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TEISHO BY KYOZAN JOSHU ROSHI

Mumonkan Case One: Joshu’s Mu

Joshu Osho. A monk asked Joshu, “Does even a dog have Buddha nature or not?”

Joshu said, “MU.”

Today, finally, I’m going to get in to giving teisho about this koan that

we’ve been reading, “Joshu’s Mu.”    Joshu who comes up in this koan appeared in

the Tan’g dynasty, perhaps about twelve hundred years ago.    Probably for all of

you who haven’t really studied Zen history, even if a talk about the history of this

particular Zen monk Joshu, it will be difficult for you to grasp it clearly.    Joshu’s

direct teacher was Nansen who was a disciple of Basso.    And this Nansen Osho

was a pretty weird guy.      If I really got in to the teachings that Nansen gave,

Nansen’s Zen, then you’d understand what a weird guy he was, but I don’t have

time to get into it really.    And later on in the Mumonkan they describe in detail

the meeting between Nansen and Joshu, so I’ll wait till I get to that part of the

Mumonkan to talk about that.    Compared to Joshu Osho when you look at Rinzai

or Tokusan they were always shouting at people and hitting them with stick, and

beating them up.    But compared to these monks like Rinzai and Tokusan who

were always grabbing up sticks and yelling at  people and intimidating people,

Joshu never did anything like this his whole life long.    We’re told that Joshu’s

way of Zen was tongue Zen, the way of his tongue.    Whatever he was asked he

always could give an answer in words.    He never resorted to beating people up or

shouting at them.    When you hear the word Zen if you think, “Oh, that’s the kind

of teaching where they shout in a really loud voice,” although that’s not really a

mistake, you should know that that’s not all that there is to Zen.

And Mumon, the person who compiled the Mumonkan, in this first case,

the first sentence is simply, “Joshu Osho.”    Where did Joshu Osho come form?

Did he fall down from heaven, or did he come up from the earth?    It doesn’t mat-

ter, you can talk about Shakyamuni, or Jesus Christ, this Joshu Osho also has ap-

peared together with Buddha, together with God.     Even if we say that he ap-

peared together with God, still I ask you, did he fall down from heaven, or did he

bubble up like a spring bubbles up from the earth?    If you understand that then
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you will also understand the answer Joshu gives.    

Then it says, “A monk asked.”    And this means that, actually, a monk and

Joshu were there having a conversation about Zen.    In this case in comparison to

Joshu we have this monk, and we can safely say that this was an osho, someone

who had practiced quite a bit.    Just looking at this sentence it seems to me quite

clear that this was a conversation between Joshu and the monk about the Buddha-

dharma, about enlightenment.    

What is Buddhism?    When I was a child we didn’t use the word Bud-

dhism, bukkyo, (very much).    When I entered the temple, even when we were

studying we didn’t use the word bukkyo, Buddhism.    The word that we did use

was buppo, Buddha’s dharma, the Buddha-dharma, the teaching of the Buddha.

And I remember now how my teachers would relentlessly ask me over and over

again, “What do we mean when we say ‘dharma?” even though I had no idea

what they meant.    And nowadays we use this word bukkyo, Buddhism, and the

“kyo” means teaching, and so since you will really understand for yourselves later

it’s fine to just understand dharma as the teaching of the Buddha.     And this ,

monk was asking Joshu about the Buddha-dharma, about the teaching of enlight-

enment.    When you look at the word buppo the first character is “butsu,” which

means  Buddha,  which  means  enlightened  person,  so  we’re  talking  about  the

teaching of  an enlightened person.      Buddha means an  enlightened person so

when you get enlightenment you will be a Buddha too.    If you are not enlight-

ened then we have this distinction between the saints and sages on the one hand

and the ordinary people on the other hand, but if you get enlightenment then you

are on the same level as a Buddha.

We have to ask ourselves then, what does it mean to be an enlightened per-

son?    What do enlightened people have enlightenment in to?    What does enlight-

enment mean?    You have to have this deep question for yourself.    

In order to understand enlightenment better we should think in terms of

the  activity  of  enlightenment,  the  function  of  consciousness  of  enlightenment.

And of course we have to first look in to what it means to have an un-enlightened

function of consciousness.    The thing that we ordinarily think of as the function

of consciousness, and enlightened functioning of consciousness are completely

different.    Although this word that I’m using “ishikisayo” is being translated as

consciousness, we have to be very careful.    This is a very special word in Bud-

dhism, and what we mean by it is the incomplete activity of knowing.    If you

don’t first, at the very start think that there are two different kinds of knowing

then your study of Zen will be a big mistake from the start.    You have to under-
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stand that there is the incomplete activity of knowing, and the complete activity of

knowing.    

When we talk about the activity of knowing, animals, birds, even those

things do this activity of knowing.    Even a caterpillar, even a fish does the activ-

ity of knowing.    And it’s just as we’re all taught, that there are different levels of

depth and shallowness to this activity of knowing, and people do have a much

more advanced activity of knowing than animals.    

