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Joshu Osho.  

A monk asked Joshu “does even a dog have Buddha nature or not?”   

Joshu answered,  “MU.”  

 

 

Yesterday, at great length, I emphasized that, if you are striving to practice Tathagata 

Zen, the most important thing is to learn to recognize two essential opposing 

activities. 

 

Because Tathagata Zen is founded upon that, Tathagata Zen is marching upon the 

recognition of those two essential opposing functions. 

 

It isn’t just Tathagata Zen that is founded upon this.  All of Buddhism stands up 

firmly upon the recognition of these two fundamental opposing functions. 

 

Following from this, Tathagata Zen further very strongly emphasizes that this 

teaching called Buddhism is not religion.  This teaching called Buddhism if it must 

be defined in some way should be called shukyo 宗教,  “The teaching of the 

foundation” or “The teaching of the essential thing.” 

 

Therefore, you who are wearing the koromo as nuns who are in that way different 

from ordinary people should carefully place in your hearts this, that Buddhism and 

especially Tathagata Zen is not religion.  It is shukyo, the teaching of the foundation. 

 

These days in America it seems as if Buddhism and Tathagata Zen or shall we say 

Zen is becoming very popular, but there are many ordained people who seem to not 

even know this fundamental principle that Buddhism is not a religion, that Buddhism 

is shukyo, the teaching of the foundation. 

 

Because Buddhism is not a teaching, as religion is, that recognizes the existence of a 

god that creates the world. 

 

Before the birth of Buddhism in India, there was a teaching that taught about a 



 

 

creator god.  That was the teaching of Brahmanism. 

 

Brahma was defined as a god that created the world.   

 

It was in India, in ancient times, that the idea of karma was first thought of. 

 

This was an incredibly important idea, an incredibly important way of thinking that 

the ancient Indian people came up with, that there was an activity that they called 

karma that it was impossible for anyone to escape from. 

 

At first there was simply the concept of karma, and then as the way of thinking 

developed, the idea of Brahma, a god that controlled or governed the karma activity, 

was born. 

 

Therefore, it was thought that, to put it simply, the only way to salvation was to obey 

or follow this god Brahma who controlled the karma activity and those ancient 

Indians investigated that relationship more and more deeply. 

 

And I suppose it’s fair to say that, because this way of thinking gave human beings a 

way to reach salvation through Brahma, we can say that this way of thinking 

benefited people and was a good way of thinking. 

 

If any of you have investigated Indian history carefully you should already know all  

about this. 

 

However, although Brahmanism did benefit people, there were also many strange 

teachings that were included in Brahmanism. 

 

For example, I think it’s fair to say that although Brahmanism explained pretty 

clearly how the god Brahman himself came into being, it did not really come to a 

conclusive answer when faced with the question, How were good and evil born? 

 

To say it simply perhaps, the teaching of Brahmanism says that those things that 

went against or obstructed the god Brahma were evil and those things that followed 

or obeyed Brahma were good. 

 

Following from this, the kind of teaching that I spoke about yesterday which simply 

implored us to do good and avoid evil became popular and this was beneficial to the 

human world. 

 



 

 

On the other hand, although this might be seen to give benefit to the human world, it 

caused people to become afraid of evil!  For anyone who had done something bad 

this teaching caused those people to become terrifed.  

 

In this way, it is possible to say that this teaching caused suffering to people because 

people began to think that if one did an evil thing that was because one’s ancestors 

also had done evil. 

 

In fact there were many different philosophical systems that had been formulated in 

India before the birth of Buddhism, but I think it’s fair to say that none of them came 

to a satisfying, conclusive answer to the question of how good and evil came into 

being. 

 

Into this time, as I began speaking about yesterday, was born Siddharta who later 

founded the teaching of Buddhism, and in respect was called the Buddha by his 

students. 

 

Siddharta was a man who returned to the ancient way of thinking, and said, actually, 

originally, there is no such thing as Brahma. 

