.

Tatha-gata and tatha-agata, no one can see them. They are definitely act-

ing, but nobody can see this activity. But with the birth of the child, tatha-gata and

tatha-agata have transformed into father and mother, and they have transformed

into the physical world, the material world. They can, therefore be seen.

Both mother and father have appeared in this incomplete state. They are

both incomplete, and so they are in this condition of being separate and being op-

posed to one another, and they can see one another, as well.

The self has appeared, having tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus,

completely equally its content, but not totally it’s content. The original state of the

child, therefore is zero. It’s zero because it has plus and minus equally as content,

but it is an incomplete zero. It has appeared as a material being. With the appear-

ance of the self within the body of tatha-aagata, the material world has appeared.

In the world that self has not appeared, if the self doesn’t appear, that is

the absolutely, totally peaceful world. That is the world where there is no seeing,



no necessity to see. Tatha-gata and tatha-agata are simply doing their repetitive

activity, over and over again, in utter peace. It’s Zen practice to manifest the wis-

dom for yourself that understands this principle.

People get ordained thinking, “Hmm, maybe that’s a good idea. Maybe if I

get ordained, I’ll get something good,” but then they find the moment they get or-

dained, Roshi just becomes sharper with them. If you are wearing the koromo, the

monk’s robes, don’t think that the Roshi’s going to be really nice to you. It’s the

opposite. He just gets more severe and sharper with you. So it’s better just to be

an ordinary person. Really,  to become ordained is just a bunch of suffering.  I

don’t recommend it.

But I guess ordination is okay, because you really need to do this practice

of not leaning toward plus, or not leaning toward minus, and if  you have this

strong sense of practice, this strong desire, this strong heart of practice, to do this

kind of not leaning to plus or minus kind of training, then I guess it’s okay to be

ordained.

When plus and minus give birth to this child, the activity that plus and mi-

nus do is actually giving their own blood. They break themselves open and let

their blood flow in order to give part of themselves to the child, to give birth to

the child.

The activity that the child is doing in this situation is the activity of mak-

ing content, the activity of receding. This is the activity that we spoke about yes-

terday of ju, and that means receding, or making content. Without doing this ac-

tivity of receding or making content, the self cannot appear.

So, can you stop in this condition of having made everything content, hav-

ing made content? It’s impossible to fixate this condition of having received plus

and minus. Why? The plus activity never rests. It’s always acting as plus. The mi-

nus activity never rests. She always acts as the minus activity.

We do our zen practice by attaching the names to plus and minus of plus

being expanding and minus being contracting. You have to do your zen practice

by considering yourself as plus, if you’re a man, and as minus if you’re a woman.

Men must do expanding, and women must do contracting. You always have to be

looking from this kind of perspective as you do your practice.

If you are no longer capable of doing your activities of expanding and

contracting, then there’s no need for you to come here and try to practice zen. You

should just go to an old people’s home, and idle your days away. You have to do

this activity in a relentless, energetic way. You have to somehow find a way, each

one of you for yourself, to do these activities of expanding and contracting.



The child which has been born immediately must make relationship with

mother and father. When the parents make relationship with the child, for exam-

ple, when the father makes relationship with the child, the father does the activity

of plus in making relationship with the child. And the mother does the activity of

minus in making relationship with the child.

Luckily, the child has both plus and minus as its content. So immediately,

the child is able to make relationship with mother and father. When father gives

rise to plus, the child can give rise to plus and make relationship with father.

Without being tricked or being swindled in any way, the child can immediately do

these activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, follow this principle without mis-

take.

Mother  and  father,  without  thought  make  relationship.  The  child,  also

without thinking, is able to make relationship. This process that I’m describing is

the process of our growth and development, and this process will inevitably ap-

pear. I guess it’s fine to teach all sorts of different various things, but without

teaching this principle of how the self is born and how the self matures, then your

zen is a mistake.

This is the kind of thing that Tathagata Zen teaches, but it seems that no-

body is really interested in it, so if you’re going to be a zero teacher, you’d better

get  used to  it,  you’re  not  going to  make any money.  Zen people  don’t  make

money. If you want to make money, get into another profession.

If you want to teach zen and make money in your teaching of zen, then

you have to do all these kind of irrelevant, uninteresting kind of teachings that

will make people happy, and make people feel good about themselves, talk about

God, talk about some mysterious principle, talk about some kind of legend or

myth. There is no kind of mysterious teaching to zen. It’s such an obvious, clear

thing that we teach.

This condition in which child makes relationship with mother and father

will inevitably occur, but in this condition what has happened to the child?

The time is going by, but since I’ve decided to really stay here firmly for

this whole month, I guess I don’t have to be tied up by worrying about time in my

teisho.

