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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

Sixth Day Dai- Sesshin, April 17, 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.” 

 

 Up through yesterday I have been talking a lot, about a lot of very difficult things.   

 I have been telling you the same thing over and over again.  I have been telling you this story 

about the activity which forms all of us, and forms this universe which is our home, and telling you that 

it is the same activity.   

 And in Buddhism when someone wins the wisdom for themselves that clearly knows this 

activity which forms the universe we call that person an enlightened person. 

 And I have also been telling you that every single thing in this entire cosmos, when it is born, 

already, immediately has a place to live in.  We can say everything already has a house, a home the 

moment it is born.  There isn’t even one thing that has ever been born without having a home 

already.  Even a mosquito, even an ant, everything has its home when it is born.  And this house, 

this home, the place we live in, when it comes to we human beings, when it comes to we who say “I 

am,” that home is our body. 

 This teaching we call Buddhism is founded upon this very difficult conclusion which is that there 
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is no activity which forms this cosmos other than the very same activity which forms us.  Because the 

activity which forms the cosmos and the activity which forms all of us is the same, we say, in order to 

try to make it easier to understand, that to investigate the activity which forms the universe is to 

investigate your self.   

 And when you investigate very carefully, the teaching of Buddhism and the teaching of Zen say 

that, you will see that this activity which forms the cosmos and your self is comprised of two 

fundamental mutually opposing activities which we call tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and 

thus-coming.  And we can also simply, to make it easier, call these two activities which you cannot 

see with your eyes, plus and minus.  And we can name these two activities of plus and minus in many 

different ways, using many different words, but all of the ways that we name them point to the fact 

that they are opposing, opposite activities.  The teaching of Buddhism says that we use these words 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming, or plus and minus to represent all of these 

opposing activities.  And these basic activities include everything.  There is no activity other than 

these.   

 And the teaching of Buddhism, especially the teaching of this style of Zen that we practice here 

call Tathagata Zen says that when plus and minus completely become one then the condition that 

results from that is neither plus nor minus.  It is the perfect, complete condition that we call the zero 

condition.  When I talk about plus and minus in the zero condition they are something that cannot be 

seen with the eye, they are invisible.   If plus had an “I am” self or if minus had a self that could say “I 

am” then those activities could see and be seen, but they cannot.   

 In the pure activities of plus and minus there is no one to see, and there is no one to be seen, 

there is no necessity to see or to be seen.  There is no self there.  Therefore there is no thinking in 

this activity.  There is no thinking such as, “It hurts,” or “It’s itchy,” or “It’s fun,” or “It’s not fun.”  

There is no thinking at all.   

 Everybody knows that when you put plus and minus together you get zero.  If you put plus 

one and minus one together you get zero.  So in Zen especially we say that when the plus and minus 
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activities meet, when they come together, that is zero.  That means the perfect, complete state that 

no one can see, and that has no need to be seen. 

 And in Buddhism we call the condition of zero, or alternately the condition which the activity of 

zero brings into being, we call this condition by a special word, the dharmakaya.  And of course if you 

are a religious person who believes in God, then the dharmakaya would be what you would mean 

when you use the words God.  We also use the word God sometimes, but when we say God we mean 

the complete unification of plus and minus which is zero.  In other words we mean this condition that 

nobody can see.  

 The one who manifested the wisdom which clearly knew this condition of zero taught his 

disciples that this condition which we call the dharmakaya in Buddhism, which is also called God in 

other religions, since we don’t want people to fight about it, to avoid any fighting, he simply said that 

condition is the state where there is no self.  That condition is the condition of mu, the condition of 

nothingness.  It is the activity which has no self.   

 When we have an “I am” self then this “mu” in the koan is in contradistinction to     “u”.  It 

is nothingness in contrast to somethingness.  It is being in contrast to non-being.  But the “mu” 

which Joshu says in the koan does not belong to the world of the contrast of u and mu.  The “mu” of 

Joshu isn’t the opposite of u, it is zero, it is the activity of emptiness.   

 And as I just said there is nobody who can actually see this activity of emptiness, this activity of 

zero.  But, as I said, someone who has caught the wisdom for themselves that knows this activity of 

zero is what we call a Buddha.  I know this is difficult, especially for young people who haven’t heard 

about Buddhism at all before, you are probably completely lost.   

