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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

Seventh Day, Dai-Sesshin,  July 17,  1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

 

THE CASE 

   Joshu Osho.  A monk asked Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha nature or not?”  Joshu answered, “Mu.”  

 

 I have been talking over these past six days, over and over again, about the Dharma activity.  

In other words the activity that brings into being this cosmos, this world into which we are born, and 

the activity that forms all the existences who reside in this cosmos.   

 If you really can manifest the wisdom that knows the Dharma activity clearly then you wouldn’t 

have to study this koan of Joshu’s Mu, and you wouldn’t have to listen to teisho about this koan either. 

 The person who compiled the Mumonkan begins the koan by simply saying, “Joshu Osho.”  

Who picked up Joshu Osho?  It is because there is someone to do the taking up that the taking up has 

been done.  It is all of you who have picked up Joshu.  Before you go any further with this koan you 

have to clearly know that you who are now listening to this teisho is the one who has taken Joshu up.   

 And you also have to clearly understand where you were before you picked up Joshu.  And 

you also have to clearly understand that when you do take Joshu up then you and Joshu are facing 

each other, one being the subject and one being the object.  You are separate from each other.   

 Please see clearly that the Great Cosmos has split right down the middle, and you are standing 

up in the position of the subject, and Joshu is standing up in the position of the object.   
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 And you also have to clearly see that when you pick up Master Joshu you are making a 

relationship with him in a unique one and only place.  And you have to see that when you totally 

make relationship with Master Joshu then Joshu who is living as an object in the world of objects, and 

you, are both gone.  The worlds of subject and object both vanish.  Please understand that when 

you totally make relationship with Master Joshu, and become one then the worlds of subject and 

object are both gone, and what is manifest is a one and only singular world. 

 When you make relationship with Master Joshu where is God?  God is neither in the world of 

the object nor the world of the subject.  God has completely become one with both subject and 

object.  And you also have completely become one with both subject and object.  And so you and 

God must be one.   

 If you stay in your fixated “I am” self, and wonder what God is, and say this and that about God, 

then God will always be an object for you.  No matter how much you talk about God, in fact the more 

you talk about God the more separate you will be from God.  When it is no longer necessary to talk 

then you and God are one.  When you become one with God then the subject, that is you, and the 

object, God, have become one.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that when subject and object vanish that is the one and 

only world.  When subject and object become totally one that is the true world.  And also in 

Tathagata Zen we say that the state of the true world is called the condition of zero, or the condition of 

the true God.  It is a condition that itself doesn’t need to do the activity of comparing, and doesn’t 

need to be compared. 

 Stop seeking God.  When you do God will be manifest. 

 And then this monk comes along and asks Joshu a question.  And when the monk asks the 

question at once the world of oneness, the one and only singular world has been broken apart, has 

divided in two.  But it is very easy to misunderstand this.  If you read other Roshi’s teishos on this 

koan then you can see they are almost all making mistakes about this.  Almost all of them, even 

thought they don’t realize they are making mistakes about this part, they are.   
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 Where did the monk come from?  This monk who is facing Joshu, of course he has been 

manifest from the Dharma activity.  And when Joshu appears as an object to this monk, when Joshu 

can be seen by this monk, he also has been manifest from the same Dharma activity.   

 What kind of a world is it that the monk was born from?  He was born from the Dharma world.  

You have to see clearly for yourself that the world the monk appeared from was of course the Dharma 

world, which is the world of the Dharma activity.  And we can also personify the Dharma activity and 

call it the activity of mind, or the activity of heart.  We also sometimes call it the God activity or the 

Buddha activity, because God, Buddha is doing the true activity of heart or mind.  And then we see 

further that activity is comprised of the opposing activities of plus and minus.   

 You, just like the monk, you folks seem to love to ask questions.  So don’t forget, when you 

are asking a question you are appearing just in the same way as this monk appears.  This monk is not 

somebody else.  This monk is you.  You have to really see this clearly.  Where did you come from?   

 We who have learned Tathagata Zen, and have been transmitted the teaching of Tathagata 

Zen, in our teaching we are taught that the Buddha, Shakyamuni Buddha, the Enlightened One taught 

his disciples that it is when plus and minus clearly separate from each other that in between plus and 

minus the “I am” self is born.   

