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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

Third Day Dai- Sesshin, April 14, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

THE CASE 

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

 

 Through yesterday, I've been talking about all sorts of different things.  But no matter how 

much I talk, no matter how much I try to explain what kind of thinking you should have in order to 

catch the experience of Mu, in order to really experience Mu for yourself, it doesn't seem like it's 

helping. 

           When Buddhism or Zen talks about the Mu that Joshu said, we can't say that it was a 

word or a sound.  It's something that is completely beyond saying that it's a word or a sound.  It's 

something that completely doesn't belong to the world of words.  We can't say that it was Joshu 

crying out.  We can't really say anything about it.  So no matter how much I try to talk about it, I 

can't really get to the end of it. 

           The reason why I can't get to the end of talking about it is that, I guess maybe the best 

thing to call it is a shout.  That shout cannot be fixated.  This was a shout that can never appear 

twice. 

           If we want to, we can imitate the crying voice of a dog or a cat or a man or a woman.  

But a true crying voice, a true shout cannot be done a second time.  When we meet something really 
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good or when we meet something really bad, we might shout out.  Although we might be able to 

imitate that shout again, we cannot truly do that same shout again. 

           When we say "beyond all words and phrases" that means that the shouting voice has 

destroyed the world of words.  That voice has squashed the world of thinking.  For example, when 

you meet the moment of death, the way you express yourself there, the words you might say there can 

never be said again.  They might be imitated but can never be done again. 

           When we talk about that it means we'll never be able to have that meeting again and 

maybe that's why we think it's a sad thing.  Then when we say that something doesn't belong to 

words, doesn't belong to thought, has gone beyond all words and phrases, that means that we can 

never meet with it a second time. 

           In Zen we say that for someone who really has caught the experience for him or herself of 

"beyond all thinking; beyond all words or phrases," that that person has gotten the wisdom that clearly 

knows that. 

           If a mother gives birth to a child, she definitely has experienced the suffering of giving 

birth.  After having that experience, of course you can talk about it.  You can say this or that about it.  

But you can never repeat the experience itself.  But that mother has had the experience of the 

suffering and struggle of birth so she can express the meaning of it in some way in words, although in 

Zen we might say that it is a meaningless meaning. 

           Although we might be able to talk about meaning, it's still just a meaning.  The thing 

that we can talk about still isn't the truth.  Everybody says that they want to know the true meaning, 

but to really experience the truth is very difficult. 

           Even if you have experienced true love, then afterwards you might be able to express it in 

words.  But those words are just some sort of meaning that isn't the truth itself.  But what I'm saying 

is that for people who have truly experienced the suffering of life for themselves, because they have 

that experience, they can explain in words the principle of what the suffering of life is. 
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           Having said all of that, I think you should know what the practice of Tathagata Zen is all 

about. 

           There are a lot of people who consider themselves writers and write lots of things, which 

is nice.  But if you write something about Zen and it isn't correct, then that makes a lot of problems 

for me.  So what I need from you is to practices so that you can really manifest the wisdom for 

yourself that knows what giving birth is and what manifesting true love is so that when you write about 

it, it will be correct. 

           When we look at human life and ask what is the most unhappy thing that can happen, it 

is, of course, war.  When we look at the individual level of life, I think it's fair to say that the most 

disturbing thing, the thing that causes us the most pain, is to fight with our lover or our husband or 

wife and to have to separate from them. 

           The position of Zen therefore is to demand of each one of us to find some way or another 

to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows why wars happen; why we end up fighting each other; 

why we end up separating from each other if we are married or loving each other. 

           As for what I talked about yesterday, well, I forgot.  Actually I listened to the tape this 

morning of what I talked about yesterday, but then, in the ten minutes between when I listened to it 

and when I started giving this teisho, I forgot again.  When you get to be 92, this is what happens. 

           When you're 92 and you listen to your own teisho, you can't help but thinking, "I'm 

impressed.  That was a really good teisho."  When I listen I think, "Next year, I won't be able to give a 

teisho like this any more."  Then I end up completely forgetting.  Even if I rest for just a moment 

after I listen, I've already forgotten. 

           So when the Shika came to meet me to bring me the teisho this morning, I asked him 

what I had spoken about yesterday.  Because he never sleeps during teisho, I thought he would know.  

