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Mumonkan Case 1: Joshu’s puppy

Joshu Osho.  A monk asked Joshu, does even a dog have Buddha nature or not?  Joshu 
answered no.

Yesterday I began speaking about the skandhas, and I told you that it’s fair to say that the
five skandhas was the very foundation of Buddhist teaching.  I also told you yesterday 
that Buddhist scholars don't say when it was, and under what circumstances it was, that 
Siddhartha, the founder of Buddhism, first came up with this idea of the five skandhas.  
There are many books decorating the bookstores but no matter which one you pick up 
and look through you will not find any that answer these questions.  No one tells you 
when Shakyamuni first came up with the idea of the five skandhas or when he first taught
the five skandhas.  

Tathagata Zen, as I told you a little about yesterday, is very clear about this.  In Tathagata
Zen it is taught that when Siddhartha, who was later called Shakyamuni was still only 29 
years old, before he left home to become a wandering monk he had thought up the idea of
the five skandhas.  He had not completed it.  He didn't thoroughly know it through and 
through.  But he had manifested the wisdom that knew that this world and all of us who 
lived in it was founded upon the activity of the five skandhas.  Most people coming to the
practice of zazen hoping to be freed from, hoping to be saved from some personal worry 
or personal vexation.  But Shakyamuni Buddha was not at all like that.  He began his life 
as a monk because he had this strong determination to prove this idea, to prove to himself
to make certain for himself about the nature of this world and the nature of all things 
living in this world being founded on the activity of the five skandhas.

It is similar to the standpoint of scientists.  I don't know how many thousands of years 
you can say this thing called science has existed and how many thousands of years it will 
exist into the future.  But the reason why science is so strong is because the scientists 
have that same strong determination and resolve to investigate the nature of this universe,
this world we live in.  It’s very important to explain this natural law, that’s typical of the 
five skandhas.

Generally the activity of the five skandhas is understood to be the activity of 
impermanence.  But the point of view of Tathagata Zen is a little bit different than that.  
Not only do we see the five skandhas being the activity that forms all selves and also 
being the activity of impermanence, we also see the five skandhas to be the activity that 
forms the place that all selves reside in.  The way of understanding the five skandhas in 
Tathagata Zen, therefore, is to understand that the principle of the five skandhas is behind
not only the nature of all selves but also is forming the very nature of this world, this 
universe that all selves live in.  Without this sort of incredibly strong determination and 



resolve to get to the bottom of a question, to come to the conclusion that this is the way it 
must be, without this determination to prove that this is the way it has to be to yourself, 
you will never be able to investigate something to a satisfactory conclusion.  In the 
newspapers and magazines, in the so -called religious column of the paper you can often 
find testimonials people write about their experiences of salvation.  And that’s fine.  
That’s fine, but true salvation only comes through the experience of you saving 
everything.  The criticism Tathagata Zen lays upon this is to say that if it’s the sort of 
salvation where you are saved but everything else is not saved, that’s just ego salvation.  
That’s just the salvation of the I am self.  That’s just a kind of salvation that consoles and 
pacifies your ego.  That is not true salvation.  That’s just some sort of subjective 
experience of so-called salvation.  In Buddhism when we say all existent beings we mean
everything from a rock? to a stone to a grass to higher plants, all things.  If it’s the sort of 
salvation in which only human beings are saved but animals are not, or in which human 
beings, animals, and birds are saved but plants are not, it’s not the real thing.  The reason 
for this is that the very definition of an existent being according to Buddhism is that any 
existent being has all existent beings as its content.  The teaching of Buddhism says that 
human beings have animals as their content.  Animals have birds as their content.  Birds 
have fish as their content.  Fish have mosquitoes as their content.  A fish cannot manifest 
its existence as a fish until it has made a mosquito its content.  And similarly a mosquito 
must make plants its content in order to exist.  Even plants, even rocks and stones are 
included within a family of existent beings.  Isn’t it true that the teaching of Tathagata 
Zen says that every existent being is similar to every other existent being in that every 
existent has as its content all of the existences that give it its existence.  All existences are
the same in that all existences only come to manifest the perfect self when they make 
everything their content.  So, now I’ve mentioned the perfect self, so it must be clear that 
within this teaching there the perfect and there is also the imperfect self.  What is the 
difference between them, of the difference between the perfect and imperfect self?