 

The young man Siddharta cried out to everyone saying that originally there is no 

such thing as a god Brahma, that in the true nature of the world there is no such thing 

as Brahma.  Brahma was only created by human beings because they felt it was 

necessary, to suit their own convenience. 

 

He very clearly taught that there is no god Brahma.  There is no god at all that 

controls the karma activity.  That is the true original state of our world.  

 

Even these days if you tell someone who believes in god that there is no god, well, 

there probably is going to be a big problem arising from this! 

 

It was the same in those days.  We’re told that the first people who heard this 

shouting, crying voice of the Buddha that shouted “There is no God” were very 

surprised by this. 

 

He said that the only thing there really is are these two essential activities that are 

forming all of us and forming the world we live in.  That’s all there really is. 

 

If you are wearing the robes of an ordained person, the koromo, be very careful 

because you will become someone whose job it is to teach.  That is to say your job is 



 

 

to do the work of  “dendo, 伝導, Transmitting the Way,” and so you will end up 

saying all sorts of things.  You must open up your mouth and speak something, and if 

you make a mistake about this, you will give the kind of teaching which emphasizes, 

“my religion is the good one and yours is the bad one.” and if you do that you’ll be 

the originator of conflict and wars.  If you do that you’ll be someone who represents 

the fact that there’s nothing worse in the world than religion. 

 

Buddha did say that the god Brahma does not exist, however, he also made an 

addition to this.  He supplemented this teaching by recognizing that in fact all people 

seem to have a need to recognize a supreme personified being. 

 

Siddharta, the Buddha taught that every single person in fact will inevitably mature 

to become the perfect self. 

 

He taught that in fact every single existent being whether it’s a plant, a mosquito, a 

fish, a bird, an animal, or of course a person will come to manifest the perfect self. 

 

He said that every single born existent being will without fail manifest the perfect 

self, and he also said that it is that manifestation of the perfect self that is the only 

manifestation of a perfect being. 

 

All of us, all we existences are also the same, however, in that none of us in the 

beginning, when we are first manifest, are manifest complete or perfect. 

 

According to Buddhism, all existent beings that appear will without fail sometime 

become the perfect being. 

 

There isn’t time to tell the whole story,  soI’ll just give an abbreviated version.  The 

one who began the teaching called Buddhism emphasized how it is that any existent 

being is born in the first place.  Under what conditions does an existence appear in 

the first place? 

 

There is nothing except for the two essential opposing activities. 

 

In Tathagata Zen we say that when the Buddha first began to teach he named these 

two essential opposing functions Tathagata and Tatha-agata. 

 

Those two opposing functions of Tathagata and Tatha-agata, thus going and thus 

coming, live in one shared world. 

 



 

 

From ancient times, and also here when we really get down to practice, we 

understand the thus going Tathagata activity to be the expanding activity and the thus 

coming Tatha-agata activity to be the contracting activity. 

 

Also, as I said yesterday, to make it easier to understand, we teach that these two 

activities can simply be understood as the plus activity being the expanding, going, 

activity and the minus activity being the contracting, coming, activity. 

 

Buddhism teaches that whenever the plus activity acts or moves, the minus activity 

simultaneously moves and, likewise, whenever the minus activity moves the plus 

activity also moves. 

 

The expanding activity is the plus activity and whenever the expanding activity 

begins to work, always, simultaneously, right then, the contracting activity also 

begins to work. 

 

This essential principle is emphasized in the practice of Tathagata Zen.  We call it 

simultaneous action or simultaneous functioning.  Both activities always are acting 

together, and when they rest they also rest at the same time. 

 

If you are a monk or an ordained person, you have to at least investigate and have 

some knowledge of this essential tenet or principle of simultaneous action.  If you 

don’t, you can’t really call yourself an ordained person. 

 

These two functions of plus and minus, on the one hand one of them is expanding 

and on the other hand one of them contracts. 

 

The way of teaching in Tathagata Zen is to say that because of this simultaneous 

functioning without fail these two activities will come to clearly separate from each 

other. 