Why does the activity of knowing come up?    If you simply uncritically,

unconditionally accept the activity of knowing then everything that you bump in

to will become a big trouble for you.    But, the case is in actuality, that people do

simply uncritically accept this kind of knowing which says “I am, “ and are led

around by the nose by this knowing, and just bother each other endlessly.    The

human world is different than the animal world.    In the human world we think

about sin, and that is the difference between the human world and the animal

world.    We are tied up by our thoughts about sin.    This thing that we call a hu-

man being is that which has advanced and developed to the degree that it  can

think about good and evil, it can think “sin,” and “not sin.”    

This is the activity of knowing of a human being, but where does this ac-

tivity of knowing come from?    When you were just born, when you were an in-

fant, then you only did the activity that we call feeling, or sensing.    And as we

mature, with each step of our maturation we came to be able to feel the difference

between a good feeling and a bad feeling.    And in Buddhism we say that as the

activity of feeling matured and developed, although we can say on the one hand

that the activity of feeling itself is a kind of knowing, as it matures deeper and

deeper it finally becomes this new activity which we could say is the actual activ-

ity of knowing.    

But why do these activities, the activity of knowing and the activity of

feeling arise?    If you take two pieces of wood and smash them together enough,

then without adding anything fire will arise and the wood will burn.    And what

are these two things that are bumping in to each other, these two pieces of wood?

They are none other than plus and minus.    These two activities of plus and mi-

nus, these two mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, it’s only

when they meet, only when they bump into each other that for the first time the

activity we call feeling comes up.    This is how we can explain it in a very simple

way.    

Just as when I was discussing the problem of the condition of the source

when I told you that these two activities of plus and minus will inevitably bump
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into each other, meet one another and manifest the condition we call contrast or

facing, and then inevitably break through that condition of facing, and both activi-

ties will experience the whole.    And I also told you about how as this activity of

bumping into each other and bursting through repeats over and over again eventu-

ally existences, the self will be born.

And I also told you about how as the activities of plus and minus repeat

their activity of meeting and breaking through meeting over and over again the

activity of mind which is a unique activity called jonetsu, the heat of feeling will

appear in between the activities of plus and minus.    And as I just said, that ap-

pearance of jonetsu is the very start of the self, the very start of all existences.    

And looking from the perspective of the thing that is born we can say that

that thing has received the activities of plus and minus, and through this receiving

is formed.    I told you about the teaching of the five skandas that we have in Bud-

dhism.    This is not only a foundation of the teaching of Buddhism, it’s also a

foundation of the practice of Buddhism.    In the five skandas the second one you

will chant in the heart sutra is “ju,” and this ju means to receive.    It means that

the self receives the activities of plus and minus, makes the activities of plus and

minus its content, and making these activities its content it first appears.    And it

is really imperative for me to sometime get in to the details of the five skandas,

but now I’d just like to say that all existences when they appear, appear doing this

activity of receiving.    

And doing this activity of receiving the self receives both plus and minus

absolutely equally, and manifests itself as the activity of lightness and brightness.

You might think that I’m just talking to you about natural sciences or something,

but I’m not (talking about science.)    When this existent thing, the self which has

appeared here does the activity of receiving then in doing this activity of receiving

it does the activity of feeling, just a faint, small amount of activity of feeling.    

When the infant is born it’s born in silence.    It’s only when the doctor

goes wild on the kid and picks him up and spanks him on the bottom and then the

kid goes “WAAAA!!” that the mother says, “Oh, doctor, is it a boy or is it a girl?”

All of you went through this experience when you were born.    Whether an em-

peror, a king or a president, they all went through this same ordeal when they

were born.    All infants when they are born are not born being involved in good or

evil, not born being concerned with sin or not sin.    In Buddhism we say that orig-

inally all existent things are existing in a state of purity.    They’re don’t dome into

existence being tied up by sin.    Because you appeared in a state of purity there

really isn’t any need for you to get enlightenment .    But as you grew you all re-
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ceived all kinds of different ways of thinking, you were taught in many different

ways, and those teachings made you be bound up by good and evil.    You all be-

came very familiar with stories about God or myths and legends, and they taught

you about good and evil.

This existent thing that has appeared here appears with plus and minus

equally as its content.    The existent thing that his born is not leaning toward be-

ing a man or being a woman, it has been born receiving absolutely equally the ac-

tivities  of  plus  and  minus.      Now if  you  are  a  modern  person  of  science  or

medicine you might disagree with me, and so, “Actually Roshi, it’s not like that,”

but Buddhism say it is.    

The existent thing which has appeared appears having one tiny fraction of

plus, and one tiny fraction of minus as its content, and so the remaining portions

of plus and minus become an object for that existent thing.    And here is where

the mistake comes up, the activities of plus and minus are seen as different from

the self, as outside of the self, but we teach you in careful detail that it is never the

case that the self appears in a flat world with activities of plus and minus outside

the self in this flat world.    The plus activity is outside of the self and the minus

activity is inside of the self.    Plus and minus are mutually simultaneously em-

bracing the self from inside and outside.      This is  how we teach in detail  the

process by which the self appears.    When the activity of consciousness does ap-

pear we say that inevitably this activity of consciousness will come to do the ac-

tivity of knowing that it is embraced from the outside by the activity of future and

embraced from the inside by the activity of past.    Everyone will have this experi-

ence, everyone will do this experience for themselves.    This is the very beginning

of what we can call the heart of religion, the religious heart, the spirit of religion.

