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Mount Baldy Zen Center 
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Translator: Giko 

 
Mumonkan  Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 

Mumon’s Comment 

 So, then, make your whole body a mass of doubt, and with your three hundred and sixty bones and joints, 

and your eighty four thousand pores concentrate on this one character “mu.”  Day and night, keep digging into it.   

But don’t take it as “nothingness,” and don’t take it as “being” or “non-being.”  It’s like swallowing a red hot iron 

ball.  You try to vomit it out, but you cannot.  Gradually you purify yourself, eliminating mistaken knowledge and 

attitudes you have held from the past, and inside and outside naturally become one.  You’re like a mute person 

who has had a dream. You know it for yourself alone.  Suddenly “mu” breaks open.  The heavens are 

astonished.  The earth is shaken. 

 

 Last time I gave teisho up until the part where it talked about the fact that there is 

no more wonderful life than the life of being able to live holding hands, walking hand in 

hand with the Buddha and the patriarchs.  And that’s true.  There’s nothing more 

enjoyable, there’s nothing more wonderful than this; than being together with your self, 

than not having to search for your self:  when you wake up you wake up seeing your 

self, and even if you go to sleep you sleep together with your self, so you always have 

your self.  What we call Tathagata Zen, the very practice of Tathagata Zen begins with 

manifesting your self.  The self manifesting the self.  The self is always manifesting 

the self, so there is no need to look for the self.  As I just said Zen practice begins with 

you experiencing this principle for yourself.  That’s why we begin your study by asking 

you, “When you chant the sutras where is Buddha?”  And you don’t seem to get it.   

 In other religions they say you are always together with God, you are together 

with Buddha.  And that’s why Zen practice begins by asking you, “Where is Buddha 

when you are chanting the sutras?”  And we also begin your practice by asking you, 

“How old is Buddha?”  Buddha always is existing.  Buddha existed before you were 
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born, and Buddha will exist after you die, so how old is Buddha? 

 What it comes down to is that Tathagata Zen practice is the training of your 

function of knowing, your way of wisdom.  But it seems that for all of you this training 

of your way of knowing is really hard.  The reason why it is so hard for you is that from 

the moment you were born you were made to stand in a place that unconditionally 

accepts the existence of your “I am” self.  That’s how you were taught up until now.   

 This thing we call self neither exists nor doesn’t exist.  That is the true self.  

There is no need for the self to get tied up by either thinking it exists or it doesn’t exist.  

But since you have been taught from the very start to unconditionally, unquestioningly, 

simply acknowledge and accept the existence of this “I am” self, and then from that 

position of accepting and then fixating the “I am” self you think that self can know 

things, and then you come to dislike things which are uncomfortable for that “I am” self, 

because you have been taught in that way it seems incredibly difficult for you to grasp 

the principle that the true self is neither u nor mu, neither being nor non-being.  If you 

really come to grasp the principle that the true self is neither being nor non-being then 

you will also grasp the principle that there are cases when the self manifests itself as 

being, and there are cases when the self manifests itself as the state of non-being.   

 Now, you, listening to this teisho can truly know for yourself that there is no need 

for you to be attached to existing or attached to non-existing, that you yourself can 

freely manifest yourself as existing or non-existing.  As you have been learning up until 

now, when you are asked how you should manifest your Buddha nature you know you 

must manifest a Buddha nature which is neither being nor non-being, neither u nor mu, 

or conversely that you must manifest both u and mu.  And then you will see that no 

matter what appears, if it is good or evil, if it is God or the devil, anything that appears, 

no matter where it appears it is your self, and so it will be no problem for you, it will just 

be interesting and fun.  
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 If you really experience, if you really completely catch the koan called Joshu’s Mu 

for yourself then you will truly understand this principle, and that is meeting, continually 

meeting the Buddhas and the patriarchs.  But, the fact is when the devil appears, when 

something dirty appears then it is displeasing to you, you are disgusted.  But the 

complete thing is neither good nor evil.  So we tell you very severely to know for 

yourself that when good and evil appear in front of you, when the benevolent God or 

the evil God appears in front of you that is only because you are manifesting yourself as 

an incomplete self.   

