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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Rinzai-Ji  

October 2, 1998 

Translator: Giko 

 
Mumonkan  Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 

A Monk once asked master Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha nature or not?” Joshu 

said, “Mu.” 

  

 If you look at the original Chinese text of this koan, then I think it is fair to say that it is 

not clear who is the subject of the sentence.  Is it Joshu, or is it the monk?  We can’t really 

say from just reading the text.  If we make Joshu the subject then the sentence would mean 

that at a certain time Joshu was asked a question by a monk.  Or, if the monk were the 

subject, the sentence would read that at a certain time the monk asked Joshu a question.  But, 

as I said before, if you just look at the literal words that are written in the text it is ambiguous as 

to who is the subject of the sentence.  That is the way this koan was intentionally written.  

Actually either way is okay, and the situation was that Joshu was talking about various things 

with a certain monk.  And at the time that Joshu was having this conversation with the monk a 

puppy came along.  A puppy came walking by right in between them.  And you can see from 

the koan that it was probably the subject of Buddha Nature that Joshu and the monk were 

talking about.  And immediately the monk asked Joshu, “Even this little puppy, does this 

puppy have Buddha Nature or not?”  And then Joshu answered “Mu,” in other words, “No, 

the puppy doesn’t have it.”  That’s the koan.   

 In general when people use words like God or Buddha they mean the Absolute Being or 

the Almighty.  But what about things like God, the Supreme Being, the Almighty, the Absolute, 

do they belong to the grammatical subject, or do they belong to the predicate?  I think English 

is a language that cannot be formed without a grammatical subject of a sentence.  And when 

we talk about the predicate, or the action part of the sentence, that is the thing that makes 
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clear what the subject is, the predicate affirms the subject of the sentence.    

 The person who compiled the Mumonkan, Mumon Osho, was a Roshi who knew 

exhaustively, completely knew this principle.  We can say that Mumon really understood that 

Joshu who says “Mu” in this koan belongs neither to the subject nor to the predicate.  In 

Buddhism when we talk about things like God or Buddha or the Almighty we understand them 

to be a condition which does not belong to either subject or object.  If we do say that God is 

the subject, then all of the objects of God must be completely embraced by God, completely 

unified by God.  If God, actually, is said to belong to either the subjective position or the 

objective position it has already lost its “Almighty-ness.”  I guess it is okay to say whatever 

words you want to, people are free to say whatever they please, you can use words like God, or 

Buddha, or the Absolute Being, or the Almighty, but if you are using those words without 

knowing that the thing you are talking about belongs neither to subject nor object then you will 

be insulting God.   

 Looking from the perspective of Zen as I look from it seems pretty obvious to me that it 

is a tremendous struggle for all of you to be able to have the way of thinking that God belongs 

neither to subject nor object, because of the way you have been educated, because you have 

been brought up to believe that there couldn’t be a world that doesn’t have either subject or 

object.  A thing which belongs neither to subject nor object could never be made a 

grammatical subject of a sentence.  If we have to somehow make God a grammatical subject 

of a sentence then it would have to be meaning a God that embraces absolutely everything, or 

we could say a God that has given itself as love in to absolutely everything, and when we 

understand it in that way we again see that we truly cannot place God in either the position of 

subject or the position of object. 

 As I’ve been saying up until now, Buddha or God cannot be said to belong to either u or 

mu, either being or non-being.   The position of the Almighty or the Absolute Being is the 

position that has both being and non-being as its content.  The thing that has both u and mu, 

both being and non-being, both good and evil, both the benevolent God and the evil God as its 

content, that activity is what is meant by “mu.”  It was Joshu who said that “mu.”  So when 

Mumon in the original actually begins the writing of this koan by simply saying “Joshu Osho” he 
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is pointing to this person who belongs neither to the subject nor to the object, neither to the 

grammatical subject nor to the predicate.  When we look at Joshu we see he is both being and 

non-being.  When we look at the Joshu in this koan we see that he is both the benevolent God 

and the evil God.  But the moment you say he belongs to one or the other of those worlds you 

have attached to the world of opposition, the world of things being against each other.   

