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Mumonkan  Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 

 A Monk once asked master Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha nature or not?” 

Joshu said, “Mu.” 

  

 The Joshu in this koan was the dharma heir of Nansen.  And Nansen was a successor of 

Baso.  And of course Baso was a successor of Nangaku, and Nangaku was a successor of the 

Sixth Patriarch.  And so the lineage runs from the Sixth Patriarch to Nangaku to Baso to 

Nansen to Joshu.  If we speak about Rinzai’s lineage his line would run from the Sixth 

Patriarch to Nangaku to Baso to Hyakujo to Obaku, and then Rinzai.  Joshu lived for such a 

long time that although his teacher Nansen was a contemporary of Hyakujo he actually was still 

alive when Rinzai was teaching, even though there was Obaku in between in the lineage of 

Rinzai.   

 Anyone who knows anything about Chinese history knows that there were three famous 

emperors all named “buttei,” and one just named “tei.”  Although it doesn’t come out directly 

in the text here, because it is important in Chinese history I should talk about it a little bit. 

Under the reign of these four different emperors, Buddhism was oppressed to the degree that 

it almost disappeared in China.  They destroyed many temples, and the light of the candle of 

Buddhism was almost blown out.  We call the eras in which Buddhism was nearly destroyed 

the era in which Buddhism was abolished.  There was a proscription against Buddhism.  All of 

these famous Zen masters, Joshu, and Obaku, and Rinzai had to deal with this abolition of 
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Buddhism by these powerful emperors.  But also all three, Obaku, Rinzai and Joshu were able 

to live through that oppression of Buddhism into an age in which Buddhism flourished.  So we 

can see that those three masters became very familiar with the way of thinking of people who 

don’t know anything about Buddhism. 

   In Japanese history, also, there have been times in which Buddhism nearly completely 

disappeared through being abolished, just as if it was a candle that had been blown out.  But I 

don’t really want to say bad things about Japan.  If I start saying bad things about Japan then I 

feel like I have to start saying bad things about all the other countries too, so I better just stop.  

Actually in my own life time I had to deal with Buddhism being oppressed, almost completely 

abolished by the Japanese government, so I know what a struggle it is to be in the situation of a 

religion being oppressed, what a miserable situation it is.  But conversely we can say that it is 

only when we have to bump up against these times in which Buddhism is oppressed from the 

outside that we can really understand the way of thinking of people who are completely 

ignorant about Buddhism, who don’t know anything about Buddhism.  It is very important to 

know the way of thinking, the way of cognition of people who don’t know anything about 

Buddhism.   

 Joshu was a man who, together with Obaku and Rinzai overcame the hardships of the 

times in the Tan’g dynasty in which Buddhism was abolished, and also lived to see the 

flourishing of Buddhism in the Tan’g, in which many famous Zen monks stood up and made 

their mark.   

 In the koan Joshu is asked about “bussho” Buddha Nature, and in general people 

understand Buddha Nature to mean the activity of enlightenment, or the activity of an 

enlightened person.  Then we must ask what is an enlightened person enlightened to?  I 

guess we can say that an enlightened person is a person who has won the wisdom for 

themselves which knows the very way of being of the world which is our home.  And it is very 
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important to understand that when we talk about the way of being of the world which is our 

home, we ourselves could not exist without this home in which we live, and so to know the way 

of being of our world is to know the way of being of our selves too.   

 And Buddhism says that everybody who has been born into this world, everyone who 

has been manifest into this world, there is not even one single existence among us who is born 

without a home.  Everything already has a home at the moment of birth.  Whether it is a 

plant, or an insect, or a fish, or a bird, or an animal, and of course all human beings, when they 

are manifest in this world all of these existences already have a place to reside, a place to do 

their living in, a place to exist in.  To say it more exactly, everything when it is born already has 

a body.  There is not one thing that is born without a body.  So of course to say that we are 

born already having a body is to say that the body we are born into is our home.  That is the 

way we explain this in Tathagata Zen.   

 In other words when we are born, when we are manifest, when we appear we appear 

through limiting this great cosmos, and conversely we can say that when we pass away, when 

we disappear we disappear because we cease to do that activity of limiting the universe, and so 

we melt back in to the great universe.  To know the principle of the very nature of your self, 

the very way of being of yourself, therefore, Buddhism says, is the exact same thing as to know 

the principle of the way of being of this great universe.   