 So then Mumon asks everybody, “Is there anyone out there who doesn’t yet 

know this principle, or not?”  And then he submits this problem for everybody and he 

says, “If there are any of you who don’t yet know this principle then do zazen to the 

degree that you completely get to the bottom of this principle.   

 He talks about the 360 bones and joints, and the 84,000 pores, and in ancient 

China that is how they thought of the human body.  The word for pores is actually the 

holes that your hairs come out of, and it’s true that everyone has 84,000 of these hair 

holes. It’s been well counted.  

 (And then the translator asked, “Well, who counted it?” And then the Roshi says, 

“You guys are always tied up by subject and object  in the activity of zero there are 

neither subjects nor predicates. You can’t understand my teisho if you waste any time 

wondering what the subject or the predicate is. The real activity of wisdom that knows 

this world is an activity that doesn’t have grammatical subjects or predicates. There is 

no zero apart from you. So you should know the subject now. Who counted these 360 

bones and joints? Who counted these 84,000 pores? I hope that now you clearly know 

who the subject of this is. Eighty-four thousand, it’s okay, or eight million four hundred 

thousand, it really doesn’t matter.”)  

 Anyway, the self is complete. The self is complete, but, when you manifest your 
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thinking self that is the incomplete self. But that incomplete self will grow up to become 

the complete self so there really is no complete self apart from your incomplete self. Of 

course your self is incomplete. This complete self is complete. And I just said that there 

is no true self apart from your incomplete self, but really, there is a complete true self 

apart, separate from your incomplete self, isn’t there?  But that incomplete self will 

grow and develop and manifest itself as the complete self and so that is why we say 

there really isn’t any complete self apart from the incomplete self, it’s all one self. But 

when it gets right down to it, the incomplete self and the complete self are different. 

Over and over and over again I tell you the same story that when the self grows up it 

makes all of plus and minus its content, and through making all of plus and minus its 

content it becomes the complete self. And this is exactly what Mumon is saying, 

although he isn’t saying it in the same way as I am saying it here in my teisho. 

 This mass of doubt that he talks about is a mass of doubt about what really is the 

perfect, complete self. But who is it that has that doubt? It’s none other than yourself. 

Mumon asks you, Mumon demands of you, and he says, “Take your entire body, that 

means 360 bones and joints, 84,000 pores, and make that body itself, just as it is, exactly 

a mass of doubt. And do practice into this one character of mu.” If we take this phrase 

of Mumon’s just as it is literally, word for word, we can see clearly that this is the way of 

thinking of the people of China at that time, but it probably still can be understood by 

you, it can’t be said that it can’t be understood by you. But even nowadays Zen scholars 

try to interpret this thing and say all kinds of incomprehensible things about it. The 

reason why the incomplete self is manifest is because it has plus and minus 

incompletely as its content.  But when plus and minus are completely made content 

that is the manifestation of neither u nor mu. That is the manifestation that has all of u 

and mu as its content.  

 If we call the activity of u, or existing, the good activity then mu would be the 
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activity of evil. Or we could call, I guess, the activity of u the activity of heat and the 

activity of mu the activity of coldness. And what Mumon is asking you here is to wrap u 

and mu up into one kind of pastry and have all of u and all of mu in that one pastry and 

then eat it. Mumon is demanding you to pack good and evil into one donut, one 

Japanese donut and try to swallow it. And this was a way of teaching, a way of 

explaining practice in the old days in China. But to tell people, “Make a donut that’s 

both a hot donut and a cold donut and try to swallow it,” for you folks nowadays since 

you have all these weird ways of thinking and trying to figure things out, I don’t think 

that you can really do practice in this way. If you really understand what Mumon is 

trying to say here maybe it would be clearer to ask students to make both the activity 

which forms man and the activity which forms woman their content. I hope that you can 

understand at least a little bit about what is meant if we say that u is the activity which 

forms man and mu is the activity which forms woman, and when you completely press 

those two into one, that is the complete self. That complete one, that condition which is 

beyond comparison, which has no comparison, if we call that oneness the activity of 

true love then every body will be able to know what we are talking about at least a little 

bit. 

