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Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

 

THE CASE 

   Joshu Osho.  A monk asked Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha nature or not?”  Joshu answered, “Mu.”  

 

 Yesterday I spoke about how a monk once came to Master Joshu and asked, “Does even this 

puppy manifest the Buddha nature, or not?  Does this puppy have Buddha nature?”  And Joshu 

answered, “No.” 

From the old days teachers have said that we also have to contemplate, when it comes to this koan, 

whether or not Joshu was satisfied with the monk’s understanding of his answer.  Did Joshu feel that 

the monk really understood what he meant when he said, “Mu”?   

Before we investigate whether the monk received Joshu’s answer properly, before we investigate how 

he understood Joshu’s answer, first we should ask, When the monk asked his question did he really 

know what Buddha nature is?  Or did he simply ask the question about Buddha nature without 

knowing what Buddha nature is?  Our senpai, those who have gone before us in this practice, from 

the old days have commented that it seems likely that this monk did not even know what the words 

“Buddha nature” refer to, although he was asking a question about Buddha nature.  Teachers from 

the old days ask all of us, “Look at this scene!  Isn’t it quite conceivable that this monk is simply 

unquestioningly acknowledging the validity of his “I am” self, and from that point of view asking this 
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question?” 

 Before we actually investigate the monks question, and Joshu’s answer, and the monk’s 

understanding of that answer, first we have to look at our own way of being right now, and investigate 

that.  We don’t have to get tied up by Joshu’s Mu.  In this particular Zen Center, in fact, we don’t 

recommend that you begin your practice by practicing the practice of Joshu’s Mu.  Here, when we 

first start teaching Zen practice, we have to test  how deeply you are unquestioningly acknowledging 

the validity of your “I am” self.   You are all unquestioningly acknowledging the validity of your “I 

am” self, but we have to find out how strongly you are doing it.  At this Zen Center I would expect 

that the practice being done is a practice that will lead you to realize that your “I am” self is just a 

temporary self,  not your true self.  Because if you don’t realize that then you will just be 

unquestioningly, and unknowingly acknowledging the “I am” self as your true self, and if you do that 

you can practice Zen for any number of hundreds of years, and you still will never be able to learn Zen.  

When you get a koan, in the beginning, the purpose of that koan is to test if you are unquestioningly 

acknowledging the validity of your “I am” self, and further to test, if you are doing that, how deeply 

you are doing that unquestioning recognition of your “I am”.  

When you wake up, when you open your eyes, immediately you are recognizing a world of objects.  

And you are uncritically acknowledging that there are things that are objects to you. You need to 

realize this about your way of being.  I think all of you unquestioningly recognize things as outside of 

your self, as objects.  You look up and say, “There is heaven,” and you look down and think, “There is 

the earth.”  Immediately you recognize things as objects without investigating that activity you are 

doing.  You have to realize that you are recognizing things in a certain way, as objects, without 

questioning how you are recognizing things.  Someone appears in front of you and you think, “That is 

a man,” or “That is a woman,” and you do not question the way you are perceiving.   

And so here we begin practice by presenting you with the situation of when you see a flower.  

Immediately if a flower appears in front of you, isn’t it true that you are thinking, from the perspective 

of your “I am” self, “That is a flower.”  In Tathagata Zen we say that as long as you are seeing the 
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flower from the point of view of your “I am” self, then no matter how much you investigate that 

flower, noticing that it might be a beautiful flower, or a not very beautiful flower, or a large flower, or a 

small flower, or a withered flower, not matter how you investigate the flower form the standpoint of 

your “I am” self you will never be able to really perceive what the true flower is.  We need to 

understand that in general when a person sees a flower that flower is existing in a world that is 

opposing the human world.  The person seeing the flower is in the human world, and the flower is in 

a world that is different from that, opposing that, a world that is the world of objects of the human 

world.  If you try to understand what the world of objects is, if you try to grasp what the objective 

world is from the standpoint of unquestioningly acknowledging the validity of your “I am” self, then 

you will always misunderstand it, because your point of view will always be self centered.  According 

to Tathagata Zen if we unquestioningly acknowledge the validity of our “I am” selves we will always 

think about the objective world in a self centered way, and will never be able to know the true way of 

being of the world of objects. 