 Every single existence is residing in, is living in this same great universe.  Even if we talk 

about the existences of suns, and moons, and stars, they all exist in the same universe.  Even 

the sun is appearing through limiting the great universe.  It appears as the sun in this great 

universe, but it will also disappear.  That is the teaching of Tathagata Zen.   

 And Buddhism says that if we ask how the great universe itself comes into being we 

have to answer that the great universe comes into being through the activity that forms the 

great universe.  We human beings are formed having the human being-forming-activity as our 
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very content.  And Tathagata Zen emphasizes that it isn’t just human beings, animals, and 

birds, and even plants, and even stones all have as their content both the activity of existing 

and the activity of non-existing, and these are what forms them.  This is the very nature of 

what it means to be an existent being.   

 And we can personify the activity that we have as our content which forms our selves, 

and say that activity is the activity of mind, or the activity of heart.  And when we analyze the 

activity of mind we can see it is comprised of on the one hand the activity of living, and on the 

other hand the activity of dying.  There is no one that doesn’t have a mind.  And everybody 

has a body.  Mind manifests the self that has a body, that has a form. 

 And it is the position of Buddhism to say that the universe is the same.  When we 

personify the universe we see that the universe also has the activity of mind as its content, and 

this activity of mind is what forms the universe.  The conclusion Tathagata Zen reaches is to 

say that starting with the great universe, and including the sun, and the moon, and this great 

earth which is our home, they all have the activity of mind as their content.   

 And in the tradition of Tathagata Zen we say that this is what the Enlightened One 

transmitted to his disciples.  The word transmission is a very difficult word, and what it means 

is, when a person is enlightened in the same way as Shakyamuni Buddha the founder of 

Buddhism was enlightened, that is when transmission has taken place.  Transmission, 

therefore, cannot occur without enlightenment.  If you get enlightenment, then you will have 

received this transmission of enlightenment yourself.  In other words the teaching of the 

Enlightened One will have been transmitted to you.  It is very necessary for you to know that if 

you get enlightenment then you are at that time the Buddha, but if you are not enlightened 

then there is no Buddha in this world.   

 Up through yesterday I’ve been speaking in many different ways about this very 

question of what enlightenment is, and who it is that gets enlightened.  Of course it is a 
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person who has appeared, it is a person who has been manifest who gets enlightenment.  If 

no one is manifest then there is no one to be enlightened.   

 In this world it is true that many different existences have appeared.  And those 

existences evolve and develop in a way so that eventually they will win the wisdom for 

themselves which knows the very nature of the self, and the very nature of this world.  In 

other words they will mature until they are enlightened.  There is no one to get enlightenment 

other than these manifest existences.  If you say that you are not Buddha because you can’t 

get enlightenment, if there are people like that, they are making a mistake.  It was the person 

who started Buddhism who taught from the very beginning that every single thing that is 

manifest without fail will develop until it reaches enlightenment. In Tathagata Zen we say that if 

there is an unenlightened person that is a person who, at the times when they are manifest as 

an incomplete, imperfect self, they attach to that imperfect self and therefore they cannot get 

enlightenment. Whether it’s a stone or a plant or a mosquito or a fish or a bird or an animal 

they are manifesting without attaching to their imperfect selves, and so we say that all of those 

things, even a stone, are doing the activity of enlightenment. 

  Take a plant. When the wind blows, it simply blows with the wind. If it rains it simply 

stands there getting soaked by the rain. If it’s sunny, then just in the way that the sun shines 

brightly, it shines brightly and does the activity of living.  And if it’s a plant, without having to 

figure anything out or think about anything, when night comes, the plant becomes as still and 

quiet as the night. And insects, all the kind of insects, and birds, all the kinds of birds, and fish 

and animals, they all, shall we say, live in this utterly natural way, without at all resisting or 

going against or opposing the activity of nature they exist. People love the word “natural” and 

“nature,” and you hear it all over the place, but what “natural” really means is an activity which 

is being manifest based solidly one the one foundational principle, which we call the principle of 

the activity of the dharma. All of these natural activities have the activity of the dharma as their 
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content, in other words, they are freely following or freely obeying the activity of the dharma as 

they exist. Even if we look at the higher animals, there are no animals that ignore the activity of 

the dharma, or try to go against the activity of the dharma.  

