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One day a monk asked Joshu, “Does this dog have a Buddha nature?  Yes or no?”  Joshu 

said, “No.”

Mumonkan,  ch. 1

I’m very pleased to be able to participate in the auspicious event of this inauguration of a 

new Zen Center, which has come about through the help of Leonard Cohen.

I think that among the people that have gathered here, very few are familiar with what 

Buddhism or Zen is really about.

So I’d have to say that it’s a very difficult thing, a very challenging thing to try to explain 

to people that do not have much knowledge of Buddhism, what the essence of this is all about.

It’s challenging, but it’s not something that is impossible to understand.

There’s a famous metaphor that’s used to explain Buddhism.  I remember well hearing 

this.  It’s called the metaphor of the three empty bottles.  There are three bottles, one standing, 

one lying down, and a third one empty, but dirty inside.

Now, if you have an empty bottle, you can fill it completely with water.  It will receive 

the water naturally.

So, if water has been put into a bottle that is both empty and clean, we feel safe drinking 

that water.

On the other hand, even though the bottle may be clean and empty, if it’s lying on its side,

it can’t hold the water, so there’s no way that it can be a source of refreshment for those who 

might gather, that might be coming.

So, the bottle is clean.  The water also is clean.  Everybody can recognize that, but there’s

no way to drink that water.  As soon as you try to put it in, it flows out.

The middle bottle is standing up, so it can take the water, but it is of course a dirty bottle. 

It fills all the way up with the water though.

So, however much one might encourage a person to drink out of that bottle, people would



be reticent, saying, “No, that bottle’s dirty.”

So, the necessary condition for the teaching is that the bottle be both clean and upright, be

standing up, not on its side.

So, as I said, if a bottle is lying on its side, however much one may encourage people, 

saying, “This water will quench your thirst,” that bottle cannot serve as a source of that water.

Likewise, the dirty bottle, although it can hold the water, will not be something that 

people will receive that clean water from.

The teaching can be made available to people only if three conditions are fulfilled.  The 

water itself must be clean.  The bottle, the receptacle that holds the water must be clean.  But 

thirdly, it must be in the right posture, so to speak, not lying on its side.

But, if we happen to discover a natural well-spring, then everybody can drink from that 

with their hands, naturally, effortlessly.

If, due to one’s carelessness, that well-spring were to become dirtied, then people could 

not drink thereof.

So if you were to wash your hands in the source of water, you might be able to drink, but 

you would dirty it for the next person.

Now, all sorts of elaborate metaphors are possible, but the thing to bear in mind is that the

water, of its own nature, is primordially pure.

In this world of ours there are lots of different teachings that are of benefit to people, that 

are able to save people.

They say that this thing called religion cannot exist without God.  God is necessary for 

religion.

But, it’s very evident, and indeed has been pointed out by scholars of the subject, that 

when people conceive of God, they tend to conceive of God in a way that is quite self-centered 

and convenient for their own purposes.

However wonderful a God may be, if that God does something that is inconvenient for 

the self, then we don’t believe in that God.

So, people think that God is what is convenient to them, and they have to fight against the

devil, the devil meaning that which is inconvenient to them.

From the perspective of those wise people who really understand where the self and 

where this world come from, from their perspective they say that it is a mistake to deify one’s 



own convenience.

As I said, what you call religion could be defined as teachings about God, and that’s fine.

It’s fine, a good thing to acknowledge God as creator, that without which we would not 

come into existence.

But we, created, indeed manifested, born from God, are not necessarily always happy.

Anciently, teachings spread that said, and they were clever teachings, “If you believe in 

God, you will be happy.  You will be fortunate.  If you don’t believe in God, then you will not be 

fortunate.”

It’s natural, as we evolve, to have doubts and questions about our creator.

It’s very reasonable that people would come to question, “Why is it that the creator 

creates people to suffer?”

That’s why a line of thought developed that the reason that people suffer is because they 

have gone against God.

That was the situation about 2,500 years ago, in India, where people believed in the 

creator God that in Sanskrit is called Brahma.

So people in that age believed that an individual, and even that individual’s descendants, 

if they were suffering, they were suffering because they went against God, went against Brahma.

Probably we could say that every people, every culture has established the concept of 

God.

For example, I’m from Japan, and in Japan we conceive of the God of Japan which 

protects and saves Japan.

