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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.” 
  
 
 For almost a week, over these past six days, in order for us to get into our real study of this 

koan of Joshu’s Mu, I guess we can say as a way of preparing ourselves for this study I’ve been talking 

about the function of consciousness. 

 There is nothing weird about Mu.  It is just the opposite of U.  It just means “Doesn’t have.”  

When you interpret Mu to mean simply “Doesn’t have, “ then you have to interpret it as a Mu which is 

appearing in a world of subject and object opposing each other, subject and object relating to each 

other.   

 And I have been telling you up until now that the kind of Mu which is appearing in the world in 

which subject and object are opposing each other is the kind of Mu said by this human self which calls 

itself “I am.”  But according to Buddhism, and especially according to Tathagata Zen the true 

condition is a condition which is neither U nor Mu, neither being nor non-being. 

 If there is something that we can call true then this “I am” self, that self of yours itself must be 

neither U nor Mu. According to Buddhism, at least as a temporary teaching this is what you must think.  

And if we say that something is neither U nor Mu, of course we also mean that thing neither belongs to 
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the world of the subject nor the world of the object. 

 Just to try to make it as easy to understand as possible we can simply say that the truth neither 

belongs to the male world nor the female world.   

 Just as a temporary way of expressing it this “I am” self is now saying that the truth neither 

belongs to U nor Mu, but in reality that “I am” self cannot grasp the truth, cannot see the truth. 

 So as I always tell you, in Tathagata Zen it is here that we have to face the problem of Who is it 

then that teaches about this absolutely pure condition which is neither U nor Mu.  And I have been 

telling you up until now that the person that we call the Enlightened One, in other words the person 

that manifested the wisdom into this condition of truth, this condition in which U and Mu have totally 

become one, he named that true condition the activity of zero, or the activity of emptiness.   

 And in Tathagata Zen we say that when these activities of U and Mu manifest the activity of 

emptiness, the activity of zero, they are both totally melted into that activity of zero.  The world in 

which the worlds of U and Mu have melted, the world in which the U people and the Mu people, in 

other words the men and women have all melted into, that world is what we call the world of zero, the 

world of the activity of emptiness, and as I’ve said up until now, if we personify that we call it the 

activity of true love.   

 And of course the “I am” self also has melted into that activity of zero, and so we say that in the 

condition of the origin, in the true condition there is no “I am” self.  But it isn’t actually that there is 

no “I am” self.  It is simply that the “I am” selves are all melted into that condition.  

 But Tathagata Zen then chases after you with the question, “What do you think?  Why is it 

then that from the world of zero, from the activity of emptiness this “I am” self is born?  Why?  How 

does the “I am” self appear?”   

 What is the content of the world of zero?  Of course it is the mutually opposing activities of U 

and Mu, or plus and minus, or the activity that forms man and the activity that forms woman, and 
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those two mutually opposing activities are acting, and that action is what manifests the world of zero, 

the world of emptiness.  And we say that the action of the world of zero is an action which is taking 

place with absolutely no will.  That “I am” self is completely melted into the activity of zero, 

completely melted into the activity of emptiness. 

 It wasn’t Joshu who first talked about this.  There were many great Zen masters before Joshu 

who talked about the same thing.  And even the historical Buddha himself talked about this same 

exact thing.  So in Tathagata Zen we say that of course the Mu that Joshu said is the exact same 

activity as the previously used traditional Buddhist terms like the activity of zero, or the activity of 

emptiness.  So we warn you that if you try to do zazen, if you try to practice Zen into this Mu, and 

interpret it as the Mu which is in contradistinction to U you are going to be mistaken.   

 The U and Mu which are being pointed to in this koan are the very same two activities as the 

essential Buddhist activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  And when those two activities of U and 

Mu completely become one, completely melt into each other, then the activity of emptiness is 

manifest.   

 And what I’m trying to tell you here is that if we can in some way or another see that activity of 

emptiness we have to interpret the activity of emptiness as the activity in which both U and Mu have 

melted into, and therefore we have to find a way to see it as the activity of true love.   

 But in the end this condition of true love, this state of zero, this activity of zero cannot be seen 

or grasped by the “I am” self.  The true Mu is the Mu that cannot be taken as an object.  The Mu 

which cannot be taken as an object by the “I am” self is true love.   