So in your zazen there you sit, and you’re pulled by the plus activity, and

you’re pulled by the minus activity, and the father makes relationship with you by



giving rise to your plus activity, and the mother makes relationship with you by

giving rise to, waking up your minus activity.

The child is pulled toward the father by father, and when that happens the

mother says, “No, come over here,” and then the child is pulled by mother, and

the father says, “No, come over here,” so what should the child do? If you only

make activity with the plus activity, then the condition of plus appears, but the ac-

tivity of feeling doesn’t appear at all.

In zen we say that if you make relationship with the plus activity only,

with the father activity which is affirming the self, then not even one speck of the

kind of feeling like, “This is a bad feeling,” or, “This is a sensation,” none of that

will arise. But it’s not possible to make a pure clear relationship with father, be-

cause mother is getting in the way. It also is not possible for the self to make a re-

lationship  with  mother  which  is  a  relationship  of  no  sensation,  completely

smooth, completely pure relationship with mother.

In zen we say that sensation appears because the self makes relationship

with both mother and father simultaneously. Because the self is completely sur-

rounded by man and woman, that is why sensation appears.

The self, as I’ve been telling you, is a self which has both plus and minus

as its content. The thing that you are making relationship with, and that is making

relationship with you, are also plus and minus. The minus activity is on the out-

side of the self embracing the self, and the plus activity is on the inside of the self,

embracing the self.

It is not the case that the plus activity is always on the outside and the mi-

nus activity is always on the inside. When father is on the inside, then mother be-

comes the outside, and when mother is on the inside, father becomes the outside.

The self goes through all sorts of different transformations and changes. That’s

why, when we look at the world of sensation, there are so many different sensa-

tions.

So I hope now that you understand at least a little bit of how this activity,

this function we call sensation arises. It’s because the self is embraced by inside

and outside simultaneously, by these two mutually opposing activities, that sensa-

tion occurs.

I’ve been telling you how the activity which makes the self appear is this

activity  of  ju,  receding,  making content.  But because the self  is  always being

pulled by mother and father, plus and minus, it cannot remain fixated. Because the

power of mother and father is much greater than the power of the child.

The father then, takes all of the plus activity that he had previously given



to the child, and steals it back. The mother also steals back all of the minus activ-

ity that she had previously given to the child. This is the activity of parents eat

child.

If it’s a cat, or even a tiger, if that cat or tiger’s children are about to be

stolen from it by people, it will simply eat its own children. This activity that I’m

talking about is exactly like this, when the parent eats the child it has itself given

birth to.

Here, the child can really find rest, really find peace, when it finds its true

home in the world of father, no longer needing to be pulled by mother, or in the

world of mother, no longer needing to be pulled by father.

When the child disappears here, mother and father can directly touch one

another. This is the condition we call facing, or contrasting. When plus and minus,

tatha-gata and tatha-agata are in this condition of directly touching, facing one an-

other, this is the appearance of a completely new condition of the source.

This is the manifestation of a new self, the manifestation of a new tatha-

gata and tatha-agata. This kind of wisdom that understands this principle of mani-

festation of new self must come up for the self which has disappeared.

This condition of the disappearance of the self is the condition we call in

Buddhism, mu-ga, no atman. The self which appears doing the activity of ju, of

receding, is the atman. It’s Bramhanism that gave birth to this whole idea of at-

man, and so Buddhism doesn’t negate this idea. But this atman is the incomplete

atman. This atman, however, does not fixate. It negates itself. It dissolves itself,

and catches for itself the position of mother and father.

All of us are born, and after being born we all must do this process of mat-

uration, and in this process of maturation, inevitably we must go through the ac-

tivity of mu-ga, of no self, no atman.

(Bang!)    All of you are sitting there with a self. How did you experience

no atman, no self, when you heard this sound? No atman is complete atman, so

how did you manifest complete atman? Now your head is going to be spinning,

but I ask you, now how do you manifest incomplete atman? How did you mani-

fest complete atman when you heard the sound?

I just got the signal to stop. All of the beings that are tied up by time,

you’ve all completely disappeared.

The activity of ju, receding, is not the complete activity. This activity sim-



ply appears as a skillful means on the way to the complete activity. The self which

appears as the self of receding is not the true self. It’s simply a condition which

inevitably appears in the process of one complete self becoming the next complete

self.

Because you’re all attached to this self of receding, you can’t do the activ-

ity of advancing. That’s why we teach that this ju self, this receding self, this self

which is just part of the five skandhas, is simply a skillful means self, and not a

fixated self. For the beginning people here, I guess I didn’t really get very far in

my teisho, but I will continue during the next teisho.


