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Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

 

THE CASE 

   A monk once asked Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha nature?”  Joshu answered, “Mu.” 

 

 In China in ancient times, the teachers of Tathagata Zen began to call their style of Zen 

“Patriarch Zen.”  So, before that in India, there was no such thing as Patriarch Zen.  In India, 

Tathagata Zen was just Tathagata Zen.  If you had asked an Indian person what Patriarch Zen was, 

they wouldn’t have been able to answer you. 

 But if you think that Tathagata Zen is somehow different from Patriarch Zen, well they’re not 

different actually.  The words may be different, but there is no real difference in the meaning.  So 

then you might think, “So what’s wrong with just sticking with Tathagata Zen?  Why do we need this 

new word?”  But the fact is that as Zen became popular in China, people began to call Tathagata Zen 

“Patriarch Zen.” 

 If you want to make a difference, you can say that Tathagata Zen means the Buddha’s Zen, but 

the ancient Chinese people who started using the words “Patriarch Zen” meant that they were doing 
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not the Buddha’s Zen but “The Patriarch’s Zen.” 

 So how about this Zen that we’re doing here in America?  It’s not Buddha’s Zen and it’s not 

Patriarch Zen either.  What should we call it?  It’s a democratic country, so maybe we should just 

call it “Democratic Zen.” 

 But in the case of Tathagata Zen and Patriarch Zen, although the words are different, the 

meaning is the same and the people who spoke of Patriarch Zen knew that.  When we say Buddha, 

everyone has a tendency to fixate Buddha and think of Buddha as a fixated thing.  All of you having 

been raised up learning about God, learning about a religion that believes in God, I think that you tend 

to fixate God. 

 Perhaps in China in the same way, people who really didn’t understand Buddhism thought that 

Buddha was a fixated thing.  We’re told that even in India after the death of the Buddha, it was very 

common for people to fixate some thing that they thought was Buddha.  But in China, the Chinese 

Zen masters clearly taught and thought that Buddha was only Buddha, we can say it simply, because he 

or she does the activity of Buddha.  So Buddha could never be a fixated thing.  That’s why they 

began to use this term which is in the koan “Buddha nature.” 

 In Sanskrit they had a word “Buddha-ta” which meant Buddha activity, the activity of Buddha 

and that is exactly what is meant when in the koan they say “Buddha nature.” 

 People who really understood what Buddha is knew that Buddha was an activity, that Buddha 

was something that did the activity of Buddha nature.  But for other people who didn’t understand, it 

was very easy for them to come to fixate some thing which is Buddha. 

 In order to avoid this kind of misunderstanding, the Chinese Zen teachers taught very clearly 

that Buddha is not a fixated thing.  Buddha is an activity called “Buddha activity” or “Buddha nature.” 

 As I just said, perhaps American Zen will come to be called “Democratic Zen.”  But, if the 

people who are teaching and practicing this kind of Zen forget that the people who do Democratic Zen 

must be Buddhas, then it’s a big mistake. 

 So now clearly we have to ask the question, “What could Buddha mean.”  As I just said, 
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Buddha is something that does the activity of Buddha.  Even in ancient times, the Buddha taught his 

own disciples that the activity that a Buddha does is the Dharma activity.  The Buddha manifests the 

Buddha activity.  That is the Dharma activity. 

 And so we can say that those things which are doing the Dharma activity have, as their 

foundation, have, as their source, the Buddha.  But when we ask more carefully what exactly Buddha 

is, we see that sometimes the Buddha does the living activity and sometimes the Buddha does the 

dying activity.  It was the Buddha himself who clearly caught this experience for himself and taught 

this. 

 No matter what we say, this Buddha is the Dharma activity.  When we use words like Buddha 

nature or Dharma nature or Buddha activity or Dharma activity, when we look carefully at the “activity” 

parts, the “nature” parts of those words, we say that it was the historical Siddhartha, who later became 

the Buddha, who clearly caught the wisdom for himself that saw that the nature, the activity of 

Dharma, of Buddha, is comprised of living and dying. 