 So we distinguish between that true love which the “I am” self cannot take as an object, and 

the love that you do take as an object.  This “Love, love” that you are always talking about, that love 

is what we call the love that human beings are searching for, the not true love, the love that you can 

take as an object, thirsty greedy love.  The love which is searching for love.  Only when “I am” is 
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gone can you experience true love for the first time.  So without the practice of dissolving the self 

true love will not be manifest.  And when we say true love we mean the same thing as when we say 

true God or true Buddha.   

 We warn you therefore and say, “When you go around saying, ‘We can’t live without love” that 

is the thirsty love, that is not the love that is manifest when the “I am” self is dissolved.  So we can say 

that there are two kinds of selves which are looking for love: the self which is looking for true love, and 

the self which thinks that love can be found outside of itself, in other words the greedy love self.   

 When we say “Thirsty love” that means an activity which is searching for love from the position 

of the “I am” self.  But true love is the position of the self having been dissolved.  If you are 

searching for love from the position of the “I am” self, as long as you are still in the position of the “I 

am” self, although you might seem temporarily satisfied, no matter how much time passes you will still 

be stuck in that “I am” self.  But if from the beginning you know clearly that the manifestation of true 

love only will occur when the self dissolves, then from the beginning you are practicing from the point 

of view that knows it must negate the “I am” self, that knows that true love only appears when love 

and you both disappear.  In other words when the one who is searching and the thing that is being 

searched for are both gone, and complete zero is manifest.   

 This Tathagata Zen which we are studying was called many different things.  When it came to 

China it was called Buddha Mind Zen, or Dharma Zen, and later it was called Patriarch Zen.  And these 

Chinese Zen masters, if we look at the history of Zen we can say that they took this Buddhist concept of 

emptiness which was already existing, and they used this Taoist word Mu, or nothingness to express 

that same concept of emptiness.  And when I was young I went through a period of thinking, “Who 

needs Buddhism?  Taoism seems more than enough, more than sufficient.”  But although Taoism 

teaches about Mu, teaches about nothingness, it doesn’t teach about that self which is teaching about 

Mu disappearing.  That is the difference between the emptiness, or nothingness of Buddhism, and 
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the nothingness of Taoism.   

 And that is why in China people were not able to really grasp that this activity of Mu is the 

activity of true love.  You can search through millions of Chinese ancient texts and you cannot find 

clearly stated that the activity of Mu is the activity of true love.   

 And then Buddhism went over to Japan, and took Zen along with it.  And because Japanese 

people are island people they were amazed by lots of things that appeared on the island. (Or, “There 

were lots of things about them which were unusual” cannot tell because of no subject in the 

sentence. ???)   

 The position of original Buddhism is to say that both men and women are Buddha.  But even 

at the time Buddhism appeared in India there was a very severe discrimination against women, and 

people said women are not capable of enlightenment, they don’t have Buddha-Nature.  There are 

even some sutras that say right out Women are not capable of catching enlightenment.  So if we look 

at Buddhist history, until true Mahayana Buddhism arose, which clearly said that men and women are 

equal, and that both men and women are equally capable of getting enlightenment, and becoming 

Buddha, you can see that within Buddhism it was a big struggle.  Even though the Buddha himself 

clearly taught that men and women both have Buddha-Nature, and both are capable of enlightenment, 

that everything, actually, has Buddha-Nature, the actual practice of this didn’t appear for two or three 

hundred years after he was already dead. 

 I think part of the reason why it is so hard for you to study Buddhism is because you all go 

around asserting the fact that you are either a man or a woman.  But even though you assert that, 

every single day the reality is that you are having experiences of being neither man nor woman.  

Everybody, for at least one or two seconds is having these experiences of being neither man nor 

woman everyday, so for people who do zazen it should be possible for you to have that same sort of 

neither man nor woman experience in zazen for an hour or two.   
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 There might be some people who just say, “It’s not true.  That’s a lie.  Men and women are 

not equal.”  But Americans love to say that men and women are equal.  There was a time, I think, in 

American culture where it was a society based on “ladies first.”  The women were the high class ones 

and the men stood below them, considered to be inferior.  Maybe that is why this ideology called 

democracy was born in America.  But American democracy will become a democracy based on firmly 

treading upon the standpoint of zero.  We must fight for an American democracy which is based on 

zero, based on Mu, marching firmly upon the realization of true love.  I think actually it is quite clear 

that the wise people that formulated democracy in America were already standing on that clear 

standpoint of zero when they philosophically came up with American democracy.  There were many 

great people who appeared in America, like Edison, and the poet Poe.  Although they  may not have 

had very much formal education, they were truly magnificent.  There are many great American poets, 

both in the past, and even now.  The reason why it was possible for people to really sing about 

democracy was because they clearly understood that the “I am” self is the imperfect, incomplete self, 

and that “I am” self must dissolve in order to manifest true love, in order to manifest Mu, or 

emptiness, the perfect self.   

