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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.” 

  

 Yesterday I spoke about the mental attitude, the way you need to hold your heart in 

order to see to the bottom of this koan called “Joshu’s Mu.”  Of course the “mu” which Joshu 

said is the very same thing as the activity of Zen which we talk about in Tathagata Zen. If you 

literally translate “mu” you would have to translate it as “doesn’t have” , but the true meaning 

of mu here is not doesn’t have at all. In Tathagata Zen, the kind of Zen that we are studying 

here, we use this word mu, and I spoke a little bit yesterday about how we interpret mu in 

Tathagata Zen but I have to speak about it more today. This mu doesn’t mean “has not” and it 

also doesn’t mean “has”. The activity which is neither having nor not having is the activity 

which is being expressed in Zen by the word mu.  

 As I spoke about a little bit yesterday, who is it anyway who speaks about things like 

having or not having? Yesterday I spoke about how it’s the incomplete self, of course, who says 

things like have or doesn’t have. The complete self is complete. The complete self is perfect 

and therefore has no need to assert anything such as having or not having. The conclusion that 

Tathagata Zen gives us is that the complete condition doesn’t have any need to say anything 

like having or not having. It’s only the incomplete self, the incomplete function of 

consciousness, which says things like to have or to not have.  
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 And yesterday I said that absolutely everyone will manifest this thing that we are calling the 

complete condition. Absolutely everyone, absolutely every kind of thing will manifest the complete 

condition. And I also spoke yesterday about how incomplete things will also inevitably be controlled 

by things such as having or not having. And because this is not easy to understand in Tathagata Zen 

to make it easier to understand we personify the complete condition and call it the manifestation 

of true love. The condition that doesn’t have any need to say to have or to not have is the condition 

of manifesting your true self. And so if you want to try to manifest your true self we tell you, “Try to 

manifest true love.”  But different from that true self is your incomplete self and the incomplete 

self has as its content the function of consciousness which says things such as, “Have,” or “Doesn’t 

have.”  

 And I also spoke about how the person who began this teaching called Buddhism, Prince 

Siddhartha who started Buddhism, emphasized that we must, all of us, somehow find a way to 

recognize these two activities, on the one hand the activity of affirming things and on the other 

hand the activity of negating things. And we say that if you are trying to investigate the very 

way of being of yourself, the very nature of yourself, then you have to somehow be able to 

recognize two mutually opposing activities, we can even call them plus and minus, but in 

Buddhism we call them tatha-gata, thus-going, and tatha-agata, thus-coming. Just in the same 

way as I say that we must find a way to recognize these two mutually opposing activities we are 

actually, every single day, being controlled by these two mutually opposing activities.  

 But we also caution you and tell you that it’s very necessary to think carefully about 

what kind of a place these two mutually opposing activities are acting in. Nowadays, I think, any 

serious scholar of anything will take seriously the question of what a place is, what place 

activity occurs in. But there are also many people who simply whimsically, arbitrarily, 

self-centeredly ignore this question and act without having any idea of what kind of place it is 

that they are acting in. But in Zen we say that you must know what place it is that you’re acting 
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in, we severely caution you about this. Prince Siddhartha, who later became enlightened, and 

after his enlightenment was called the Buddha by his disciples, concluded that because the two 

mutually opposing activities of plus and minus meet each other they must be acting in the same 

place. Actually, we all are meeting both plus and minus every day and so we must somehow or 

another find a way to think that these activities called plus and minus have the same place as 

their home and are doing the activity of living, the activity of making a home.  

 But we also warn you and say that you have to remember that although plus and minus 

do inevitably meet each other we have to also think about where they come from before they 

meet each other. And so we conclude that the plus activity must have its own original source, 

its own origin, and the minus activity also must have her own origin. And the teaching of the 

enlightened one was that when plus and minus do meet each other they don’t stop in that 

place of meeting, but they break through that place of meeting and the plus activity will arrive 

at the origin of minus. In other words, will see right to the bottom of the origin of minus, and 

conversely the minus activity will also arrive at the origin of plus. And when plus arrives at the 

origin of minus and minus arrives at the origin of plus, also that condition is not fixated, the 

activity does not stop there, and the activities then turn around and do the activity of returning 

to their own original source. And within that process, again, plus and minus, in the middle of 

that return, will meet each other again. That is how the enlightened one taught about this 

activity. And he also taught that when that second place of meeting is broken through, then the 

activities will again finally arrive back at their own home.  

