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趙州狗子 
 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

translated by R.H. Blyth 

 

THE CASE 

 A monk once asked Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha-Nature?”  Joshu answered “Mu!” (No) 

 

 As I’ve been telling you, yesterday and the day before yesterday, if you are not clear about the 

very foundation of Zen, then no matter how much you may advance or progress you will never come to 

a clear understanding.  Even from the old days, even from ancient times, it has always been said that 

this koan of Joshu’s Mu does point to, does describe, the foundation of Zen and so as a koan we must 

become very clear about it, we must be able to manifest the wisdom that really sees how this koan is 

pointing to the foundation of Zen.  And this sesshin especially, since we have quite a few new people, 

as I just said, we shouldn’t just march forward forgetting about the foundation.  That is why I chose to 

give teisho again on this koan of Joshu’s Mu, hoping that everybody will be able to manifest the 

wisdom that clearly understands it. 
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 And as I said yesterday and the day before, somehow or another we must find a way to 

recognize the two fundamental mutually opposing activities.  No matter what you try to explain, no 

matter what you try to teach, if you don’t recognize the two fundamental mutually opposing activities 

it won’t be a clear understanding or teaching, you won’t be able to really solve any problem.  And 

from this we can see that to study Zen, to learn Zen means to study these two fundamental mutually 

opposing activities.  So over these past two days of yesterday and the day before I’ve been talking 

about how you can try to find a way to recognize these two functions, these two activities.   

 And so finally today we can actually start learning, start studying the details of these two 

fundamental mutually opposing activities.   

 The first question that is given is, “Who is it that can know these two fundamental activities?  

Who is it that can recognize these two mutually opposing activities?”  And of course we say that 

there is no self other than this self called “I am” that is capable of recognizing these two fundamental 

mutually opposing activities, or saying this or that, or groaning this or that about them.   

 Anyone, when asked, “Where did you come from?” will answer, “I came from my mother and 

father.”  Everyone is capable of saying that, but although you can say, “I came from mother and 

father,” you don’t know the condition of your origin.  Right from the very start we say Zen practice is 

to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows in what way you were born from these two fundamental 

mutually opposing activities.  How were you born from these two functions?   

 Your self, and your mother and father, and your grandmothers and grandfathers, and their 

mothers and fathers, and their grandmothers and grandfathers, all were born from mother and father.   

 But in Tathagata Zen we say that your mother and father are manifest, are born, appear, 

simultaneously with your birth.  We don’t explain it in the same way as ordinarily it is explained; we 

don’t say that you were born after your mother and father, that your mother and father were existing 

before you because they were born from their mothers and fathers that were existing before them, 

and so forth.  So, I think it is normal for most people when they first hear a Zen talk to feel some 
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resistance to it.   

 Right from the beginning Tathagata Zen teaches that there is no such thing as a fixated mother 

or a fixated father.  And following this we also say that there is no such thing as a fixated “I am” self.   

 But no matter what, you say mothers and fathers are existing in this world.  And so we have to 

ask the question, “Where do those mothers and fathers come from?  What is their origin?”  And of 

course we say that the origin of mother and father and your origin are not different.  They are the 

same one world.   

 And when you appear simultaneously with your mother and father, that is to say when you 

separate from your mother and father, that is what we call in Buddhism the appearance of the three 

worlds.  And of course when we say the three worlds that means mother, father, and self have 

appeared simultaneously.  And it should go without saying that we can also name the three worlds 

the world of past, present, and future.  

 And if we ask what was it like before the three worlds were manifest,  before the three worlds 

were manifest they were all one.  They were completely unified.  That is why we name the condition 

of the origin the condition of one, or oneness.  And that one represents perfection or completeness.  

In that one there is nothing to be compared to, there are no comparisons.  I’ve told you that many 

times before.   

 But that condition of one, that condition that has gone beyond all comparisons is not fixated.  

Without fail it will give birth to the three worlds.  And so we have to recognize that the condition of 

oneness has as its very content an activity which transforms that condition of oneness.   

 The condition of the three worlds, the condition of three-ness will inevitably become oneness, 

and that oneness also without fail will become the world of three.  And we say the activity which 

transforms the three worlds into the one world, and the one world back into the three worlds is the 

very content of these worlds.  And so the world of one has as the being of its content an activity 

which is comprised of two fundamental mutually opposing activities. 
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 So right from the beginning, for someone who is just starting to practice Zen, right from the 

start you have to bump into something that is completely incomprehensible to you. 