 But from my perspective democracy these days in America is puny, it’s minuscule, it’s worse 

than communism.  It’s based on a tiny idea.  Don’t you think that the present day Americans are 

scaring, hurting the hearts of those great sages of the past that came up with American democracy?  

If we really stand up on true democracy we have to say that every single person is capable of 

manifesting true love, that is what it means to be human!   

 Getting back to Zen going to Japan, and of course there were lots of different paths that Zen 

ended up walking on when it came to Japan, but we can say clearly that a clear new interpretation was 

born in Japan.  The Japanese Zen masters said that these Buddhist ideas of zero, and emptiness, and 

also of Mu all were pointing to the same thing, which was true love.  But when we look at modern 
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Japanese Zen, in much the same way as when we look at modern American democracy, the modern 

Japanese are losing the spirit of their forefathers.  They are no longer able to really grasp that Mu is 

true love.   

 If America doesn’t come up with a fresh, up to date democracy marching firmly upon the 

realization of True Love Zen, of Mu Zen, then American democracy will end up rotting and stinking.  It 

will become an absurdly terrible mistake if Americans get drowned in their own pride, thinking 

“America is strong” and base their democracy upon that.  But I don’t usually talk in this way.  I try to 

keep quiet, because I’m afraid the government might hear about it and say, “Yeah, well haven’t you 

come to America?  Didn’t you get your green card?  Let’s take that green card back from you!”  

But I’m almost ninety two so I can just say whatever I want to say now, and I really want Americans to 

walk the path of true democracy, so that’s why I’m saying it. 

 I just said that in modern Japan the kind of Zen which teaches Mu is the manifestation of true 

love is disappearing, and although we can say that in ancient India they did clearly teach that the 

activity of emptiness was the activity of true love, I think we can say that in Korea and China there 

wasn’t Zen teaching that clearly stood up on this realization that the activity of Mu, or the activity of 

ku, emptiness, was the activity of true love.  That kind of teaching did not appear in China and Korea.  

If you disagree with me and you say, “But there are people in Taiwan, and Korea, and China who do 

clearly teach that Mu is true love,” then bring those people right here in front of me if you think that!  

If you really want to try to transmit the Dharma here in America, teach Zen here in a America, then 

why don’t you try just a little bit to teach from your own experience of dissolving your self and 

manifesting true love?  What I want to say here is, “You absolute idiot!  What are you trying to 

teach!?”   

 But, anyway, people who teach from the standpoint of the fixated “I am” self seem to all like 

“good things.”  And I guess it is fine if you stand up on that perspective and teach a kind of Zen that 
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says, “Do good, and avoid evil,” because that helps people in a certain way I guess, so it’s fine.  And 

you get rich teaching that way, so that’s good.  But if you teach my kind of Zen there’s no way you’re 

going to make any money.  But, I don’t know, but maybe some people are planning when they die to 

leave me all their money, like a million dollars or a billion dollars in their wills.  I’m not sure, but 

maybe.  But I haven’t come across any people like that yet, any people that die like that.  In other 

words I haven’t really met any people who have dissolved themselves yet.  That’s why I’m poor. 

 So I hope, if you have been listening carefully up until now that at least you understand that 

when Joshu said Mu he was manifesting true love, and that experience of the manifestation of true 

love can never happen without dissolving yourself.   

 And I have been telling you that if we ask, “Where did those people who know about true love 

come from?”  The answer is that they appeared when the condition of true love broke apart, and the 

“I am” self was manifest.   And that “I am” self that knows true love also knows that at the very 

moment it is manifest this world which is its home is also manifest.  And those kind of people also 

know that the world they are born into is a divided world.  It is divided into heaven and earth.  It is 

divided into past and future.  It is an awesome thing.   