And there were also perhaps be a mistaken kind of teaching that will come

up here which says it is the God of the future or the benevolent God which is on

the outside, and the God of the past or the devil which is on the inside.

The plus activity is the activity of expanding, and the minus activity is the

activity of contracting.    The plus activity, the expanding activity is the activity of

living, the activity of affirming the self, and the minus activity, the contracting ac-

tivity is the activity of negating the self.      But if you begin teaching that the plus

activity is the activity of the benevolent God, and the minus activity is the activity

of the evil devil then that is already a mistake.    Originally there is neither good

nor evil, but as consciousness develops we start teaching in this way.    And then

people say this is a teaching about God, this is a teaching about religious practice.

It seems like religious practice always gets in to talking about good and evil.    But
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what we teach is that it is never the case that originally plus is good and minus is

bad.

Anyway, this self that has appeared appears with both plus and minus as

its content.    It was decided and I agreed on this whole idea of a six week Kessei

here, and so I planted my seat down here, and having sat down I’m able to talk

like this.    And among you there might be some of you who are thinking, “But it’s

such a boring talk that you’re giving,” but, if you don’t understand this boring talk

you can’t understand what Zen practice is.    If you try to approach your study of

Zen from the activity of knowing then you more than anyone need to really listen

up to what I’m saying.    

The self which is born is neither man nor woman.    It has both man and

woman, that’s why we say it’s neither man nor woman.    And the condition of the

origin is the condition which has plus and minus both completely as its content.

And according to Brahminism the teaching that was in existence before the birth

of Buddhism they called the condition of the origin Brahma.    But according to

Buddhist sutras the teaching of Brahminism came to take Brahma as an object,

and call the Brahma the best thing, the greatest thing, when actually that is a mis-

take, when actually Brahma is the perfect, complete one, beyond good or evil.

But if I say this then those of you ho are believers in Brahminism might get angry.

Brahma is something which nothing can make an object of.    It is the con-

dition of zero.    When plus and minus become completely one, then the condition

of zero, the condition of Brahma appears.    And in that case there is no one to see

it.     When plus and minus, when tatha-gata and tatha-agata completely became

one that is the condition of zero.    There is no one to see anything in that condi -

tion.    And in Sanskrit we call this condition “muni” (silent holiness).    

But who is it that says the complete condition, Brahma is zero?    And this

Brahma which cannot be made an object by anything, inevitably will, from its

very self, divide itself in two.    And as I said before when this condition of Tatha-

gata      divides itself  in two, then the worlds of past,  present and future appear

within the very body of Tathagata.    And as I always tell you the present is the

very beginning of the self.    It is not complete.    Because it is not complete that is

why past and future appear together with the self.    This activity of Tathagata will

without fail continue repetitively to do its activity of separating itself and then

coming back together and doing unification and facing, and then separating itself,

and each time the activity of separation occurs and the self appears the self makes

the plus activity its content and advances.     And with every step of maturation

plus and minus become older.    And as I told you yesterday and the day before
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yesterday when the self matures completely it makes plus and minus totally its

content, and then mother and father, past and future disappear and the perfect self

appears.    That is the true Brahma.    No person can make that an object.    The

kind of wisdom that makes this an object, and then says all kinds of things about

it is the mistaken kind of wisdom.    

But then this condition of zero that has appeared will again divide itself in

two, and again the world of past, present and future will appear.    And this self

which appears here, this present which appears here does not make an object of

Brahma.    What we know is that the things which this present moment self can

make an object of are past and future.    It is not able to look upon Brahma.    This

self only looks upon past on its inside, and future on its outside.    

But this self does the activity of wisdom which says, “Future is not future

it’s my self.    Past is not past, it’s my self.”    This self is doing the activity of en-

lightenment.    It is doing the kind of wisdom which we call enlightened wisdom.

If you don’t have the experience of making all of plus and all of minus

your content, then the wisdom of enlightenment won’t appear for you.    What I’m

saying is that without having the experience of enlightenment for yourself, then to

say this or that about God or Brahma is a mistake.

When you finally have the wisdom which sees the future and the past as

your self, then you can truly say that Brahma is the Supreme Being.

And this was just the kind of conversation that Joshu was having with the

monk.    In Buddhism we call this condition of zero various things such as The

Great Buddha, The Cosmic Buddha, Vairochana Buddha.      But that is really a

thing that cannot be made an object of.    Something which you can’t make an ob-

ject of is something that cannot enter our usual way of knowing.    If you sit stuck

in your function of knowing and try to grasp the dharmakaya, or if you believe in

Brahma, try to grasp Brahma, then you will always just be sitting there stuck in

your functioning of knowing.    

I wonder if you understand the principle of enlightenment?    But it seems

that it is so hard for you to understand!      Because time has come I will continue

with this tomorrow.      

7