Tathagata Zen cross-examines all of you, and asks you, “You are now unquestioningly acknowledging 

the world of objects, but what if there was not a world of objects?  Then what would there be  for 

you to perceive?  What would you perceive?”  Wouldn’t it be the case that you could not perceive 

anything?  We ask you to be very careful, and remember that your “I am” self is manifest because it is 

doing the activity of seeing a world of objects.   

You have to really know the principle that it is because the world of objects appears that your “I am” 

self appears.  This is one way of understanding where your self comes from.   

When you see a flower, already, your “I am” self has been manifest.  It is difficult to truly understand 

this teaching of Tathagata Zen, but we tell you that it is important to contemplate that in fact you and 

the flower are appearing exactly simultaneously.   

And in order to really grasp this principle we say that it is important to carefully contemplate the 

Dharma activity.  The Dharma activity I have been speaking about so much is what you should 

contemplate.  
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A question we ask you in Tathagata Zen is, “When you see the flower where are you?  Are you in 

heaven’s world, or in earth’s world?  What kind of a world are you in?”   

One way we can understand this situation of you seeing the flower is that you are the plus activity, and 

the flower is “the other,” that which is not you.  I think in general in academia it would be said that 

you are the subject, and the flower is the object.  Of course different words can be used to describe 

the same thing, and even in Tathagata Zen we use all sorts of different words to describe the same 

thing.  For instance we can also distinguish between the two activities by calling the plus activity the 

tatha-gata, thus-going activity, and the minus activity is the tatha-agata, thus-coming activity.   

Tathagata Zen says that you and the flower have been manifest exactly simultaneously, with you in the 

position, in this case, of being the subject, the thus-going activity, and the flower in the position of the 

object, the thus-coming activity.  But, can that situation of the simultaneous appearance of subject 

and object be fixated?  Can it continue its existence? 

In this way of describing this situation the plus activity is the activity of the subject, and the minus 

activity is the activity of the object.  In other words in this case we say that the subject is the 

tatha-gata activity, and the object is the tatha-agata activity.  And so we can say that the subject has 

the tatha-gata Buddha nature, and the object has the tatha-agata Buddha nature.  And so, concretely, 

you have to contemplate for yourself that in this situation you can understand the flower, which is the 

object, to have the tatha-agata, thus-coming Buddha nature. 

You all have been studying the Dharma activity, and so, unless you are totally out of it, you should be 

able to understand that this situation is not a fixated situation.  Unless you are a real dunce, you, who 

have been investigating the Dharma activity, should be able to know right away that when the plus, 

tatha-gata Buddha nature, that is to say the subjective world, is facing the minus, tatha-agata Buddha 

nature, objective world, that situation is not fixated.  

The tatha-gata, thus-going Buddha nature has the character of expanding.  And in contradistinction to 

that the minus, tatha-agata activity does the activity of contraction.  In Tathagata Zen we say you 

must contemplate for yourself that you, who are doing the seeing, are doing the expanding, tatha-gata 
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activity.  You, the subject, are expanding, and the flower, the object, the one being seen, is doing the 

tatha-agata, contracting activity.  You and the flower are facing each other, doing these opposing 

activities. 

Tathagata Zen says that we have to find some way to perceive that when we appear in the world of 

existent beings we existent beings are all in opposition to each other.  

Plus and minus are opposite activities.  The minus activity does the activity of making everything her 

content, embracing everything,  gathering everything together into one point.  And the plus activity 

does the activity of expanding out, striving to experience absolutely everything. 

And the teaching of Tathagata Zen says that because these functions of expanding and contracting are 

always acting undoubtedly the distance between them will be shortened, and they will meet each 

other.  You and the flower will unfailingly meet each other.  And we very carefully, and kindly 

remind you that if we personify the two activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata then we can simply call 

them man and woman.  The tatha-gata activity does not contain the point of view of the tatha-agata 

activity.  And in the same way the tatha-agata, minus activity has not yet experienced the plus, 

tatha-gata, male activity.  She has not yet made him her content.  

When we human beings feel lonely, in Zen we say that is a totally natural feeling.  To feel lonely has 

its origin in the fact that if plus does not make minus completely his content, and vice versa, then the 

perfect, complete person will not be manifest.  Tathagata Zen teaches that when human beings fixate 

themselves in the position of not having made the opposite activity his or her content that is why we 

feel lonely, that is why we feel somehow or another dissatisfied. 