Every single thing is making efforts to manifest its perfect self; of course human beings, 
but not just human beings; everything.  First we must investigate the nature of the 
imperfect self from the point of view of the imperfect self.  This is the practice that we do
here.  This is the practice of Tathagata Zen, to first investigate, to see to the very bottom 
of what the imperfect self is.  Recently, it’s not just here in America, the same in Japan, 
all sorts of different kinds of Roshis have popped up.  Some Roshis go to University and 
go to school and become Ph.Ds in literature and those guys can sure talk.  Roshis that 
have appeared since the end of World War II all seem to be big talkers.  Therefore the 
students of those teachers are also big talkers. Tathagata Zen, as you should know, 
includes however, that it’s essential to understand why that imperfect self is talking.  The 
imperfect self speaks because it is working hard to manifest the perfect self.  When the 
perfect self manifests that perfection, that utter completion, there’s no need to speak.  
There’s no need to live.  There’s no need to die.  The state is the perfect state.  Therefore 
there is no need to give rise to the thought of living or the thought of dying.  There’s no 
need to think about God or the devil.  These days in Japan, however, the Roshis talk on 
and on, blah, blah, blah, about truth, blah, blah, blah, about Buddha nature.  It’s as if they 
are competing with the scholars.  And they out-talk even the scholars.  A famous 
patriarch talks the kind of Zen called Vuso(?) Zen, no characteristic Zen.  And that’s just 



the way it is.  When the perfect self manifests there’s no characteristics to that.  In 
Tathagata Zen that state of no form or no characteristics is called the dharmakaya, or you 
can use the expression the manifestation of one true nature to describe that state.  Or, we 
can also call that state, that same state, the manifestation of the activity of true love.  The 
moment teaching takes place, the moment one person teaches the other person then the 
person being taught is not in the state of no form, not in the state of zero, not in the state 
of the dharmakaya, not in the perfect state.  The state of perfection is zero.  That means 
the state that has neither inside nor outside.  That means the state in which everything is 
the self.  When the imperfect self manifests then the self sees things as other than itself.  
And then it must say something.  In order to teach it is necessary to say things.  But, it’s 
also very important to understand that within teaching there are states in which teaching 
is not necessary anymore.  If you forget that, if you forget that within teaching there are 
times when no teaching is necessary anymore, and you just blah, blah, blah, blabber and 
jabber on and on endlessly, that is teaching like a scholar.  That is not a monk.  However, 
people seeking are necessarily imperfect selves.  Therefore being imperfect seekers we 
end up listening to talks by Roshis and reading and studying the sutras and reading books 
like the Heikkigan Roku and so forth.

Therefore if you’re a Roshi, therefore if you’re a Roshi it’s necessary for you to speak to 
students and explain to them this fundamental difference between the perfect self and the 
imperfect self.  You must explain that the imperfect self is necessarily the speaking self, 
the seeking self.  And the perfect self is the self that no longer needs to seek or to speak.  
The perfect self, the perfect state is zero.  When zero divides into two, that is when for 
the first time the world of sentient beings manifests.  This is what Shayamuni Buddha 
taught his own disciples.  One way Shakyamuni Buddha describes the zero state is to call 
it the origin, the source of all things.  In Buddhism therefore the source, the origin of all 
things is called the condition of the activity of emptiness.  The state, the condition of zero
is an activity, but according to Shakyamuni Buddha that zero condition does not fixate 
itself doing the same activity always.  Inevitably it will develop into doing an activity in 
which the two essential forces that comprise it actually separate from each other.  

We talk about the great cosmos, the great universe.  And what is meant by these words is 
this place that we all live in; this place we all live together is so gigantic that it is simply 
not possible to know it with our human knowing.  All existent beings are residing in the 
same one great universe.  Everything lives together in the same one great cosmos.  
However, according to Buddhism if you look carefully at the nature of that one great 
cosmos you will see that it is divided into three worlds.  What are those three worlds?  
There are many different definitions in fact of what these worlds are in Buddhism and 
when we chant often chant san ze and that is referring, that means the three worlds.  But 
one very useful and simple way to understand the three worlds is to understand them as 
past, present and future.  Within past, present and future, it is taught that the present 
moment, the world that has the activity of the present moment as its content, is the world 
of existent beings.  