 And it is only when that self which has appeared grows, and develops itself, and advances that 

it comes to know that originally the “I am” self was itself manifesting true love.   

 And when that development occurs then the wisdom will be manifest that clearly knows that 

although the worlds of past, present, and future do appear right with the appearance of the self, they 

also will disappear right with the disappearance of the self.   

 Everybody knows that true love cannot be fixated.  You can’t just be doing true loves for a 

million years.  True love inevitably will burst open, in other words the state of samadhi inevitably will 

burst open and past, present, and future again will appear.  So now you understand, don’t you!  You 

should know now that the Mu in Tathagata Zen is an activity which gives birth to the “I am” self, and 
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then goes on to dissolve the  “I am” self, and the “I am” self then manifests itself as true love.  And 

when that true love, that samadhi breaks open again, again the worlds of past, present, and future are 

manifest. 

 I have the feeling I’m running out of time again so I’m going to hurry up. 

 Zen practice is to both manifest the wisdom that clearly knows the very nature of this great 

cosmos which is our original home, and manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the condition in 

which past, present, and future appear right in this great cosmos.   

 Joshu Osho in this koan was a great Zen master who was teaching in China about twelve 

hundred years ago.  He lived at the same time as Rinzai lived.  He was an Osho who was successful 

in manifesting the wisdom that knew why past, present, and future appear, and why past, present, and 

future disappear.  Who knew clearly the very way of being of this cosmos, and the very way of being 

of the self.   

 And then here comes this monk, and he mentions Bussho 佛性, which is translated as 

Buddha-Nature, but we could also interpret this Bussho to mean Buddha-activity, in other words we 

could interpret this expression Buddha-Nature to mean the very nature of any existence doing the 

activity of being manifest and disappearing, being manifest and disappearing.  Actually the character 

sho 性 in Bussho means an activity that doesn’t change.   

 But when we analyze this unchanging activity of nature then we see that it is comprised of two 

activities of plus and minus.  So be careful, when people simply say nature in English it doesn’t mean 

the same thing as the original sho 性.  People brought up learning English, when they hear the word 

“nature” immediately they think of something from the perspective of the “I am” self as an object to 

themselves, and they think, “Oh, ‘nature,’ I know what that is.”  And they start blabbering on and on 

about it.  

 But in Buddhism the activity which forms the self, the activity which forms the cosmos is what is 
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meant by sho. So I guess if we talk about original Buddhism, and the Sanskrit words they used, the 

same expression would be expressed as Dharma-ta, the Dharma activity, and when we analyze that 

Dharma activity it is comprised of plus and minus.  Within this activity of sho men and women are 

both melted.  And those who have clearly manifested the wisdom that knows that activity of sho are 

enlightened, are Buddha.  So we can say that those we can call Buddha are those that have that 

activity of sho as their very content.  That is the origin or this word Bussho, Buddha-Nature.   

 If you want to say anything more about Buddha-Nature just go ahead and make up whatever 

you want to think or say about it, and say whatever arbitrary thing you want about it. 

 And the point of view of asking questions about this Buddha-Nature, this Bussho, for example 

“Is there really an activity that forms everything?  Is there really an activity called Bussho which brings 

everything into being?”  That whole field of debating about things like that is called Bussho-ron, the 

theory of Buddha-Nature, discussion of Buddha-Nature.  So Joshu and this monk are standing up in 

this world of Buddha-Nature-ism and discussing Buddha-Nature, talking about,  “Is there 

Buddha-Nature or isn’t there?”   

 And then this puppy came and visited.  And immediately the monk took up the puppy and 

said, “Well how about this puppy?  Does it have Buddha-Nature or not?”  You guys love to ask 

questions too.  All these questions that put me in a pickle.  But actually, as for me, no matter what 

happens I’m never in a pickle.  Just ask me anything.  I won’t be bothered by anything.  The ones 

who get in trouble are all of you who are asking the dumb questions.  I am never put in a pickle.   

 So this monk who is asking the question is in the situation of being totally in a pickle. 

 When I start really speaking MY stlye of Japanese it gets hard for you to translate, right?  The 

translator has gotten a little better, but he still doesn’t really know MY Japanese; these words that I 

make up.   

 You know what I mean don’t you, I mean these words you make up, even your lover doesn’t 
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know sometimes what you’re talking about.  But if it is really your wife she’ll understand you.  So 

take care of your wife.  Only my wife can be my true translator.  Only a wife can be the true 

translator for the husband, and only the husband can be the true translator for the wife.   