Some people say that there is no teaching when it comes to Zen practice, but that is not true.  In fact 

we say that you should study Zen in a Zen school for five or six years before you ever start to practice 

Zen.  And these days it seems as if even in universities they have come to have departments called 

“The Zen Studies Department” where people study Zen.  But I am sorry to say that although people 

have gone to all the trouble to coin this new phrase, “Zen Studies,” a phrase that has been around for 

forty, or fifty, or more years, and there are professors of Zen Studies, and there are departments of Zen 
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Studies, the problem is that the teachers themselves are not very good.  Because of this poor quality 

of the professors Zen Studies itself has not really clarified a place for itself within the process of Zen 

education as a whole.   

But anyway, leaving aside the problem of the place of Zen Studies these days,  when I was young the 

kind of Zen Studies that I was taught very clearly emphasized that the activities of plus and minus are 

opposing activities, but the state of their opposition is never fixated.  We learned that undoubtedly 

they will come closer to each other. 

But I would like to think that even in Europe, which is not a Buddhist, or Zen place, even in fields of 

study that are not Buddhism, for example in scientific fields of study, this sort of thinking already has 

been taught.  I would like to think that although Europe doesn’t have a history of Zen or Buddhism 

you have, among the unique European modes of education, some ways of education that could be 

called Zen Studies, and included in a Zen Studies program.   

Men and women have utterly different characters.  And I think that in the fields of philosophy and 

science here in Europe there must be teachings that emphasize that this difference, this feeling of 

opposition between man and woman will be diminished, and more diminished, until the two opposing 

activities meet.   

Plus and minus do not fixate themselves, they do go on to meet each other, but that meeting also is 

not fixated, and they go on to break through that meeting and experience each other’s worlds.  This 

has always been the teaching of Zen, and I think that there is no doubt that in Europe there must be 

some similar teachings.  

Tathagata Zen says that we all must come to manifest the wisdom that clearly knows that when we see 

a flower immediately the situation of being in opposition to the flower is broken through, and we 

experience the world of the flower, and oppositely and simultaneously the flower experiences our 

world.   

I think that when I was explaining about the Dharma activity previously I told you that when plus and 

minus break through each other, and experience each other’s worlds, and finally arrive at each other’s 
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origins, this situation of being at the origin of the opposite is a situation that, although it seems as if it 

should be a situation in which the two activities have completely experienced their one shared home, 

it is not.  In fact in this situation both activities have only experienced half of their shared place of 

residence.  They have not experienced the whole, only half.  And I think previously I also warned you 

this was difficult to understand.  When I say that both plus and minus in this situation have only 

experienced half of their one shared home I mean that plus has only experienced half of the world at a 

time when he is together with minus.  

And minus, also,  has only done the activity of being together with plus and experiencing the world, 

through half of the world.  But I realize this is a very difficult thing to contemplate.  It is the kind of 

investigation you must do by drawing pictures of it over and over again, and studying it over and over 

again.   

And I think when I spoke of this previously I also added the part of the story where plus and minus 

break through each other, and through their working together, they ferment an activity together, and 

this new thing they make together is called jonetsu, passion, the heat of feeling.  Although I think the 

translator is trying his best to convey what I mean by jonetsu it is not easy, and I feel something has 

been left out, and so I would like to go into it again, in more detail.  The word jonetsu is, there is no 

way around it, a difficult word.  I don’t think there is an equivalent word in English.  It is a difficult 

thing to explain. 

Buddhism concludes that the perfect state is the state where plus and minus are completely unified.  

Don’t forget that tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus are diametrically opposed to each other, 

they are absolutely opposite from each other, but they do completely become one.  That is the 

perfect condition.  And that is what, in Tathagata Zen, we call true love.  

And we can also describe the manifestation of true love as the complete activity of heart.  The 

perfect, complete activity of heart, is perfect, it is complete, it is in no way imperfect.   

The activity of heart or mind has both tatha-gata and tatha-agata as its content.  And when those two 

activities separate from each other then the condition that is manifest is the imperfect activity of mind.  
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When tatha-gata and tatha-agata separate from each other it is in between these two activities that 

the imperfect activity of mind is manifest.  

