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"Joshu Osho: A monk once asked Joshu: "Has a dog the Buddha-nature?" Joshu answered: 

"Mu." 

 

 

This koan called Joshu's Mu is an absolutely simple koan, at least the text is very simple.  This 

is a story that even a first grader could understand.  It is just about Joshu having a 

conversation with a certain monk and as they were talking a puppy happened by.  And the 

monk who was asking Joshu questions when he saw the puppy at once he took up the puppy as 

a subject of a question and he said: does this puppy, does even this puppy also have the activity 

of mind of the Buddha, the activity of mind of enlightenment.  And all Joshu said was "Mu", 

meaning "No, it doesn't, it does not have it".  So you can see how simple the question and 

answer were.  That is what I mean when I say that even a first grader could understand this 

story.  But from ancient times practitioners of Zen have always pointed out just how difficult a 

koan this really is.  And I have been talking about a lot of different things over the past six days 

but if you have understood what I have been talking about then you will also understand just 

how difficult this koan is.  I think it is fair to say that all of we things which have been born into 

existence when we/re first born we do not do the activity of knowing yet.  But as time passes 

we learn various things and our activity of knowing deepens more and more.  So we look at 

our mothers and ask things like "What is that?"  But if the child already knew what that thing 



 

 

was then there would be no need for the child to look to its mother and ask the mother "What 

is that thing over there?"  So we're faced with this question of understanding or not 

understanding within the process of human growth and development inevitably we pass 

through this being faced with either understanding or not understanding something.  And 

although dogs and cats might have their way of knowing, the only thing that we know of that 

asks the question "What is that?" is a human being.  That is why it is such a difficult problem 

to face.  The first thing that we really have to investigate in this koan is what kind of a person 

Joshu was.  What we call an enlightened person is someone who had manifested the wisdom 

for themselves that sees clearly into why this thing called the self appears in the first place, and 

why the place that the self makes its home.  In other words why this world, this cosmos itself, 

also comes into being.  And it goes without saying that this Joshu character in the story was 

one of these enlightened people.  And so we have to investigate therefore if we are going to 

use this word enlightenment, that is often used in Buddhism, this particular activity of knowing 

that we call enlightenment, then we have to know what exactly that is.  So Roshis in this 

tradition we call Zen ask you first in your Zazen to contemplate this question of what the 

activity of enlightenment is when you are looking at this koan.  So, this question of 

enlightenment is a problem in the koan, but has the question of what enlightenment is become 

a problem for you?  If you yourself do not know what enlightenment is then you cannot hope 

to understand this teisho on this koan.  So it is imperative that all of you learn to do the 

activity of wisdom which can grasp what enlightenment is.  Ok, so we will get into the 

question of what is the activity of enlightenment in a minute, but first I would like to ask you:  

What about simply the activity of knowing? Are you doing the activity of knowing right now or 

not?  If you look at a flower everybody will answer: "That is a flower."  Together we might be 

looking at a pine tree and I might ask you "What is that?" and you will give the magnificent 

answer "That is a pine tree".  Or we could be looking at a cat and I could ask "What's that?" 

and you could say "A cat".  I could ask you "What does the cat say?" and you'll go "The cat 



 

 

says meow".  Or you might be said to have developed to the degree to if I ask "What is that" 

when looking at a dog you might go "Woof, that's a dog".  But in Zen we say this way of 

recognizing things, this way of knowing things as objects other than yourself, knowing that 

that's a dog, or a cat or a flower or a pine tree is not the true way of knowing things.  It is 

simply the way of knowing that you have received by being taught it from your mother or your 

teachers.  And leaving aside these simpler questions of flowers and pine trees and birds and 

animals and such, if I ask you "What is God?", then in the same way you will simply answer an 

answer that you have been taught by your mother.  Or how about "Who are you?" You will 

answer "I am me".  And you also learned to answer that "I", that "me" from your mother.  