 The first thing that you have to think about is that this one and only singular condition of 

oneness has as its content, in other words has as the activity that manifests it, an activity which is 

comprised of two fundamental mutually opposing activities.  But as I just said, these two fundamental 

mutually opposing activities which manifest the one and only world of oneness then go on to give birth 

to the three worlds of past, present, and future.  So it is natural I think, for everybody to have a 

question about why.  Why does this very same activity then go on to manifest the world of the three 

worlds? 

 Even in the sutras we can hear descriptions of the condition of the origin, and one common 

description is to describe the condition of the origin as the condition of “Not one and not two.”  That 

means that it is comprised of an activity of two mutually opposing functions.   

 If you understand that the world we reside in is the world of the present moment, temporally 

the present time, then we can see that there is no present moment is the condition of the origin.  The 

present has not been manifest. 

 I don’t think anyone can not have a question or a doubt about the fact that the world that we 

live in is different from that world of the origin.  The world that we reside in, the human world, or we 

can say the sentient world, the world of sentient beings, is the three worlds of past, present, and 

future, we making our home in the present world.  But the sutras also say that the one world will 

manifest the three worlds.  And that is expressed as “One is three, three is one.” 

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen says that from the very start we have to manifest the wisdom 

which understands these two fundamental conditions:  the one condition of the origin which 

expressed simply as not one and not two, in other words one becomes two, and two becomes one.  

And the other important condition which is expressed one is three, and three is one, which describes 

the three worlds being manifest by the one world, and then returning to the one world.   
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 The condition of not one not two is the origin, is the condition that doesn’t have a present 

moment.  The condition of the origin is described as not one not two, not two not one, or similarly 

two becomes one, one becomes two, both one and two.  In other words the condition of two-ness is 

manifest, but is not fixated, it then manifests oneness.  And that oneness also is not fixated, it 

manifests two-ness again.  Over and over again this activity is manifest.  But there is no present 

moment there.   

 If we posit, if we name the two functions which are acting in the condition of the origin past 

and future, then we can see that the world of the origin is a world that only has past and future in it.  

There is no present there.  But we can also say that when the three worlds are manifest the worlds of 

past, present, and future, that is when for the first time the present is manifest, and also we can say 

that is when for the first time truly past and future are manifest.  Before that there were no past and 

future.   

 Zen also says, however, that although we can say that there is a difference between these two 

fundamental conditions, or two fundamental activities; we can say that there is a difference between 

the origin which is described as not one, not two, and the condition of the manifestation of the three 

worlds described as one is three and three is one, we can on the one hand say that there is a 

difference, but, on the other hand we can say that there is no difference between them, because both 

of those conditions are manifest through the very same two fundamental mutually opposing activities.  

And from this perspective, from the perspective that there is no difference between the world of the 

origin and the human world we can say that it is always simply one world.  In other words this one 

and only world has two mutually opposing activities as its content, and within that one world 

sometimes the two mutually opposing activities manifest an activity of one is two, and two is one, not 

one and not two, and sometimes in that same world those very same two mutually opposing activities 

manifest the activity of the three worlds.  So both of these can be described as the origin in this case.   

 So it is the position of Zen to say for example, even if we talk about the appearance of good and 
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evil it is in no way the case that good appears in one separate, distinct universe, and evil appears in a 

different distinct universe.  Good and evil always are appearing in the same cosmos, in the same 

world.   

 And as we always say in Tathagata Zen, if we ask who is it that says stuff like this, it is of course 

the self that proclaims “I am,” and has developed its consciousness to the extent that it can say things 

like this.  There is no one other than that who can say these things.  And that is why we say there is 

nothing more valuable, nothing more precious or noble than this “I am” self that has developed the 

function of consciousness.  But that self, this self called “I am,” from its very self, takes the initiative, 

and negates the idea that it is the most noble and precious thing.  It does this in its search for the 

absolute, in its search for the Almighty.  It, itself, takes the initiative and negates itself, realizing that 

the “I am” self is an imperfect self, because it longs for the position of the Absolute.  Everyone is in 

search of the position of Buddha, or the position of God, that is what it means to be a human being. 

 But getting back to the appearance of the present moment.  As I said before there is no 

present moment in the condition of the origin, but that thing that we call the present moment is the 

very beginning of the manifestation of any existent thing, and so in Zen practice we say that we have to 

appeal to our actual experience, we have to appeal to our actual practice, and come to manifest the 

wisdom that knows under what activity, under what conditions to the two mutually opposing activities 

give rise to the present moment.   