As I told you the teaching of Buddhism says that although the two activities have different characters 

their spiritual strength is equal.  And so if the total power of tatha-gata is a hundred million, then the 

total power of tatha-agata is also one hundred million.  In other words men and women have 

different characters from each other, but their strength is the same.  Buddhism actually includes an 

entire field of study that discusses this kind of strength, but, putting that aside for now, I would just like 

to emphasize that both of the two fundamental activities have the same amount of power.   

To teach about how their strengths are equal there are a lot of metaphors that are used.  For 

example: couples fight.  But Buddhism says that no matter what kind of marital quarrel happens it is 

never the case that one side wins and the other side loses.  The explanation that Tathagata Zen gives 

concerning marital conflict is that when couples fight inevitably they will separate.  The separation is 

what causes the fight to end.  If they do not separate the fight can not be brought to a conclusion.  If 

it were the case, for example, that the husband was stronger, then he would dominate the wife, and 

make her his slave, and rejoice at having won the fight.  But that is really an unacceptable form of 

happiness.  The kind of joy the husband would taste through this sort of action is the taste of fulfilling 

the desire to conquer.  Although he might feel at peace after succeeding in his conquering, it is not, 

according to Buddhism, a good kind of peace.  Or what if the woman were the strong one?  And 

some wives are really strong, especially when they get talking!  Women are so intelligent, and they 

can bombard you with their words in a way that no man can be a match for them.  And so these are 

the times when the wife, by arguing the husband into silence, has won the fight.  But Tathagata Zen 

says that this conquering,  on the battlefield of  verbal combat, that the wife has done of her 

husband is just as unacceptable as it was in the case when the husband conquered the wife.   

That is what I meant when I said that when it comes to couples fighting it is never the case that there is 

a winner and a loser.  Tathagata Zen defines a marital quarrel as something that cannot be won or 

lost.  This then would mean that there simply is no winning and losing in a marital quarrel.  But, 
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really, there is winning and losing.   

Husband and wife have equal strength, and because they have equal strength that is why, in the end, 

when they fight, they separate from each other.   

Eventually their child will be born in between husband and wife, and when that happens they fight 

over the child.  “This is my child!” one says, “No, she’s mine!” This is how they fight.  And if in this 

kind of situation the husband is winning the tug of war over the child the mother won’t continue 

tugging on the child, because she loves the child, and she doesn’t want to rip the child in two.  So she 

willingly gives up, and lets the husband win, and lets the child go and be taken care of by the husband.  

But we also teach that sometimes the mother gets so involved in her pulling the child towards her that 

she does not even notice that the child is screaming, “Ouch!  Ouch!  You are pulling me too hard!” 

And so the husband is the one who notices the predicament of the child, and so he lets go, lets the 

child go to her, lets his wife win, and leaves the responsibility of taking care of the child up to his wife.   

This situation is exactly like the husband and wife pulling on one rope, and the husband insisting, “This 

is my rope,” and the wife arguing back, “No, this is my rope.”   And husband and wife have equal 

strength, and so because they are pulling absolutely equally, right in the center of the rope, first 

smoke,and then fire will be manifest, and then the rope will snap right in two.  Then husband and 

wife will separate.  

In both of these examples, in the end, husband and wife have separated from each other, but the 

metaphor of the child being fought over, and the metaphor of the tug of war with the rope express 

two different ways of separation.  In the example with the child one of the parents  voluntarily let 

the other one win.  And so, in the metaphor that involved the child there was a winner and a loser, 

but, since the person who lost, either the husband or the wife, allowed themselves to be beaten, 

willingly gave up the fight, we can say, on the other hand, that  truly there was not a winner and a 

loser.  There was no win or loss.  In marital fights there is neither victory nor defeat.   

But in the metaphor with the rope being tugged on it seems as if the principle of winning and losing is 

made very clear.  But, there is no win or loss, is there?  In this case clearly there is no victory or 
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defeat.  Husband and wife pull with exactly equal strength and the rope snaps in two right in the 

center, and husband and wife separate  from each other. 

(Let’s take a ten minute break) 

I was just telling the story about a husband and wife playing tug of rope war with each other, but don’t 

think it is just some dumb, boring story,  because I am, as you know, talking about the Dharma 

activity.   