 But a translator of true love can only do the activities of plus and minus.   

 But when “I am” appears what happened to plus and minus?  The true plus and minus are 

gone, and together with the manifestation of the “I am” self the imperfect plus and minus are 

manifest.  And those are the worlds of past and future.  I hope you now know what past and future 

are.  If you have heard all of this, and you still can’t figure out what past and future you are going to 

be walking around in a sloppy, messy way all over this world.  And for those people who don’t 

understand what past and future are, and go around asserting themselves, they will end up bumping 

into murderers and thieves.  So please manifest the wisdom for yourselves that clearly knows what 

past and future are.  If you are the sort of person that goes around singing stuff like “The future 

extends eternally into the future, and the past extends eternally into the past,” then you will always be 

stuck in your “I am” self.  But if you are able to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows that both 

past and future are you then you will freeely be able to make relationship with past and future 

unharmed, and without mistake. 

 So the monk asks, “Does even this puppy have Buddha-Nature?”  And in answer Joshu said, 

“Hmmm, well, this puppy doesn’t have Buddha-Nature.  Mu, meaning, this puppy doesn’t have 

Buddha-Nature.”  So how can we understsand Joshu saying that the puppy does not have 

Buddha-Nature?  This is a big problem.   

 All of you have hands, don’t you?  But this Joshu doesn’t have hands.  Do you understand?  

All of you have eyes but Joshu doesn’t have eyes!  Joshu: it’s not that he just doesn’t have hands and 

eyes.  He doesn’t have a mind.  He doesn’t have a heart.  He doesn’t have Buddha-Nature.  Joshu 

isn’t the kind of person that fixates himself and says, “I have Buddha-Nature.”  So you have to 



Seventh Day Rohatsu Dai-Sesshin, December 7, 1998 Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Joshu’s Mu 
 
 

   
  12 

understand that when Joshu says “Mu” what he is saying is “I don’t have eyes.  I don’t have a nose.”   

 If you aask me, “Roshi, do you have Buddha-Nature?”  I’ll just say, “No, I don’t.”  And then 

you’ll try to figure out and say, “But Buddha said that everything has Buddha-Nature.”  I know you 

and you’ll ask that question.  You’ll say, “Buddha said that everything has Buddha-Nature.  So why 

don’t you have Buddha-Nature?” 

 There was this great Zen master in Japan named Hakuin.  And Hakuin’s teacher was named 

ShojuRonin, and he live at Shuju-an which was the temple, actually, that I was abbot of for a time 

before I came to America.  When he was there he lived as a pauper farming there, and it is still the 

poorest temple in Japan.  And one of ShojuRonin’s disciples was named Sokaku, and Sokaku became 

friends with Hakuin, and so he took Hakuin with him to visit his home temple Shoju-an.  Sokaku 

probably thought, “This Hakuin sure thinks a lot.  He should come meet my teacher.”  And Hakuin 

agreed, “Yeah, maybe I should meet a Roshi like that,” and went with him to meet ShojuRonin.  It 

really seems like Hakuin was a big thinker type, always trying to figure things out.   

 And when Hakuin finally met ShojuRonin they talked about a lot of different things, and finally 

ShojuRonin said, “Ah, well, you really do know a lot about koans don’t you?  So how do you 

understand Joshu’s Mu?”  And Hakuin answered, “Joshu’s Mu?  There is no Joshu’s Mu!”  

ShojuRonin had been a martial artist, a sword master in his youth, and the moment Hakuin said that 

ShojuRonin took his big hand and “gyuttt” twisted Hakuin’s fat nose.  Hakuin couldn’t think anything, 

just, “Ooouuch!”  And then ShojuRonin, still grabbing on to his nose, kicked him.  He kicked him 

right off of the porch that they were on, right on to the ground outside.  And then ShojuRonin just 

laughed at him.  “You are just an “I am” saying worm of a guy.”  So please don’t manifest yourself as 

an “I am” proclaiming worm.   

 So we are getting to the end of Rohatsu here.  It doesn’t matter if you pass your koan, or you 

don’t pass your koan, just don’t become an “I am” proclaiming worm.  You are  great, honorable 
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human beings.  Don’t become worms. 

 

終 

the end 