 And when Mumon talks about gradually, a little bit at a time, and then finally 

naturally inside and outside becoming one, those things that appear on your inside and 

outside are the activities of u and mu and when you make those completely your 

content then they become one. And this phrase  dajo ipen 打成一片, this Chinese 

phrase which is translated as, “become one,” or “to hit and “completely become one,” 

because it’s such a strange phrase then that’s why Zen is so hard for people to 

understand. I think it would be easiest to understand the plus activity as being on the 

inside and expanding and the minus activity as being on the outside and contracting in 

order to understand this. If we understand plus and minus to be activities that are 
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always acting, then we can see how natural it is for minus to come to embrace all of 

plus, and for plus to come to give himself completely to minus. And I’ve been repeating 

over and over to you that these activities of giving and receiving happen simultaneously. 

Without giving and receiving occurring simultaneously the complete self will not appear.  

 So you have to see that what Mumon is talking about right here are these 

samadhis, these different samadhis of giving the self and receiving the other. In the 

cases where we look upon the giving activity as the self giving, then the one that’s 

receiving the giving is the other, is you. And when, of course, you are doing the receiving 

then it’s the other, it’s the “you” in contrast to the “I” that is doing the giving.  Plus 

and minus are doing that kind of action. The self has those very activities as its content 

and so we can see that these samadhis of giving self and receiving other, of other 

receiving and self giving, and other giving and self receiving are what it means to have a 

self be manifest. You can’t really understand this unless you actually practice it in your 

zazen, unless you actually practice the activities of the plus activity expanding and the 

minus activity contracting, the activity which forms man and the activity which forms 

woman. You have to draw spherical, solid, three dimensional pictures for yourself, you 

have to draw a picture of the body of the principle over and over for yourself and 

practice that picture of the body of the principle. The kind of picture that you have to 

draw for yourself is a solid picture, a three-dimensional picture, some kind of three 

dimensional shape like a sphere or a cube or something like that. We can use this same 

word and it can mean three-dimensional or four-dimensional or zero-dimensions. A ball 

is zero-dimensions. Unless you throw out your flat two-dimensional thinking and over 

and over again make this three-dimensional, spherical zazen out of the activities of plus 

and minus for yourself, then you’ll never be able to understand what true love is. What 

I’m saying is that if you can manifest true love for yourself, then that is the 

manifestation of the complete self, and then your self will be manifest as this solid 
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three-dimensional sphere. So we can say that the very purpose of human life is to 

manifest true love. So I never reject the practice of trying to do the activity of love, 

trying to do the activity of true love. 

 But, even though I don’t say that it’s bad to practice true love, I never discourage 

people from practicing true love, what seems to happen over and over again is that in 

the midst of a person’s practice of love they lose their love. And then they get love-sick. 

And then they put on this ass-hole like face, and then they just sit there in zazen with no 

energy at all looking like an idiot. Where did your Zen practice go? If you’re really 

practicing Zen, if you’re a true practitioner you can never have the label shitsu ren,  

being hurt from losing love, attached to you. So just take it easy and find some peace 

and settle down into your Zen practice.  

 This phrase dajo iten  means that plus and minus completely unify and the 

complete self is manifest. When the self is an incomplete self then it has plus and minus 

incompletely as its content. And when the self is the incomplete self that is why it has 

on its outside and its inside appearing the activities of plus and minus. Actually we can 

say that outside is outside the self and inside is also outside the self. And, in that case, 

where in the world is the true self? It’s still incomplete but the true self has both plus 

and minus as its content. And whenever the self is incomplete plus and minus are 

standing up outside of the self. In my way of teaching Zen we say that because the plus 

activity is the activity that must expand then it’s on the inside and the minus activity is 

on the outside of the self doing the activity of contracting. And when the condition of 

being hurt by having lost love appears, that is when you get tied up by the plus and 

minus on your outside and your inside. The true self has both plus and minus as its 

content. Even if it’s not yet the complete self, the pure self has plus and minus activities 

both as its content.  