But in Zen we say that that "I, I, me, me" that we are always saying is an "I" which you 

unquestioningly, uncritically simply accept, it's just an "I" that you have learned to say from 

your mother, it is not the true "I".  So, who is this true "I", this true "me". What kind of thing is 

it?  And if you do not know what the true self, the true "I" is, and in this state of not knowing 

you insist upon yourself, you assert yourself, that's when all kinds of troubles come up.  So, 

Zen asks you to find some way or another by doing Zazen to find out for yourself what this true 

"I", this true self is.  What I am saying is that self, that "I am", that "I", which you have been 

taught about by your parents, by your teachers, is not the real thing.  So what kind of a thing is 

the true "I"?  Everything, whether it is a stone or a clump of earth or a plant or a flower or a 

pine tree, they are all manifesting their "I", their "I am" and they are all opposing each other.  

And those "I's" which are in opposition all have their mothers and fathers as well.  And people 

talk about God or Buddha or the absolute being and that is also in opposition to all of the 

different selves which have arisen.  And Buddhism teaches that because we unconditionally, 

unquestioningly recognize this "I" as our true "I", this unconditionally recognized "I" which is 

not our true "I" as our true "I", then we also come to see all those things which are 

inconvenient to ourselves as other than ourselves.  I think this previous sentence was difficult 

for the translator.  What I am saying is that this "I" that we unquestioningly recognize, that we 



 

 

don't really understand, that is not our true "I" we think is our true "I", and then everything that 

is inconvenient to that "I" we think is bad and everything that is convenient or comfortable for 

that "I", that self, we think is good.  So in the end it comes to be that those things that are 

inconvenient to the self are not the self, it is thought, and those things that are convenient to 

the self are recognized as the self.  If we thought that the things that were inconvenient to our 

selves were our selves then what kind of a thing would our selves turn out to be?  You've been 

rejecting all these things that you think are inconvenient to you and not your self up until now.  

And even right now you are pushing away and rejecting those things which you think are bad or 

inconvenient or not yourself, but what if you see that there is nothing that is not yourself then 

what kind of a thing would it turn out to be that your self is?  What about your mother who 

was very convenient to you this morning and therefore a good thing you thought. Then lunch 

time comes and she is not so convenient to you any more and so she becomes this bad thing 

and you want to kick her away.  Your father has come around speaking some sweet words 

that sound good to you and then he becomes the good guy and the mother becomes the bad 

guy and so you run towards father.  The toddler would even go up to the dog and whisper in 

the dog ear "My mom is an idiot" and just he'll start saying all kinds of bad things about his 

mother.  But then the Dad decides that he is too busy to be with the child anymore and he 

goes: "I'm too busy for you, you better go be with your mother. See you later!"  And then the 

child starts crying again and now the father is the bad guy.  Then the Mom hugs the child, 

"yes, you can stay here with me" and then suddenly the mom looks like the good person again 

and the father becomes the bad person, then the child is happy to stay with the mother.  But 

when mother and father come together then no matter what the child had been thinking 

previously about who was the good guy, who was the bad guy then suddenly mother and father 

both become simply those people that I live with neither good nor bad and that is the happiest 

situation for the child.  This kind of thinking does not just happen in terms of mothers and 

fathers.  Among lovers the same kind of thinking is very common.  If someone appears who 



 

 

completely affirms your self then you think "This is my true lover".  It does not matter if you 

are a man or a women, everybody seems to think in the same way.  The people that affirm 

you, you think are the good people and the people that negate you or reject you, you think are 

the bad people.  But people who have developed their way of wisdom a little bit more than 

that don't fall into either be grudging or hating their lovers or throwing their lovers away.  The 

teaching of Buddhism is to say that we see clearly into these activities that we could call being 

loved by our lovers or being thrown away by our lovers, being propelled into joy by our lovers 

or being propelled into sadness by our lovers, it is all just like the prank of our activity of 

consciousness, it is nothing more than the mischiefs of consciousness.  So what Buddhism is 

saying in the end is that all of these ways of knowing, ways of wisdom we can say, we have 

been taught by our parents, by our friends, by our teachers are not the true way of knowing.  

