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Sixth Day Rohatsu Dai- Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

translated by R.H. Blyth 
 

      A monk once asked Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha-nature?”  Joshu answered “Mu.” 
  

 
 It is December sixth today and finally we have had the first snow here at Bodhi.  Finally it 

really feels like Rohatsu around here.  I thought winter had forgotten about coming this year.  But 

winter hadn’t forgotten.  Finally she brought us the snow.   

 Just as I’ve been telling you up until now, we people, we human beings, it’s great when we 

forget ourselves, it is great when we forget we are human beings, but the moment we think we have 

forgotten ourselves there we are again blabbering on and on. 

 But I have also told you that there is a limit to that world of human speech, and when we reach 

that limit then we shut up.  The world in which speech is not necessary is the world in which you 

don’t need to doubt, and you don’t need to know either.   

 All I seem to talk about is that our very way of being is a repetitive activity of on the one hand 

manifesting the world of thought, and on the other hand manifesting the world in which thought isn’t 

necessary.  But even though I say it so many times it doesn’t seem as if there is even one person who 

really does it, really can practice it.   

 We are not trying to learn something hard here.  Zen practice is very simple.  It is simply 

manifesting these two selves.  On the one hand the self that blabbers and jabbers on and on, and on 

the other hand the self that doesn’t need to speak.  Just manifesting that repetitive activity is not 

hard.  That is all you have to learn. 

 But I guess I have to admit that when you try to learn the principle behind those two selves, 

when you try to learn actually what activity it is that manifests a self that doesn’t need to speak, and 

on the other hand when you try to manifest the wisdom that knows what activity it is that is speaking, 

that manifests the self which speaks, I guess that is a little bit hard. 
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 We still have tomorrow to give teisho as well, so tomorrow I’ll finally get into this koan and 

finish it, but today I would like to try to summarize everything that I have said up until now as a general 

review. 

 The teaching of Buddhism concludes that the self which doesn’t need to speak, and the self 

which does blabber and jabber on and on, both are given birth to by these very same two fundamental 

mutually opposing activities.  The position of Tathagata Zen is to say that Buddhism itself is a teaching 

which was born from the recognition of these two mutually opposing activities.  That the whole 

teaching of Buddhism is based on finding some way or another to recognize those activities. 

 As I said, we are going to review, so let’s start again with tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  Now 

when we actually practice we can name tatha-gata in various ways.  For example we can name it the 

plus activity, the activity of existing, the living activity, or the expanding activity.  And we can also call 

it the activity of the object.  And in contrast to the object, plus, expanding activity we have the 

tatha-agata activity which is the contracting activity.  And we all do our investigation by naming that 

contracting activity the activity of the subject.   

 And when we personify these activities we can call the expanding, tatha-gata activity the 

activity which brings man into being, and the contracting tatha-agata activity the activity which brings 

woman into being.  When we human beings investigate anything it seems as if we really love to see 

everything in a personified way, and that is why even in Tathagata Zen we also personify the 

fundamental activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  

 And we say that those two fundamental activities are acting in the same place.  They are 

acting in the same universe.  And that universe that they act in is a one and only universe.  There are 

no universes outside of that singular universe.  But it is okay if that universe is very small.  And we 

can personify the universe and say that it is a room, and Mr. Plus and Mrs. Minus are living in that 

small room together. 

 And we also demand of you in our teaching to conceive that, just in the same way as plus and 

minus are living together in the singular universe, they are also both doing the activity of holding that 

universe together.  We ask you to do the way of thinking that sees clearly that both subject and 

object are holding this same singular world.  Both man and woman are holding this one world. 

 And we also ask you to think that this activity of mutually holding the one world can be thought 

of as the activity of making a home, or residing.   

 As I have been saying there are a lot of different schools of Zen, but the story that I have told so 

far today, I think maybe is shared by most of them.  And if I pick somebody out and say “He is a really 

great guy, he’s magnificent,” then that usually makes that person happy, but actually I have to admit 

that when you really look at the world of Zen most of the schools of Zen are mistaken even about this 

most fundamental part of the story.  They have fallen off course even about this.   

