
Mt.Baldy Rohatsu-Sesshin December 2000
December 7, Day 7

led by Kyozan Joshu Sasaki Roshi
Translator: Giko Rubin

Mumonkan Case 1: Joshu’s puppy

Finally we have come to the very last day of the Rohatsu Dai-Sesshin. So this is the last 
teisho. This is the end of the teishos for this Rohatsu. 
Luckily we are finally getting somewhere in the teishos. Up until the day before yester-
day I was preparing you laying the groundwork to actually enter into this koan. But yes-
terday we were able to at least begin the investigation of the actual text of the koan. I 
hope that I can get to the conclusion today. I can’t promise that I actually will be able to 
tie everything up and get to the end of it. But that is my hope.
I told you yesterday that the monk mentioned in the koan was questioning master Joshu 
about many things concerning Buddha nature.
What kind of an Osho was Joshu? Mumon the Osho that authored the Mumonkan is 
telling us that Joshu Osho was the kind of teacher who had clearly and thoroughly had 
experienced the Dharma activity for himself in such a way that he actually could do it un-
erringly. 
Joshu Osho was in other words the kind of Osho who had manifested the wisdom that 
knew the fundamental nature of the self and the fundamental nature of the world that all 
selves share as their one home. He knew the activity.
But what about the monk. What kind of a monk was the monk? We will get to the answer 
of this question as we investigate the conversation – the question and answer between 
Joshu and monk. As Joshu and the monk were speaking with each other just like a rescu-
ing ship to rescue Joshu from the boredom of it came the puppy. The puppy came in.
Then at once the monk makes the puppy the subject of his next question and asked ‘Does 
this puppy have Buddha-nature or does this puppy not have Buddha-nature?’
Wow!…What a question. What a hard question. 
Joshu answered in a mistaken way. The monk might strangle him. It might be the case 
that this monk knew all about Buddha-nature. And with this feeling of testing Joshu and 
being ready to strangle him if he answers wrongly – maybe it is from this point of view 
that the monk asked. 
But Joshu just very simply answered ‘Mu’ . In English that would be ‘No’.
But as I just said, Joshu was an Osho that succeeded in manifesting the wisdom that 
clearly grasped the Dharma activity. This kind of wisdom is called in Buddhism ‘perfect 
wisdom’ or prajna. 
The Dharma activity is the activity that forms all existent beings and the world the great 
cosmos that all existent beings live in. To manifest the wisdom that knows that activity is 
to manifest oneself as the Supreme One the Almighty One. In the transmission of Tatha-
gata-Zen it is said that the first person in succeeding to manifest the wisdom that knows 
the nature of the self and the nature of the world was called Buddha.
This monk who is facing Joshu who has succeeded in manifesting the wisdom that knows
the nature of the self and the nature of the world and asks the question about Buddha-na-
ture maybe we can see this scene the monk already knowing all about Buddha-nature and