 The monk in the koan, of course, because he is asking a question we can see that he 

isn’t the complete being.  If this monk was the complete person he wouldn’t have any need to 

ask a question.  The way you have to contemplate this koan therefore,  is to see that Joshu in 

the koan is the Almighty one, the Almighty person, and the monk who is facing Joshu is 

manifesting himself as an incomplete being manifesting an incomplete, imperfect activity of 

consciousness.  Not just this monk, but every single person, every single one of you, every 

single human being that is born into this world is caught up by these same sort of questions 

that the monk has such as, “Does this world exist or not?  Does God exist or not?”  And being 

caught up by these questions you chatter and blabber on and on endlessly.  You can blabber 

and jabber on and on as much as you want, but in the end I ask you, “Does the Absolute Being, 

does the Almighty exist or not?”  It really is a mystery.  How about it, does God exist or not?  

If you say that God exists, that there is a God, then that would be violating the activity of 

non-being, the activity of mu.  And if you say that God does not exist, that there isn’t a God, 

then that would be in violation to, or going against the activity of being.   So the only way out 

of this is to somehow or another for you to be able to recognize both the activities of having 

and not having, being and non-being.    

 Slowly but surely we are coming to see this koan clearly, and now look at the monk in 

the koan, where did the monk come from?  You have to really see down to the bottom of this 

situation, was the monk born from a mountain?  Was he born out of this great earth, or did he 

fall down from heaven?  The monk, you can see, is unconditionally, unquestioningly 

recognizing these two positions of to have and not to have, being and non-being, and from that 

position of unconditionally recognizing those things he speaks about them.  Actually the 

reality is that it is not just this monk, but we all are caught up by these ideas of having or not 

having, and being caught up by them we blabber and jabber on and on about them.  In 
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Tathagata Zen we say that when you look at this koan you have to carefully contemplate the 

fact that the monk, the questioner, is questioning from a position of being tied up by these two 

mutually opposing activities of having and not having, being and non-being, he is being 

controlled by these two activities.   

 But most people, even though you might be taught by a Zen master that when you are 

in the position of being tied up by questions of having or not having then you are the 

incomplete self, not your true complete self, even though you might be taught that, you still 

can’t help it seems to think that the incomplete is your true self, and then  you attach to your 

imperfect self.  That imperfect self is your “I am” self.  Buddhism says that as long as you 

unconditionally recognize that self which says “I am,” as long as we do, then there will be no 

end to fighting and warring in this world.  If you look at Buddhist sutras or if you look at the 

Bible, they all talk about war.  There is no sutra that doesn’t mention the existence of war or 

fighting.  But when Buddhist sutras talk about fighting or war they always point clearly to the 

fact that the fights, the wars are caused by people unconditionally and self centeredly simply 

recognizing their “I am” selves as their true selves.  もし他の經やbibleがだ、この“I am” の

自己を無条件に固定して、この“I am” の自己を肯定するために争いというものが起こ

る、それを勝たなければならん、ということを書いておるとしたなら、それはとんでも

ないことになるでないかと思う。If you find some kind of religious writing or some kind of 

sutra or scripture which is written from the perspective of unconditionally fixating the “I am” 

self, and fighting in order to affirm that “I am” self, and then the scripture says that you have to 

win those fights, that would be a really ridiculous kind of religion, don’t you think?  I haven’t 

really studied other religions myself very much, so I probably shouldn’t talk about them very 

much, so I’ll try not to talk about them anymore, but anyway it is the position of Buddhism to 

say that if you unconditionally, unquestioningly affirm the validity of this self centered, “I am” 

proclaiming self, then of course wars will occur. 

 So where did this monk come from?  Where did this incomplete, obviously not yet a 

real osho monk, who is fixating his incomplete self, and then affirming that fixated imperfect 

self, where did he come from?  We have this word osho, and it really means a true monk, 

which means a teacher.  So you have to really think carefully here that although somebody 
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might be called an osho it doesn’t necessarily mean that they actually are manifesting as an 

osho.  Some people just arbitrarily, acting from their own self centered idea just start calling 

themselves osho, and some people are called oshos just because it is practically necessary to 

give them that title, but they aren’t really Roshis, they aren’t true monks.   