 You can see that whether we say Buddha nature or Dharma nature, it’s the same thing.  It was 

the Buddha who taught his own disciples that whether we use the words Dharma activity or Buddha 

activity or Dharma nature or Buddha nature, it’s all pointing to this one activity which has the two 

mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

In Tathagata Zen we teach very carefully in great detail about this Buddha nature, about this Dharma 

activity.  As we say that it is comprised of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, we also say that tatha-gata 

means “to expand,” “to exist.”  It is the activity that brings man into being.  Tatha-agata means to 

contract, to not exist.  It is the activity that brings woman into being.  To use modern language, we 

can simply say that one is plus and one is minus. 

 In Tathagata Zen we say, “Just keep it simple and do your practice thinking that men are doing 

the plus activity and women are doing the minus activity!” 

 As I just said, plus and minus are opposite activities.  They mutually oppose each other, but in 

Buddhism, and especially in Tathagata Zen we say that everybody should know from their own 
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experience that although they’re opposite, they will meet each other. 

 As I talked about a little bit yesterday, when we teach we ask you all to think very carefully to 

yourselves the question, “Is it possible for plus and minus to stay in this place of having met?  Is it 

possible to fixate this situation of their meeting?”  You all know from your own experience that it’s 

not possible to fixate the place of meeting.  As I said yesterday and as you all know from your own 

experience, the place of meeting cannot be fixated and it is broken through and plus experiences the 

world of minus.  Minus experiences the world of plus. 

 The amount of time that it takes for minus to experience the world of plus is an incredibly short 

amount of time.  Immediately we can say that minus, having experienced the world of plus, then 

arrives at the very origin of plus. 

 Similarly, plus, after breaking through the point of meeting, immediately completely 

experiences the world of minus and then arrives at the very source of minus. 

 Tathagata Zen very sternly asserts these things that, for instance, plus and minus do have their 

origins.  They have flown out from those origins and now they are meeting each other’s origins. 

 When we talk about the actual practice of Tathagata Zen, we demand, we very strictly demand 

that you contemplate this fundamental activity for yourself.  Minus starts off at the origin of minus, 

meets plus and breaks through, and then arrives at the origin of plus.  Plus starts off at the origin of 

plus, meets minus, breaks through and then arrives at the origin of minus. 

 When minus stands up at the origin of plus, she no longer has any place in which to act.  

Similarly, when plus has broken through and arrived at the origin of minus, plus no longer has an place 

in which to act.  We can say that both plus and minus have lost their place in which to act. 

 But for people who have received the transmission within the study of Tathagata Zen, we’re 

told that the Buddha himself taught that plus and minus, although we say that they have lost their 

place to act in here, they never can stop their nature of doing activity. 

 It’s very necessary to, shall we say, in great detail or in great subtlety or with great care, 

contemplate this part. 
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 We again very sternly demand of you that at this point it’s necessary to look back into the past 

of this process and ask, “Before plus and minus ever met, where had they come from?”  We ask that 

you remember that plus had come from the origin of plus and minus had come from the origin of 

minus.  Though we might not know what that means, what origin means, we need to contemplate 

this. 

 The teaching of the very practice of Tathagata Zen asks you to contemplate for yourself this 

process of plus and minus starting out, kicking off from their origins and then meeting.  Then you 

must contemplate exactly what it means to meet, and contemplate the breakthrough of that meeting.  

Then you must further contemplate the appearance of plus right in the origin of minus and the 

appearance of minus right in the origin of plus. 

 In your zazen, we ask you to very carefully contemplate this activity of plus and minus breaking 

through the situation of having met each other and plus arriving at the origin of minus and minus 

arriving at the origin of plus.  They have arrived at the origin of their opposites, and we have to 

carefully contemplate that plus and minus do have their origins. 

 The reason why in Tathagata Zen we so strictly teach about this process that we call the 

condition of the origin is because if you don’t understand this condition, no matter how much zazen 

you do, you’ll never be able to understand Zen or zazen. 

 We remind you that in this condition of the origin there is no “I am” self at all.  There’s simply 

the activities of plus and minus. 