 

When these two essential opposing functions separate from each other, where do 

they go? 

 

Many people often say that the future is eternal and the past is eternal. 

 

It really doesn’t matter how you think of it.  You can think of the future as the 

contracting activity or the expanding activity and the past as either  expanding or 

contracting . 

 



 

 

No matter where they end up going, the teaching of Tathagata Zen says that after 

they separate from each other they will without fail again come to meet each other. 

 

The teaching of Buddhism says that when a man and a woman separate from each 

other they never will remain separated.  Without fail again they will come back 

together. 

 

Tathagata Zen says that these two activities of plus and minus are opposite from each 

other but they will come to meet each other.  Plus will depart from the origin of plus 

and minus will depart from the origin of minus and they will meet each other.  Then 

they will break through that meeting and separate from each other again and plus will 

go on to arrive at the origin of minus and minus will go on to arrive at the origin of 

plus. 

 

The teaching of the Buddha was to say that these two essential functions of Tathagata 

and Tatha-agata will repeat on the one hand meeting with each other and on the other 

hand arriving at one or the other of their origins over and over again. 

 

Plus and minus we can say begin at their own origins and then take off from those 

origins and meet each other.  Both do not stay in that situation of having met.  They 

break through the meeting and go on to arrive at the origin of the other. 

 

When plus is at the origin of minus and minus at the origin of plus they then turn 

around and do the activity of returning to their own original sources. 

 

To look more carefully at this action, the man arrives at the origin of woman and 

woman arrives at the origin of man, but now they must return to their own original 

sources, but in order to do that, man has to take on the guise of woman and woman 

has to disguise herself as man; they must transform into the opposite in order to turn 

back. 

 

It is only when they transform into the other, their opposite, that the man can return 

to his origin and the woman can return to her origin. 

 

It is then, when man and woman have arrived back at their own sources that 

according to Buddhism, that is to say according to Tathagata Zen, a new condition of 

the source itself is manifested. 

 

Why does anything new ever come into existence?  Why is any new condition ever 

manifest?  If you are wearing the koromo, you shouldn’t be content until you have 



 

 

come to a clear understanding of this principle. 

 

Tathagata Zen is very strict about this and insists that you are able to grasp the fact 

that it is only through transforming into doing the woman activity that the man can 

return to his origin.  It is only by the woman transforming into doing the male 

activity that she can return back to her origin. 

 

In Tathagata Zen we say that if you are the kind of person that insists, “I am a man.  I 

can’t do the things that women do.” or, “I’m a woman.  I can’t do man’s work. I 

can’t do the things that men do,” then you are a crippled person. 

 

The nature of any self is to do both the going activity and the returning activity. 

 

According to Buddhism, it is the nature of the self, through doing going and 

returning, that is Tathagata and Tatha-agata, to inevitably manifest a new self. 

 

Although people incessantly talk about “I am,”,talk about “myself,” Buddhism insists 

that you have to come to an understanding of the true nature of that self, and one 

aspect of the nature of the self is that it is always manifesting a new self. 

 

Within the process of manifesting a new self,  without fail the man will transform 

into woman and the woman will transform into man.  It is only through that activity 

that a new self can be manifest. 

 

Everyone is the same in this.  Every single day everyone is manifesting a new self 

constantly.  Nobody can get stuck.  Nobody can stop.  The teaching of Tathagata Zen 

is to emphasize this.  The instruction of Buddhism is to emphasize this 

 

As I keep repeating, in the process of our manifesting a new self, without fail, the 

plus self must transform into the minus self and the minus self must take on the guise 

of the plus self and through that return back to their origins. 

 

Another aspect of the teaching of Buddhism is to say that it is when the two essential 

functions of plus and minus separate from each other that the I am self appears. 

 

When plus and minus, Tathagata and Tatha-agata separate from each other, in the 

interval of space between them the I am self manifests. 

 

It’s not easy to really understand this principle, so when you are listening to this 

explanation you should make the activity of your hearts clean and clear like a mirror.  