I would like it if you could listen remembering that when I am telling the story about the husband and 

wife I am also talking about the situation of you seeing a flower.  When you see the flower you are 

separate from the flower, but when you break through that situation of being separate then you 

experience the flower’s world, and the flower experiences your world.  What I am trying to explain by 

these metaphors is the difference between the perfect activity of mind and the imperfect activity of 

mind.  And it is very difficult, so please listen carefully.  

Buddhist talks are not very interesting, and so I try to make them more interesting by inserting, into my 

Dharma activity, those bits about true love.   

Husband and wife are pulling on one rope, and because their strengths are equal that rope will snap 

right in two, and when the rope breaks, in between plus and minus, in between tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata space is manifest. In Buddhism we have two words for space: koku is true space, is the true 

space of the Great Cosmos itself.  That is true, absolute space.  But the space that is manifest when 

the rope snaps, the space that is manifest in between plus and minus is not the perfect, absolute 

space.  This space is not koku.  It is imperfect space, and we have a different word for imperfect 

space: kukan.  The way Tathagata Zen explains the manifestation of kukan, imperfect space, is to say 

that if the total strength of plus is a hundred million, and the total strength of minus is equally a 

hundred million, then plus and minus both, simultaneously, give an infinitesimal 0.000....1 of 

themselves in order to form kukan.  And kukan, imperfect space, according to Buddhism is the very 

beginning, the very foundation of any existent being.  When kukan, imperfect space is manifest it is 

manifest because koku, perfect, absolute space has been limited.   
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The teaching of Buddhism, and the practice of Tathagata Zen very strictly asserts that every existent 

being, and each one of us is one example of an existent being, has imperfect space, absolute space 

having been limited, as its content.  And so Buddhism says that if you really can grasp the meaning of 

this principle then you will know that your self is definitely not a fixated thing.  It might be alright, I 

suppose, to assert your “I am” self sometimes, but you should really know that fundamentally the self 

is not a fixated thing.   

When couples fight then, as I said, they separate, and that is the end of the fight. But if we look at the 

couple again here we see they both have tears streaming down their faces, and they both say, “It was 

my fault,” “No, I was the one who was wrong.”  And laughing they come back into harmony together. 

Be careful, because whenever plus and minus have a child they have given that 0.000....1 of 

themselves to birth that child, and so because they have given a part of themselves they are no longer 

pure.  They are no longer doing their complete activity.  When any existent being, that is to say any 

“I am” self appears right at that very same time plus and minus also appear.  But, as I just said the 

plus and minus that appear together with the self are not the perfect activities of plus and minus, they 

are the imperfect activities of plus and minus.   

And temporarily we teach that the imperfect manifestation of minus is the world of future.  And 

Buddhism and Tathagata Zen both teach that conversely the imperfect plus activity is manifesting the 

world that we call past.   

In the condition of the origin, in the world of the Dharma, plus and minus met each other, and then 

they broke through that meeting.  And when we look carefully at that breakthrough we see this is 

when, for the first time, the three worlds of past, present, and future have been manifest right in the 

world of the origin.  

The present moment has been manifest.  The present moment is the condition that has received the 

0.000....1 from both plus and minus. The condition we call the present moment aspect of time has 

both plus and minus as its content, and also it has an absolutely equal amount of plus and minus as its 

content.  So you can see clearly that because the present moment has an absolutely equal amount of 
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both plus and minus as its content, and those portions of plus and minus have become one, it is zero.  

It is zero but it is not the complete zero. 

In other words the present moment has been manifest as a loving being, as a lover, but it is not the 

perfect lover.  This is why Buddhism explains that every single existent being who has been manifest 

is manifest as the present moment.  All existent beings are lovers, but imperfect lovers. We are 

imperfect lovers seeking the manifestation of perfect love.  We are all acting for the sake of our 

search for true love.   

But if there was nothing to help we imperfect lovers searching for perfect love, then we would never 

be able to find perfect love.  Of course the ones who help are the plus and minus activities.  

The minus activity does contracting, and through contracting makes relationship with the child, and the 

plus activity does expanding, and through expanding makes relationship with the child.  And through 

making relationship with their child they give to their child.  And through giving to the child the child 

grows.   