Any single existence that you pick up you will see it has the time activity as its content.  
It has the present moment aspect of the time activity as its content.  When you study 



carefully the activity of the five skandhas you will come to this same conclusion.  You 
will see that every single existence has the present moment activity of time as its content. 
Your investigation of the five skandhas in fact must come to that conclusion.  The 
teaching of the Buddha was to say that at the exact same moment as the present moment 
aspect of time arises, that is when past and future also arise. Tathagata Zen takes this 
teaching that past present and future manifest simultaneously as very important. 
Buddhism came to China and in China dharma Zen or Tathagata Zen developed and 
became quite popular.  And there were may different branches to dharma Zen; 
Bodhidharam Zen,Tathagata Zen.  But of all those branches it was the Rinzai style of Zen
that emphasized most strongly the simultaneous appearance of past, present and future.  
All of the different branches taught this, but Rinzai taught this the strongest.  Past present 
and future never appear separately.  Past present and future always appear at the same 
time.  This is called simultaneous functioning.

Religion is, religion means, a teaching that includes the existence of God.  In Buddhism 
there is no God.  Buddhism teaches that there is no God but that it is necessary that the 
imperfect self think about God.  Isn’t it true that everyone, when they develop to the 
degree that they have this function called thinking comes to think, I must have had a 
source.  There is a source to me.  Monkeys and dogs don’t think about stuff like that.  A 
butterfly doesn’t think that either.  Those things don’t think about their source, their 
origin, simply because they don’t have the ability to think yet.  

But human beings do have the ability to think and therefore inevitably all people come to 
think about their origin. Buddhism teaches about what that state of the source is.  
According to Buddhism the state of the source is a state in which human beings have not 
appeared yet.  In fact, animals, monkeys and dogs and cats haven’t appeared there either. 
In fact, when Buddhism investigates that source more deeply Buddhism concludes that it 
is impossible to think about the source in terms of just one activity.  The state that is the 
origin of everything must be comprised of two activities.  It is impossible to explain the 
nature of this world, or the nature of ourselves through only one activity.  Without 
somehow or another finding a way to recognize two essential opposing activities it is 
impossible to explain the nature of the self or the nature this world.  The Buddha himself 
clearly taught in this way.  From this kind of thinking the principle of the five skandhas 
clearly manifested.  

To teach about the five skandhas independently is something that will only come up 
much later.  There is a lot of preparation that needs to be done before getting into the five 
skandhas themselves directly.  What I’d like to concentrate on in the beginning is the 
teaching of the source itself being comprised of two essential opposing functions.  The 
words Tatha Gata and Tatha Agata probably existed before Buddhism came into being 
but in order to get a clear answer to that kind of question you should ask scholars.  
They’ll be able to tell you but in any case Shakyamuni Buddha taught that the two 
essential functions that form everything can be called Tatha Gata, thus going, and Tatha 
Agata, thus coming.  If there’s impermanence there is also permanence.  If there’s anitya 
there’s also nitya.  When impermanence disappears then permanence manifests.  When 
permanence disappears that impermanence manifests.  If you recognize the point of view 



of man you must also recognize woman.  Here where we do the practice of Tathagata Zen
we say that Tatha Gata, thus going is the expanding activity and Tatha Agata, thus 
coming, is the contracting activity.  Recognizing these two, essential, opposing, functions
or forces we investigate the nature of the world and the self.  Bodhidharma brought Zen 
to China and Bodhidharma’s Zen later developed into Tathagata Zen or patriarch Zen.  If 
we see the Tatha Gata activity, the thus going activity as living activity then the Tatha 
Agata, coming activity is the dying activity.  And in Tathagata Zen it is said that it is only
when living and dying separate from each other that the present moment first appears.  
When Tatha Gata and Tatha Agata, when living and dying totally unify with each other 
that is the perfect state.  That is the condition of zero.  