 But anyway I just said that someone who knows the activity of zero is a Buddha, so what kind of 

a person is a Buddha?  We say that, as I just said, a Buddha is somebody who has the wisdom that 

knows the activity of zero, so anyone, all of you, if you have the wisdom that knows the activity of zero 

then you also are Buddha.  And it seems like there are some young people who came to listen today, 

so I just wanted to tell you right at the beginning that when we talk about a Buddha, when we talk 
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about somebody who has the wisdom that clearly knows what the activity of zero is, that somebody is 

nobody apart from all of you.  So I suppose, if you believe in religion then when I say, “Somebody 

who has the wisdom that knows the activity of zero,” you can understand that somebody as God.  

God would be the person who has come to have the wisdom which knows zero. 

 There is nobody apart from all of us that can know the activity of zero.   

 And so Buddhism says that we have to have the question, we have to ask ourselves the 

question, “Why is it then that we all have been born from this activity of zero?”   

 And I’m afraid the talk is quickly getting even more and more difficult, so, please, especially you 

young folks that came, try your best to really put forth your best listening spirit, and try to understand, 

although I know it is hard.   

 And as I started to say before, when we begin our investigation into the activity of zero, the first 

thing that we clearly discover is that the activity of zero is comprised of plus and minus, and when they 

come together they manifest the body of zero.   

 Plus and minus are working in the world of zero together.  Plus and minus are opposite from 

each other, they are opposing activities, but they both live in the same world together.  And in this 

one world plus and minus are always doing alternately the activities of meeting each other and 

separating from each other, over and over again. 

 And when plus and minus totally meet each other, when they completely become one with 

each other, then they have become one with the place that they are acting in, and so there is no need 

anymore to be apart from the activities to look upon them.  This is very important.  There is a 

teacher here who teaches about physics and electricity, and if you really listen carefully you should be 

able to understand what I mean.  If you really want to understand Zen then maybe you should study 

how electricity works, and maybe you will be able to understand it better.  Because if you investigate 

the activity called electricity you will see that electricity also is comprised of two activities, of plus and 

minus, meeting each other and separating from each other over and over again.   

 So the question we are asking now is why this self which says “I am” has been born from this 
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electrical activity.  Why is it that this thing which is you has been born from the activities of plus and 

minus?   

 As I was saying before, however, when plus and minus are completely one, when they have 

completely come together that is a state that doesn’t need to say anything, and it doesn’t need to be 

told anything.  It doesn’t need to see or be seen. 

 Another way we teach, another way to look at this, when we personify this activity of plus and 

minus, when we look at it in terms of how it births we human beings, we say that it is the activity of 

mind.  Everyone has a heart, a mind.  But when you carefully investigate this activity of our mind, or 

our heart, then you come to see that it is exactly the same as the electrical activity.  It is nothing more 

than the activities of plus and minus.   

 If you choose, therefore, to investigate mind or heart, you will see that it is simply made of the 

activities of plus and minus.  And we also say that this activity of heart, this activity mind manifests 

the body of heart, the body of mind.  This activity which we are calling the activity of heart or the 

activity of mind always, without fail, is, when it does its activity, manifesting a body. 

 Even this body that we call the great universe, the great cosmos itself has as its content the 

activity of mind which is bringing it into being.  And that activity of mind is made of plus and minus.  

And when plus and minus totally become one with each other that is when this great cosmos is 

manifest.  So when the activity of mind manifests the great cosmos, then the great cosmos is mind, 

and mind is the great cosmos.  Of course there is no need to say anything.  When mind totally 

becomes one with the great cosmos then of course mind doesn’t have to see the great cosmos.  The 

great universe doesn’t have to see mind.  This is total unification.  And this condition in which mind 

and universe have completely become one is the condition that I was naming before in various ways as 

the state of zero, or this state of this word that is used in the koan “mu-nothingness,” or the activity of 

emptiness.  Mu is heart, is mind.   

 And I know this is going to get even more difficult, and I’m sort of jumping ahead in the story 

here, but, I want to say that inevitably, without fail, there are times when these two activities of plus 
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and minus completely separate from each other. 