self.    
It is necessary to dig deeply in our investigation of the monks question. 
In Chinese Buddhism ‘busho’ – Buddha-nature - was a translation of the Sanskrit ‘bud-
dhata’ – Buddha activity. 
As I just told you a person that manifested the wisdom that knows the activity that forms 
all existent beings and the world all existent beings live in is called a Buddha. And when 
we personify that activity we call it the Buddha activity.
The activity that forms all beings and the place all beings live in the Buddha’s teaching 
career – later in his career- he called that activity the Dharma activity. But here the same 
activity is personified and called the Buddha activity or Buddha-nature. The reason why 
it’s called in that way is because a person that has manifested the wisdom that knows that 
activity is called a Buddha. 
In Tathagata Zen however right from the very beginning we insist that this Buddha activ-
ity –Buddha nature is forming all of us and the world we live in is not just one activity.
Isn’t it true that if you look carefully at the nature of being a human being or the nature of
being any being you see right from the start that beings are divided into men and women. 
In Tathagata Zen we say that Buddhism is the teaching that teaches that the nature of the 
world we all live in and the nature of all of us is comprised of two essential opposing 
forces.    These two essential opposing forces are called tathagata and tatha-agata – thus 
going and thus coming – or using more modern language we can call them simply plus 
and minus or the activity that makes man and the activity that makes woman. This is the 
teaching Tathagata Zen holds down to us. 
And what kind of activity do the two essential opposing forces do? 
During this Sesshin as during all Sesshin we have here I spent five days over and over 
again what kind of activity they do. 
The reason for that is that without investigating what exactly the two forces do it is in no 
way possible to understand this koan. If I don’t explain the activity you have no idea what
I am talking about. Where do the two activities come from? 
Buddhism from the very beginning teaches that we need a source that we must have an 
origin that if we didn’t have an origin we come from we wouldn’t come at all. And that 
we must return to that same source. 
Over and over I’ve been telling you the story of plus and minus meeting each other and 
what kind of a conversation they have with each other. Originally the sources of plus and 
minus have no form - have no will. Therefore none can see them. They are no material 
forces. But we all know from our own experience that the two essential opposing forces 
do unfailingly meet each other.
You all know this. Every single day the men and women are meeting each other. Nobody 
can deny this meeting. Tathagata Zen teaches when the two forces meet each other in-
evitably they will have the conversation in which they ask each other ‘Where they have 
come from’ and plus will say ‘I have come from the source of plus’ and minus will an-
swer ‘I have come from the source of minus.’ 
Tathagata Zen however faces modern people and cross-examines them and asks them 
‘Isn’t    it true because you haven’t been taught    this in school – because you’ve never 
been taught you have a source that you go through your lives meeting each other unaware
that you have come from your source’. 
You simply unquestioningly accept that you meet but you have forgotten that you’ve 



come from your respectively sources. Plus and minus – man and woman have the desire 
to meet each other. They want to meet each other. Everybody can understand that.
Plus thinks ‘I am incomplete just alone as plus’. Minus also thinks ‘That’s just me all 
alone - that’s incomplete’ and so naturally as plus and minus get bigger and bigger they 
come to wonder what it would be like to manifest completeness.
Therefore isn’t it true that Tathagata Zen teaches - because I’ve told you this for so many 
times you should know this for yourself - therefore isn’t it true that inevitably plus and 
minus will break through each other and plus will arrive at the source of minus and minus
will arrive at the source of plus.
What happens when they break through each other? I really want to tell this story yet 
again but we don’t have time to tell it. I have been telling you over and over again that 
even when plus has arrived at the source of minus and minus at the very source of plus 
that is not a complete experience of the true self a complete experience of the reality.
It is only when plus and minus then simultaneously do the activity of returning to their 
own original sources that for the first time both plus and minus manifest the wisdom that 
thoroughly knows the nature of the self. This is what I’ve been telling you over and over 
and over and over again.
If you were a true Zen practitioner upon hearing this I would suppose you would natu-
rally think ‘Yes, that must be the way it is. I must experience this for myself.’ But I won-
der about you folks. You come to Sanzen and it just seem you don’t understand you don’t 
even understand what you don’t understand. I don’t know what you are doing. That is be-
cause you have never been taught this kind of thing in school. 
Just as I’ve been telling you over and over and over again when plus and minus when 
man and woman arrive at each others origin they then must turn around and go back to 
their own origin. And when they finally return to their original homes it is then that they 
manifest the wisdom that knows the entirety of their one shared residence. This is when 
one has truly caught the complete experience of the place one lives in. This is what we 
mean by doing the Dharma activity. The activity of Dharma inevitably manifests the body
of Dharma. It is from this point of view - it is standing from this principle this reason of 
nature that you must look at this conversation this debate between Joshu and the monk.
When plus and minus meet and then break through each other break through that meeting
it is then as I’ve been telling you that imperfect space manifests. That means not the per-
fect universe – not absolute space but an imperfect interval of space appears. 
The thing that manifests here between plus and minus can also be called distance. This 
distance is formed through receiving one hundred millionth of plus and one hundred mil-
lionth of minus - one hundred millionth of blood of plus and one hundred millionth of the
blood of minus. 
The distance that manifests is an existent being. This existent being has equal parts of 
plus and minus as its content. And the moment this existence manifests plus and minus 
are manifest embracing this existence from the inside and the outside.
As I’ve told you so many times before when this imperfect space manifest in between 
plus and minus at that very same time plus and minus because they have given one hun-
dred millionth part of themselves – they have lost that parts of themselves – therefore 
they are not perfect anymore.
In the teaching of Tathagata Zen at least as one way of teaching we say that    when the 
imperfect space - the imperfect self manifests then the minus activity becomes imperfect 



