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Mumonkan Case 1: Joshu’s puppy

Finally yesterday I got to tell you what person Joshu Osho was. And I hope I explained it 
well enough so that everybody understands it clearly. When we say Buddha – when we 
chant the word Buddha we must know what Buddha is in order to chant it. It’s not like we
chant Buddha in order to seek Buddha. It is only because the author of the Mumonkan 
knew thoroughly what kind of a man Joshu Osho was that he was able to say ‘Joshu 
Osho’ and reveal that in front of everybody. 
There is an activity that is forming this great cosmos that we all are living together and si-
multaneously forming all of us. And Buddhism often is calling it the Dharma activity. But
it doesn’t really matter what you call it. You could call it the shit activity if you wanted 
to.
Over and over again I’ve been telling you that the position of Buddhism is to say that this
activity that forms all of us and the world that we live in is made of two essential oppos-
ing forces. And I’ve been telling you over and over but the only reason I’ve been telling 
you over and over is because it’s so important that the activity of plus and the activity of 
minus experience each other at the same time. And that activity of mutual experiencing is
the action that forms us and our world. You must not forget that you who sit here right 
now also have these two same forces as your content. Tathagata Zen is so kind and gentle
in always reminding you of all of this. I suppose you can call any Tathagata Zen Roshi a 
person who teaches in this way.
Roshis that have appeared up from the end of World War II I think it’s fair to say that all 
of them have forgotten this essential tenet and instead teach all kinds of difficult and as-
tonishing things. What’s come to happen is that all Roshis appearing are cripples. 
But Joshu Osho was no cripple. He appears having totally experienced the Dharma activ-
ity. Some people when they read this text and they know Chinese they think ‘What a 
mess.. this text is grammatically very floppy.’ 
Maybe that’s true.
But what’s so important about grammar anyway. I’m speaking ungrammatically all the 
time and I’m sure you folks speak ungrammatically a lot. It’s no necessity to be always 
grammatically. Sometimes when you would say ‘yes’ in English we Japanese would say 
‘no’ meaning the same thing- very different grammar. 
When the man thinks ‘yes’ it’s very different than the woman thinks ‘yes’.
Are you a man? Yes. 
Are you a man? No.
It’s very different. For Japanese it’s very difficult to understand especially for you Eng-
lish speakers because if you ask a woman ‘Are you a man?’ she’d say ‘no’ but if you ask 
a woman if you are a woman she’d also say ‘no’. The reason why we have these linguis-
tic differences is because the sources of the languages are different. 
If you think of yourself as a fixated man or a fixated woman then the way to answer ‘yes’ 
or ‘no’ to the question will be different in that way - based on that fixated idea.



But in the source both the activities of plus and minus are working together so answering 
from this point of view if you are asked ‘Are you a man?’ ‘Yes’. And if the same person 
is asked ‘Are you a woman?’ that person also says ‘Yes’. 
If you think of the source as a fixated thing or if you think of the source as a not-fixated 
thing depending upon how you think your ideas of what a man and a woman are will also
be different. If you’d ask a woman ‘Are you a woman?’ and she’d answer ‘yes’ and you’d
ask the same woman ‘Are you a man?’ and she’d answer ‘no’ you have to investigate this 
deeply and understand what’s going on here ……. 
The next word in the koan after ‘Joshu Osho’ are ‘jinani mi’ which is difficult for you to 
understand. But I think it wont be a mistake to understand it to mean ‘at a certain time’ or
‘in a certain …’
You have to be able to see what is being said here is that sometimes you will be asked a 
question by a man and sometimes you will be asked a question by a woman and some-
times you might be asked a question by someone who is neither a man nor a woman. You 
have to open a hole in your belly and you have to be able to answer from that point of 
view.
What is being said here is that you can’t answer from a fixated point of view. You have to
be able to ghost yourself – change yourself and have to be able to answer from that point 
of view. These words are demanding that you are carefully contemplating this activity of 
incarnating.
When you meet a child you have to turn into the child and answer from that point of 
view. When you meet a woman you have to turn into a woman and answer from that 
point of view. Maybe it means turning into god maybe it means turning into the devil but 
in any case you have to change into her in order to answer.
Meeting a man you have to change into a man and then respond. If you can change then 
you become equal.
If you cannot change or incarnate yourself then you will be stuck in the world of discrim-
ination and have to give an discriminating answer. Now you must contemplate carefully 
the problem of differences and equality of discriminating and equality. Everyone seems to
love equality and go around saying ‘Equality is very important. We must all be equal to 
each other.’
There are no men and no women in the world of equality. Anyone would become utterly 
lonely in even an hour of living in that world of no men and no women. It’s necessary to 
have this world of differences.
But if you are always in this world of differences it’s just noisy and annoying and you 
want to run off to a mountain and hide in a cave.
But try it for yourself. Go live as a hermit in a cave and inevitably you become lonely for 
the human world again and want to come back to the human world. Then back in the hu-
man world you remember ‘Oh yes, it’s really noisy and a hazel and there’s nothing you 
can do with these people’ and so you want to go back and live in your cave again.
Buddhism in fact teaches that this is how it actually is that the world of equality and the 
world of differences will manifest alternately one after the next and neither is fixated.
This is getting off the track a little bit but if it comes to democracy – there is nothing re-
ally wrong with democracy – but if you are attached to democracy to much you will 
overdo it. And don’t you think it’s true with communism as well. There is nothing wrong 
with communism but if you are attached to communism then you overdo communism. 