 We also teach that the plus and minus, the man and woman holding this one world together, 

living in this one world, because they are in this one and only world together, without fail they will 



Sixth Day Rohatsu Dai-Sesshin, December 6, 1998 Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Joshu’s Mu 
 
 

   
  3 

meet each other. 

 And this is the time in your Zen practice when in your zazen you have to contemplate this 

problem of the place of meeting.  You have to “Kanbo  観法, see the Dharma” of this condition.  

This word kanbo is from Chinese Buddhism, and maybe contemplate is the best English equivalent to 

it, and this activity of contemplation is what you have to do in your zazen.   

 But we caution you and say, “You are to contemplate the activities of plus and minus in your 

zazen, but that which is doing the contemplation is not simply plus and minus.”  Who contemplates?  

It is that very “I am” self of yours whom the plus and minus activity has given birth to that is 

contemplating the activity of plus and minus, not simply plus and minus itself.  We are very clear 

about this, we are very strong about this:  Plus and minus, subject and object are will-less activities.  

They don’t do anything like contemplate or think.  

 The plus activity, the male activity, the expanding activity, the object activity does expanding, 

and through the activity of expanding he experiences the entire, he comes to hold the entire sphere.  

And when we talk about the female, minus, contracting activity experiencing the entire body, holding 

the whole world, she does that activity of holding the entire sphere through contracting. 

 Really, on the one hand, to contemplate this is nothing at all, very simple, but it seems clear, on 

the other hand, in reality, for beginning students it is very difficult. 

 We have this sphere, this giant ball, and it is the minus activity who is contracting that sphere.  

And it is the plus activity who is, through expanding, doing the activity of experiencing the entire 

sphere.  And so you can see that the source of this activity of plus is the very center point of the 

sphere.  And then we teach about the minus contracting activity, and when we talk about her source, 

the place her activity originates, we say that it is the outside of the sphere, but there really is no 

outside of the sphere, but when we talk about her we have to say that her origin is someplace, and she 

is doing this activity of contracting the entire sphere, and so we say that she is beginning from the very 

surface, the very edge of the outside of the ball. 

 Minus is doing the activity of contracting everything, and there will unfailingly come a point 

where she has contracted exactly half of the sphere.  And the plus activity has begun to act from the 

very center point of the sphere, and also, without fail, he will come to manifest exactly half of the 

sphere.  This word “manifest” is an incredibly important word.  The original Chinese Buddhist word 

is Kengen 顕現.  Kengen is very important, and he manifests exactly half, and at that point, both 

having manifested half they meet. 

 So when they meet, at this situation of having met each other they both have only experienced 

half of the entire sphere.  The plus has only experienced the plus world, and the minus has only 

experienced the minus world. 

 And when we talk abut the posture of zazen, the posture of zazen is exactly this meeting, this 

place where plus and minus meet each other.  This “Zazen, zazen” that everybody says, well it’s okay 

to say it, but please know clearly that when you say zazen you are talking about the activity of 
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manifesting the place where plus and minus meet.  Zazen is manifesting the condition in which man 

and woman have met.  There is no cosmos, there is no world apart from this situation of plus and 

minus, subject and object having met each other. 

 Man and woman, “Huuut!” they put their faces right together.  There is no world apart from 

that.   

 But you can do zazen for a million years and it won’t be zazen if you insist on trying to do zazen 

using a flat way of thinking.  If you unconditionally accept a flat world, and put yourself in that flat 

world, it will never be true zazen.  My name is Joshu, but I also have another name, Denkyo, so from 

this Denkyo Joshu’s point of view, even though it is fine that a lot of people come here having studied 

a lot of different kinds of Zen, the moment I see you I can tell if you have been doing zazen 

unquestioningly accepting as real a flat world.  Lots of different Roshis come but the moment they say 

one word I know, “This Roshi is still unquestioningly living in a flat world.” 