 The position of Buddhism is to very carefully remind you that in this condition of the origin, 

neither plus nor minus has will.  Plus is simply doing the activity of plus and minus is simply doing the 

activity of minus.  It is in no way the case that plus has “plus” kind of will and minus has “minus” kind 

of will.  There is no will in this activity. 

 For people who, when contemplating this great cosmos itself, think that this universe is acting 

with will, for those sorts of people, they will want to say that plus has the plus kind of will and minus 

has the minus kind of will.  This is the appearance of what we can call a difference of opinion. 
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 No matter which of these opinions you have, or which of these opinions is had, whether it’s the 

opinion that plus has plus will and minus has minus will, or the opposite opinion which is, “No, plus is 

acting without will and minus is acting without will,” as you all already know, it’s only you who can have 

these opinions. 

 We don’t deny this opinion.  We simply say to the people who insist on their opinion that plus 

has the plus will and minus has the minus will,  We simply say, “Okay.  First pass through truly 

experiencing how that self which has that opinion is born.  First have that experience.” 

 For the people who have the opinion that plus and minus are acting without will, we also say 

that you must manifest the wisdom for yourself that that self of yours, who has that opinion that plus 

and minus are acting without will, is born through an activity which has no will.  You have to have that 

experience for yourself.  You have to clearly manifest the wisdom of the world before you were born 

and the world after you were born. 

 Buddhism also has the teaching that, no matter what, that self that is born will come to develop 

in to having will.  Buddhism also says that that self that has a very strong will, inevitably becomes a 

self who knows that it must manifest the world that acts without will. 

 We selves who are born will come to manifest the wisdom that understands this principle.  

What I’m saying is that if you really understand this principle, then you’ll understand that there’s no 

need to have fighting or opposition between the opinion that plus and minus act without will and that 

plus and minus act with will.  You will see that both of these positions appear within the process, the 

great process of activity.  There’s no need to attach to either mu, non-being or u, being. 

 Any existent thing has been manifest through the mu activity.  In other words, it has been 

manifest through the activity that has no will.  Also, every existent thing which has been manifest 

through this activity that has no will shall also do the activity of dissolving itself, of vanishing, through 

the will-less activity. 

 The position of Buddhism is to say that through having these kind of experiences over and over 

and over again, we will come to understand both the world of will and the world of no-will.  The 
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position of Buddhism is to say that there’s absolutely no need to attach to either the position of the 

world of will as the true world or the world of no-will as the true world.  We don’t have to attach to 

these positions and argue about it. 

 The first thing that we have to do is to manifest the wisdom that really knows the process by 

which we are born, the world from which we are born and to which we are born into.  The position of 

Buddhism is to say that if you can really manifest the wisdom that clearly knows this principle, then 

you will be able to manifest the wisdom that knows that there is no need to fight between these two 

opinions of “the world of will is the true world” or “the world is manifest through a willful activity” and 

on the other hand, “the world is manifest through a will-less activity.” 

 Isn’t that true?  I mean, if you look at the life of a loving couple living together, you will 

immediately be able to understand for yourself that what Buddhism says is true.  It’s fine for man and 

woman or husband and wife to both have a strong will and to act with that will.  But if that will is that 

will of mu, the non-being will, the will which is no-will, then there will be no need for them to have 

fights. 

 But if plus identifies with having the plus will and minus thinks that she is the minus will and 

they attach to those different kinds of will, then it will be attached will.  When that happens, their 

opposition will always be in opposition.  Never will the world of zero be manifest. 

 The world of will inevitably is manifest.  We must acknowledge its existence.  We must 

perceive it and recognize it and know that it’s important.  But the world without will is also important, 

and we must understand this. 

 If you just think in the ordinary way, then you will never be able to come to the understanding 

that these different wills, the plus will and the minus will, become one.  But in Tathagata Zen we say 

that it is because these wills of plus and minus are different, it is because the plus will is different from 

the minus will, that the zero condition, the perfect condition, the condition without will, is possible. 