And he said, "I think you talked about giving and taking."  So then I was happy knowing, "Okay.  

That's where I got to yesterday," and then I came. 
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           At least in the world of words, we can understand, we can ride upon these words of the 

activity of giving and taking.  Of course, you selves who have been listening to teisho and hearing my 

words have heard me say, "Do the activity of give and take!"  But in the end the question is, "Are you 

really doing it or not?" 

           When you listen, you might think, "Yes!  That's it!  It's just the way the roshi says it is!"  

But in your real life, if you're a married couple and you meet your husband or wife, do you really start 

doing the motion of give and take, or not? 

           When you do the activity of give and take, your total self is already doing that activity, so 

your "I am" self is gone.  But in Zen we say that if you attempt to do the activity of give and take, 

standing up on your "I am" self, although you might be able to imitate it, you won't be able to really do 

it. 

           We have to say, therefore, that if a couple is truly standing up on the position of give and 

take which has no "I am" self, then there's nothing more noble.  There's nothing more wonderful than 

this situation of being in a coupled relationship.  But as I just said, if you get tied up by the "I am," if 

you are fixated on the position of the "I am" and try to do the activity of give and take, the true tenet 

of give and take will never be manifest. 

           The self who says "I am," the selves who say "I am" who do the activity of give and take 

have different characters.  In other words we have the man, the one who's doing the plus activity and 

the woman, the one who's doing the minus activity.  They have different characters, but those are the 

two who are trying to do the activity of give and take. 

           In Tathagata Zen we say that it won't become true give and take unless the plus activity 

engages the activity of doing plus and the minus activity engages the activity of doing minus.  The way 

we teach is to say that, in the example of a couple, the husband has to dissolve being the husband and 

the wife has to dissolve being the wife. 

           I don't think that in Japan the roshis give examples like this anymore. 
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           When the plus self dissolves himself and the minus self dissolves herself, then they're no 

longer plus or minus and we say that that self which has dissolved itself is the incarnated self. 

           This Buddhist word, the original word being "for the record," "bhakeru or kesshin"(GIKO 

SP?), when you look in a big dictionary, no matter what big dictionary you look in, you might find the 

definition "incarnate," but it doesn't really hit the mark.  For even this most basic word, 

"bhakeru"(GIKO SP?) to incarnate, when I think about it it makes me think that it must be really 

impossible to understand teisho.  Even this most basic word, if you investigate the meaning of the 

English word and you investigate the true meaning of the Buddhist word, they are different.  So how 

can you possibly understand? 

           When you look at the explanation in an English dictionary, it seems as if the thing which 

incarnates is a fixated thing, that it actually exists.  There is a writer here among us and after teisho 

he or she might come and say, "Well actually roshi you're wrong about that.  The English meaning of 

'to incarnate' isn't what you say."  But, no matter what you say, I think that the English meaning is 

different from the true Buddhist meaning. 

           The way Tathagata Zen teaches is to say that incarnating is never apart from the self.  

When the plus activity does the minus activity, that's incarnating.  When the minus activity does the 

plus activity, that's incarnating.  When the self does the activity of "no self," that's incarnating. 

           Whether it's the East or the West, if you read a novel, oftentimes there are ghosts 

coming up in the novel.  But if you think that the ghost is a fixated thing other than the self, that's a 

mistake.  When the self incarnates into something which is not the self, that is incarnation.  The 

activity of incarnation is nothing which is separate from the self. 

           When we ask, "What is not the self?"  Well, it's the other. 

           It's you!  That which is not I is you! 

           When plus incarnates, then you, the man, has become the woman.  When the woman 

incarnates, she's now a man. 
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           When we use the word incarnate, it means "the self is seeing the self."  When you do 

the activity of mind, when you do the activity of heart which recognizes that which is not your self as 

your self, which recognizes the you as I, then you are doing the activity of incarnation. 

           When you look at a flower and you manifest the wisdom that clearly perceives the flower 

as your self, then you are doing the activity of incarnating.  There is no incarnating apart from that. 

           So getting back to the activity of give and take, when you do the activity of giving, who is 

it that you're giving to?  You're giving to your self. 

           And how about the taking?  How about the activity of stealing?  What are you 

stealing?  It's your self that you're stealing. 