Similarly, in ancient India it was believed that the God Brahma was the protector of the 

Brahmins, that is to say the priestly caste.

When Buddhism was first introduced into Japan there was conflict.  There was opposition

because some people said that this is a foreign creed.  It is not the teaching about the gods that 

are the gods of Japan.

But, Buddhism made it through that period, and eventually was successfully introduced, 

and became part of Japan.

At that time the Buddhists had to really consider Buddhism coming into Japan.  How will

it relate to the pre-existing beliefs about the native gods of Japan?  How will the native gods 

relate to this new creed?



The way the Buddhists of that early period were able to accommodate the Japanese 

people was by pointing out to them that the complete one, the complete self, which we might 

refer to as the almighty, contains within in all the gods of Japan.

Certainly in this world of ours there are many various kinds of religions.

But, by and large these religions personify God in such a way so as to ease the life of a 

particular culture or ethnic group.

But they all insist that one gets saved by believing their personal God, their national God.

When we look out at our world it’s very evident that many, many of the conflicts around 

this world, perhaps all, have at their base these particular views of religion.

So whether it’s a teaching of national gods or it’s a teaching of one almighty God, God 

stands in contrast, in opposition to the human.

But if we want to talk about an almighty God, then what we have to mean by almighty 

God is that which recognizes and contains all versions of God.

But as long as one affirms only one’s particular view of God, and thinks about God as 

saving one’s self, then one is not a self that can really experience the almighty.

So, if we want to say that God exists, that God is real, that’s fine, but that almighty God 

must contain all versions of God, and this is something, this point of view is very difficult to 

understand.

Why is it difficult to understand?  It is because we stand in a self that we claim exists as a

thing, and we look at God over there.

The wise sages have said that it is only by relinquishing the perspective that claims, “I am

a thing,” that one is able to experience the all-encompassing God that contains everything.

As long as one is fixating the self that believes it exists, then one will never be able to 

understand and acknowledge all religions as one’s content.

It’s very challenging.  The self has to disappear, so that a complete self can appear.  Only 

then can one stand in the perspective of the almighty.

All gods, all religions must exist.  Then why is it that they fight amongst themselves?

It is because people don’t know how to dissolve the self.  They only know how to 

congeal, to fixate the self, and therefore inevitably oppositions develop.

Japan has been a Buddhist country for about a thousand years.

But, about 150 years ago a politically based movement developed to try to discredit 



Buddhism by saying that Buddhism is not a religion.

I will be ninety years old around May of next year.

This movement to discredit Buddhism on the part of Japanese politicians was called the 

Hai Butsu, or the Rejection of Buddhism, and when I was five, six, seven years old, there were 

still a lot of people living who remembered that period.

It was really a horrific thing, an actual persecution of Buddhism in Japan.

It’s a Japanese custom to place at crossroads statues of the bodhisattva that we call Jiso in

Japanese, whose Sanskrit name is Tsithigharbha, or Womb of the Earth, literally, to place these 

statues at crossroads in order to protect wayfarers.  You can go and see these very beneficent, 

kind-looking gentle images made of stone, that we call Jiso Bosatsu, or the Bodhisattva Jiso.

Now, Buddhism began with what is called the small vehicle, or Hinayana, and according 

to scholars, went through a process of evolution, eventually developing into what is called the 

Mahayana, or great vehicle.

The main teaching, although there’s quite a lot that’s complicated about the great vehicle, 

or Mahayana, but the main point was that, according to Mahayana we have to follow the path of 

the bodhisattva, or as we say in Japanese, bosatsu, the person of great compassion as is 

exemplified by those statues.

...be of benefit, indeed to liberate all beings.

So, there are within the Buddhist pantheon numerous representations of the bodhisattva 

ideal.  For example, Kannon Bosatsu, the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, or Jiso Bosatsu, Seishi 

Bosatsu, Monju Bosatsu, who is the Bodhisattva Manjusri.  There are endless bodhisattva 

representations.

So when one sees these representations of the path of compassion, then faith arises within

one, and one says, “I want to be like Avalokitesvara.  I want to be like Manjusri.”

So, this Bodhisattva Jiso, Jiso Bodhisattva as we say, was particularly prevalent at 

crossroads, and people used to pray, especially if they were having difficulty having children.  If 

they wanted to have children, prospective parents would pray to Jiso Bosatsu.