 

 

You should listen as if you were a spotless mirror, then maybe you can understand. 

 

I just asked you to clarify your heart activity, so now I guess I have to explain what 

the heart activity is. 

 

There have been many different ways of talking about this from ancient times, and 

many different questions concerning the heart of mind activity that people have 

considered, but one useful way think about this is to understand that when the 

essential functions of plus and minus unify with each other that is the perfect 

condition.  This unified activity is what we can call the true heart activity. 

 

When the heart activity manifests unification it manifests the unified body of plus 

and minus.   

 

We can analyze the heart activity and see that it is comprised of both the plus activity 

and the minus activity. 

 

The position of Tathagata Zen is to say that as the heart activity acts, as the mind 

works, it always will be manifesting the body of the heart activity. 

 

The perfect condition is only one.  It’s the perfect complete condition and so there’s 

only one of them.  It is the One that has no second. 

 

Therefore, from ancient times, Tathagata Zen has taught that when the heart activity 

manifests perfection that is called the state of zero. 

 

The teaching of Buddhism, and therefore the practice of Tathagata Zen  is to practice 

that, when the heart activity manifests the perfect state of zero, then the zero body or 

the perfect body is manifest. 

 

When the plus and minus activities of the heart activity manifest perfection, manifest 

zero, then they manifest the body of zero. 

 

Therefore the perfect body always has the perfect mind as its content and conversely 

whenever the heart of perfection is manifest, always the body of perfection is also 

manifest. 

 

This is the perfect state.  The perfect state doesn’t have to see the perfect state 

because it is the perfect state.  The perfect state doesn’t have to seek the perfect state 

because it is the perfect state. 



 

 

 

We can say that this great cosmos itself has the perfect activity of heart as its content, 

that the perfect activity of heart is manifesting the body of this great cosmos itself. 

 

However, when this great cosmos itself, that is the perfect body of zero, divides itself 

in two, then in between the activities of plus and minus, the I am proclaiming self is 

born.  This is what the Buddha taught.  No one else before him had ever taught this. 

 

The teaching of Buddhism says that although plus and minus inevitably will unify 

and manifest perfection, they never stop acting.  They never fixate that state of 

perfection.  Always without fail they will again separate from each other. 

 

There is not even one thing that is fixated. 

 

Therefore, according to the teaching of Buddhism, even this state of zero is not 

fixated.  Inevitably zero will again burst open and plus and minus will separate from 

each other. 

 

This practice called the practice of Tathagata Zen is to take that teaching of the 

Buddha and to actually do it.  To practice Tathagata Zen is to actually do this activity 

to the degree that you can have the realization, “Yes it’s true.  Just as the Buddha 

taught, it really is true.” 

 

Plus and minus, expanding and contracting, do inevitably separate from each other, 

and, according to Buddhism then in between those two essential functions, having 

received exactly, equally from both of them, appears imperfect space, an incomplete 

version of the cosmos. 

 

This is very difficult.  You can practice zazen for five or six years seriously and still 

find it difficult to really grasp this essential principle. 

 

In any case, at least as a provisional way of understanding this, we can say that the 

plus activity is a power, is a strength and that the total activity of plus has an  amount 

of strength equal to let’s say 100 million.  And the total activity of minus has a 

strength of negative 100 million.  In order to separate from each other, the plus 

activity sacrifices or gives one part of that 100 million amount of power and the 

minus activity gives an equal one part of 100 million of her strength or power.  Then 

they separate from each other. 

 

You have to do zazen and think about it like this.  That the plus has a source, an 



 

 

origin, and since he’s the expanding activity, the place that he starts from is the very 

center of the sphere.  The minus activity has her origin, and because she’s the 

contracting activity, her origin, the place she begins to act from is the entire 

circumference or outside of the sphere. 

 

The minus activity contracts the entire body, the entire sphere, and so her origin is 

the outside of the entire sphere. 