 The plus activity must have the plus will and the minus activity must have the minus will.  The 

teaching of Buddhism is to say, for example, when it comes to the plus activity, to the expanding 
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activity, there must be a world to let that activity of expansion in.  We can even say that, in terms of 

water, if the plus activity is water expanding, there needs to be a vessel to receive that expanding 

water. 

 The teaching of Buddhism teaches that, when we talk about expanding, we say that expanding 

is the activity of giving.  That is the tatha-gata activity, and therefore the activity that receives that 

expansion, the activity of receiving is the tatha-agata activity. 

 We can see that the plus activity is in contrast to the minus activity.  As the minus activity is 

doing contracting, doing receiving, doing taking, therefore we see that the plus activity is doing 

expanding, which is giving. 

We teach that the plus activity is always doing this activity of giving.  He is the one who tends to make 

all the trouble because it’s his very nature to always be giving.  The troublemakers are the men.  But 

it is only because the minus activity is doing the activity of receiving, is doing the activity of embracing, 

that the plus activity can, with peace of mind, do his activity of giving. 

 The very fundamental teaching of Tathagata Zen, the very teaching that we can say is the 

transmission within the Dharma line of Tathagata Zen is to say that there are these two fundamental 

activities of giving and receiving.  Although there’s a difference between the one activity taking the 

lead and the other activity following that lead, or a difference between acting and we can even 

perhaps say reacting, that both of these activities of giving and receiving are occurring at the exact 

same time. 

 The giving activity is the male activity.  The receiving activity is the minus, contracting activity. 

 The minus activity never misses the plus activity.  Without mistake, she always succeeds in 

receiving the plus activity.  There are some very technical terms which are used to describe these 

activities.  It’s complicated, because the pronunciation of them are the same whether you say giving 

or taking.  In English it’s easier because we just say the activity of give and take. 

 When this activity of give and take can happen simultaneously, then there’s no need for any 

fighting.  But the moment plus and minus attach to their “I am” selves thinking, “I dislike doing it that 
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way,” or “It’s much more pleasurable for me if I do it that way.”  Then they’re no longer capable of 

doing the pure, simultaneous activity of giving and taking. 

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen therefore says that it’s absolutely necessary to do this practice. 

In other words to learn to manifest the wisdom of doing the simultaneous activity of both giving and 

taking.  You must do the activity of giving and taking which has no “I am” self, which is not attached, 

and which happens without will. 

 You can see that there’s no possible way that the world of academic study and the world of Zen 

practice is the same.  It always is the case that when you study religion from an intellectual or an 

academic point of view, you end up doing your study from the position of unquestioningly 

acknowledging the condition of your “I am” self.  You do it from the position of unconditionally 

accepting your “I am” self, and then studying. 

It’s fine for people to study things academically.  Everybody ends up doing it at one time or another.  

But the position of Tathagata Zen is to say that it’s imperative for us to understand that the condition 

of the origin is acting without any “I am.” 

 What I’m saying is that in the condition of the origin, plus and minus are acting without will.  

When they meet or break through that meeting, all of these activities are will-less.  The way we teach 

is to say that the minus activity begins at her origin and contracts until she arrives at the very origin of 

plus.  The plus activity takes off from his origin and expands until, after breaking through the point of 

meeting, he arrives at the origin of minus.  So of course, because minus is contracting and plus is 

expanding, somewhere they will meet each other. 

 From my point of view it seems that in Japan now this careful, complete teaching of this 

condition of the origin has been lost.  You can no longer hear teishos about it.  If you think, “I really 

want to understand Zen, so I should go to Japan,” well then just try to go there!  You’ll see what a big 

mistake you’ve made. 

 A lot of different roshis come from Japan, but when it comes to even the most fundamental 

questions of why we’re born and why we die, from my point of view, it seems like none of them are 
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even able to teach that.  It seems like they’re just a bunch of young punks coming over.  Maybe it’s 

my illusion or my fantasy, but my fantasy is that it’s imperative that a new Zen be born here in 

America. 

 I know that I repeat the same thing over and over and over again, but the reason I do it is 

because I firmly believe that true Zen will not be born until you firmly understand the condition of the 

origin.  So that’s why I spoke about it again here. 

 

終 

the end 