 Whether it is an osho or a monk, or just anybody, all of us who are manifesting our 

incomplete selves, we can see that when we fixate our incomplete selves then we start talking 

about this or that, we start saying “That’s good,” and “That isn’t good,” and we fight each 

other about these things.  I guess in the world it is fine to have debates and discussions about 

concepts or principles or ideas, but it seems as if when the topic of debate comes down to 

negating or affirming the self that is when the fighting breaks out.  But, when Mumon writes 

this koan he is understanding it to mean that the Joshu who said “mu,” in contrast to a kind of 

self which fixates itself, is manifesting himself exactly as mu.  He is mu itself.  We can see 

that Joshu is the kind of monk who having both of these fundamental two mutually opposing 

activities of plus and minus, or in Buddhism we say tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus going and 

thus coming, having them both as his content he can in utter freedom say either mu, 

non-being, or u, being.  Whether Joshu says u or mu he is always manifesting the same self.  

He is always manifesting Joshu.  But when we get to this kind of place in the talk then for most 

people their heads start spinning and they get lost in confusion and they wonder what in the 

world Zen could be talking about.  What it means is that Joshu is completely free from the 

position of the devil, and also free from God.  In other words Joshu is the kind of osho, the 

kind of monk who doesn’t reject the evil God, doesn’t reject the devil, and also doesn't reject 

the good God, and so he can in utter freedom manifest both the benevolent God and the evil 

God.  He can always manifest himself in utter freedom.  How about all of you?  Can you 

manifest the perspective of the devil, and at the same time, simultaneously, not be rejecting 

the benevolent God?  And conversely without rejecting the evil God can you stand up in the 

position of the good God?  Tathagata Zen says that if you can’t manifest freely both good and 

evil, without rejecting either good or evil, then you can’t be said to be manifesting the Almighty 

position, or the Supreme One. 

 I know it is not really too cool, it’s kind of rude to talk about myself, but anyway, when I 
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was practicing until I was in my early twenties we practiced in a way in which we were only 

seeking after the good and rejecting the evil.  And in general most religions are like this.  

They emphasize avoiding evil, and standing of in the position of the good, and so I really 

understand the position of most religions, because I practiced this way myself when I was 

young.  I really understand the principle of men thinking they have to be pure, and pushing 

the women away, and women thinking they have to be pure and pushing the men away.  

When I was practicing we did sometimes practice in this way of making a clear distinction 

between good and evil.  But as we practice more, and more, and more we come to 

understand that we have to be able to make both of these two mutually opposing activities, the 

position of good and evil, the position of living and dying our content if we are going to ever be 

able to manifest the complete, almighty being. 

 So we come to know that all the teachings that were taught before were not bad, were 

fine as far as they went, but were essentially mistaken.  So how can we mend these mistakes 

that have been made?  If you make a vow and say, “From now on I will teach only the true 

teaching.  I will not teach anymore mistaken teaching,” I wonder if that will get you off the 

hook?  We are saying that it is a mistake to only attach to the good God and hate and reject 

the evil God, that was the mistake in the previous teaching, but why is this a mistake?  The 

reason why it is a mistake is because if you think in that way then you can’t make both the 

good God and the bad God your content.  What I am saying is that if you attach to the good 

God, and therefore attaching to the good God you must reject the bad God, the only reason 

you do that is because you are fixating your incomplete “I am” self.   So Buddhism says that 

the only way to become free of your previously made sins of mis-teaching, or teaching a 

mistaken teaching, teaching mistakes, is to vow that from now on you will teach the teaching of 

dissolving the incomplete self, and manifesting no-self, in other words manifesting the 

complete self, and also vow that you will manifest the complete self yourself at the same time 

as you are teaching about it.  And that kind of vowing is the practice that we call the practice 

of sange, or repentance, or perhaps “atonement.”   

 The teaching of Buddhism says that you can do the practice of sange or repentance by 

having a special ceremony, a special ritual practice of it, or you can do the practice of 
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repentance by vowing in your heart that for your whole life you will live the repentant life as 

tenzo, or you will live the life of repentance by giving your whole life to being an acupuncturist, 

or a school teacher, or a doctor.  It is true that you can choose any of these lives, be it the life 

of an acupuncture doctor, or a school teacher, or a businessman, or a writer, or a musician, and 

through us living these lives as a lives of repentance then peace will come to the human world.    

  

 But what about this fundamental question of where the incomplete self comes from in 

the first place?  Has it rained down from heaven, or has it risen up from the earth?  

Buddhism says that if you can clearly know this principle then you will naturally come to lead 

the life of sange.   