 When plus and minus separate from each other then for the first time in between plus and 

minus we have space, maybe we could say we have a void.  So, conversely we can say that it is 

because space is manifest, it is because a void is manifest that plus and minus are able to separate 

from each other.  And this space which I am now talking about is seen.  It is visible.  If we personify 

the plus activity we could say that the plus people can see this space, and the minus people can also 

see this space.     

 Actually the explanation becomes even more difficult because of the use of the word “space,” 

but in Zen we have several words to express the idea of space, and the distinction I am trying to explain 

to you is between the great universe, the great cosmos, and imperfect space.  In the case of the great 

universe itself we do not use the word space, because space implies something that can be seen.  So 

when we describe the great cosmos we say that it is absolute space, or true space, and this absolute 

space is zero.  The zero activity, absolute space, the great cosmos itself is an activity which has no 

self.  No one can see it.  The visible space which appears in between plus and minus is an imperfect 

universe.  It is imperfect space.  Everyone can see this kind of space.  But you cannot see the great 

universe itself.    For those of you who are listening to this kind of Zen talk for the first 

time I am pretty sure that it just sounds weird to you, but if you do zazen, Zen meditation, and think 

about it for yourself, it might come to make sense to you that the universe that you can see is the 

imperfect universe, and that the universe that is not possible for you to see is the perfect, complete, 

zero universe.  The space which has appeared here between plus and minus is the space that can be 

seen.  It is the imperfect activity of zero.  This universe that we can see, which has appeared 

between plus and minus is imperfect space.  It is the imperfect universe.  It is the imperfect activity 

of zero.  It is the imperfect activity of emptiness. 

 This is something that is really difficult to truly understand.  If you are trying to teach about it 

you have to be careful, and kind, and teach about it over and over again.  And if you ever hope to 

really learn it you have to study it over and over again.  That is to say it is very difficult to understand 
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the difference between incomplete, imperfect space and complete, perfect space. 

 And Buddhism goes on to say that when we talk about an existent being, some thing which 

exists, all existent beings have this imperfect space as the very foundation of their existence, as their 

very bodies.   

 So where did this imperfect space come from?   

 The more you look into it the more you realize how much more you have to study, how much 

more you have to look into it. 

 Of course this imperfect space has come from the great universe itself.  It is in no way the case 

the somehow imperfect space appeared from somewhere else.  It appeared right here from this great 

cosmos.  But it is very difficult to understand.  But for really smart people, they will think, “What do 

you mean?  It’s not at all hard to understand!”   

 The great universe has plus and minus as its content, and is manifesting itself as the great 

universe.  So in other words we can say that the plus activity is holding the great universe, and the 

minus activity is also holding the great universe.  And from the human perspective, if we see the 

human world as being simply divided into men and women, we can say that men are holding the great 

universe, and women are also holding the great universe.  And that is why we can say that men and 

women are equal.  If you go around saying that men and women are equal without understanding 

why they are equal, without understanding upon what principle you are speaking when you say that 

they are equal, then, even though it is true, it is a mistake.   

 When you manifest zero a man is not a man, and a woman is not a woman.  That is equality.  

So without really knowing zero for yourself you cannot really know what you are meaning when you 

say men and women are equal.  If you really experience zero for yourself then there won’t be 

anything strange about women if you are a man, or about men if you are a woman.  You will 

understand equality with ease.  But we say that it is not usually possible to manifest that kind of 

wisdom for yourself until you are at least eighteen or twenty years old. 

 When the activity of zero, the activity of emptiness divides, splits itself into two, then the plus 
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activity is doing the plus activity, and the minus activity is doing the opposite minus activity.  When 

plus and minus separate that is when for the first time plus realizes that he is manifesting the plus 

world, and minus realizes that she is manifesting the minus world.  And although I just said that plus 

and minus both realize that they are manifesting their separate worlds, actually that is just a 

personification of the activity, and in reality they   don’t realize anything, because they have no 

thinking, they have no will.  This activity of the opposition of the plus world and the minus world is 

happening with no mind. 

 Before plus and minus separated from each other there was no material world .  It is only 

when plus and minus separate from each other that for the first time the material is manifest.  And 

although this makes us want to us say that we then realize that the material world has been manifest, 

actually there has not yet been manifest the function called consciousness that can realize anything.  