When past, present, and future appear within the world of the origin we say that is when the material 

world is manifest for the first time.  But a time will come when again past, present, and future totally 

disappear.  That is the manifestation of the unification of guest and host, the condition where plus 

and minus are totally one again.  And then the material world is gone.  And again the absolutely not, 

absolutely different from material world is manifest. And this condition, according to Buddhism is the 

condition that has gone beyond all comparisons.  There are no comparisons within this condition.  

This is the manifestation of the perfect self.  In this condition past, present, and future are gone.  

Plus and minus are also gone.  This is zero.  But in Tathagata Zen we say that you have to appeal to 

your own experience.  You have to really put  the activities of plus and minus into practice for 

yourselves, and through that kind of practice investigate the nature of your self.  

Now you can really understand what this word jonetsu means.  It is the “I am” self who feels jonetsu.  

Jonetsu is literally  “feeling’s heat.”  Jonetsu does not appear unless the “I am” self appears.  

Whenever the “I am” self is manifest  the minus activity from the outside, and the plus activity from 
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the inside are always making relationship with that “I am” self.  This is how the activity of jonetsu 

arises.   

When the relationship between the self and plus and minus becomes complete then the self has all of 

plus and minus as its content, and then it is no longer necessary for the self to seek plus and minus.  

That is when the activity of jonetsu vanishes.  The problem of jonetsu, the problem of feeling’s heat 

always is there with us when we manifest our imperfect selves.  But when we manifest the perfect 

self the problem of jonetsu goes away.  When we are manifesting our imperfect “I am” selves then 

we are always in the world of loving feeling, we are always in the world of the heat of feeling.  But 

when we manifest the perfect condition, when the complete, perfect self is manifest then there is no 

longer any mother or father outside of us.  There is, therefore, no longer any need to give rise to 

jonetsu.  When we transcend the world of feeling’s heat, although I don’t really like this word 

“transcend” let’s at least temporarily use it, when we transcend the world of jonetsu then that is the 

condition in which all of plus and minus have been made content.   

Buddhism concludes, “Can’t you see just how noble an activity true love is from hearing this story?”   

When true love is manifest then all of plus, and all of minus, all of mother’s and father’s activity, all of 

the subjective activity and all of the objective activity have melted in to the one activity of true love.  

Everything, including you, has melted into that one activity of true love.   

But let’s get going a little bit faster here!  Because if I get stuck in talking only about this sort of thing I 

will never get to this koan, and even though we have a few days left I’m afraid that I will never get to 

the end of talking about Joshu’s Mu. 

But now I hope that you can, at least, answer the koans you have been given. 

When you see a flower already the flower has become your content.  Already you have become that 

which is not you.  And the flower also has become that which was not the flower.  The flower, also, 

has, conversely, made you its content.  That is what we mean when we say that the condition in 

which you and the flower are absolutely one has been manifest.  This is what we mean by the 

condition that has gone beyond all comparisons.  Subject and object are both gone, and the perfect 
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zero is manifest.  The teaching of Tathagata Zen says that this perfect state can be personified as the 

Cosmic Buddha, Vairochana.  Or, equally well we can personify it as the True God, if we want to use 

religious terms.   

It is through you making the flower your content,and the flower making you its content, it is through 

plus making minus his content and minus making plus her content that this perfect condition is 

manifest.  And another way Buddhism describes this perfect condition is the state in which plus and 

minus simultaneously and cooperatively, together, are holding their one shared world.  Plus and 

minus have the same place to live in.  It is the one and only place there is.  And when perfection is 

manifest they are holding that one and only place together.   

We warn you that in this case there is no world of the subject or world of the object other than the “I 

am” self, because the self has made both completely its content.   

When the “I am” self is revealed that is when heaven and earth also are revealed.  If the “I am” self 

did not appear heaven and earth also would not appear.   

We talk about the subject and the object, but in this case we can say that there is a subject apart from 

plus and minus.  This is the teaching of Buddhism.  You might think that the worlds of plus and 

minus themselves are the worlds of subject and object.  But Tathagata Zen says this very surprising 

thing:  We remind you that  the one who thinks about plus and minus  is, in fact, not the plus 

activity or the minus activity.  The ones who think, “Plus is the object.  Or maybe it is minus who is 

the object” are not plus and minus.  Plus and minus don’t think about plus and minus or subject and 

object.  Who is it who is thinking?  Who talks about plus and minus, subjective and objective?  You 

must not unquestioningly acknowledge the subjective and objective worlds. 

