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Mumonkan Case 1: Joshu’s puppy

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

I’ve been talking at length about many and various things.  But my way of explaining this is still 
insufficient.  I’ve been speaking for three days.  But I think that maybe I haven’t even made clear
the fundamental question, what is Zen?

What I have been telling you is that Tathagata Zen practice is the practice of manifesting the 
wisdom that knows the nature of the self, the nature of all existent beings, and the nature of the 
world that we live in.  Although I’ve been speaking about a lot of different things, I think it is 
fair to say that the standpoint of Buddhism is that when it comes to manifesting the wisdom that 
knows the nature of the self there is no way around the necessity of recognizing, of taking up, of 
using two essential opposing forces.  The teaching that Tathagata Zen emphasizes is that 
Shakyamuni Buddha himself founded this teaching which later was called Buddhism upon the 
recognition of these two essential forces and he named them Tatha Gata and Tatha Agata.  If you
hear this teaching you have to understand that what I’m saying is that you are not a real Zen 
practitioner until every single day all the time you are seeing these two essential forces.  Even 
now, even for me in my life whenever I meet up with a question that I don’t understand or a 
problem that’s difficult for me, immediately, whether I’m dreaming at night or whether I’m 
awake, all the time I see that question or problem as standing upon these two essential functions 
or activities.  

Now finally we have entered the realm of practice.  So from today I’d like to talk more exactly 
about what these two essential forces do.  I think that everyone acknowledges the living activity. 
And isn’t it true that everyone also acknowledges that there is such a thing as the dying activity.  
If you are the sort of person that doesn’t need to acknowledge the living activity or need to 
acknowledge the dying activity then you don’t need to do Zen practice.  If you think you’re 
someone who is free from the living activity and free from the dying activity well come up here 
and show me.  Even if I say that I don’t see anyone appearing in front of me.  Therefore I think it
is fair to say that all of you are people who are not free from the living and dying activities.  This
is in fact what we are studying to be able to do in the practice of Tathagata Zen.  We are studying
to be able to manifest the wisdom that leads to freedom from the living and dying activities.  
Please be careful.  If you have a random, sloppy style of practicing Zen and you don’t learn this 
essential natural law, this fundamental principle, but simply practice koan Zen, then in the end 
you might have studied a hundred koans or a thousand koans and go around saying I passed 
hundreds and hundreds of koans. 

 But in the end you will just be like a blind person pissing.  In the study of Tathagata Zen here 
we grasp the Tatha Gata going activity as the expanding activity and the Tatha Agata thus 
coming activity as the contracting activity.  Tatha Gata is the activity that expands the self and 



Tatha Agata is the activity that oppositely negates the self, contracts the self.  Tatha Gata is the 
living, expanding the self activity.  Tatha Agata is the dying, negating, contracting the self 
activity.  I just mentioned the self.  And what is the self?  The self is a word referring to I, the I 
am proclaiming self.  And where does that self appear from?  Where does the I am self come 
from?  Does it fall down like rain from heaven or does it bubble up like a spring from the earth?  
Buddhism says that absolutely all things have selves, have a self.
Because there isn’t time to talk about everything I’ll have to jump around in this explanation 
some.  But the enlightened one said that when it comes to this self, essentially there are two 
aspects to the self, the complete self and the incomplete self.  All existent things, if we say the 
highest existence if god and maybe the lowest existence is a pebble.  And all existences from god
to a pebble and everything in between have a self. 

In the beginning Buddhism teaches about how the self appears and says that when the self 
manifests it appears receiving an equal amount of the two opposing essential functions, an equal 
amount of plus and minus, Tatha Gata and Tatha Agata, expanding and contracting.  This is 
really an amazing teaching, the teaching of Buddhism that says that the activity that forms all of 
us is the very same activity that forms the place that we live in together.  And that activity is 
comprised of both plus and minus.  And further, when any self appears the very foundation of 
that self is the action of receiving both of these activities equally.  Tathagata Zen takes this 
Buddhist teaching and then the practitioners strive to actually do it.  As we develop we all will 
come to wonder about our origin.  And Buddhism says that the state of our origin is the state in 
which plus and minus have totally become one.  In front of us today we have the first case of the 
Mummonkan, the mu koan.  When Joshu said mu, he took up the state of the origin of 
everything.  This mu is the state in which all of plus and all of minus have become one.  There is 
nobody there to see that state.  There’s no one that can see that state.  When plus and minus 
become one of course that is zero. 