 To get lovesick, to be hurt by having lost your love is when you can’t catch the 
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plus and minus on your inside and outside, that somehow the plus activity escapes from 

you and the minus activity escapes from you so that you can’t catch them. But the 

dharma activity, according to Buddhism, never doesn’t help the self.  It always helps 

the self. When the self is born the dharma activity, the plus and minus activities on the 

outside and inside of the self will never say, “I’m not going to help you,” they always, 

just following the natural principle,  will make relationship with the self.  In 

Buddhism, in Tathagata Zen, we say that the very principle of reality is that your self is 

becoming the complete self, your self is making all of plus and minus its content and 

becoming the complete self. And when it manifests the complete self that is complete 

love. So if you can grasp this principle for yourself then you will never be manifest as this 

love-sick, hurt self. What I’m saying is that if a person does find themselves in the state 

of being in love-sickness they are making themselves love-sick by themselves, they are 

conjuring up some kind of self-centered arbitrary way of thinking and through that way 

of thinking they cause themselves to become  love-sick. The dharma activity will never 

cause you to be lovesick. Get it together! Realize for yourself that if you’re feeling 

lovesick, it’s simply some kind of arbitrary idea or ideology that you are making yourself.  

You are making yourself sick.  What I’m saying is that the reason why you fall into 

love-sickness is because you are eating up these weird ideologies about what happiness 

is, what paradise is, what peace of mind is. You’re eating up these weird ideas that not 

even a dog would eat. But I never would reject a young person’s ideal to live love. When 

I say “ai o ikiru 愛を生きる ” it means to make your living love itself, it doesn’t mean 

to live for the purpose of getting love. The way of living love is to live a life which is the 

activity of love , which is the activity of zero. But there is a completely different way of 

living in terms of love which we might say is to live for love, and that is a totally 

egotistical way of seeing love which is simply to seek a partner or to seek some other 

person that will affirm yourself and make you feel good. We therefore can see that 



August 28, 1998 Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi, Mumonkan Case One 

 

9 

 

there are two completely different kinds of love; true love or greedy love. And greedy 

love, yoku ai 欲愛, or ai yoku 愛欲, is simply to seek somebody that recognizes and 

accepts yourself, your incomplete “I am” self as something other than their self and 

then affirms that incomplete “I am” self for you.  

 Then Mumon says, “You’re like a mute person who has had a dream.” That 

means that if you manifest the activity of true love for yourself then you will see that 

the activity of true love, in other words the complete self, is just like a mute person. 

How about everybody, you all dream. But after you dream you can’t say whether it was 

a good dream or a bad dream, you just say, “Aaaahhhh’” and that is just like a mute 

person, it’s just like that activity although you are having the experience of true love, 

you are knowing without knowing. What I’m saying is that it is possible to know the 

activity of true love in this way of knowing without knowing, but you can’t know the 

activity of true love in the same way as the usual way your incomplete self knows. What 

I’m saying here is that all of you must know this experience of true love, You have this 

experience of true love even when you see a flower, even when you meet a pine tree. 

And then when he says, “You know it for yourself alone,” it means not even Buddha, not 

even Socrates, not even Christ know  it because only you can know it with your own 

experience. And that is true Buddha or true Christ. And that condition of true love 

suddenly breaks open. And that’s when the material world is manifest. Everybody will 

be startled at this, astonished. It doesn’t matter if you’re a man or a woman, if you can 

catch this experience, tears will come running out of your eyes. But the bell rang to tell 

that it’s time, so we should stop.    