Tathagata Zen says that it is you.  It is the self.  It is the “I am” proclaiming one who does the activity 

of recognizing subject and object, recognizing plus and minus, recognizing tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

The “I am” self grows up, and then comes to say things like, “tatha-gata and tatha-agata,” or “subject 

and object.”  But if the self had not been born, and had not gone through the process of growth, it 

could not talk about these things.   
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And as I tell you over and over again that self has both plus and minus as its content.  The “I am” is 

the self who appears having received equally from both tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

Buddhism teaches the kind of thing that should shock you.  Buddhism says that it is only when you 

appear that your mother and father also appear.  I think everybody thinks that their mother and 

father were existing before they existed, because you are all taught that.  But Buddhism says that 

when you are born right at that same time your mother and father also are born.  They are not born 

before you.  And so I suppose we can call Buddhism an ideology that should shock you.   

When the Dharma activity divides itself, when tatha-gata and tatha-agata separate from each other 

then the “I am” self is born right at the same time as mother and father.  Your mother and father, 

your grandmothers and grandfathers are born in the same way as your are.  At the moment of birth 

we all receive equally from tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  If you start thinking that your mother and 

father were born before you were born then it becomes impossible to solve the question of your 

origin.  If you think that your mother and father were born before you, then you have to, of course, 

go on to think that their mothers and fathers were born before them, and that they had mothers and 

fathers born before them, and this kind of thinking goes on and on and on without end.  And if you 

think in this way you can never get at your origin itself.   

There are a lot of Buddhist scholars who, however, think this way.  But I guess that is okay.  As 

scholars in their scholarly world we don’t have to reject their way of scholarship.  But in Tathagata 

Zen we don’t think that way.  The Buddhist scholars who think that way are fixating their selves, and 

from the point of view of the fixated self they start thinking in that way, and I guess that’s fine, in the 

world of scholarship, but in Tathagata Zen we say that if you really can catch the experience that you 

were born together with everything, in the same way as everything, receiving from plus and minus, 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, then you will never be able to think that way.  So from the standpoint of 

practice we can severely criticize the scholars who do think that way.   

The “I am” self does not appear in a random or haphazard way.  The “I am” self appears because it 

receives equally from plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  And when that “I am” self again 
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makes all of plus and minus, all of tatha-gata and tatha-agata its content then mother and father 

disappear, then the perfect self is manifest, then the Cosmic Buddha is manifest.  And in Tathagata 

Zen we say that everyone is capable of manifesting the wisdom that really can grasp this, and so that is 

why we beg you to do your homework, and try, at least one time, to manifest the perfect self.  

And so we say that the one who can talk about the subject and object is the “I am” self.  And so that 

“I am” self is the true subject.  And so in this way of thinking within the teaching of Tathagata Zen 

there is one subject, that is the “I am” self, but there are two worlds of objects.  Both the tatha-gata 

and the tatha-agata worlds,  both the past world and the future world are considered to be worlds of 

objects.   

But to really practice to the extent that you have arrived at this understanding is an awesome thing. 

And again you are looking at the flower.  And in this instance you recognize that the flower is 

no-flower, and that you who are looking are not your true self.  But then we have to ask what is the 

origin of you and the flower.  I said that undoubtedly you who are seeing the flower will become one 

with the flower, and manifest zero. 

But, what kind of a world does the flower live in, and what kind of a world do you who are doing the 

activity of seeing the flower live in?  If you are not clear about what kind of a world you, the “I am” 

saying self, is in, then you will come to not be able to understand what kind of a place tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata live and act in.   

tatha-gata and tatha-agata are using the same world as the place to do their different activities in.  I 

have been telling you that when tatha-gata and tatha-agata do an imperfect activity that is when the 

three worlds are manifest.  That is when the “I am” self is manifest as the present moment.   

And that “I am” self grows up to the degree that it can manifest the wisdom that knows that it is living 

in the very same Great World of Absolute Space together with plus and minus.   

So what I am saying is that if you do not really know what the “I am” self is then you won’t really be 

able to understand what the worlds of subject and object are. So it is good to recognize the existence 

of the “I am”.  If you cannot see the “I am” self then you will not be able to recognize the plus and 
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minus worlds either, the subjective and objective worlds either.  It is only when the self is manifest 

that the recognition of tatha-gata and tatha-agata can be done. 