 That is state of no conflict, of no opposition.  I told you yesterday that in Tathagata Zen practice 
we also say that is the manifestation of true love.  Human beings mature to be able to manifest 
true love.  Animals also grow up to be able to manifest true love.  And from a different angle the 
same manifestation of the activity of true love can be called the manifestation of one true nature. 
No one can see the condition of the origin, this condition.  Why?  The reason why no one can see
the zero condition, the condition of the origin, is because within the activity of the state of the 
origin there is absolutely no imperfect self there.  There are no I am selves there.  That is why no 
one can see it.  Hearing Teisho like this, without fail you will come to have the realization yes, 
that’s just it is.  It is just the way Buddha says it is.  Then when you’ve opened your eyes to that 
degree.  Then you have to practice.  Buddhism further teaches that just as inevitably the I am self
will manifest right in the body of zero.  The self will manifest and then the self will mature and 
grow until finally, undoubtedly it will manifest the complete, perfect, self, which is the zero self. 
The complete, perfect, self is zero.  The incomplete self is when an I am self manifests within 
zero.  When the perfect self manifests it is totally complete, totally perfect.  It doesn’t have any 
need to see or be seen.  The complete condition is the great cosmos itself.  The great cosmos 
itself doesn’t need to know anything and likewise the great cosmos itself doesn’t need to be 
known by anything.  In this way the perfect, complete, state doesn’t need to speak and doesn’t 
need to see.  If receiving the title of Roshi means that that person is perfect then that person 
wouldn’t need to speak anymore, wouldn’t need to be sought anymore.  When Tathagata Zen 
faces practitioners who are actually trying to do this activity it sternly reminds us that to manifest



the perfect state is in no way some sort of easy, trivial thing to do.  You have to realize I am still 
in the state of needing to speak.  I am still talking all the time.  I am still always the imperfect 
self.  But it’s not as if I’m always in the imperfect self.  There are times when I do manifest the 
perfect self.  So don’t come in front of me and do actions and do stuff that breaks the peace of 
that perfect self.  Once you acknowledge the existence of the perfect self then you will 
understand the injunction not to play around, not to do stupid, trivial actions in front of people 
doing zazen.  I other words in front of people manifesting the perfect self.  Do you understand?  
Maybe if I say it in a simpler way you can understand better.  What I’m trying to say is don’t go 
around the house of two lovers who are manifesting the activity of true love and poke a whole in 
wall and try to peek at them?  Do you understand?  If I go to all the trouble to say all that 
hopefully you’ll understand.  Human beings however, just have this unsatiable tendency to want 
to see god, to want to see the perfect self.  And they go wildly about trying to do that.  Why do 
people wildly wander about?  Because we are all imperfect selves, that’s why.  This teaching 
called Buddhism is the teaching that clearly says there will come a time when there is no more 
need to wildly wander about.  Inevitably the perfect self manifests.  The way of giving Teisho in 
Tathagata Zen, that is to say the way of teaching in Tathagata Zen is to explain in detail exactly 
what these two essential forces do.  What do the two essential forces do when they give birth to 
the imperfect self?  And what exactly are they doing when they manifest the perfect self?  
Someone came all the way, taking lots of trouble from Japan to study here.  So that’s why 
particularly now I’m trying to put ____ into explaining this.
The re
ason why I’m trying so hard to explain this principle now, talking in such a loud voice about it is 
out of my sadness.  After World War II in the tradition of Rinzai Zen in Japan the clear grasping 
of the principles of Tathagata Zen seems to be almost completely lost.  You folks should try 
asking the Japanese monk who is with us for yourselves.  Ask him what Roshis in Japan are 
teaching these days and I’m sure you will hear his answer saying that these days in Japan it’s 
pretty fair to say that there are no Roshis left who are speaking the teaching of Tathagata Zen.  
When I speak sometimes I put my chair down in the east and speak from the eastern chair.  
Sometimes I sit on the western chair and speak.  Sometimes I speak from the northern chair and 
sometimes from the southern chair.  So you who are listening please get clear about which chair I
am speaking from when you listen.  I am always changing.  People often come up and say Roshi,
didn’t you say this yesterday.  And today you said something different.  That must have been a 
mistake today, wasn’t it?  That’s the way it is.  It was a mistake.  Yesterday’s self was 
yesterday’s self.  There’s no need to parade yesterday’s self around today.  Every single day we 
manifest a new self.  There is no need to attach to the old self.  Sometimes we may talk about the
old self.  But the old self no longer exists. 