Some way or another we have to learn to think that both communism and democracy are 
fine. But we cannot attach to either and in fact we have to learn that there are times when 
communism appears as important and there are times when democracy appears as impor-
tant. At least as one expedient way of thinking about it we can understand salvation and 
peace of mind to be gods world on the one hand and on the other hand the world that is 
not god’s world is the world of human beings - the world of differences and discrimina-
tion.
Buddhism very clearly says however this god’s world is not fixated and the human world 
is also not fixated. 
What is peace of mind according to Buddhism? 
Buddhism says that when plus and minus, man and woman, husband and wife totally are 
doing the activity of holding their one shared world together. That is the state where there
is no dissatisfaction and no suffer.
The great cosmos itself – we have to leave that there is such a thing as the great cosmos 
itself and then according to Buddhism understand that true peace of mind and satisfaction
comes when husband and wife are holding the entire great cosmos together. Even the 
great cosmos itself however according to Buddhism isn’t fixated. When you are born the 
cosmos is born with you. Conversely we can say that when the cosmos is born that is 
when you are born. 
What is it that manifests the great cosmos. Buddhism can very simply answer that it’s 
when plus and minus totally come together that the great cosmos manifests. Buddhism 
says that when plus and minus come together plus is gone and minus is also gone. That 
activity of plus and minus being together is the activity that is neither existence nor non-
existence    - neither U nor Mu. That is the activity that can’t mean anything.
The activity of plus and minus totally acting together is the activity in which being and 
nonbeing – U and Mu – living and dying have both vanished. 
The one who totally experienced that for himself was named the Awakened One and 
taught to his disciples that state is the zero state – the state of emptiness. This is the state 
in which being and non-being are both gone. You can think of there being a being self 
and a non-being self. Both the being self and the non-being self are gone. There are no 
selves at all in this state. But really they are not gone. It’s just that U and Mu are totally 
connected to each other totally relating to each other manifesting zero. This is what I’ve 
been talking to you about although it’s very difficult to understand that when plus is ex-
periencing minus at that very same time minus is experiencing plus. When we look very 
carefully at this world of experiencing we see that one aspect of this world experiencing 
is the inevitable meeting of plus and minus.    Meeting just as inevitably they break 
through that meeting and then plus arrives at the source of minus and minus arrives at the
source of plus. That is Zazen - to contemplate that, to do that – that is Zazen.
When minus arrives at the source of plus and minus arrives at the source of plus they are 
at a source but not at their own source.
Isn’t it true that the teaching of Buddhism says that here because plus is at the origin of 
minus and minus is at the origin of plus it is inevitable that both must do the activity of 
returning to their own origin. I think I’ve been telling you the same thing over and over. 
Though even I’ve been telling you this story over and over again when I ask you to inter-
pret the koan of Joshu’s Mu you are unable to do that. 
The teishos just don’t get into your head because you are insisting on fixating your ‘I 



am’. 
That’s fine I guess. I mean if you wouldn’t have an ‘I am’ self you wouldn’t have any self
at all and if you don’t have a self then there is no need to think.. and then there is no need 
to think.
But what I’ve been trying to get through to you is that when plus has experienced the 
world of minus and minus has experienced the world of plus although they have mani-
fested zero they have done the act of experiencing it’s only half of a zero - half of an ex-
perience.    
And having done this kind of experience we all will deal somehow or another ‘Something
is missing – it’s not quite right. There is something dissatisfying about this.’ 
That’s true that we are manifesting an imperfect self. It is there therefore inevitable and 
natural that human beings in this case will give rise to the desire to manifest complete 
love to manifest the perfect self. 
Usually in Buddhism we say that this kind of desire is thirsty love and it’s not good. But 
because people all misunderstand this - especially practitioners. Practitioners suffer be-
cause of their misunderstanding. 
The true teaching of Buddhism says that the reason you suffer is because you are attached
to the imperfect self that has manifested imperfect love. That it is that attachment that 
causes thirsty greedy love. But if you are not attached to that self and manifest true love 
complete love then you will no longer suffer. True practice is founded on the determina-
tion to manifest true love. The thought ‘I must manifest true love’ is the foundation of 
true practice. But don’t make a mistake. To manifest true love you must dissolve your im-
perfect self and manifest the perfect self.
The reason why you cause yourself suffering is because you make this essential mistake. 
You think you can manifest true love and keep your imperfect self at the same time. You 
think you can manifest your perfect self and still have your imperfect self.
 When the ‘I am’ imperfect self vanishes when it dissolves when it’s gone then and only 
then does true love manifest - does the true self manifest. Don’t make a mistake about 
this.
The reason why mistakes arises is that even though you are doing the Dharma activity 
you don’t know what you are doing. You don’t know that you are doing the Dharma ac-
tivity. 
What can we do about mistakes? What can we do about sins? 
There is no way to dissolve mistakes or to dissolve sins other than to dissolve the ‘I am’ 
self.
The one German person who came studying here upon hearing this teaching had a ner-
vous breakdown. 
He thought ‘I have to dissolve myself. But if I dissolve myself where will I go?’ 
But most people don’t worry about this. Most people don’t have nervous breakdowns. 
Most people just go forward in their practice even though they don’t    understand what 
they are doing.
I think the Germans have a lot of nervous breakdowns.
Maybe you can say that the reason why Germans have so many nervous breakdowns is 
because they think ‘I am, I am’ so insistently. Maybe this is why philosophy is so popular 
in Germany and people go around discussing whether the ‘I am’ self exists or not. And 
probably we can say that the German philosophers actually achieve academically philo-