 When you come here, therefore, we teach you very strongly that the moment you first start 

doing zazen throw out your flat way of thinking.  Just stop doing your flat way of thinking.  And 

instead do a spherical way of thinking.  Try to do a kind of zazen in which you recognize that plus and 

minus are living together in this one and only world, which is a three dimensional, spherical world.   

 If the child knows that mother and father, man and woman, are living together in one singular 

spherical world, of course the child will be happy about that.   

 But the world that we live in is also existing together in that same spherical world, and so 

inevitably meeting will occur. 

 But anyway, plus and minus do meet each other, but we ask you a question about the meeting 

of subject and object, about the meeting of plus and minus, and we ask you, “When subject and object 

meet and think, ‘Ahhh, it’s so good to have met.  It’s so good to see you.’  Is it possible for them to 

think, ‘This is wonderful.  This is more than enough.  Let’s just stay here forever.’  And be satisfied 

with that, and fixate that meeting?” 

 The translator is a better talker than I am. 

 Plus and minus do meet, and they think, “Good,” but it isn’t possible to be satisfied with that 

“Good,” and just fixate that condition. 

 The big boss man of Buddhism, Siddhartha, who later was called Shakyamuni Buddha, 

answered this question very clearly according to the tradition of Tathagata Zen.  He said that the plus 

activity has been acting in the world of plus and the minus activity has been acting in the world of 

minus, but they both, after they have met, give rise to the need to know each other’s worlds.  And 

they know that without seeing clearly into, in other words experiencing, each other’s worlds they 

cannot really know each other’s worlds. 

 The conclusion that we reach is that the plus and minus activities are acting in a single world, 

and they have manifested their opposing worlds, the plus world and the minus world, through their 

opposing activities, but it is the very principle, the very natural principle of these two mutually 
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opposing activities to then have the need to go on and experience each other’s worlds which they have 

not yet experienced.  The very nature of the activity of object is to need to experience the subject, 

and the very nature of the activity of subject is to need to experience the object.  This is the principle 

behind their action.  It was Shakyamuni Buddha who manifested the wisdom that clearly saw that but 

in order to manifest that wisdom he had to sweat, he had to cry bloody tears in order to come to that 

wisdom. 

 If you hear this kind of teaching then you should really be able to understand what it means to 

be either a man or a woman.  You will kindle the fire of the kind of wisdom that knows that the very 

nature of man is to need to thoroughly experience the world of woman, and the very nature of woman 

is to need to thoroughly experience the world of man.   

 But please remember as Buddhism teaches us that the one who thinks thoughts like that is the 

born self, but the two mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata are simply acting, 

following the natural principle without will and without any thought.   

 That is why here we have to face the question of what kind of an activity do tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata do when they give birth to the “I am” self. 

 As I always say, nowadays we have the advanced teachings of science, but I don’t think that the 

doctors and the scientists teach about the birth of the self in the same way as Tathagata Zen teaches 

about the birth of the self.  But 2,500 years ago or 5,000 years ago the people really took seriously 

this mystery of Why anything appeared in this world that previously had nothing.  And people also 

felt the mystery of why things that do appear, existences that do appear, then disappear.  I think that 

when we look at human history we can say that people were engaged in trying to solve these questions 

for two or three thousand years.  And in order to manifest the understanding of these questions the 

wise ones of ancient times sweated blood, cried bloody tears.   

 Why is the “I am” self born?  It is really an awesome thing. 