 But what about people? We people, of course, are animals too, but in Buddhism we say 

that people have developed a way of knowing, a way of wisdom we could say, that can know 

the activity of the dharma. This is very difficult to understand, but slowly but surely you will 

come to understand it as you progress in your practice. But anyway, when we talk about the 

evolution of the activity of knowing, somewhere in the process of the evolution of the activity 

of knowing we come to recognize this self which says “I am.”  Within that evolution of 

consciousness or the activity of knowing, when do you think we come to recognize the “I am” 

self? That activity which recognizes the “I am” self, which recognizes “I,” that very same activity 

Buddhism says simultaneously recognizes an other, a “you.”. Buddhism says that it’s only the 

mother that who really knows when this kind of thinking, this kind of knowing, bubbles up in 

her child. She knows exactly when it is that the child begins to recognize itself as an “I am,” and 

simultaneously begins to recognize the objective world that is other than itself, the world of 

“you.”  That is why mothers are so important.  And just as inevitably as the way of knowing 

which recognizes the “I,” and also recognizes the “you”  will be manifest within the process of 

the evolution of knowing, the activity which attaches to “I,” and attaches to “you” will also 

inevitably be manifest in the process of the evolution of the activity of knowing.   

 This is very difficult because it is true that there is a difference between the self and the 

other.  It isn’t true that the self and the other are exactly the same, and so existent beings 

must meet up with this situation of self being in opposition to other.  But this is very difficult.  

But taking this very difficult situation as our arena of practice, as we really practice in to this 

difficult situation we’ll see that originally there is no self, and likewise there is no other.  We’ll 

see that self and other inevitably will appear, but they only appear in the process of the 
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evolution of the complete self.  They are never fixated.  That originally there is no I, and also 

no you, is the teaching of the enlightened ones.  The teaching of Buddhism says that the 

mistake is always when you fixate the I, and fixate the other.  

 But the position which says “I am” always will appear, and so we have to find a way to 

acknowledge that, and recognize it.  But that “I am” self perspective, that position of the “I 

am” self is in no way the truth.  It is not reality.  Buddhism says very clearly that the “I am” 

position only appears in the process of the activity of the truth, and so it is a big mistake to 

fixate that “I am” self, and believe that it is your true self.  Although this is difficult I think this 

is a way that, especially for beginners, you can see how Buddhism teaches about how not to 

make mistakes. 

 Whenever the perspective which says “I am” is manifest it is always manifest in the 

world which is divided in to past, present, and future.  The I and the you both are manifest 

within this world which we call the three worlds.  Together with the appearance of “I,” “you” 

also appears.  But Buddhism goes on and teaches us never to forget that the world in which I 

and you are living is never a singular, isolated world, we always appears together with the 

worlds of past and future.   

 But as I always tell you, to really be able to manifest the wisdom for yourself that 

understands this principle is not an easy thing.  It’s difficult.  It’s natural, therefore, to say 

that to learn Zen isn’t easy, it’s a very hard thing.  But, as I always say, if you don’t attach to 

the “I am” self then you’ll see clearly that originally there is no position of the subject, in other 

words there is no position of “I,” and if we make “I” the subject then “you” would be the 

object, and there is no position of you, of the object, either.   

 If we do simply accept as valid, as true this “I am” self then even though the other selves 

are living together with us in this same world of the present, we will fight each other.  It’s the 

teaching of Tathagata Zen therefore that says it is very necessary for us all to strive to manifest 
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the wisdom that clearly knows that when the world in which the “I am” self lives appears, it 

always appears together with the past and future worlds.   

 But when the positions of “I am”  and “you” vanish, as they inevitably will, at exactly 

the same time as those perspectives vanish the worlds of past and future also vanish.  And 

that is when the world that we call in Buddhism isshinjitsu 一真実, one truth, one true reality, 

One True Nature appears.  And of course if we say true nature it has to be only one, not two, 

that is why we say “One True Nature.”  And in Buddhism we name that condition of One True 

Nature in various ways, in order to teach about it, such as the dharmakaya, or the cosmic 

Buddha, or the manifestation of true love.   