 Please think carefully for yourself that if it is a person who is unquestioningly, unconditionally, 

uncritically acknowledging the existence of the “I am” self, and from that perspective saying this and 

that, that kind of a person doesn't know anything about the nature of the self. 

 When plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata separate from each other it is because an 

imperfect space has been manifest in between them that they do separate from each other.  Haven’t 

I been telling you this over and over and over again?  The imperfect space of course is manifest from 

perfect space.  Of course perfect space is that condition in which plus and minus have totally become 

one.  That is something we can no longer call the material world.  We call it the formless world.  Or 

I suppose we can call it the spiritual world.  I know I am repeating myself, but perfect space is the 

unification of plus and minus, the unification of subject and object, which is the real cosmos itself.  
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And, as I have been telling you, this is the same as the manifestation of true love.   

 And I have also been telling you over and over again that it is only when plus and minus become 

first distinct from each other, and then actually separate from each other that imperfect space is 

manifest.  When perfect space divides itself that is when imperfect space is manifest.  And when we 

look carefully at how perfect space divides itself we see that the plus activity of perfect space gives a 

trillionth of itself, and the minus activity of perfect space gives a trillionth of itself.  And those 

infinitesimal portions of plus and minus come together, and make up the space that serves to separate 

plus and minus. 

 The moment imperfect space is manifest the plus activity is imperfect too.  And minus is the 

same way.  She has given a trillionth of herself in order to birth her child, and so she also is not 

perfect anymore.   

 And at least as one temporary way of teaching, as least as one metaphor we can see that the 

plus activity, when it becomes imperfect is now doing an activity we call past.  And the minus activity 

when she becomes imperfect is now doing an activity we call future. 

 Nobody can see the perfect plus or the perfect minus.   The state of perfection is not 

something that is material.  It is the spiritual world.  The world that is beyond all form.  The world 

that nobody can see. 

 When the imperfect “I am” self is manifest, the “I am” self that has plus and minus imperfectly 

as its content, then, right at the same time, the imperfect activities of plus and minus are also manifest.  

And as I just told you we call those the past and the future.  And we call that imperfect “I am” self the 

present moment.  The present moment has both plus and minus as its content, but imperfectly.  The 

present moment is zero, having both plus and minus, but not the perfect zero.  In this situation past, 

present, and future are all the same in that they are all imperfect.  And what Buddhism asserts is that 

this world of imperfection, this world of past, present, and future is what we call the worldly world, the 

saba world.   

 The imperfect plus activity, we teach, is the father.  In other words the father, who is a 
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material father, with a body, is the imperfect plus activity.  And similarly, the origin of mother is the 

activity of minus, but, because she has already given some of her minus to the child, she is now 

appearing as the imperfect activity of minus.  This is what I have been telling you time and time again.  

And the “I am” self has both plus and minus as its content, but it is also imperfect.  The teaching of 

Buddhism says that this world of imperfection is the very beginning of the material world. 

 And so if you attach to your “I am” self, as long as you are attached to your imperfect self you 

will be stuck living in the material world, and you will always be being controlled by this material world. 

 And to look at it from a slightly different angle we can say that, although most people think that 

their mother and father were existing before they were existing, and then they came afterwards: most 

people think they were birthed by their mother and father who were existing before them.  In 

Tathagata Zen we say that is all wrong.  I know some people will be shocked by that, but that is what 

we come right out and tell you.  It seems as if everybody thinks mother and father were born before 

the child is born.  The reason why you think that is because you fixate your mother and father.  But if 

you can clearly manifest the wisdom that knows that neither you, your mother, nor your father are 

fixated then you will really grasp that you, your mother, and your father all are born in the same way 

together from the same Dharma activity.   

 When past and future become one that is perfect space, that is the perfect Dharma.  But past, 

present, and future inevitably will appear right in the Dharma world.  And when that happens you, 

and your mother and father are manifest right at the same time.   

 But before you and your mother and father were born this giant Great Cosmos was simply the 

activities of plus and minus only.  If you must talk about God, or Buddha, of an Almighty, then God, 

Buddha, The Almighty is the activity of zero.  The True God is when plus and minus have totally 

unified.  That is zero. 