 This teaching was created in order to help people who are trying to practice Zen. And 

after listening to this teaching we ask you to carefully contemplate this activity, carefully 

contemplate this principle of the function of plus and minus until you can manifest the wisdom 

which clearly knows this activity for yourself. This style of Zen that we practice is called 

Tathagata Zen, and of course there are many different kinds of Zen that are popular, Vipassana 
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Zen and Blabbity-blah Zen and Blabbity-blah Zen, of course , actually, there have been many 

different kinds of Zen that have always been popular throughout history. But anyway, in our 

style of Zen we ask you in the beginning to contemplate the activity of tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata, contemplate the principle of this activity.  

 Today I’d like to talk about this very foundation of the principle of Zen practice, so some 

of you who actually are just beginning your practice, and everybody together with Jodo, please 

learn this principle un-mistakenly so you can manifest the wisdom that knows this principle 

clearly. The position of actually practicing Tathagata Zen is to move forward in our investigation 

by saying that the going, tatha-gata, activity is the plus activity and the coming, tatha-agata, 

activity is the minus activity. And also, when we are actually practicing Zen, we name the plus, 

going activity the activity which forms man, and the minus, coming activity the activity which 

forms woman. And also, as I mentioned a little bit before, the plus activity is also called the 

activity of existing, the activity of affirming the self, the activity of needing to do the activity of 

living. And oppositely, the minus activity is called the contracting activity, or the activity of 

negating the self. All of you, having studied many things, I’m sure, because these are two 

mutually opposing opposite activities, if you try to enumerate all of the different pairs of 

opposites you could go on counting forever. But no matter how many different pairs you take 

up, they are simply two mutually opposing fundamental activities. Even if we talk about good 

and evil, those activities as well are included within the basic, fundamental activities of 

thus-going and thus-coming.  

 All of you who are really trying to contemplate this, that’s different then just letting the 

words just go in one ear and go out the other. From the ancient times Zen practitioners have 

contemplated the condition in which plus and minus are standing straight up opposing each 

other at their origin. And we also, very severely, very sternly caution you that when you are 

contemplating this you can’t forget that these two mutually opposing activities because, as I 
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said before, they always will meet each other, they are acting in the same home, in the same 

place of action. When plus and minus meet each other, that moment of meeting, what happens 

to it?  Does it continue eternally? Do plus and minus stay there and say to each other, “It’s 

great to see you, it’s wonderful to see you again,” and do they just remain there in that place of 

meeting, or not? This is the homework that we give you if you’re trying to actually contemplate 

this activity for yourself in practice. The plus activity without fail will break through this point of 

meeting because it must see into the very origin of minus and inevitably it will arrive at the very 

origin of minus. And oppositely, the minus activity will also break through the meeting point 

and arrive at the origin of plus. 

 I forgot to sat this before, but the plus and minus activities, although their characters 

are different, their powers are the same, they have the same amount of strength. Because the 

strengths of plus and minus are absolutely equal, the point of meeting is simultaneously broken 

through. This principle of the simultaneity of this action is very important, it is no way the case 

that, for example, the plus activity is stronger and therefore can turn to the minus activity and 

say, “Hey you, you wait here, I’m going ahead.” They’re equal and so they both act at the same 

time and the point of meeting cannot be stagnated or fixated. Of course there are times when 

the plus activity might say, “Please wait here,” at the point of meeting. But those are the times 

that plus and minus are compromising with each other. And when plus and minus are not 

compromising with each other, when they’re opposing each other, then the point of meeting is 

not fixated and they both simultaneously break through the point of meeting.   

 According to Tathagata Zen we teach about this activity in minute detail and say that 

compromise is very important, but if you fixate the condition of compromise, then the plus 

activity won’t be able to see into the origin of the minus activity and likewise the minus activity 

won’t be able to see into the origin of the plus activity, and so, although compromise is very 

important, even the activity of compromise, although it’s fine for a moment, must not be 
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fixated, and the plus and minus activities must move on and see right into each other’s origin. 

The activities must move forward out of that state of compromise. To compromise is fine at the 

point of meeting, it’s a good thing. But what I’m saying is that it is not the true position. In 

other words, the conclusion that we reach is that this activity of compromising cannot be 

fixated, and the two mutually opposing activities of plus and minus will break through that 

point of meeting and compromising with each other, and will see clearly into each other’s 

origin. Although in Buddhism we say that in the process of our growth, in the process of our 

evolution, these times of compromise will inevitably appear, most people mistakenly interpret 

the positions of compromise as the truth. In other words, when plus and minus meet in a 

condition of compromise, they are negating their original nature, their original character.  