Getting back to the actions of the two essential forces one of the koans given to the practitioners 
of Tathagata Zen is to first ask, what place is it that the two forces act in?  What place of activity 
does the plus activity take to act in?  Where does the man act when he is doing the male activity?
And in Tathagata Zen we further ask you, what kind of a place is it that the woman takes as her 
place to do the womanly activity in?  If it were the case that these places of activity were 
different from each other then we would never manifest the condition of meeting each other.  
This is a very important teaching.  Without fail plus and minus do meet each other.  In your 
actual lives that you live everyday you are already experiencing this, aren’t you?  You already 
experienced that plus and minus meet each other.  That living and dying meet each other.  
Although you forget it all the time everybody is already experiencing this.  Plus and minus do 



meet each other.  And when they meet they probably have a conversation with each other and 
ask other where have you come from?  Plus answers, I came from the plus source.  Minus 
answers I came from the source of minus.  They have to be able to answer in that way. 

One example of meeting is in the Mumonkan, the case of Tosan’s 60 blows.  Tosan comes and 
meets master Unmon, and Unmon asks Tosan, where have you come from?  People tend to think
of this koan as a difficult koan because they don’t understand the fundamental principle behind 
it.  However, if you are clearly taught that we each have our own origins and we each depart 
from our own origins, and after departing from our origin we come to meet each other, then this 
koan becomes utterly easy.  It’s not that it is so necessary to go out of my way to bad mouth all 
the young Zen practitioners of these days.  But I feel that I have to at least warn them that there is
almost nobody out there teaching Zen, marching strongly upon the natural principle of Tatha 
gata and tatha Agata  Plus and minus both take off from, depart from their separate origins, their 
particular origins and then they meet each other.  Then they ask, so where do you plan to go?  
They ask each other.  Plus says I’m traveling for a purpose.  The purpose of my travel is to see 
clearly, thoroughly, to the bottom of your source, minus.  Plus must be able to answer in that way
and minus also must be able to similarly answer the purpose of my trip is get to the very source 
to see very clearly into the source of you.  Wow, what a happy occasion.  There’s nothing more 
happy than this.  Both are doing the same thing.  They meet each other and it just so happens that
they both have the same exact purpose.  My purpose is to see your source and your purpose is to 
see mine.  That’s just how enjoyable traveling is.  This is the state in which plus and minus 
manifest.  This is the activity that they do.  They start from their own sources.  They meet each 
other.  They then break through that meeting and end up arriving at each other’s sources.  They 
are able to do this activity precisely because the place they act in is the same, one place.  

Buddhism is the teaching that strongly emphasizes this fact.  That there is just one and only 
world.  There is only one world.  According to the teaching of Tathagata Zen both plus and 
minus must travel.  Without traveling they won’t be able to make their one shared home.  It is 
through both of them traveling at the same time that they come to manifest sharing a one and 
only place to live in.  Zen practice is traveling.  In the process of both plus and minus, Tatha 
Gata and Tatha Agata traveling, within this process they will inevitably manifest the state of 
needing each other and further manifest the state of having broken through that meeting, arriving
at each other’s origin.  They will break through each other.  However, that breakthrough does not
take place unconditionally or randomly.  They must manifest the activity of change in order to 
break through each other.  What kind of a change manifests when they break through each other?
In Tathagata Zen we say that when you do zazen this is what you should contemplate.  You 
should carefully contemplate plus and minus meeting and then contemplate what sort of change 
takes place when they break through each other.  We are all doing this.  We take off from our 
origins and then we travel around and meet each other and break through those meetings as we 
grow.  Tathagata Zen says before you make a lot of problems through meeting and breaking 
through those meetings, contemplate carefully in zazen what happens when the meeting is 
broken through.  This seems like a good place to cut off the talk, to end.  I probably will forget 
tomorrow that this is where I got to today.  But if I can remember tomorrow than this would be a 
good place to stop today and continue tomorrow.