and that imperfect minus is the future activity and the plus activity also becomes imper-
fect and that imperfect plus becomes the past activity. Plus and minus are both imperfect 
here. Zen practice is to sit Zazen and contemplate this activity for yourselves until you 
have manifested the wisdom that clearly grasps that condition. 
In other words according to Tathagata Zen at the very moment that past and future first 
manifest it is then that the child is born. This existing imperfect thing appears in between 
plus and minus with one hundred millionth of both as its content can be called the child.
In this case who is it that can ask questions about reality and the truth or existence and 
non-existence or god and the devil. Who asks this kind of questions? Who is it?
Of course it is that existent being that ‘I am’ proclaiming existent being that has been 
manifest through receiving one hundred millionth of both plus and minus. It is that who 
asks the questions. 
In this case the monk is asking the question. The monk is the questioner. Therefore please
see that the monk is asking as still manifesting an imperfect existent being who is taking 
past and future as objects.
Now we have to get into this very difficult annoying part because we have to start talking 
about subject and object but usually in academia when people start talking subject and 
object at once either you think that plus is the subject and minus is the subject or oppo-
sitely that minus is the subject and plus is the subject. This is very very difficult to under-
stand but in fact Tathagata Zen is    the teaching that teaches this kind of difficult things. 
And Tathagata Zen says that it is the born child in between that is the subject and both 
plus and minus both past and future both father and mother are the objects. 
You can easily see can’t you that this monk has not yet manifested the wisdom that 
knows that it is the imperfect born self that is the subject and that is the imperfect activi-
ties of plus and minus that are the object. 
The number one oldest student here listening to teisho is Seiju. Seiju please listen care-
fully as not to mistake this point. In Buddhism generally we talk about the objective 
world as the environment. Both the worlds of past and future are therefore the objects. 
The environment and the ‘I am’ self is the imperfect subject.    In this case all three plus, 
minus and the self    in between are imperfect. None are perfect. In Tathagata Zen we very
sternly say perfection is only one- there is the one and only state of perfection. If you un-
derstand or if you don’t understand we teach it like this. The state of reality itself – the 
Almighty – the Dharmakaya is just one. It is when all of plus and minus have unified to-
tally. That’s why Buddhism calls that state of perfection zero. 
Zero means plus and minus have become completely one that means plus and minus are 
simultaneously totally experiencing each other. Plus dives into the world of minus and 
minus dives into the world of plus. That’s zero. That’s the state that has no self. That’s 
why it’s called the emptiness activity.
Next year I will become ninety four. So please listen seriously. I’m not going to live that 
much longer. 
There is a monk here visiting us from Japan now. You should ask him whether there are 
any Roshis left or monks left in Japan who give these kind of teishos anymore.    
I am sorry to say that even my own style of Myoshinji in Rinzai-Zen in Japan has gotten 
weird after World War II. If you want to understand Zen and with that purpose go to 
Japan you will be disappointed.
Or you might think I want to go to India in order to understand Tathagata Zen. But Tatha-