 This is a very difficult problem and your investigation into this problem, I’m sure, will 

continue on and on. But please know that because, in the process of your development always 

these conditions of compromise will appear, it is easy to think that it is a kind of truth, that these 

conditions of compromise are a kind of truth. But in Tathagata Zen we say that this condition is not 

the true condition, the real condition. If you yourself truly throw yourself into the practice of 

manifesting the complete self, then you will see for yourself that although these moments of 

compromise inevitably will appear in the process of our evolution, they are not actually the true 

thing. If I gave you a lot of concrete examples of this you might be able to understand this a little 

bit better, but we don’t have all that much time, so I think I’ll just leave off talking about the 

subject for now. But if we, from the very start, say that compromise is not good, and simply reject 

the position of compromising then the teaching would become too severe, and too extreme, In 

other words, in Tathagata Zen we do not reject or negate the activity of compromising because we 

see that in our human lives inevitably there will be moments that we must compromise. The 

reason why this difficult explanation is necessary is because on the one hand if we see that 

something is not the truth, in other words if we see that the condition of compromise is not the 
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truth then we must, in a certain way, say that it’s unacceptable and negate it, but on the other 

hand, recognizing that it inevitably will always appear, we cannot completely reject it , we must 

somehow find a way to accept it as valid. If you are able to compromise, then that’s good, but if 

you stick to compromising or get attached to compromising, then you never will be able to move 

forward and manifest the complete self. As I was saying before, in Tathagata Zen we teach that 

inevitably the minus activity will break through the point of meeting and arrive at the origin of 

plus, and at exactly the same time the plus activity is breaking through the point of meeting and 

arriving at the origin of minus.  

 I think that for people who are just beginning their practice of Zen this is a very difficult 

kind of teisho. Everyone thinks that Zen practice is difficult. But Zen practice is to teach this 

principle as you are doing your practice. That’s what koans are. But that is talking about 

actually doing the principle, actually putting it into practice, and I’ll talk about that more later.  

But actually everything I say is talking about standing up in the position of actually doing this 

principle, practicing it, so don’t just let it float in one ear and out the other, really listen up. 

 So plus and minus inevitably meet and there are sometimes when they meet where 

they stop momentarily in this state of compromise, but at all times eventually they will break 

through this point of meeting and plus and minus will arrive at each other’s sources. Jodo, do 

you understand? When, for example, the plus activity does finally arrive at the origin of minus, 

a very amazing thing occurs. The plus activity no longer needs to do the plus activity. And the 

minus activity also doesn’t need to do the minus activity anymore. The way we teach, however, 

is to say that although plus does arrive at this condition in which he no longer needs to do plus, 

it is his very nature to act, he must do something, and so he has to do a different kind of 

activity. And the minus activity is the same, she has arrived at a point where she no longer 

needs to do minus, but if we ask if she can actually stop acting altogether, quit acting 

altogether, she cannot, she must do something, she must have some action. The moment we 



Day Two Dai-sesshin, September 28 1998, Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi, Mumonkan Case One 

 

8 

 

attain our goal immediately we do an about face and begin the return home. In exactly this way 

when the plus activity has arrived at the origin of minus, he has totally, completely made the 

minus activity his content. 

 ですから、到着した場合にplusの働きとminusの働きは、一体の状態を現前して

おるということになるわけである。 In other words, when both activities simultaneously 

arrive at each other’s sources, that is when they are completely unified. The minus activity is 

the same, when she arrives at the origin of plus, she has made all of the plus activity her 

content, she is standing up having both activities as her content. このplusとminusの働きは、

両方とも内容として現われておる状態が完全な状態である。The condition in which plus 

and minus both have both activities as their content is called the complete condition. And in 

Tathagata Zen we emphasize this complete condition, and as I said yesterday, we call it the 

condition of zero, or the manifestation of the activity of zero. But then Tathagata Zen will say to 

the practitioner of Zen, and ask another question, “Does this condition of zero, in which plus 

and minus have arrived at each other’s sources, remain, or not?” Of course the state of zero is 

not fixated. And as I said before, both plus and minus break out of this state of zero, and begin 

to act again.  When plus has arrived at the origin of minus, he has arrived there through 

aggressively taking the lead in the activity of making minus his content.  And as I said before, 

this is the time when plus has completely made minus his content.  Plus and minus have 

become one. And so, in the end, he can stop doing the activity of making minus his content. We 

should think of it as the plus activity giving himself to the minus activity and simultaneous with 

the plus activity giving himself to the minus activity, the minus activity embraces the plus 

activity. And through this simultaneous giving and embracing plus and minus become one.  

 This is a hard part so I think, especially since the translator is saying that he’s making 

mistakes, that he probably really is making a lot of mistakes.   
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 Anyway, when the condition of the complete self is manifest through the plus activity 

taking the lead in this case, the plus activity is giving himself, and simultaneous with this giving 

of himself the minus activity is embracing the plus activity.  So what we say is that although 

the activity of giving and receiving, the plus giving himself and the minus receiving that giving 

occurs simultaneously there is a difference, there is a distinction between the two activities.  

