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Mumonkan Case 1: Joshu’s puppy

Joshu Osho.  A monk asked Joshu, does even a dog have Buddha nature or not?  Joshu 
answered no.

Starting from today although it's a short session we have organized this five-day Jidori 

sesshin preparation, sesshin.  I think there are some of you that are participating in your 

first Jidori sesshin here and also some of you will be doing your first Rohatsu afterwards.

As some of you probably know Rohatsu sesshin is a special sesshin to celebrate the 

enlightenment of the founder, the one that we are told founded Buddhism, the big boss, 

godfather of Buddhism, Shakyamuni.  I’d like the translator to be careful that none of you

misunderstand that when I talk about Shakyamuni Buddha I said that this is the person 

who we are told was the founder of Buddhism. 

As for the mu koan this is a koan that I've given Teisho on many many times before.  

This koan is often called Joshu’s mu and certainly it is Joshu's mu who says mu in the 

Mumonkan but you shouldn't just think of it as Joshu's mu, this mu is Buddhism’s mu. 

For those of you who are just beginning your Zen practice I have to speak a little bit 

about what a koan is in general first.  It really doesn't matter how you interpret this word 

koan or how you understand it but for the sake of all of you practicing here, practicing 

now, I'd like to explain it in my own way.  In fact it's fair to say, that the first person to 

explain clearly what a koan is was the founder of Buddhism, Shakyamuni himself.  What 

did Siddhartha the founder of Buddhism say about koans?  Siddhartha had a deep 

question, a deep doubt about the nature of what it means to be a human being, the 

nature of what it means to be a person.  And because of this doubt he left home, he 

became a wandering monk. This is the story that we’re told about Siddhartha.  We're told

that he was 29 years old already when he made this decision to leave home.  He had 

already begun to experience his human life when he left home. He had already gotten 

married and had children at the time he was 29 years old and left home. although he had

had these experiences he still had a very deep doubt as to the nature of the self and the 

way of being of a human being and therefore he made this decision to leave home, to 

become a specialist in practice.  When it comes to me giving Teisho, well I'm pretty old, 

I'm 93 going on 94, so even though I might think of saying something the words don't 



come smoothly out of my mouth just as I thought they would

This is the state that I’m in.  My eyes don't see very well anymore and my ears don't 

hear very well anymore and my tongue doesn't move the way it should so I can't speak 

the way I’d like to speak. It's not only difficult for me to speak, I think it makes it difficult 

for you to listen but please endure.  It isn't just the sound of my voice that’s difficult, as I 

just said, the problem is that I have a thought, a thought arises in my mind, and I think 

well that's what I want to say, but then at once I forget what I just decided to say and I 

end up saying something else, so it becomes very difficult to give a Teisho that holds 

together. I cause problems even to myself and so I think for you listeners there must be 

times where since I've skipped over something or said something out of joint, you can't 

understand what I'm trying to say.  Siddhartha left home as I said at the age of 29 and 

the type of Zen that we study the here is called Tathagata or Nyorai Zen.  This style of 

Zen here is called Tathagata Zen and according to Tathagata Zen itself although there 

are many kinds of Zen that are popular they are all rootly unfolded within Tathagata Zen.

According to the teaching of Tathagata Zen, plants have plant Zen. Caterpillars have 

caterpillar Zen according to Tathagata Zen.  In the same way fish have fish Zen.  Birds 

have bird Zen. Birds have bird Zen and animals have animal Zen. Human beings have 

human being Zen. Tathagata Zen, the Zen of Buddhism, is the practice of all of these 

different kinds of Zen.

Tathagata Zen is to manifest the wisdom that knows all of these different Zens from 

direct experience without leaving any of them out.  Who is it that can study Tathagata 

Zen?  Of course it's all of us, only us that can study it.  It is us who must study the nature

of a plant, the way of being of a mosquito, of a fish, of a bird, of an animal, as well as the

nature of a human being.  So you can see that it’s no easy task, it’s a very difficult study 

to be able to grasp the natures of all of these things.  It is us who must study the very 

way of being, the very nature of all existent beings.  It is we practitioners of Zen.  

Therefore, Tathagata Zen asks from the very start, do you have the qualifications to be a

practitioner?  You must reflect on yourself and ask, do I have the qualifications to do this 

practice?  What do you think?  Please look at yourselves carefully.  Have you made a 

strong resolve?  Have you made a firm, do you have the firm determination to stand up 

and say that you have won the qualifications to become a practitioner of Tathagata Zen 

or not.