           When your self becomes that which is not your self, all of those activities are the 

activities of incarnating.  But in Tathagata Zen we say that if I only explain it that far, it's not true give 

and take yet. 

           What Buddhism, what Tathagata Zen asserts is that, apart from the activities of plus and 

minus, there are no activities.  When plus and minus do their activity of take and give, then as I've 

said so many times before up until now, they will manifest the situation of meeting each other.  I've 

been telling you over and over that when that situation of meeting is broken through, then plus arrives 

at the origin of minus and minus arrives at the origin of plus. 

           Tathagata Zen is the teaching which asks you, which demands of you to carefully 

contemplate in your own zazen, whether you are manifesting the plus self or whether you're 

manifesting the minus self, you must contemplate how that self makes relationship with the opposite 

activity. 

           There really aren't any other roshis who can give this kind of teisho, and I'm starting to be 

unable to give it myself, so please listen carefully. 

           When we talk about the entire world, the complete world, that is the world where both 

plus and minus live.  That is the world where plus and minus do their activity of giving and taking.  
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When we say that plus and minus have met each other, that means that plus has manifested half of 

that world and minus has manifested also half of that world.  This is the, shall we say, very kind and 

careful teaching that Tathagata Zen gives. 

           I've been telling you that when that situation of having met is broken through, then 

minus arrives at the origin of plus and plus arrives at the origin of minus.  When minus breaks through 

the meeting, then she experiences the world of plus.  Plus also breaking through, then experiences 

the world of minus. 

           It's very difficult.  You have to be able to manifest the wisdom that at least intellectually 

knows this, and you also have to experience this for yourself.  But we say that, at the point of meeting, 

the minus activity has experienced half of the entire world of minus.  Similarly, the plus activity has 

experienced half of the entire world of plus.  Then, having broken through that meeting, the plus 

activity experiences half of the entire world of minus and arrives at her origin.  Similarly, the minus 

activity experiences half of the entire world of plus and arrives at his origin. 

           So, everyone, were you able to manifest the wisdom that understands this without 

mistake? 

           You have to do zazen until you really know for yourself that, in the beginning, the minus 

activity is only experiencing the minus world.  When they meet, she has only experienced half of the 

minus world.  The plus activity in the beginning is only experiencing the plus world, and at the point 

of meeting, he's only experienced half. 

           When she breaks through, she catches the experience for herself of the plus world, and 

finally arrives at the source of plus.  This is when minus is catching the experience of the plus activity 

for herself, so that's zero.  But that zero is not the complete zero.  It's incomplete. 

           It is not the case, at this point, that the complete worlds of both plus and minus have 

been experienced.  They have only been experienced imperfectly, incompletely.  In the same way, 

when the plus activity meets the world of minus and then breaks through that place of meeting, and 
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then experiences the world of minus until he arrives at the very source of minus, he is manifesting zero.  

He is experiencing the minus world for himself.  But, in the same way, this is not the perfect, 

complete world of zero.  This is the imperfect, incomplete zero. 

           If first you don't do zazen until you can manifest the wisdom that clearly knows this 

principle, then even if you did zazen for a hundred years, you wouldn't be able to get what this Mu 

koan is about. 

           Plus and minus have arrived at each other's origins, and then they both do an about face.  

They turn around and they see each other again.  And then they both think, they both notice, "I'm 

sorry to say but we've only experienced half of zero.  We've only experienced half of the entire 

world." 

           So, I hope you understand that the way we teach here is to say that, at this point, plus 

and minus both somehow or another must find the way to then experience the complete, perfect zero.  

They must find a way to then experience the entire body totally. 

           At this point, minus is standing up at the very origin of plus.  But she can't return to her 

own place of origin, her own hometown by doing the minus activity.  And plus also can't return to his 

origin by doing plus.  In Tathagata Zen we say that the minus activity at the origin of plus then 

incarnates herself into plus.  Actually, she has already incarnated into plus.  So by doing the plus 

activity, she can return home. 

           Plus, having arrived at the origin of minus, at once transforms, incarnates himself into 

minus.  Then he does the minus activity.  So by doing the contracting activity, he can return to his 

own origin. 