So we simply say that the zero activity has manifested materiality.   

 When plus and minus are just facing each other, or contrasting to each other the material world 

has not yet been manifest.  But when plus and minus aren’t simply just opposing each other or facing 

each other, when they actually separate from each other, that is when for the first time this imperfect 

space that we can see is manifest.  In order to really understand this you have to do zazen, and 

contemplate it for yourself.  You have to really experience for yourself that there are these two 

different conditions of plus and minus: the condition when they are facing each other, or opposing 

each other, and then a different condition when they are actually separate from each other.   

 From the very beginning everybody has wisdom, everybody has the function of consciousness, 

but it hasn’t yet been manifest.  It is only through your study, through your investigation, that your 

activity of wisdom grows more and more.   

 Getting back to this question of where imperfect space came from.  Before I told you that 

when the plus activity completely is in the world of plus, and the minus activity completely is in the 

world of minus that is when the activities of plus and minus are perfectly pure, completely clear.  

Buddhism says that if it were the case that plus and minus always simply just stayed in those pure 
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states of plus and minus then suffering would never arise, and joy also would never arise.  If plus and 

minus always were just in their pure states of being pure plus and pure minus then it would be always 

the state of zero.  The state of God would be always manifest.  Always purity would be.   

 I was a kid once myself, and I remember thinking, “I just want to always be in the state of God.  

I just want to always be a child.  I never want to grow up.”  I had this kind of experience myself when 

I was young, and I think some of you are probably having this experience right now of being a child, 

and thinking, “I’m a boy.  I just want to be a boy.  I don’t want to have to deal with girls.”  Or, “I’m 

a girl.  I’m just a girl.  I don’t have to make any relationship with boys.  If a remain pure that is 

God’s world.  So I want to stay pure.  I don’t want to become an adult.”  But you will come to 

understand that the moment you are born you already not pure anymore. 

 That bell means that I have been talking for an hour, and I am really proud of all you young 

people for listening for an hour, and I really should stop.  But since this is probably the last time I’m 

going to get to talk to you I’m going to talk a little bit more.  And remind you that when the self is 

born is receives both the activities of plus and minus.  Everyone receives both plus and minus equally 

when they are born.  In other words this imperfect space that we can see is formed by receiving both 

plus and minus equally.   

 I’m not sure, but maybe in your school you have meditation time.  And if you do have 

meditation time I want to ask you, What are you supposed to be doing during your meditation time?  

What are you supposed to be meditating on?  And in this style of Zen we say that the correct thing to 

do when you are doing meditation is to contemplate the very nature of your self, the very way your 

self is.   

 And Buddhism says that if you do this correct kind of contemplation inevitably the wisdom will 

be manifest for you that when you are born, at exactly the same time, you father is born from the plus 

activity.  And also at exactly the same time as you are born your mother is born from the minus 

activity.  When you manifest this wisdom that clearly knows that your true parent is the activity of 

plus and minus, and also the parent of your father and the parent of your mother is that very same 
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activity of plus and minus, when you realize that, there is no way that you can have that realization 

without being utterly amazed by it.  You will startled and amazed, and come to understand that the 

thinking which thought that your mother and father were existing before you existed, and that your 

grandmothers and grandfathers were existing before you existed was a mistake.  You will come to 

clearly know that your grandparents have the exact same parent as you, and that is the activities of 

plus and minus.  The teaching of Buddhism says that if you do this correct kind of contemplation the 

kind of knowing will strongly arise in you, will clearly arise in you that everything, whether it is an 

animal, or a bird, or a fish, or a mosquito, or an ant, all existent things have the same parents.  

Everything is the child of God.  That is what it means when we say that everything is equal.   

 But the moment you attach to this self which says “I am” then the world of equality is gone.  

And when you attach to that “I am” that is when your thinking becomes self centered.  And you think, 

“My parents are different than your parents.  Your parents are different than my parents.”  You 

begin to think about your heritage, your ancestry in a self centered kind of way.   

 So today we had our young guests come, our juniors, our kohai, so even though you senior 

students, sitting in the front, maybe were wishing for a different kind of advanced teisho, I want to 

thank you for listening so patiently to this talk which I gave for the junior students who took all the 

trouble to come today.  

 

終 

the end 