About 150 years ago, during this period of persecution, you could see all over Japan, 

decapitated stone statues of Jiso lying in the streets.

Who was responsible for the destruction of these images?  It was people that cooperated 

with the government policy of that time, the government policy making its excuse for its 



persecution of Buddhism that Buddhism is not a religion.  Buddhism does not recognize God or 

our national gods.

And indeed, Buddhism is not a religion.

Absolutely, Buddhism is not a religion.

Buddhists do not call their path a religion.  They call it that most valuable teaching that 

explains where the self and the world come from.

So, Buddhism is called, in Japanese, shu-kyo.  Kyo means teaching.  Shu means the 

source.  In other words, it is teachings about that activity that forms the self and the world.  It is 

the teaching about the very nature of our selves and the world in which we live.

According to Buddhism, it is not an anthropomorphic projected personified God that 

creates this world, but rather an activity.

So what Prince Siddhartha taught, who is the founder of Buddhism, is that there is only 

the pure doing, the pure activity that forms our self and forms this world.

Now according to Buddhism, in order for there to be any doing, any activity, there must 

be two oppositely directed aspects, two contrasting activities that could be referred to as plus and

minus if you wish.

So, this shu-kyo, this teaching about the source, explains how these two activities abide 

within their own unique world, outside of which nothing stands, which could be compared to two

people being alone in a single room.

To be born, to die, God, the devil:  who speaks about such things?

It goes without saying it’s you, a self.

According to Buddhism, the complete one, being complete, does not need to talk about 

life and death, talk about good or evil.

It’s only when human consciousness evolves to a certain point, that we start to think 

about the existence of the good God and the bad God, that we start to talk about having to do 

good and avoid evil.

We only talk about the good God and the bad God because we are incomplete.  When you

are complete there is no need to talk about the good God and the bad God.

So we come to the fundamental issue.  How is it that from this activity of plus and minus,

an incomplete self is born?  An incomplete self means an incomplete being.  A stone is an 

incomplete being.  An insect is an incomplete being.  A human being is an incomplete being.  



Just how is it that from plus and minus an incomplete self is born, and through precisely what 

process does that incomplete self pass through in order to become nurtured and complete?

Living in the age of science as you do, I’m sure that in school it’s been taught to you, 

what are the conditions that produce life, how birth takes place.

Likewise you should know what happens to one after one dies, because inevitably, when 

one is born, one will eventually meet death.  You live in the age of science, so you know what 

happens after death.

The conclusion of Buddhism is that we inevitably encounter the doing, the activity called 

life, and likewise we inevitably encounter the activity called death, and so we are born and we 

disappear.  To be born means to encounter the activity of life.  To die simply means to encounter 

the activity of death.

It is through the alternating activity of plus and minus that we experience life and death.

All beings participate in the activity called appearing and the activity called disappearing.

The caterpillars die off one year, but they reappear the next.

Just as the insects reappear cyclically every year, we human beings have to manifest that 

wisdom that realizes that the cyclic activity, the repetitive activity of affirmation and negation is 

at the essence of our being.

If we are able to manifest such wisdom, then we will understand that we will manifest as 

a complete being, we will manifest as completeness whenever we have within us the complete 

activity of both plus and minus, whenever we have made as our very content, so to speak, all of 

life and all of death.

When you are able to manifest such wisdom, you will understand that every single 

religion saves humanity.

But if we get caught up in this or that particular religion, then we’re going to end up 

going to war with the other ones.

In order to be able to give the talk that I must give, I have to be able to explain to you 

what Buddhism is all about, but because you have not grown up exposed to these ideas, they are 

so foreign to you, it’s a very difficult task.  I’m sorry, but that’s the case.  It’s just really difficult 

for me to explain it.

So, this is what I will be attempting to do tomorrow.  We’re coming to the end of our time

for today, but what I would like you to bear in mind is that when you are able to make the totality



of all plus and minus your content, (By plus we mean that activity that forms male.  When you 

see male you’re seeing what is formed by the plus activity.  By minus we mean that activity that 

forms female.)  when you are able to completely internalize both of these activities, then you will

manifest as what we call a complete person, in other words, a bodhisattva.

I will continue tomorrow, attempting to explain this in a way that is comprehensible.

Thank you very much.