 

At least as one expedient means of teaching, we say that the plus activity totally 

expands everything, and so you should think of the origin of plus to be the very 

center of this one spherical world. 

 

Then the expanding and contracting activities simultaneously act, simultaneously 

move, and so the inside and the outside meet each other. 

 

And when the two activities of plus and minus separate from each other and give the 

100 millionth of their total powers, those portions, the 100 million of plus and the 

100 million of minus meet each other and manifest imperfect space, imperfect 

universe, in between the activities of plus and minus. 

 

The transmission within the tradition called Tathagata Zen says that the Buddha, 

Siddharta, the founder of Buddhism taught his students that this imperfect space is 

the very foundation of an existent being. 

 

It is from this teaching that finally you can understand how any existent being 

manifests, how any existent being comes to be born. 

 

 

Without even understanding this fundamental tenet of how any existent being first 

appears, if you then go around thinking, in some exaggerated, puffed up way, that 

you are teaching Zen, well, watch out, because you will be punished for that! 

 

I know the bell rang so it is time for me to stop, but I have something more to say for 

maybe five or six minutes. 

 

What I want to remind you of is that in Tathagata Zen we warn you that you can’t do 

zazen with a flat way of thinking. 

 

No matter what you are doing, it simply is not Zen practice unless you see things 

from the point of view of living not in a flat world, but in a spherical world, living in 



 

 

a world that’s like a giant rubber ball. 

 

I kind of want to talk about something new, but when I begin to start talking about it 

it seems too difficult so maybe we should just leave it for tomorrow and say that 

today we finished by talking about how the imperfect self is first manifest. 

 

What I want to say here is that in Buddhism there is simply no such thing as a creator 

god, Brahma , who makes the world. 

 

There is only the two fundamental opposing functions. 

 

And the teaching that implores us to see clearly into the very way of being of all 

selves and the very nature of the world we all live in using the recognition of these 

two opposing activities is called shukyo, the teaching of the fundamental thing. 

 

Therefore shukyo is a synonym for Buddhism. 

 

The reason why shukyo means the same thing as Buddhism is because Buddhism is a 

teaching which teaches about the very activity that originally makes everything. 

 

This is something that will come up again and again as we continue our study and 

finally you will have the realization of just why Buddhism is the teaching of the 

foundation. 

 

Inevitably you will realize that Buddhism is not  a religion. 

 

But you will also realize that Buddhism does not roundly or universally reject 

religion. 

 

To the extent that, in other words, as long as we are manifesting an imperfect self we 

need God. 

 

But when you manifest the perfect self, then God is not needed. 

 

Because there is no perfect thing other than the perfect self. 

 

If you posit the existence of a supreme being, of an omnipotent being, then there is 

nothing like that apart from the manifestation of the perfect self. 

 

As you continue your practice and study, the manifestation of this wisdom will 



 

 

inevitably appear. 

 

But I really don’t feel like stopping here because I have only been able to talk about 

the appearance of the self, and that’s not all we do.  We also die so I have to explain 

the death of the self. 

 

And then we’re faced with the question, “Is there really such a thing as the truth or 

reality?” 

 

The truth neither exists nor does it not exist. 

 

True God, in other words true Buddha neither exists nor does it not exist. 

 

True Buddha, true God, has both plus and minus as its content and therefore in some 

cases it manifests being and in some cases it manifests non-being. 

 

So now finally we can get into this koan because this koan is about Mu, is about non-

being, and although the four character title of this koan in the Mumonkan is Joshu’s 

puppy, it’s not really so much about the puppy.  It’s about Buddha nature.  It should 

be called “Joshu’s Buddha nature” because it is about the activity of the truly 

enlightened mind. 

 

This is what all people, not just me, but everyone who is studying Zen in concerned 

with: the true activity of the Buddha heart or the Buddha mind.  It’s not something 

that you can expect to understand all in one jump, all in one moment.  You have to 

study and study for 10 years, for 15 years and finally come to understand what the 

activity of the Tathagata, the activity of the truly enlightened heart is. 

 

 


