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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

Fourth Day, Dai-Sesshin,  July 14,  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.”  

 

 For the first three days I have been talking to you about the Dharma activity.  The teaching of 

Buddhism says that the Dharma activity is the activity that brings all we existences into being, as well 

as this Great Cosmos that is our home.   

 And to speak a little bit more about this Dharma activity I would like to remind you that it is 

very important to manifest the wisdom for yourselves that knows that the Dharma activity never stops 

acting.  But we can also say that the Dharma activity does stop.  It stops, and then it moves, stops, 

and moves over and over again.   

 That is why I have been telling you that the position of Buddhism is to say that it is utterly 

necessary for us to learn how to perceive both of these activities:  the activity of stopping and the 

activity of moving.   

 If we say that it is the nature of the self to move, to act, then we can say that the aspect of the 

Dharma activity which is stopping is the activity that negates the self.  And I have been telling you 

how it is essential to Buddhism to recognize two mutually opposing activities, and I could use the 

English words being and non-being, or being and “no-being” to describe these two opposing activities.  
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And I have also been telling you that in Buddhism we call the activity that affirms the “I am” 

proclaiming self the tatha-gata activity, and that activity that negates that self the tatha-agata activity.  

And we can also say simply that Buddhism is founded upon recognizing the two activities of living and 

dying.   

 But these two activities of living and dying, or we can just call them plus and minus, are not 

always opposing each other.  Originally they were one.  They will undoubtedly meet each other, and 

then unify with each other.   

 Whenever plus and minus unify with each other that condition of unification also is not fixated.  

Again without fail plus and minus will do an activity of separating from each other.   

 And I also have been telling you that if you were to fixate the condition of unification then you 

might think that Buddhism is a monistic way of looking at things, but since it is not fixated, since plus 

and minus always will again enter a state of opposition, which also is not fixated, you can neither call 

Buddhism a monistic or a dualistic way of thinking. 

 You need to carefully contemplate this activity for yourselves: the activity in which the plus 

activity is taking the lead.  In other words the U, Being, Activity of Moving, Activity of forming a self, 

Activity of affirming the self is taking the lead, and is also being accompanied by its opposite activity.  

And, through this sort of acting plus and minus become one.  If we are saying that the plus activity is 

U, is Being, is having something, then the opposite activity, the minus activity would be Mu, Non-being, 

not having something.  In Chinese Buddhism they often called these two activities simply U and Mu.   

 And in general people think of these words U and Mu as being opposite from each other.   

 And so in Buddhism we say that if we are to recognize something that is called a self, then we 

have to understand that self as something that does both of these activities, and has them both as its 

content.  The self has both U and Mu as its content, and manifests them both.   

 But if a self comes to think that it really loves to do the activity of living, but it detests doing the 

activity of dying, that it wants to do U all of the time, but never wants to do Mu, then that kind of a self 

is a lopsided, very deeply desire-full, egotistical self.  If you attach to the U, Being activity, then you 
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will be afraid of the Mu, Non-being activity, and always try to avoid it.  If you attach to the living 

activity then you will always be afraid of the dying activity, and try to avoid the dying activity. 

 According to Buddhism, in general, most people are doing this.  Everybody is seeking after 

living, and trying to avoid dying, but Buddhism says that is not the true way of being of a self.  If you 

love U, and are seeking being, then I suppose U would become the benevolent God for you.  And 

Buddhism says that if you are thinking in that way, and Being is the benevolent God for you, then Mu, 

non-being would become the evil God for you.  This is how we first come to recognize these things 

we call good and evil, God and the devil.   

 But when you start recognizing things in this way that becomes the cause for fights, and if it is 

between two countries that becomes the basis for countries to war with each other.   