But what I always criticize you for is unquestioningly recognizing the “I am” self.  If you 

unquestioningly accept the “I am” self, then you will end up seeing subject and object from the “I am” 

point of view, but you will be unaware that you are doing that.  You will not even question what point 

of view you are seeing subject and object from. 

From my point of view it is around this point that you can clearly see the difference between usual 

philosophical thought and Buddhist thought.  Whether you are doing Zen practice, or you are doing 

philosophical study, you will not be able to see clearly into the perfect self if you are doing either of 

those things unquestioningly accepting your “I am” self.  

I have been telling you up until now that Tathagata Zen defines the perfect self as the state that has all 

of tatha-gata and tatha-agata as its content, and also as the manifestation of true love.  And we can 

also understand the manifestation of Buddha nature to be this same state.  But when the perfect self 

is manifest then the “I am” self is gone.  The “I am” self is manifesting itself as Buddha nature itself.  

But most people blabber and jabber on and on endlessly, saying things like, “I understand.  I have 

experienced Buddha nature.”  But when they do that, of course they are right back in the human 

world.  They are right back where they started, not really changed at all.  But the perfect state is not 

a human condition.  In the perfect state there is no longer any human world.  In the complete 

condition the worlds of past, present, and future are no longer manifest.  

I think the translator is getting tuckered out.  Giving teisho doesn’t make me tired, but  this is work 

for the translator so I guess he gets tired.  I am ninety two and a half years old, and you would think 

that mold would start growing on my brain, by I keep so busy that there is no time for the mold to 

grow.   

The perfect condition, the state of samadhi, the state of zero again breaks apart, and past, present, and 

future are manifest.  And both Joshu and the monk have appeared together in this same world of 

past, present, and future.  Joshu is sitting squarely in the world of the present moment, and the monk 
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is also sitting in that same world of the present moment, and they are talking to each other.  They are 

both recognizing the worlds of past and future, and blabbering and jabbering on and on endlessly 

about them.  And then the puppy appears right in between Joshu and the osho.  And that puppy is 

also right together with them in the world of the present moment.  If you cannot manifest the 

wisdom that sees this scene as if you were holding it in the palm of your hand you cannot come to 

understand this koan. 

All of the three characters in the scene, the puppy, and Joshu, and the monk are living together in the 

world of the present moment.  And all three are also recognizing the world of objects.  They are 

recognizing the worlds of past and future.  But, actually, what about the puppy?  Is the puppy really 

recognizing past and future?  Don’t you think that the puppy is free from thinking of past and future?  

Joshu, also, is probably free from past, present, and future.  But what about the monk?  He is 

neither free from the present, nor is he free from the future and past.  Why?  The reason why he 

has fallen into such an unfree condition is because he has not completely experienced Buddha nature.  

He has not yet completely experienced zero.  That is why he has a question here.  He asks, “Roshi, 

please tell me, is this puppy manifesting  One Buddha Nature with Buddha, or not?  Is this puppy 

manifesting the perfect self or not?”  Questions like this are a drag.  Probably Joshu was in a pickle 

about it.  There is no doubt that Joshu thought, “This monk doesn’t know anything.  What a 

understand-nothing guy this monk is!”  But he had to answer.  And so he said “Probably that puppy 

is completely free from Buddha nature.”  In other words, “It doesn’t have an “I am” self.  Joshu’s Mu 

means the puppy does not have an “I am” self.  So it is free.   

But Zen Masters from ancient times have said that the monk did not get Joshu’s answer.  You can tell 

that he didn’t get the answer because the story actually continues, and the monk asks another 

question.  He says, “What do you mean.  The Buddha said that every single existent being has 

Buddha nature.  How could it be that this puppy is the only one who does not have Buddha nature?”  

Another understand-nothing-guy sort of question.  I guess when you unquestioningly accept your “I 

am” self these kind of questions just have to get asked. 
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It is time for us to stop today’s teisho, but I haven’t gotten to the end of the teisho on Joshu’s Mu, but I 

was hoping to move on to Mumon’s comment on Joshu’s Mu.  So I’ll see how I feel tomorrow, maybe 

I’ll speak a little bit more about the case, or maybe I’ll go on to the comment. 

 

the end 

 

 

  