You have to actually contemplate this activity for yourself. 

 つまり、積極的と消極的の差がある。積極的と消極的の差は、積極的と消極的の

差であって、活動する状態は膨張、完全に膨張する、完全に収縮するという働きは同時

に起こるのだと、これで難しい説明をしてのが禅の立場である。 

 The position of Zen is to give this quite difficult explanation and say that a difference 

that  we talk about is the difference between leading and following, being the initiator or the 

follower in the action, but that the activities occur simultaneously, and the condition of 

complete expansion and the condition of complete contraction occur at the same time. 

 In other words the moment that the plus activity begins to act the minus activity, 

following that also, at exactly the same time begins to act.  And you can see from this the 

difference between taking the initiative and following.  Although there is a distinction 

between leading and following when, in reality the activity takes place both plus and minus act 

simultaneously.  Because this is so difficult you have to put your energy into contemplating it 

for yourself.   

 In Tathagata Zen we say that the plus activity gives his very self, gives his own self 

through the activity of expanding, and at that exact same time the minus activity does the 

activity of receiving that expanding activity.  Please contemplate this principle for yourself in 

your zazen.  It should be not that difficult, because in English you already this expression of 

“give and take.”  And what I’m saying is that the moment the plus activity does the activity of 

giving, it is only then that first the activity of taking or receiving occurs.  Conversely we can say 
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that receiving only occurs because the partner has given himself.   

 In the condition where the plus activity has taken the lead and completely become one 

with the minus activity, when that oneness occurs then the plus activity can rest.  But that 

activity of the oneness of plus and minus of course includes both plus and minus in it, so the 

moment the plus activity rests immediately the minus activity wakes up and begins her activity 

of contracting.  And then the plus activity cannot remain at rest, he also has to wake up again, 

open his eyes and begin to act again.   

 Now plus has opened his eyes, but where will he go?  The minus activity has taken the 

lead in opening her eyes, and so there is nothing left for the plus activity to do but to obey, or 

follow the minus activity.  And the place that the plus is going to, having opened his eyes, and 

having begun to do the activity of following the minus activity, is in the end, back to his own 

origin.  In other words, and I know this is difficult, but the conclusion that we reach is that 

when the plus activity opens his eyes in this situation, because he is influenced by the minus 

activity he doesn’t do the plus activity anymore, he ends up doing the minus activity in order to 

return to his source.  In other words when the plus activity is doing his trip back home to his 

own source from the source of minus he has to incarnate himself, or transform himself, or 

disguise himself into the minus activity in order to do this.   

 The plus activity we can’t say is always the plus activity.  Man does not always do the 

activity of man.  When the man arrives at the origin of woman, when plus arrives at the origin 

of minus that is the time where he turns around and transforms himself, disguises himself in to 

woman, and does the female activity in order to return to his source.  And the minus activity is 

the same way.  When she arrives at the origin of plus through doing the activity of contracting 

then the activity of contracting can rest, but then she immediately turns around and disguises 

herself as the expanding activity, the plus activity, and through expanding she returns to her 

own origin.  What I’m saying is that if you are the kind of man who says, “I’m a man!”  And 
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fixates yourself as a man you are really giving yourself a handicap, crippling yourself in a way so 

that you could never become the true, complete human being.  And in the same way we say 

that if a woman proclaims, “I am a woman,” and fixates herself as a woman then she will never 

be able to manifest the true human being. 

 So, a man is a woman, a man is not a man, but a man is a man.  That which is not a 

man is a man.  A woman doesn’t fixate herself as woman but goes on to manifest the 

complete human, and so a woman is not a woman.  Man disguises himself as woman, and 

woman disguises herself as man, and they both go back to their own origins.  Tathagata Zen 

emphasizes that a man will manifest the state of man, but also manifest the state of woman, 

and a woman will manifest the condition of being of woman, but also manifest the condition of 

being man.  And that it is the nature of a true human being, a complete human being to do 

this kind of transforming back and forth freely without fixating.  A man is both a man and a 

woman, a woman is both a woman and a man.  Without fixating the self as either man or 

woman, to freely be able to be both man and woman, that activity is called the bodhisattva 

activity.  The bodhisattva is the one who doesn’t attach to either being a man or being a 

woman.  And so this is what we call the manifestation of the activity of the Mahayana.   

 If you have been listening carefully up until now then I’m sure that you can see for 

yourself what Joshu meant when he said, “MU,” but time has come so I’ll talk about it more 

tomorrow.       

 