 According to Buddhism when these two opposing activities of U and Mu, plus and minus, yes 

and no become one then, if we are going to speak in terms of a self that is the perfect self, that is the 

zero self.  When you make all of living and dying, both, together your content then that is the 

manifestation of the perfect self.  And if you want to talk about salvation, or being saved, Buddhism 

says that the only way to attain salvation is through doing this.  No matter how much living activity 

you make your content as long as  you are avoiding the dying activity you will never reach salvation.   

 And Buddhism further says that without fail that self that does make all of plus and minus its 

content will be manifest.  In other words the “I am” self will undoubtedly manifest the zero self, 

manifest the condition in which thinking is not necessary.  So that is the perfect self, that is the self 

that doesn’t need to think.  

 And now we have to ask what kind of a self is the thinking self?  The thinking self is the 

imperfect self.  The self that has plus and minus imperfectly as its content is the imperfect self, is the 

self who thinks.  This is the teaching of Buddhism.  So in what kinds of times do the “I am”, 

imperfect  selves appear?   

 Today I will talk about how, within this thing we call a self, there are two aspects, the aspect of 

perfection, and the aspect of imperfection.  Because you need to practice this I will explain in what 
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kinds of situations the imperfect self appears, and in what kinds of situations the perfect self is 

manifest.  

 The perfect self is the zero self, is the self in which plus and minus have become one.  It is the 

self who has all of plus and minus as its content.  This is unification.  And as I always tell you, in 

Buddhism we say this is the manifestation of true love.   

 The manifestation of oneness, the manifestation of perfection, the manifestation of true love 

also can be called the manifestation of the true dharmakaya, the manifestation of True God.  

Buddhism says that it is only through this manifestation that we can find real peace of mind, or real 

salvation.   

 And Buddhism also says that everybody has experienced true love.  According to Buddhism in 

a mosquito manifests true love, and through manifesting true love manifests the true self.   

 But human beings manifest true love so many times, over and over again, unlike mosquitoes, 

that we forget about the manifestation of true love.   

 But, as I keep on telling you over and over again, Buddhism says that even though plus and 

minus will inevitably become one, and manifest zero, that condition is not fixated.  Without fail that 

activity will manifest itself as separation.   

 When plus and minus manifest the activity of zero they are bringing the world of zero into 

being.  And of course that world of zero is the great cosmos. 

 And what makes the Great cosmos?  It is these very same activities of plus and minus that are 

in space that are making this Great cosmos, and when plus and minus become one then absolute space 

is manifest. 

 Some people might have the question, “These activities of plus and minus, where could they 

possibly be acting in?”  And actually if you have that question that shows you have been practicing 

pretty much, but of course it is only this world that they could be acting in.  It is only this one and only 

singular world in which plus and minus can act.   

 In this one world plus and minus are meeting and becoming one, and separating, and becoming 
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one, and separating, and meeting, and becoming one, over and over.   

 When plus and minus are not acting then this Great Universe also is not acting.  When plus 

and minus are not acting then the Great Cosmos is just staying absolutely still.  

 But plus and minus never stop.  They are always continuing their activity of becoming one and 

then facing each other.  The moment they face they become one again.  The moment the become 

one they face again.  Over and over.   

 The teaching of Buddhism says plus and minus are always doing this activity, always acting 

together in this one world.   

 A loving couple, also, is always acting together in their one shared home, in their one shared 

world.  When plus and minus meet each other in their one shared home then they become one, and 

then both are gone.  They are both gone, but that means that they are manifesting their shared world 

together.  If you cannot even understand that principle then I guess that is why you get stuck in your 

infantile ways of thinking. 

 There are times when plus and minus are not unified with each other, but they also haven’t 

actually separated from each other.  They are facing each other, no longer in unification, both 

touching each other, but not actually separate.  This is when they are distinct from each other, and 

facing each other, but not separate (それは、分離すること無しに対立分離しておる状態とこう言

っているのである).  And then this condition of mutually touching each other is also dissolved, and 

then they cannot even see each other’s faces, then they have completely become one.   