 The “I am” self is not the perfect self.  The “I am” self is always the imperfect self.  And the 

imperfect self is always making objects of past and future.  That is how you have to understand the 

imperfect self.   
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 You have been manifest as the present moment.  So where is Master Joshu?  Although Joshu 

is the senpai of the monk asking the question, and has been manifest from the Dharma activity in the 

same way as the monk.  You have to see clearly that both the monk and Joshu are manifesting 

themselves in the same world of the present moment.  Please see carefully for yourselves that Joshu 

and the monk both have the same home.  Their home is the world of the present moment.  And 

they are both making objects of past and future.  And they are both being embraced by both past and 

future at the same time.  They are friends in this world of the present.  If the monk was in the world 

of the present, and Joshu was in some other world, like the past or the future, they couldn’t possibly 

be talking to each other.   

 We all are in this world of the present together.  We are all friends.  We are all brothers and 

sisters.  And because we all share this same world of the present together we can talk to each other.   

 And they are talking to each other about the Dharma activity.  Maybe Joshu says, “You were 

born from the Dharma activity, and maybe the monk says, “No, that can’t be.  Wasn’t I born from my 

mother and father?”  This is the kind of conversation they were having.   

 An enlightened person is someone who has clearly manifested the wisdom that knows the 

Dharma activity.  And so an enlightened person will without fail freely follow the Dharma activity, will 

undoubtedly manifest the Dharma activity.  People who do no have the wisdom that knows the 

principle of the Dharma activity are blind.  Anything they say is stupid and boring.   

  And so here is the monk, and he asks a question.  Now, when Joshu and the monk were 

talking, and here you can see that things were the same back then as they are now, I mean, this puppy 

comes along, and so you can see that back in those days too the temples took care of puppies, and so 

as they were talking here came a puppy.   

 So how about this puppy?  Isn’t this puppy living in the same home as all of us?  Isn’t the 

puppy living in the present moment with all of us?  The puppy might be living in the present moment 

with Joshu, but it is Joshu who has the wisdom that knows the Dharma activity.  And what about the 

monk?  The monk is a monk, but even though he is a monk he has not yet manifested the wisdom 



Seventh Day  Dai-Sesshin, July 17 1999    Teisho by Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi On Joshu’s Mu 

 

 

 

7 

that truly knows the Dharma activity the way Joshu has.   

 What about the puppy?  Is the puppy manifesting the wisdom of enlightenment?  Is the 

puppy manifesting the wisdom that clearly knows the Dharma activity?  The puppy isn’t worried 

about whether it is or not.  It’s not a problem for the puppy.  No matter how clever a puppy it is, no 

matter how advanced a puppy it is, a puppy isn’t thinking, the way people do, thoughts like, “Am I 

enlightened, or am I not enlightened?”  Puppies have not developed this kind of thinking, this kind of 

consciousness, the way people have.   

 And the monk immediately upon seeing the puppy takes the puppy up as the subject of his 

question and asks, as it says clearly in the text, “Does even this puppy have the activity of the wisdom 

of enlightenment? Does even this puppy have the same enlightened wisdom as the enlightened 

wisdom Shakyamuni had?  Is even this puppy doing the activity of wisdom that knows the Dharma 

activity?  Or isn’t it?”  

 In the text it actually says “Bussho 仏性 Buddha nature.”  And a Buddha is someone who is 

awake, someone who has opened up their eyes.  And a Buddha, that is the Buddha activity will always 

do the Dharma activity.  When you say Buddha Nature it means the activity of an enlightened person.  

An enlightened person is someone who has perfectly manifested the wisdom that knows the Dharma 

activity.  And so an enlightened person without fail will manifest the Dharma activity, will manifest 

Dharma Nature.  You have to understand that this word Buddha Nature means the same thing as 

Dharma activity, or Dharma nature.   

 Every single existence is revealed through Buddha Nature.  Every existence is given birth to by 

Buddha Nature, by the Dharma activity.  Enlightened people are those who have manifested the 

wisdom that grasps this principle, and so we call the activity of an enlightened person Buddha Nature.  

Enlightened people will, inevitably be doing the Dharma activity.   