This is the first thing that you have to ask yourselves, but, in reality I think that all of you 

will understand that none of you have this qualification to become a practitioner of 

Tathagata Zen.  In fact Tathagata Zen teaches that even Siddhartha, the founder of 

Buddhism, even Siddhartha himself had not obtained the qualifications to become a 

practitioner of Tathagata Zen before he practiced. According to Tathagata Zen, 

Siddhartha, not through having been taught it by somebody else, but through his own 

practice of zazen, practiced and practiced and finally when he became 29 he obtained 

the qualification to become a monk, to leave home and practice. It was not until he 

turned 29, that Siddhartha won for himself the qualifications to become a practitioner of 

Tathagata Zen, a one who studies Tathagata Zen. This is at least one way we describe 

the life of Siddhartha in this teaching.  Please look carefully at those 29 years before he 

made this resolve to leave home and become a specialist in practice.  All those years he

was building up to that determination to that resolve.  All those years he was developing 

that resolve.  There are countries that are Buddhist countries.  And if you’re raised in a 

Buddhist country then naturally you come to learn Buddhism, but America is not like that.

America has no history of Buddhism.  In a country that has no history of Buddhism 

people grow up, but they never even learn the biography of the historical Buddha, 

Shakyamuni.  From the Buddhist point of view to grow up without ever hearing the tale of

the life of the historical Buddha that is unlucky.  Some people might say that there are 

many religions that are far superior to Buddhism.  And those people might say, “Who 

cares about the life of the Buddha?”  Those people don't have to learn about the life of 

the Buddha.  In Zen however, in Buddhism, the learning, the careful learning of what the 

Buddha did in his life, the careful learning of the legend of the Buddhist life is very 

important.  As I said before, however, the essential teaching of Buddhism is that every 

single existent being from a stone a plant, to a insect, to a fish, to a bird, to an animal, to 

a human being, everything is included within the one activity which we call the Dharma 

activity.  In Tathagata Zen we call the Dharma activity the Zen activity.  In India and in 

China they did not have this word Zen.  It was not as if they didn't have the meaning of 

Zen, but they didn't have the same word.  They didn't use the word Zen.  The meaning of

Zen was expressed as the Dharma activity.  The teachers of Tathagata Zen, the masters

of Tathagata Zen, have interpreted of Zen activity, which is to say the dharma activity, as

being comprised of two essential functions, Tatha Gata and Tatha Agata, thus going and

thus coming.  



According to the teaching of Tathagata Zen, Siddhartha, who later became Shakyamuni 

Buddha, already when he was 29 had won the wisdom that knew that all existent beings 

have as their content the activity of impermanence, the activity of Anitya.  Having won 

this wisdom, having this wisdom as his foundation, he resolved to leave home and 

become a monk.  I first came to America 38 years ago.  And when I first arrived here the 

place that I went was a house in Gardena, and that house is still part of our Sangha.  

That house in Gardena that I first went to was rented by my sponsor and he was waiting 

there for me.  I didn't have any friends.  The first friend that I made was the mailman.  

What does it mean to not have any friends?  It means that there's nobody to help you.  

But it also means that there is nobody for you to hate.  I lived at that house in Gardena 

for exactly four years.  I couldn't speak English well and so it was a very lonely existence

that I led there.  I decided that I better learn English and at that time in Gardena there 

were many Japanese people living there and the American government had arranged for

a class in English conversation for people first coming to this country.  And so I started 

attending that English class.  The teacher was a woman of about 40 years old.  She was

a great teacher and a great beauty.  I suppose there's really no need to tell anymore 

about that teacher here, but in any case, it was difficult for me because for one thing I 

had learned in Japan English English, not American English.  And I didn't find this class 

easy and I wasn’t finding it easy to understand American English.  It was hard for me 

also to attend class, because I didn't have a car and I had to walk there.  There were lots

of different reasons.  But in any case I finally gave up going to that class.

But because in this instance I acted sort of like a spoiled child and decided I don't need 

to learn English, I've lived these 38 years, and it's something that I just can't apologize 

enough for.  I still can’t speak English well.  About that time we found the temple on 

Cimarron Street, which is now called Rinzai-ji.  And so in my fifth year in America I 

moved in there and began transmitting the way in a way that seemed proper, or more 

proper.  We moved there but as you know in America there is this custom, people came 

around, a lot of people came around leaving pamphlets on our door way.  And I just 

remember that I’m telling you now that one of those pamphlets we got was from a 

Christian group and they, we got five or six times they left us these pamphlets saying 

that Buddhism was a nihilistic teaching and therefore a bad teaching.  Nihilism. Four or 

five times we got these pamphlets saying Buddhism is nihilistic and not good.  That's 

what my life was like back then. I would get these pamphlets and laugh to myself and 



think people in America don't know anything about Buddhism.  It's like trying to teach 

kindergartners here.  As for whether Buddhism is nihilistic or not that's for you to practice

and find out for yourselves.  In fact, receiving these pamphlets caused me to think that it 

was necessary to teach what kind of a condition gave rise to nihilistic thinking.