 We have to all learn to recognize for ourselves that when we are first born as the present 

moment, before we are seeking the position of God, or the position of Buddha, when we look back on 

our own personal histories we have to see that when we are first born we didn’t know anything, and 

then we came to develop, and mature, and manifest the function of consciousness.   

 From the beginning we say let’s investigate together, let’s throw ourselves in to the seeing, 

appealing to our actual practice, of what the two mutually opposing activities do in order to give rise to 

the present moment, which is the very beginning of the manifestation of any particular existence. 



Third Day  General Sesshin, November 26, 1998, Teisho By Kyoszan Joshu Roshi on Mumonkan Case One 
 
 

   
  7 

 The only thing that can know what the origin of your self is, is that self which says “I am” and 

has an advanced functioning of consciousness. 

 So, as I promised I would do yesterday, today, finally, I will get into the details of how this “I 

am” proclaiming self is born from the condition of the origin, and oppositely how that same self then 

disappears, then hides itself back in the condition of the origin.   

 And yesterday I spoke a little bit about how Siddhartha, the founder of Buddhism, in his youth, 

explained the appearance of the present moment self.  We are told that Siddhartha when he first 

began to teach, his first teaching was that this world of ours is a world of impermanence.  In Sanskrit 

the word impermanence is anicca, and in contrast, the opposite of that is, in Japanese (劫常?) gojo, 

eternally existing, or nicca, permanent, something that never changes.  When we use the world 

anicca, impermanence, that means that there is not even one single thing that is fixated, that 

everything is always changing. 

 When we talk about two fundamental mutually opposing activities one way that we name them 

is tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming.  And we say that the thus-going activity is 

the activity which affirms the self, and the thus-coming activity is the activity that negates the self.  

And picking up these two mutually opposing activities we can name them in many different ways.  If 

we name the tatha-gata plus then the tatha-agata is minus.  And also if we name the tatha-gata 

activity the activity which forms man, then we name the tatha-agata, thus-coming activity the activity 

which forms woman.   

 In Zen and in Buddhism also we say that originally there is neither good nor evil, but if we posit 

the existence of these human, personified type things, “good and evil” then I guess we could say that 

the tatha-gata, thus-going activity is the activity of good, and tatha-agata is the activity of evil.   

 And if we say that tatha-gata is the expanding activity then tatha-agata would be the 

contracting activity. 

 So, although I just mentioned the words good and evil, you can see clearly that we can’t really 
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say the originally or fundamentally expanding is good and contracting is evil. 

 It is the position of Buddhism to say that originally there is neither good nor evil in this world.  

The only reason why good and evil appear is because this self which says “I am” looks upon expanding 

and contracting and names them good or evil.  The self which says “I am,” self centeredly, arbitrarily 

names the expanding activity good or evil according to its own convenience, and at other times that 

same “I am” self will from the perspective of its own self centered convenience name the contracting 

activity either good or evil.  Originally Buddhism does not talk about good things or bad things, and so 

it is not really something to understand, but at least temporarily we can say that people come to call 

those things that are convenient to the “I am” self good, and those things that are inconvenient or 

uncomfortable to the “I am” self bad. 

 That’s why mothers and fathers can warn their children, “If you do something bad then the 

demons will come and get you.  And if you do something good then the nice gods will come and help 

you.”  And that is why the born self will naturally through that kind of education come to try to avoid 

doing bad things, and rejoice in doing good things.   

 But the whole problem of why the self develops to become a self that avoids that which is 

inconvenient to itself, and seeks out that which is convenient to itself is a problem that comes up later 

on, because now we are trying to practice into the question of why the self is born in the first place.  

Buddhism does clearly say that originally there is neither good nor evil, but that is a very difficult thing 

to really understand, so I think it would be better for me not to try to talk about it right now.   

 A brand new, newly born infant is neither good nor evil.  That newly born infant doesn’t think 

of things in terms of its own convenience yet, and so that is why we say that newly born infants are 

absolutely pure.  But even that infant has to eat.  Without eating that infant cannot exist or grow or 

develop.  So we have to actually ask the question, Why is it that babies have to eat in the first place? 

 There is, actually, nothing that ever happens without conditions which cause it to happen, but, 

Buddhism says that always and without fail, we can even say unconditionally, mother and father will 



Third Day  General Sesshin, November 26, 1998, Teisho By Kyoszan Joshu Roshi on Mumonkan Case One 
 
 

   
  9 

take the initiative and approach the child, and make relationship with the child.  And we say that this 

making relationship that mother and father do with the child is the child eating mother and father.  