 And if it is not a human being, if it is a caterpillar, or a bird, or a dog, even though they don’t 

have the wisdom that knows the Dharma activity, even though they do not know this principle, they 

are appearing doing the Dharma activity.  And if you are a human being, but you are not manifesting 
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the wisdom that clearly knows the nature of your birth, the principle by which you were revealed here, 

that does not clearly have the wisdom that knows you are born from the Dharma activity, then you are 

just like a caterpillar, or a dog.  But actually, if you are a person who does not know the nature of the 

Dharma activity you are worse than a caterpillar, or a bird, or a dog, because caterpillars, and birds, 

and dogs don’t have the confusion and the suffering that we have when we are trying to know this and 

that.  They are just manifesting the Dharma activity, without knowing about human suffering.  In 

Tathagata Zen we say that if you have the body of a person, if you are showing off the face of a human 

being, but you don’t know the Dharma activity, and you go around asserting your “I am” self, then you 

are worse than a bird or a dog!   

 Dogs are loved, but impudent, cheeky people end up not being loved.  It is easy to love cats 

and dogs, but it is really hard to love egotistical people who go around asserting their “I am, I am” all 

the time.  So be careful. 

 So I hope now you can really understand clearly this conversation between Joshu and the 

monk.  The monk asked, “Is this puppy doing the activity of enlightenment now, or not doing the 

activity of enlightenment now?”  The question, “Does the puppy have Buddha Nature or not?” is a 

very sharp question.  It is actually asking, “Is this dog right now doing the activity of enlightenment or 

not?” 

 If the monk had asked about a human being then it would have been an easy question for Joshu 

to answer, or for any of us to answer, but since the monk asks about whether a puppy dog is doing the 

activity of the Dharma, an enlightened activity, it becomes an awesomely difficult question.   

 If the monk had been an enlightened monk, and Joshu had fallen into answering in terms of the 

puppy having or not having Buddha Nature, the monk might have cut Joshu’s head right off.  But this 

monk it seems, is still tied up by having or not having.  So luckily Joshu got out of it without losing his 

neck.  But no matter what kind of a monk it is, Joshu must answer in a way that doesn’t deserve 

getting his neck cut.  How should he answer?  To have or not to have, isn’t the point.  Dogs, and 

cats aren’t worried about having or not having.  And even dogs and cats, even butterflies, they are all 
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manifesting true love, and through that manifesting the perfect self.  Even dogs and cats can manifest 

true love, so how can it be that you , who are people, can go around not manifesting true love?! 

 This is the kind of answer Joshu gives.  It is a zero answer.  It is an answer which neither says 

“has” or “has not.”  It is neither a plus answer nor a minus answer.  True enlightenment, the true 

Dharma activity is zero.  Do you understand this?  It would be a good answer to just do the perfect 

self.  Just do the action, just do the movement of a dog, or a cat, or a caterpillar, or a bird when they 

are manifesting the perfect self, when they are manifesting true love.  But, if you, a person, as your 

answer, temporarily take up the activity of a caterpillar, or a dog, or a cat, or a bird, and imitate their 

way of manifesting true love, people will laugh at you.  How, then, as a person, should you show your 

demonstration of true love?  The only way you can answer is to manifest zero, to manifest the perfect 

self.   

 When it says in the text, “Joshu says Mu,” that Mu Joshu says is not a Mu that is in 

contradistinction to U, and it is not U that is different from Mu.  It has gone beyond any kind of 

comparing.  It is a Mu that is the unification of U and Mu.  It is the manifestation of zero, the 

manifestation of the perfect self, the manifestation of true love.  It is the true past, the true future, 

the true present.  Truth is beyond all comparison. 

 In Tathagata Zen we say that when you manifest your perfect self then you have manifested 

both U and Mu, both being and non-being, both man and woman, both expanding and contracting 

together.  That is your true self.  That is zero.  That is reality itself.   

 Right now, how do you manifest zero? 

 That is the end of teisho.  We are just out of our time, and so this is the end of the teisho on 

Mu, but the monk in the koan, even after all of this he is still interpreting Mu as the Mu, the non-being, 

the nothingness in contradistinction to being, somethingness.  And if I talked more about that, about 

what happens next in the conversation then we could clarify more the activity of zero, but for now lets 

stop. 
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終 

the end 