Getting back to Shakyamuni, I told you that because of my age I just talk about this and 

that and the other thing and it's hard to keep on one track.  I’ve been trying to get back to

Shakyamuni.  When he was 29 he grasped the wisdom that knew this activity of nihilism,

this activity of impermanence.  In Japanese we say mujo, impermanence.  And in 

Sanskrit it’s called anitya.  And he also grasped the fact that there’s an opposite activity, 

an activity of nitya, of permanence.  Without the opposing complimentary thought of 

parlance, of nitya, the thought, the idea impermanence, anitya would never come.  The 

moment the thought of impermanence, anitya, appears then naturally, immediately the 

thought of permanence, the activity of permanence also appears.  We are told that 

Siddhartha himself came up with this way of thinking, this way of understanding, that 

saw that our world and all of us that reside in this one shared world have as our content 

these two essential the opposing functions of thus going and thus coming, of 

permanence and impermanence.  He used two words that I think we're already existing 

at the time, Tatha Gata and Tatha Agata to name these two essential opposing 

functions. According to Tathagata Zen, already when Siddhartha was 29 years old he 

had come up and with this fundamental way of thinking that recognized these two 

essential opposing forces of Tatha Gata and Tatha Agata.  And although I have to jump 

over a lot of things because I don't have that much time.  Also when he was 29 already 

he developed the way of thinking which is called in Buddhism the five skandhas.

In the heart sutra when chant, we chant about the five skandhas.  And I think it's fair to 

say that this teaching of the five skandhas is the very foundation of Buddhism.  The 

transmission within this tradition of Tathagata Zen says that already, before he had left 

home, before he became a monk, Siddhartha had matured to the degree that he realized

the five skandhas.  Having discovered the five skandhas it was then that he left home 

and became a monk.  If you want to find out exactly when the Buddha formulated this 

thinking which understood the five skandhas, you can look up through all the sutras but 

you'll never find the answer to that question.  Buddhist scholars won't tell us the answer 

either.  You can't find any Buddhist scholars that will tell you clearly that Siddhartha first 

thought of the idea of the five skandhas when he was 29 before he left home, and 



completed this way of thinking during his practice.  It is only here in Tathagata Zen that it

is taught.  In any case, when it comes to the teaching of Buddhism, Buddhism is very 

passionate and thorough in its teaching of the life of the Buddha.  According to the 

teaching of Buddhism we recognize that even a stone is an existent being and every 

single human being has passed through a process of advancement and evolution that 

began as a stone and passed through being a plant and a mosquito and a fish and a bird

and an animal.  All we human beings have passed through this same process.  When it 

comes in two telling the story of the borders of life in seven we have to include of all of 

this.  We have to include that Shakyamuni passed through and practiced all of these 

stages.  That stones were a part of Shakyamuni Buddha’s family, that plants were part of

his family, that mosquitoes and fish and birds and animals and people were part of his 

family.  That even ghosts were part of his family.  That he practiced and included all of 

these existences in his practice.  When it comes to the Buddhist story there are many 

different versions of that but they all essentially should include this process of 

development, this process of evolution.  That for example a child is a child because an 

animal developed into that child. And a bird developed into that animal and a fish 

developed into that bird and so forth.  How exactly does this process of evolution and 

development take place?  Although from your ways of thinking you might not agree with 

this, according to Buddhism, according to the story of the life of the Buddha, for a stone 

to become a plant the stone must disguise itself as a plant, phantom itself into a plant, 

must transform itself into a plant. And in the same way the plant must phantom itself into 

a mosquito, must phantom himself into a fish, must phantom himself of into a bird, must 

phantom himself into an animal, he must phantom himself into a human being.

Within each stage one existent being transforms itself into the next.  Even some Zen 

people, even some Buddhists deny this activity of transformation, of changing oneself, of

phantoming oneself.  Starting about five or six hundred years ago some Buddhists 

started saying that this shouldn't be taught that there are just idiots that you couldn’t 

phantom yourself.  You couldn’t even go to the bathroom.  You couldn't do anything.  No 

matter what a gentleman you are, no matter what a beautiful woman you are, you can't 

just stay the way you are, you have to transform yourself.  You have to ghost yourself 

into something in order to go to the bathroom.  Some Zen people avoid this activity of 

transformation but it’s totally necessary.  You're an idiot to try to avoid it.  U becomes 

mu, being becomes non-being and then non-being becomes being over and over again. 



In that process, in the midst of that, is the activity of transformation, the activity of 

phantoming.  What Siddhartha clearly taught is that there is no other activity that forms 

existent beings except for the very same activity that forms the world that existent beings

live in.  Before you get into studying some sort of difficult stuff, the first thing you should 

delve into is why it is necessary for us to constantly transform and change and phantom 

ourselves.  If the husband and wife can change into each other then they will be able to 

live a harmonious coupled life.  Today I planned to at least teach you one thing, that 

Shakyamuni Buddha was the person who matured to the degree that he saw that all 

existences have the activity of impermanence as their content.  So please grasp at least 

that.

I planned to teach you that only because there is the opposing activity of nitya to anitya, 

the opposing activity of permanence to impermanence, that impermanence is formed.  

So please get that.  Who is it that can understand this activity?  It is only us that can 

understand it.  Where has the self that can understand come from?  I'll talk about where 

the self, where the self who says I am is born from.  You don't even realize from what 

country you come from and to what country you are going.  And without knowing those 

things you insist on blah blah blah blabbering on, just as if you are blindly peeing on 

each other as you talk to each other.