 Everybody knows that there are these mountains  somewhere around India and China and 

Tibet, there are these Himalaya mountains.  And those mountains, when the summertime comes, 

they go crazy.  They go absolutely wild.  And every single day during that summer thunder storm 

season they “gaaahhh” give birth to thunder, and “dadon” flash out lightning.  Everyday the hard 

rains fall.  And the ancient people thought this was very mysterious.  Why does this wild season 

come?  And we can find their analysis of this in the sutras.  They analyzed this activity of thunder 

bolts, and they saw clearly that it was comprised of two distinct activities, the thunder activity and the 

lightning activity.  It seems as if they thought of it in terms of having two Gods, a male and female 

God, and when those gods started fighting that is when this wild activity began.  And when that wild 

activity of fighting began then the two Gods separated, and it was at that moment of separation that 

the thunder sounded, and the lightning flashed, and the rain came pouring down.  And it seems as if 

they thought about it further in this way, that even though the male God and the female God are 

fighting, even in a fight you get tired.  And so the male God ends up getting so tired that he falls 



Sixth Day Rohatsu Dai-Sesshin, December 6, 1998 Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Joshu’s Mu 
 
 

   
  6 

asleep and the drool is dripping down his chin.  And at that point the female God gives up to, and she 

takes a rest.  And so that is when the rain stops and the lightning stops and the thunder stops, and 

peace and quiet come to the world.  There are a lot of poems sung about this in the sutras. 

 There are a lot of descriptions and paintings of thunder bolts in Buddhism.  And one way that 

this activity is portrayed is having one side of the activity beating a drum, and the other opposing side 

listening to the sound of that drum.   

 In the other words when the male God goes wild and crazy, what can you do about it?  The 

only thing the benevolent God can do is to embrace that gone out of control man, and say, “Please 

calm down.  Cut it out!”  We would all be in big trouble if there weren’t some one to try to do 

something to help get the man who has gone crazy calm again, and that is the woman.  And that is 

how it seems the ancient people conceived of this.  There are a lot of paintings of this describing 

thunder bolts.   

 And anyway, trying to move on because I know I am running out of time, the ancient people 

named that activity of thunder bolts karma.  And they said that no one can escape the activity of 

karma.  And they developed to think that the activity of karma is the activity which gives birth to all 

existences.  I cannot say for sure how the pre-Buddhist people interpreted karma, but the Buddhists 

took up and used this previously conceived of concept of karma, and understood it to be the activity 

that gives birth to absolutely everything. 

 Back to the point of meeting: the teaching transmitted in Tathagata Zen says that without fail 

plus and minus will both simultaneously break through the point of meeting and experience each 

others worlds.  And it is when this break through occurs that the world of thunder bolts appears.   

 And we say that plus and minus equally sacrifice part of themselves, give part of themselves as 

they manifest the condition of breaking through.  And in order to teach about this we say that the 

total plus activity is 0.5, and the total minus activity is minus 0.5.  And when plus 0.5 and minus 0.5 

totally become one that is zero, that is the appearance of the perfect condition.   

 And we say that when plus and minus meet each other then they both give an equal portion of 

their strength, or their power, they both sacrifice, they both spit out 0.00001 of themselves in order to 

manifest the condition of breakthrough. 

 And that is when plus experiences the world of minus and finally arrives at the source of minus.  

And when minus breaks through she will end up arriving at the source of plus.   

 And these portions of 0.00001 of both plus and minus now are in between the fundamental 

activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, and so that is why we say, since now there is this thing 

comprised of 0.00001 of each in between plus and minus, that this is when for the first time plus and 

minus have separated. 

 Don’t you see? (しょうぜい??)  Don’t you understand that this is what we mean by birth?  

This is what we mean by appearance.  When 0.00001 of both plus and minus have unified with each 

other in between tatha-gata and tatha-agata an existence has been manifest.  Don’t you get it?  If 
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you cannot get this it is no use no matter how many times you sit zazen.  If you cannot understand 

the condition of the origin then no matter how much you think you are going forward in your practice 

you are just creating bigger and bigger misunderstanding. 

 And this appearance in between plus and minus is the very basis for the manifestation of any 

existent being.  But this existence which has now been manifest, this tiny existence of 0.00001 of 

each of the activities doesn’t do what we can call a full activity of consciousness yet.  So this existence 

cannot say anything like, “I’ve appeared.  I’ve been manifest.”  It can’t say anything. 