 And so, right in to this manifestation of true love you and I and everything is melted.  

Everything is melted in to this manifestation of One True Nature.  But as I always say, whether 

we call it the manifestation of true love, or manifestation of One True Nature, or the 

dharmakaya, that condition is not fixated.  In other words it cannot continue its existence 

eternally.  The reason is that One True Nature is manifest when the activity of mind, the 

activity which is comprised of plus and minus, becomes completely unified.  When plus and 

minus completely become one that is when One True Nature is manifest.  I’ve been calling 

this activity of mind also the activity of dharma, and that activity is comprised of plus and 

minus, and when plus and minus separate from each other that is when the world of past, 

present, and future appears.  And then if we look more carefully just at the present moment, 

we see that the present moment is also divided further in to “I am”  and “you.”  And when 

we attach to that “I” that is when we find ourselves in the situation in which it is impossible to 

manifest the perfect self, impossible to manifest the condition of One True Nature.  But 

Buddhism says that when “I” and “you” completely unify that is true love.  When you and I do 

the activity of true love that is also when past and future completely disappear, and that is 

when One True Nature is manifest.   
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 Buddhism asks you to very carefully contemplate that it is only the “I am” self, that self 

which recognizes “I” and recognizes “you” which talks about things like existing or not existing, 

having or not having, something being good or evil, something being true or not true.  The 

perfect self, the self which is manifesting true love never talks about things like that. 

 And where does that condition of One True Nature come from?  The condition of One 

True Nature is always moving forward to manifest a new condition of One True Nature, and it is 

only in this process of one condition of One True Nature manifesting a new condition of One 

True Nature that the worlds of past, present, and future are manifest, but the condition of One 

True Nature itself never says anything like u or mu, existing or not existing, somethingness or 

nothingness.  When you manifest the activity of true love then whether it is good and evil, or 

life and death, everything has been melted in to that, in other words everything disappears.  

Although we use the word “disappear,” such as just now I said everything disappears, actually 

the manifestation of the condition of true love has everything, all of living and all of dying, all of 

good and all of evil as its content.  But it seems as if generally everybody turns the other way 

and doesn’t look at this fact, completely overlooks this fact that true love is the manifestation 

that has all of plus and minus, all of living and dying, all of good and evil as its content.  The 

reason why people make so many mistakes about love is because they think about love, and 

they seek love, from the perspective of simply accepting the “I am” self and the “you self’.   

 Anyway, the people who really know this principle are the enlightened people. In other 

words, to be enlightened means that you manifest true love. Inevitably the enlightened person 

will manifest the dharmakaya. And also the enlightened ones don’t attach to that manifestation 

of true love or the dharmakaya. Before, I’ve been calling this manifestation of the dharmakaya 

the manifestation of the activity of samadhi, and so we teach that inevitably that state of 

samadhi will be broken forth from, and the worlds of past, present, and future again will 

appear. So to attach to samadhi or true love or the dharmakaya is a mistake. 
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 I’ve been talking, and now the time has come to stop talking. The time has come, so I 

should end my teisho soon, but I’d like for you to at least remember that the position of 

Tathagata Zen is to say that you have to find some way of thinking about things from the 

perspective that it’s only the imperfect “I am” proclaiming self that talks about things like 

existing or not existing, good or evil, living or dying and that in the manifestation of true love 

there are originally no such things as those, in other words  true love completely embraces all 

of those things. But we also ask you to carefully contemplate for yourself that in the process of 

one dharmakaya manifesting a new dharmakaya, in between the manifestation of the old 

dharmakaya and the new dharmakaya, inevitably the world of past, present, and future is 

manifest. But if you are attached to your “I am” self then always, absolutely always, that “I am” 

self which is residing in the present will have to suffer being controlled by past and future, will 

always be worrying and suffering.  

 The dharma activity is always manifesting the body of the dharma, one true nature, the 

manifestation of true love, and will always manifest a new one true nature, a new 

manifestation of one true love. And in the process of that, past, present, and future appear.  

But if we are attached to our “I am” selves then it is impossible for us to manifest the wisdom 

that really sees that this world of past, present, and future vanishes and so we always will have 

to be stuck struggling and suffering in this world of being tied up by past and future.   