It is very difficult to actually grasp this zero state.  But this is the teaching of Tathagata 
Zen.  The training of Tathagata Zen, the practice of Tathagata Zen, is to practice in such a
way as to manifest the wisdom that understands that the zero, perfect state separates into 
two.  And it is only then that past, present and future appear.  Forty of fifty years ago 
around the end of World War II Japanese Zen seems to have come to a place in which the
activity of the Tathagata, this activity that I’m describing has completely been forgotten.  
Without marching firmly upon this activity of Tatha Gata and Tatha Agata which 
together is called theTathagataactivity.  Without treading strongly upon this activity it 
doesn’t matter if you try to teach the Blue Cliff Record or the Mummonkan you never 
will come to understand those things.  If the kind of Zen that becomes popular in 
America is the kind of Zen in which the students simply spit back what they’ve been 
taught, in other words in which the function of consciousness is unquestioningly accepted
without being thoroughly investigated, then true Zen will never be born in America.  

And then Buddhist Zen, Tathagata Zen will vanish.  We are marching strongly with plus 
and minus with Tatha Gata and Tatha Agata both as our content.  We are standing up 
right upon the principle of these essential opposing forces of plus and minus to give birth 
to wisdom that knows this essential law of nature is the training of Tathagata Zen.  You 
must continue your training without forgetting that essential point.  How is it that the 
function called consciousness arises from this activity?  Buddhism teaches that there is 
perfect consciousness and also imperfect consciousness.  When we have the activity of 
imperfect consciousness our content that is the manifestation of the imperfect self.  When
Buddhisms peaks about the nature of any self, Buddhism clearly teaches that there are 
times when a self manifests the perfect self and there also times when a self manifests the
imperfect self.  But it is very difficult.  Why did Shakyamuni Buddha teach such difficult 
things?  Really he had no choice because he was determined to teach about the true 
nature of this world.  And when you teach about the true nature of this world you come to
teach difficult things.  From my point of view the kind of Zen teaching that is occurring 
now in Japan is the kind of Zen in which the Roshis are always teaching from the point of
view of consciousness.  They never teach that there are times when it isn’t necessary to 
do conscious functioning anymore.  Teaching like that Buddhism becomes just the same 
as any other religion.

Buddhism does not allow us to fixate the existence of a creator God.  There’s no such 
thing as that kind of God.  Another thing that Buddhism doesn’t allow is for us to fixate 



the existence of our I am and to go around saying I am endlessly.  So what can we do?  
It’s a difficult thing.  The bell rang so it’s time to start ending this talk.  But one way to 
describe the difficulty in studying Zen is to say that in Zen we must study how to 
manifest the perfect self and also we must study how to manifest the imperfect self too.  
Why?  Because there is not even one, single, thing that is fixated.  God, and if we are 
going to use the word God in Tathagata Zen, that refers to the perfect condition.  The 
states of perfection, the state of God is not fixated.  And also the state of the imperfect 
self, the manifestation of the activity of the imperfect self is also not fixated.  There’s the 
plus activity and the minus activity.  There’s the activity that forms man and there’s also 
the activity that forms woman.  When these two totally unify that is perfection.  That is 
zero.  When they separate from each other clearly then the world of past, present and 
future manifests.  That world divided into past, present and future is the world of sentient 
beings.  And then again the world of past, present and future disappear and the world of 
perfection appears.  This continually repeating activity is the activity that forms all of us 
and the world that we live in.  The conclusion of the teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say 
that the source itself is an activity.  And that activity of the source is always acting in 
order to manifest a new source, a new state of perfection.  The source must act to 
manifest a new source.  The source is acting because it has to act in order to manifest a 
new source.  And now we’ve gotten to the really hard part.  Even just understanding 
clearly what I’ve said just today takes three of five years of hard practice, at least.  In any 
case from the very start what I’d like you to think clearly is that you’re standing right on 
both the plus and the minus activity.  There’s no fixation anywhere.  But to actually do 
that activity that never fixates is very difficult.

Today I’m sorry to say that I just felt lousy all day no matter what I did.  I don’t know if 
it’s because of the weather or because my sciatica is acting up but I just couldn’t get my 
body together so it was very difficult to talk and probably difficult to listen to.  I’m sorry.