gata Zen disappeared from India many many years ago.
These days everybody seems to stand up in their imperfect ‘I am’ self and then talk about 
this and that and say ’I understand, I understand’. The state of perfectly understanding is 
the state of perfectly experiencing zero according to Tathagata Zen.
 Joshu Osho in this koan is expressing zero when he says ‘No’ - when he says ‘Mu’. 
That’s why this monk doesn’t understand Joshu’s answer. The proof that this monk 
doesn’t understand Joshu’s answer is that he continues and asks another question. After 
Joshu answers ‘No’ the monk says ‘How can you say that: Only this puppy doesn’t have 
a seed of Buddha-hood. Sakyamuni Buddha the founder of Buddhism says that absolutely
every single sentient being every single existent being has the seed of Buddha-hood. How
can this puppy not?’
This monk asking questions about the puppy having Buddha-nature or not having Bud-
dha-nature is obviously someone who is not going to the understanding of what perfect 
zero is. The puppy who is manifesting one hundred millionth of plus and minus as its 
content is not perfect. But even that puppy will inevitably manifest perfection. It will in-
evitably manifest the zero self. But no matter how the puppy manifests perfection – mani-
fest zero it will never manifest the self as a human being. Puppies can try their darnest but
they’re never going to become people. But even the puppy will manifest the perfect self. 
And of course people also manifest the perfect self. Buddhism says in fact that ants, 
snakes, birds, fish, animals, everything unfailingly will manifest the perfect self. When 
the perfect self manifests that means perfect Dharma manifests. All of those manifesta-
tions of perfection are equal to each other. States of perfection are all equally perfect. 
Therefore all equal to each other. However when a human being manifests as a human 
being or an animal as an animal or a bird as a bird or a caterpillar as a caterpillar or a 
plant as a plant those are all different from each other. However when an ant or a bird or a
snake or a dog or a person manifests completion – perfection. Those are all manifesta-
tions of zero. All those zeros are equal to each other. It’s because they are zero they are all
equal to each other whether they are an insect or a fish or an animal or a person when 
they manifest their perfect self they are zero. Those states of zero are states in which liv-
ing or dying have been transcended. But what about the times when existent beings have 
not transcended living and dying? Let’s take living first. What about the times when an 
existent being must do the activity of living. What about when an ant is trying to live as 
an ant or a fish as a fish a bird as a bird an animal as an animal or a person as a person? 
All those states having do the living activity are different from each other.
In the world of living and in the world of dying every single existence is different from 
any other single existence.    A Person is different from an animal is different from a bird 
is different from a fish an so forth. Without understanding this essential principle if every-
one goes around saying discriminating is bad – differences are bad. We all must be equal 
to each other. That will only cause fighting in between them.
Of course men and women must be equal to each other. However Buddhism further 
teaches that the times when a man is living as a man and a woman is living as a woman 
there are differences in between them. If I say all that I don’t have to go on and say ev-
erything. Do I?    
But maybe you will have some doubts. Maybe you will have the question ‘Why does the 
living activity manifests in the first place?’ and ‘Why do we have to do dying?’
But we’ll get that later - maybe the next Dai-Sesshin. We are far from finishing this koan.



Questions like the ones I just mentioned still need to be solved. So it’s a big mistake if 
you think that we have gotten to end of this koan. 
Tomorrow morning at 2 am this Rohatsu Dai-Sesshin will finally end. But when Rohatsu 
Dai-Sesshin ends we still will not be liberated from the living activity and the dying ac-
tivity. We will always be meeting the living activity and meeting the dying activity. You 
can’t stay in a state of peace. 
Actually I have to go Japan tomorrow by airplane. My plane leaves about noon. Those 
gang of fools in Japan. They just don’t have an idea how my situation is. They don’t have
an idea how weak I’ve become. They probably called me there thinking I’m still young 
and strong. There must be some reasons for asking me so I’m going.    
I’m coming back on the fourteenth. So there are no Sesshin between now and the four-
teenth. But in that time sit Zazen strongly and contemplate ‘Mu’.
 
 