 Buddhism says that this “I am” self is always existing together with past, present, and 

future, but it also says that when that same “I am” self completely manifests true love then the 

world of past, present, and future vanishes, and the only thing there is One True Nature.   

 You are truth itself.  You are reality itself.  You are the dharmakaya itself.  If you are 

a person who believes in God then we can say you are manifesting yourself as God itself.  That 

is all there is. There is nothing there.   

 And the activity which does that is the activity of mind, the activity of heart, the activity 
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which forms yourself, and everything, and this universe which is our home.  And Tathagata 

Zen pleads with you not to forget this when you are doing your zazen.  We ask you to carefully 

contemplate in your zazen that the activity of mind which forms everything is comprised of plus 

and minus, and when plus and minus completely become one that is the manifestation of One 

True Nature.  But it is a very hard thing.  But, actually there is nothing at all difficult about it.  

Inevitably the manifestation of One True Nature will be manifest, and then that One True 

Nature will itself manifest itself as the worlds of past, present, and future.   

 In other words the activity of mind, or the activity of the dharma does not attach to 

anything on the one hand, and on the other hand it manifests absolutely everything.  But that 

won’t happen if your “I am” self is working with will.  The reason why that kind of functioning 

is possible is because it has no will.  Because it has no will it can freely manifest both u and 

mu, both existing and non-existing.  And that’s why in Buddhism we call the true activity of 

heart, the true activity of mind, the activity of the dharma, “the activity of emptiness,” because 

it has no will.  

 But, we warn you , don’t make a mistake about this.  意思無しに活動すれば、すべ

てdharmaの働きであると言ったならまた誤ってくるぞ。 If you say that if you act without 

will then everything is the dharma activity that is also a mistake.   意思無しに活動しておる

働きはdharmaの働きである。しかし、そういう 意思無しに活動する働きに囚われたな

らば、めちゃくちゃな働きをして、これがdharmaの働きだなどということ言うように

なってしまうのである .  The activity which acts without will is the dharma activity.  

However, if you get caught up by this idea of a will-less activity, if you let the idea of it tie you 

up, then you will end up acting in any old arbitrary, random, sloppy way, and then saying that 

your messed up activity is the dharma activity.  Buddhism teaches about this very strictly and 

says that, yes, the dharma activity is acting without will, but that will-less activity only will 
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appear when that “I am” self of yours which does have will dissolves its will.   

 And in Buddhism we say that the activity of dissolving the “I am” self, as I said before, is 

the activity of true love, but if we analyze that we call it the activity of jihi, the activity of 

Buddhist compassion.  And the word jihi, translated as Buddhist compassion, is very different I 

think, than the English word compassion.  And when we analyze jihi we see that it is 

comprised of on the one hand the activity of karuna, and on the other hand the activity of 

maitri.  Buddhism says that the people who really know about that are mothers who have 

raised their children.  If your child is in the position of striving to, needing to, live, then the 

mother also stands up in the position of striving to live, and teaches from that position.  And if 

the child, on the other hand, needs to die, then the mother will teach the child also standing up 

herself in the position of needing to die.  When we talk about living we mean the activity of 

affirming the self, and so when the child needs to be affirmed then the mother lives together 

with the child, teaching the child from the position of affirming the self.  But there are also 

times when the child is in the position of needing to negate the self.  Everybody knows that if 

a child gets tied up by only being affirmed that child will come to say things like, “No!  I don’t 

want to!  I don’t want to do that!”  And in those times the mother must stand up in the 

position of negating the self, and she does the activity of negating her self at the same time as 

she teaches the child the activity of negating the self.  That is a real mother.  That is a true 

bodhisattva.   

 And finally when we talk about actually practicing this koan of Joshu’s mu: when Joshu 

says mu, he is talking about the activity of true love, the will-less activity of the dharma, the 

activity of  karuna and maitri, the activity of Buddhist compassion.  So if you attach to the 

word mu, even if you try  to practice it for a hundred years you will never be able to grasp it.  

Americans seem to love this koan of Joshu’s mu.  I’ve met a lot of people who come to me, 

and they love this koan of Joshu’s mu so much that they themselves pipe up and ask me, 
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“Please give me the koan of Joshu’s mu.”  All I can say is I’m disgusted by you.           