 And in the sutras they describe this activity variously: sometimes it is called “Not one, not two,” 

and sometimes they call it “Not the same, and not different.”  This activity of the Dharma activity is 

an activity in which plus and minus are only doing these two situations:  they are either completely 

one, or they are facing each other.  And because only these two are being done, there is nobody 

there to know this activity.  The reason why there is nobody who can know this activity is that plus 

and minus aren’t doing the activity of thinking.  They do not have thought.  Plus and minus are 

simply acting.  They are not in the world that has good and evil, or sin in it.  They are not in a world 
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that has things such as being adorable, or being hateful.   

 This activity is also called the condition of the origin.  And so we further can say that there is 

no self that does the function of knowing in the condition of the origin.  A self has not been manifest 

yet.  The condition of the origin is an activity that has no thought.  It is a condition in which the 

human being has not yet appeared.  And it is Buddhism that further names that condition the 

manifestation of true love.  But in this condition we cannot say that plus loves minus and minus loves 

plus.  When true love is manifest there are no longer things such as loving and hating, or thinking 

somebody is adorable or disgusting.   

 So where do these things such as thinking someone is adorable, or thinking someone is hateful 

come from?  Buddhism says that it is only when the “I am” self emerges from the condition of the 

origin that the “I am” self thinks things like something is adorable or hateful.   

 So why is it that from these activities of plus and minus who are acting without any thought, 

from these activities that are simply expanding and contracting without any thinking, why is it that 

from these two activities the thinking “I am” self emerges.  Buddhism says that we must investigate 

this question.  As I always tell you, in general nobody investigates this question.  Everybody just 

simply unquestioningly accepts the existence of his or her “I am” self, and from that uncritical position 

says this and that, calls some things good and other things evil.  That is the big mistake.   

 Buddhism says that when we ask where the “I am” self has been born from, has appeared from, 

it is of course from these activities of plus and minus.  When they act they give birth to the self.   

 Of course when plus and minus do the activity I was describing before, when they are distinct 

from each other, but not separate, when they are just facing each other, of course in that situation 

there is not yet any self.   

 But when plus and minus truly separate from each other then according to the teaching of 

Tathagata Zen inevitably there is space in between them.  And we call the space that appears in 

between plus and minus imperfect space.  Do you understand?  When plus and minus separate 

from each other truly, and manifest this imperfect space in between them it is that imperfect space 
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which is the very beginning of an “I am” self, the very beginning of any existence.  That is the teaching 

of Tathagata Zen, and of course that is also the teaching of Buddhism.  But what about this space?  

How is this space formed?  Tathagata Zen says that both plus and minus sacrifice some of themselves, 

give some of themselves, and through this giving they manifest the space that is in between them, and 

through manifesting that space it is possible for them to actually separate from each other.   

 And this space is the beginning of the “I am” self, and since this space has received equally of 

both plus and minus it is zero.  It is zero, but it isn’t perfect.  The reason why we say that the “I am” 

self here is zero, but not the perfect zero is because it has only been given a part of both plus and 

minus.  It has been given plus and minus equally, so it is zero, but not totally, so it is an imperfect 

zero.  If we say that the complete activity of plus is 0.5, and the complete activity of minus is minus 

0.5 then if that self did receive all of plus and all of minus when it is first manifest then it would have 

no plus on its right, and no minus on its left, because it would all be part of the self.  Plus and minus 

would be all gone from outside the self.  

 But this self, when it is first manifest doesn’t have all of plus and minus as its content, and so 

the minus activity which is not the self is appearing on the outside of the self, and the plus activity 

which is not the self is appearing on the inside of the self.    

 And further Tathagata Zen says that when we look at the minus activity which does manifest 

itself together with the manifestation of the imperfect self, that minus activity world is also not 

perfect.  It also is manifesting itself imperfectly.  The reason why the minus activity that does appear 

right together with the appearance of the “I am” self is not perfect is because it has given some of 

itself in order to birth that “I am” self that we can call its child.  This is the teaching of Tathagata Zen.   