 The Dharma activity is made of plus and minus, of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, in other words 

made of the activities of subject and object, and this is when the Dharma activity has come to manifest 

the activity that we call separation of subject and object, separation of host and guest.   

 We say that you have to carefully manifest the wisdom for yourself that knows that here when 

plus and minus have separated from each other, in between them this existence which is comprised of 

0.00001 of each is what we call the imperfect manifestation of zero.  But that existence which has 

been made right within this sphere of the condition of the origin, when it is first made, the very basis of 

an existence, that tiny coming together of the tiny portions of plus and minus, can’t speak, can’t see, 

of course it doesn’t do the activity of consciousness.   

 And as I was saying before we call this the manifestation of the separation of subject and object 

within the Dharma activity.  We call the tatha-gata, thus-going activity the guest or the object, and 

the tatha-agata, thus-coming activity the host or the subject.  And subject and object have separated. 

 And in Tathagata Zen we say that every existence comes into existence, in other  words every 

“I am” self which is manifest begins its existence, and even every single mosquito has an “I am” self, all 

existences come into existence when they meet up with the separation of subject and object.  

 But, and this is difficult, but because the existence which is first manifest does not do the 

activity of consciousness the kind of separation of subject and object which occurs in this case is called 

the imperfect activity of the separation of subject and object.  There are two kinds of separation of 

subject and object.  One is the imperfect activity of separation of subject and object, and one is the 

complete, clear activity of separation of subject and object (in which a true “I am” self is born).  And 

this existence we are talking about here, which is just the very basis of an existence, which doesn’t yet 

do consciousness, has come into existence having met up with the imperfect separation of subject and 

object.  

 And as I was telling you before, leaving behind this basis for an existence, plus arrives at the 

source of minus, and immediately incarnates himself into minus, and minus arrives at the origin of plus 

and immediately incarnates herself into plus.   

 Because you don’t understand what incarnation means of course it is natural that you argue 

amongst yourselves whether it really exists or not.  So be careful.  You are not going to be able to 

understand this talk unless you are able to understand the Zen word incarnation to mean man 

incarnates into woman, woman incarnates into man.  Just understand this word simply like this!   
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 When plus incarnates into minus, when man incarnates into woman, then the man begins 

doing the contracting activity, and through contraction begins to return to his own origin.  And the 

minus activity is the same.  Having arrived at the source of plus she incarnates into plus, into man, 

and then does the expanding activity, and through expanding she begins to return to her own origin. 

 And then again, somewhere within this giant sphere, half way between the center and the 

outside edge, they meet.  But now there is that existent thing that has been left behind there, so 

even though they meet they can’t really meet.  That child, we can say, that is residing here at the 

place of meeting must be dissolved.  Without dissolving the child they can’t continue on their journey 

back to their origin.   

 The minus activity, who has incarnated herself into plus, even though she is minus, is doing the 

plus activity, doing the expanding activity.  And when she meets the child, therefore, she meets up 

with the minus activity she had left behind, which is now the content of the child.  And so, this minus 

activity who has incarnated herself into plus, when she meets up with the minus activity which she left 

behind which has become the content of the child, she is meeting herself, she is meeting her old self, 

and immediately she picks up her old self, and when she does that at once the boundary between 

herself and the child is gone. 

 And the plus activity arrives at the origin of minus, incarnates into the minus activity, and so 

even though he is plus he is doing the minus activity, and when he meets the child he picks up that 

portion of plus that he had left behind which is now the content of the child.   

 And this is when these incarnated versions of plus and minus can finally directly touch each 

other at the place of their meeting.   

 And this is when we continue our quite difficult explanation and say that the minus activity who 

has incarnated herself into plus, when she breaks through this meeting, she then can completely 

spread herself out, and finally arrive back at her own origin.  And in the same way the plus activity 

who has incarnated himself into minus breaks through the point of meeting and eventually arrives 

back at his own source. 