 And what about Joshu Osho, where did he come from?  Joshu is different from the 

monk.  Joshu comes from a place of really knowing the very way of being, the very nature of 

his self.  But, even Joshu Osho, as long as he is alive will sometimes make mistakes.  So Joshu 

takes the initiative and makes his actions acts of repentance, and manifests himself as a life of 

repentance.   

 So, having understood the talk up until now you should straighten up your sitting, and 

really contemplate the question of where you have come from.   

 As I was saying before, here is this monk, and the puppy walks by, and he asks Joshu a 

question, and the monk says, “Does even this puppy have Buddha Nature?”  In other words, 

“Does the puppy have the activity of the enlightened person, the activity of the Absolute Being, 

the dharma activity, or not?”  And Joshu answered, “No!”  How about you, how would you 

answer?  But anyway the monk made a mistake in how he heard Joshu’s answer.  It seems as 

if he understood Joshu’s “No” to mean that the puppy does not have Buddha Nature, but that 

was a misunderstanding of Joshu’s answer.   

 Recently the translator has gotten better, and has been noticing right away when he 

makes a mistake, and then at least he is able to tell everybody right then that he made a 

mistake.  So we have to say that he has really gotten to be a much better translator, very 

much more grown up and bigger translator.  So he must be really happy to be praised by the 

Roshi.  But actually, having said this, we should remember that in the past he had been 
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making all sorts of mistakes, and not admitting them, just grinding through them, all over the 

place, and so we can see what a blind, stupid translator he was.  He has to do repentance!  It 

is the position of Buddhism, of Tathagata Zen to say that as long as we are alive it is very 

important to do this repentance ceremony, this practice of sange in which we vow to strive to 

make all of both good and evil, all of both living and dying our content, and through this 

dissolve our selves.   

 I, as I said before, haven’t really studied other religions that much, but I feel that in 

other religions such as Christianity or Islam or Judaism that this basic practice and idea of 

repentance is, at least, hiddenly treasured in them.  So when the translator admits that he has 

just made a mistake I guess that is sange.  But, I think he is about to make another mistake.  

So he has to repent again.  But as I said yesterday confession and the Buddhist idea of sange 

are different.  Confession means to stand up in the position of your “I am” self, your ego, and 

say, “I did a bad thing,” but it isn’t to dissolve your self.  “Roshi, you are wrong!  The practice 

of confession also includes dissolving the self!”  If you say that, then, okay, that’s great.  

When you confess, then, where does your self go?  If you confess and your “I am” self is still 

left behind, that isn’t true practice, true shugyo 修行.   

 So to get to the bottom of this you have to some way or another find out where Joshu 

came from, where you came from.  So as I always say, it is the teaching of the enlightened 

ones to say that every single existence even a plant, even all the way down to a stone, and of 

course including insects and all the higher animals, everything comes in to being having 

received equally of both the fundamental two mutually opposing activities, of both living and 

dying, of both the benevolent God and the evil God, and through receiving those they appear, 

they are born.   

 But there is not even one person who when they are first born, from the beginning, has 

all of plus and minus as their content.  When you are first born there is no way that you could 

have all of the benevolent God’s and all of the evil God’s functioning as your content.  But the 

position of Tathagata Zen is to say that every single time you are born you do receive equally 

from plus and minus, and every single time you are born you take one step in maturing, in 

evolving.  But Buddhism says that even though you are doing this activity of growing and 
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developing if you fixate yourself, even as you are actually doing the activity of evolving, you 

don’t know you are doing the activity of evolving.  And so, because it is our very nature to be 

beings which are growing, some how or another we must find a way to really know this process 

of growth, and know that each time we take a step in our maturation we are receiving and 

making our content both plus and minus, both the function which forms man and the function 

which forms woman.  We must learn to manifest this wisdom.  This is the position of 

Tathagata Zen.  And so in the end, the bells rings, in the end the self makes both all of plus 

and all of minus its content, and the self which has been born manifests the complete self.  

And when that happens the self is manifesting the kind of wisdom in which the self doesn’t 

need to know the self, the self doesn’t need to know God, the self doesn’t need to know the 

devil.  In Buddhism we call the manifestation of that kind of wisdom the manifestation of zero, 

the manifestation of shunyata, the manifestation of emptiness.   

 And here, in order to make it easier for the Chinese people to understand Joshu doesn’t 

say zero or ku 空 or emptiness, he says “mu.”   

 Okay, ring the bell (ching).  In that “ching” there is no consciousness.  

  

      