           The teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that, up until this point, plus and minus have both 

experienced half of the world of both plus and minus.  But, through doing the activity of returning, 

they then both are able to experience the complete zero, the total body of the world.  Plus and minus 

together both have become zero people.  They have completely, mutually together incarnated 
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themselves into zero.  (They are now) neither plus nor minus. 

           The teaching of the enlightened ones is to ask us to please do zazen and manifest the 

wisdom of zero for yourself.  What I'm saying is, I'm asking you to know for yourself this basic 

principle.  If we start back at the beginning with plus at his origin and minus at her origin, they both 

face their purpose.  They both face their goals.  Then we say that they both do the activity of going.  

They do the activity of going until they arrive at each other's origins.  At that point I said that they 

manifested half of zero.  But it's through the activity of returning that they both manifest the perfect 

zero. 

           Only when this complete, perfect zero has been manifest is the wisdom manifest which 

includes all of the plus activity and all of the minus activity.  We very sternly teach that it is only here 

that a thought will arise which is different from any other thought you have had.  (It is only here) that 

wisdom will arise that clearly knows that the perfect zero is the manifestation which has all of plus and 

all of minus as its content. 

           The perfect, complete self is this zero self.  It is this self which has all of plus and all of 

minus as its content.  And although it might be confusing to say this, we also say that this self is a self 

which has transcended both plus and minus.  The English word "transcend" as a translation for 

"choitz"(GIKO SP?) is also not a good translation.  We actually can't transcend anything. 

           What we mean by transcend here, the way we teach is to say that because the self has 

made all of plus and all of minus its content, it is free from both plus and minus. 

           If you get the Mu koan, let's say you're a man, then you must face the koans of "How do 

you become free from being a man?" and "How do you become free from woman?" 

           There's no way that, if you have an "I am" self, you can become free from either man or 

woman.  (There's no way that) you can transcend either man or woman.  It is nly when you make all 

plus and all minus your content that finally you can become free from plus and minus.  Finally you can 

transcend plus and minus. 
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           Now to go back a little bit in the story to the first meeting of plus and minus, when plus 

and minus meet and they break through that meeting, there is inevitably a result which results from 

that activity of breaking through. 

           Although it's time to stop, I can't stop here because it's too good of a place to stop, so I'll 

keep on talking for a little while.  Anyway, when we get back to this "breaking through" of the first 

situation of plus and minus having met each other, the minus activity takes one infinitesimal portion of 

her self, 0.0001 of her self, and sacrifices that, gives that.  Plus also takes the same 0.0001 of him self 

and gives that forth. 

           Plus and minus are both acting without will.  So plus and minus themselves cannot know 

that they're doing the activity of giving 0.0001 of themselves in order to do the activity of breaking 

through.  And that which is formed through plus and minus giving 0.0001 of themselves is the 

imperfect zero. 

           It is because plus and minus both, together share in doing the activity of giving birth here 

that breaking through the place of meeting is possible.  But nobody can know this.  Even though we 

can't know it, this condition inevitably is manifest. 

           This condition is that which is the result of this first breakthrough of this first meeting.  

This imperfect, incomplete zero which has been formed from both plus and minus giving 0.0001 of 

themselves, that is the most imperfect zero.  That is the most subtle, the most detailed, the most 

minute manifestation of zero.  We say that that is the very basis for the manifestation of any self, for 

the manifestation of any existence.  Buddhism doesn't simply say that things are manifest, things are 

born randomly or haphazardly without conditions.  It is through this activity that things are manifest. 

           Plus and minus are doing this activity which results in this kind of result without us 

knowing it.  During the period of time when we aren't knowing, plus and minus are already doing this 

activity. 

           This condition of the result develops, matures and comes to do the activity of knowing.  
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That's the teaching of Buddhism.  Really, this kind of a talk is a kind of a talk which makes you sweat 

blood. 

           If you're a mother or a father who really has participated in birth, then you should know 

what I'm talking about.  But if you're the kind of human being that, after birth, just cuts out of there 

like a dog or a cat, then you won't be able to understand. 

           Some people say, "Roshi, you shouldn't say such things!  That's terrible!"  But I'm not 

making it up.  That kind of thing does happen in our world.  That's why I'm talking.  Actually, this is 

an important part and I shouldn't really stop here even though we've gone over by about five minutes, 

but, probably some of you have to go to the bathroom, so, I'll stop. 

            

終 

the end 

  