sophically the conclusion that the true self cannot be manifest until the imperfect self dis-
solved. 
Their wisdom activity advanced quite well.
However, no matter how good a thinker you are if you are still attached to your ‘I am’ 
thinking self then that kind of thinking will only be abstract thinking and even though it 
might be very good thinking it will still leave you to have a nervous breakdown.
Those German sure are serious though. Not so good to be serious though. 
When the ‘I am’ self dissolves that means plus is no longer plus and minus is no longer 
minus. According to Buddhism the state in which plus is not plus anymore and minus is 
not minus anymore is zero. That’s true love. It’s up to you to dissolve the imperfect self. 
But how do you do it?
According to Buddhism there is only one way and that is to manifest true love. I think 
this is where I got to yesterday. Finally arriving at the place of actually having to do this –
actually having to practice this practice the wisdom that knows how the self appears and 
the self disappears. 
These questions are the questions that were troubling the monk who appears in the koan. 
So probably this monk went to visit Joshu one day and they were talking and they were 
discussing at great length the Dharma activity. The Dharma activity in this koan is called 
‘Buddha nature’. When you are talking that’s philosophy. That’s studying academically. 
You can talk and talk endlessly but it isn’t ever come to become true love.
Plus and minus are talking to each other and talking to each other and plus fixates minus 
as minus and vice versa. They can keep on doing that forever and true love will never ap-
pear. Finally Joshu became bored and more and more bored and started kind of nodding 
off during the conversation answering the monk half asleep. I really know this kind of sit-
uation by myself. When you come to me with your trivial dumb boring questions…
RRTH.. I’m asleep right away.
Before sleep comes the big yawn. Right in the middle of the yawn sleep comes. The stu-
dents that at least notice that I’m yawning and asleep say ‘Oh Roshi, you must be tired. I 
stop asking questions.’
That’s ok. Those are the kinds. 
But those students who do not know kindness ‘blablablabla’ talk on and on and on all I 
can just do is say ‘aha. .aha’ . In those situation the separation of subject and object will 
never disappear. This is just how it was like with Joshu and this monk the monk endlessly
asking questions.
Then I don’t know if we can say it was luckily or it was unluckily – for Joshu it probably 
felt lucky – Along came the puppy ‘dub..dub..dub..dub’ right in between them. If Joshu 
and the monk had not been separate from each other if they had not then a distance mani-
fest in between them there would be no room for the puppy to come on in.
The appearance of the puppy in the scene shows that Joshu and the monk were manifest-
ing distance in between them. The monk then takes up the puppy as his subject for the 
next question and asked ‘Does even this puppy do the Dharma activity? Does even this 
puppy manifest the Buddha activity? Does this puppy have Buddha nature or not?’
 What a good question. This monk is really awake.
However for you who are actually practicing Zen it’s necessary to see clearly that al-
though this monk asked a good question and had realized something he had not yet mani-
fested the wisdom that understood the principle behind why there is a distance between 



Joshu and himself and Joshu and the puppy. 
It seem to me as if this monk has unquestioningly accepted the manifestation of the world
of differences has unquestioningly accepted the manifestation of the interval of space be-
tween him and Joshu and him and the puppy.    
Nothing manifests unconditionally or randomly. It is through a principle activity that dis-
tance appears that the puppy has appeared. Why was it that an imperfect distance and im-
perfect space manifested between Joshu and the monk. And what about the puppy. Just as
I asked you yesterday ‘Did the puppy rain down from heaven or did it bubble up from 
earth?’
Probably the monk knew in some way at least that the puppy did not appear uncondition-
ally. Because he had at least this amount of understanding he asked this question. What a 
great question.
This great question woke Joshu up from his mad nap. And he said to himself ‘Ok, now I 
have to really manifest the Dharma activity.’
But what did Joshu end up answering. He answered ‘No .. Mu’.
Joshu’s answer does it affirm the puppy or does it negate the puppy?
It seems because he said ‘No’ because he said ‘Mu’ that he is negating the appearance of 
the puppy.
Tathagata Zen demands that each one of us carefully contemplate for ourselves exactly 
where Joshu is coming from. Was he coming from the point of view of being or non-be-
ing?
Be true and then which one? Whichever one ……….
The puppy has appeared into a world of…….
….so I got saved by the bell. Now I can ….
…
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