 And when they arrive back at their own true origins, their true homes, immediately they throw 

off their disguises and revert back to their true forms.  And then they do the activity of mutually 

holding this one world together. 

 And the repetition of this complete process over and over again is what we call the condition of 

the origin.  So in the condition of the origin, although we can say that something has been born, and 

then that thing is dissolved, and then something will be born again, we cannot say that it is a complete 

separation of subject and object.  There hasn’t been the appearance of the three worlds yet in the 

condition of the origin.  There hasn’t been a clear appearance of a self yet. 

 

 And so in this activity of the condition of the origin, as I just said, there has not yet been the 

manifestation of the three worlds of past, present, and future, there hasn’t yet been the manifestation 
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of a clear “I am” self, and so although provisionally we talked about the activity of the separation of 

subject and object within this activity of the condition of the origin, actually  in the condition of the 

origin, (what I had previously called the “imperfect separation of subject and object” we can call 

simply) the facing of subject and object, or the contrasting of subject to object, not the separation of 

subject and object.  

 So we deeply caution you and say that when you are contemplating the condition of the origin 

you can say that the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, of subject and object have manifested the 

condition of pregnancy.  The origin has become pregnant, but they haven’t manifested the condition 

of clearly giving birth to a child yet.  What we call the condition of the origin is an activity in which the 

two fundamental mutually opposing activities are totally unifying with each other, and then facing 

each other over and over again.  We say that they have not yet manifested the condition of clearly 

separating from each other and giving birth to the three worlds of past, present, and future.  (They 

don’t do what I previously called the “complete activity of the separation of subject and object”).  We 

very clearly explain that there is a difference between on the one hand the condition of the origin 

which is doing a repetitive activity which we can call  pregnancy, and that repetitive activity is 

repeating on the one hand manifesting unification, and on the other hand manifesting facing, and on 

the other hand another repetitive activity that we talk about which is the repetition of oneness and 

separation.  These two repetitive processes are clearly different.   

 So this is the condition of before the birth of the self. This is the condition of the origin which is 

an action which has no will. 

 And in Buddhism, as I always tell you, because this activity has absolutely no will we call it the 

manifestation of the activity of zero, or emptiness.  And when we personify the activity of the 

condition of the origin, or the activity of emptiness we call it the manifestation of true love.  The 

condition of the origin is the manifestation of the activity of true love, the manifestation of the 

completely will-less activity of emptiness.  And in Tathagata Zen the teaching that is transmitted 
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within this school is that the historical Buddha taught this to his disciples. 

 In Buddhism we call the manifestation of the activity of true love by things like emptiness or 

zero, but it should go without saying that when Joshu said “Mu” he was talking about that exact same 

activity of emptiness, of zero.  When he said “Mu” he was giving true love.  You cannot call yourself 

a person studying Zen unless you have really manifested the wisdom for yourself that when we say 

things in Buddhism like emptiness or the activity of zero, or when Joshu said “Mu” that those are the 

manifestation of true love.  That when we personify the activity which all those words point to we can 

call it true love.   

 But who thinks that the activity of emptiness, the activity of zero is the activity of true love?  I 

always tell you that it is that “I am” self, who has developed and evolved, and is doing the activity of 

thought and consciousness that can think that the activity of emptiness is the activity of true love, that 

Mu is the activity of true love.   

 Finally tomorrow we will finish this first chapter.  We will finish this koan of Joshu’s Mu.  And 

we will come to the conclusion of how this condition of the facing of host and guest develops into the 

condition of the actual separation of host and guest, and the self is born, and the three worlds of past, 

present, and future appear.  We will get to why this, shall we say, season of spring will inevitably 

come. 

 Your legs hurt, and you have to go to the bathroom, so isn’t it lucky that true love has burst 

open?  The worlds of past, present, and future have immediately been manifest. 

 So tomorrow is finally the end.  

 

終 

the end 