So the child grows up through eating its mother and father. When the child totally eats up mother and 

father then mother and father are gone from this world.  Maybe you want to call the child a devilish 

child that would do such a thing, but that is actually what happens.  In other words when the child 

completely eats mother and father that means that the child has completely made the activity that 

forms father and the activity which forms mother its content, and having done that it manifests itself 

as the complete perfect self.   

 If you really think about it you’ll see how hard a thing it is. 

 In the very beginning of the existence of the self that child, that self is very weak, and so the 

child doesn't have the strength to take the initiative to make relationship with mother and father, or to 

eat mother and father, and so it is oppositely mother and father who take the initiative and approach 

the child, and give themselves voluntarily to the child in order to raise the child, in order to help the 

child grow.   

 But there will inevitably come a time in the process of the growth and development of the child 

where the child has gotten bigger, and if we say that the father has the plus activity as his content, and 

the mother has the minus activity as her content, the child as it grows gets more and more of plus and 

minus as its content, and without fail will reach a time where it has equal amount of plus as father, and 

an equal amount of minus as mother.  In other words its strength is now equal to mother and father.   

 And to use modern terminology we can say that when the self has progressed to this degree it 

is manifesting itself as a teenager.  I think we all know what it is like to be a teenager.  Teenagers are 

the kind of beings who want to imitate everything, who want to try everything.  They think, “If there 

is a devil somewhere I want to try being that devil, and if there are angels in heaven I want to try being 

those angels too.”  I don’t know about girls, being a man, but I know for sure that teenage boys want 

to at least try imitating being the biggest hoodlum on earth, or the strongest robber on earth, or walk 
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around and see what it feels like to be the most evil one under the sun.  Everybody has to go through 

this, so it’s a big problem for us all.   

 But, when we finally get over that, then the feeling in our hearts changes, and we feel as if we 

have to help mother and father, we have to give back the kindnesses we’ve received from mother and 

father.  Up until that time mother and father have been taking the initiative and giving of themselves 

in order to raise their child, and in the same way as the child had thought it wanted to be the biggest 

evil one under the sun, or the strongest shogun under the sun, the child transforms that feeling into 

wanting to be the most compassionate helper to its parents under the sun.  

 And even though I’m a man and I don’t really know about teenage girls, now that I’m older I 

guess I do know, and they are very similar to teenage boys.  If they have black hair they want to dye it 

blonde, and if they have blonde hair they want to dye it black.  And they try all sorts of different 

colors of lipstick.  And they want to wear clothes that people actually don’t wear.  And they want to 

imitate looking like Elizabeth Taylor, and things like that.  But the mothers know about this, and when 

that sort of thing starts happening they just think, “Ahh, she’s become a teenager,” and give them the 

unmistakable kind of education at that point.  In  Tathagata Zen we say that at that point if we have 

not been able to manifest the wisdom that clearly knows where the self has appeared from then until 

we die, forever, we will have that teenage-like feeling in our hearts and we’ll never develop beyond 

that, so it’s very important at this point to know where you come from.   

 So at the beginning we can simply say, “Well, you were born from your mother and father, your 

mother and father gave birth to you.”  But then we go on and say, “And mother and father also gave 

birth to your mother and father simultaneously; it wasn’t that they were born from grandmother and 

grandfather, we say that mother, father, grandmother, grandfather, great-grandmother, 

great-grandfathers we're all given birth to by mother and father. When mother and father are 

completely one, that is the condition which gave birth to mother and father, so we can say that is the 

true parent of mother and father.  And similarly  that condition of the unification of plus and minus 
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is your parent, too.  The same condition is the parent of both you and mother and father.”   But it’s 

very difficult, this thing that Buddhism is trying to teach. 

 When I get into this subject I start feeling really good and I just keep talking on and on. But then 

I just looked at our watch and we’ve gone over our allotted time.  And I know I was supposed to get 

to the subject of why we were born, but I guess I’ve run out of time before I’ve gotten to this very 

important subject.   

 I was told that today is Thanksgiving.  I guess that, maybe, Thanksgiving is the day that you 

celebrate your birth, we celebrate birth.  We eat all living things and through that we exist.  We are 

devils, aren’t we? But I’ll talk about that more tomorrow.   

 

終 

the end 