 And what about the plus activity?  The plus activity appears at the exact same time as the 

appearance of the “I am” self which is its child, but he also, in the same way as the minus activity, has 

given some of himself in order to birth that child, and so he also is imperfect.   

 And so at least as on expedient way of teaching in Tathagata Zen we say that when we look at 

these three worlds we see that all three of them are imperfect.  We have the imperfect world of plus, 
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the imperfect world of minus, and the world of the self which is zero, but it is an imperfect zero.  And 

we say the imperfect world of minus is the activity of imperfect minus that is forming the future, and 

the imperfect world of plus is the activity of imperfect plus that is forming the past, and the activity of 

the self, the activity of the imperfect zero is the present. 

 You are here, and you are supposed to be doing zazen.  So why don’t you get serious, and at 

least one time try to contemplate this appearance of the worlds of past, present, and future in a 

serious way in your zazen.   

 When plus and minus become one that is the state of completion, the state of perfection, the 

state of perfect space, where there is no subject or object.  And that manifestation of zero, that 

manifestation of true love is a condition in which things such as equality and differences have been 

transcended.  In other words the manifestation of zero is a manifestation in which the material world 

has completely vanished.   

 But when past, present, and future are manifest they all have imperfect space as their contents.  

When the “I am” self is manifest it is manifest as an imperfect activity of zero, an imperfect space, and 

that is what we mean by the worlds of past, present, and future.   

 This is very difficult, but maybe, if you keep practicing later on in your lives someday you will 

understand it.  This is the Buddhist explanation of the difference between the material world and the 

non-material world.  According to Buddhism the non-material world is the world of emptiness, and I 

suppose you would like to call it the spiritual world, and that’s fine.  But when we describe what the 

material world is, that is the world where the self is imperfectly doing the activity of zero, ad the plus 

activity is also imperfect and manifesting the world of past, and the minus activity is imperfect and 

manifesting the world of future.  That is the material world. 

 When the self is born it both plus and minus as its content, but imperfectly.  And that is why it 

is a material self in the world of form.  And when the imperfect self is manifest the minus activity also 

reveals herself, but also in an imperfect way.  This imperfect activity of minus gives rise to the world 

of the future, and this future world is also in the material world.  And in Tathagata Zen we say that if 
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we look at the past, it also was not existing before the manifestation of the “I am” self, it comes into 

being right at the same time as the “I am” self, and it has the imperfect activity of plus as its content. 

 I fully realize that I haven’t explained exactly how the “I am” self is born, but at least you should 

know that past and future appear simultaneously with the appearance of the “I am” self.  And we 

also know that these worlds of past, present, and future are the material world.  You need to 

carefully contemplate this until you can manifest the wisdom which clearly knows it to the extent that 

you think, “YES, THAT’S IT!”   

 It is about time to end so I should stop, but I want to go on for a little more. 

 The “I am” self is imperfect, but it does have both plus and minus as its content.  But the 

future is different than the self.  It only has the minus activity, and furthermore it only has an 

imperfect amount of the minus activity.  And the activity of past is the same.  It doesn’t have both 

activities.  It only has the plus activity.  It only has an imperfect amount of plus activity.  But you 

must contemplate this for yourself in order to truly understand it. 

 These fundamental questions:  What is the material world?  What is the spiritual world?  

How can you be a student of Zen and not be contemplating these questions?  And how can you call 

yourself a teacher of Zen and not really understand these things?  These days it seems as if there are 

a lot of teachers of Zen who don’t know these basic things, but are going around teaching Zen.  That 

is why Zen is being destroyed.   

 I have been saying all of this stuff, and so hopefully, if you have been listening, at least a little 

bit, you have come to understand, a least a little bit, what it means to do Zen practice. 

 It’s hard isn’t it?  Don’t you think it is difficult? 

 

終 

the end 