Thatagatha Zen's position therefore is to say that each one of us is faced with these same 

questions that we must solve, these questions of "then, what is the true way of consciousness, 

the true way of knowing, the true way of recognizing things?" and how does that true way of 

knowing develop and how is it in the end finally born.  These days we have psychology and so 

the study of consciousness and ways of knowing is quite advanced.  And Buddhism says that 

without solving the problem of knowing people cannot find peace of mind.  And I have been 

talking about a lot of different things over the past six days and I think I also touched upon why 

it is that the activity we call knowing comes up in the first place.  Buddhism says that together 

with your birth, together with your appearance the activity of feeling arises.  Although at the 

very first there is hardly any activity of sensation or feeling everyone will give rise to that 

activity of feeling.  As I have told you, you come into being receiving equally from the plus and 

minus activities and so you have plus and minus as your content, you are formed by these 

activities of plus and minus and so when your plus and minus become one then that is a unique 

activity that you are doing, a special activity.  That plus and minus, although it is not the 

complete plus and minus, when those plus and minus activities come together that is the very 



 

 

beginning of your self.  What kind of a condition does it bring into being?  I talked about how 

this activity which no one can really know, this activity that Buddhism we call jo-netsu, the heat 

of feeling or passion, this activity of brightness and light is manifest when plus and minus come 

together and your self is born.  When Buddhism came from India to China the translator... 

Buddhism was translated from Sanskrit to Chinese and they talked about this activity of 

brightness and light.  So it was the Chinese who used the word rai-den, thunder and lightning, 

to express plus and minus coming together and emitting fire.  But now in our scientific age we 

can call that same activity electricity.  Plus and minus come together and they become 

electricity, they become a, in the old days they would say they become a ball of fire, a ball of 

heat.  As I have been telling you when you first are manifest you are not complete, you 

receive this activity of the ball of fire and you are that ball of fire.  And if we recognize that ball 

of fire as your self then we can say as that self matures and grows with each step that it grows 

it manifests a new ball of fire. And each time that happens the self disappears.  The old self 

must disappear in order to have the new self appear.  And what I am saying is that when the 

old self disappears and the new self appears and manifests itself as this new ball of fire then we 

can say that a unique activity that we call feeling also appears, the function of sensation we 

might say.  So we can look at our existence as all of us exchanging our electricity with each 

other, that is how we are existing.  That activity of thunder and lightning is, I think it is fair to 

say we can use this modern word electricity to describe that.  And that activity of thunder and 

lightning, that activity of electricity is the activity of feeling and as that activity develops one 

step at a time finally it becomes what we call consciousness.  If you had not gone trough birth, 

if you had not come to be born then that activity of electricity would not arise.  So we must 

know for ourselves that in the same way as the function of electricity arises when we are born 

also everything that is born, everything that is manifest also will vanish, will disappear and so 

we also must think that when we do the activity of dying that is also done through this activity 

of electricity.  I looked at your face and it looked like a clock to me and it said "It must be time 



 

 

to stop."  Because I forgot my watch today, that's why I ask you.  Buddhism says the activity 

that we call knowing or recognizing is formed through plus and minus repetetively meeting 

each other and separating from each other over and over.  If plus and minus weren't 

connected, if plus and minus did not relate to each other then knowing would never occur.  

But the fact is that plus and minus are doing this activity of unifying and phasing unifying and 

phasing over and over.  Actually there is a distinction between meeting one another and 

actually separating from one another and they were also do that activity of separating from 

each another.  And as I was telling you it is that when they separate that finally the thing that 

we call an existence appears.  It is only when husband and wife separate from each other that 

the child can be born.  When husband and wife separate then between husband and wife 

appears incomplete space.  And that space is incomplete space, ku-kan.  And that 

incomplete space is the very foundation of the self, of existent things.  And that space will 

develop so that it will come to have consciousness.  If you really can contemplate what I have 

said until now then you will understand for yourself how consciousness develops.  That 

incomplete space, we can say that incomplete portion of the absolute space, when it makes 

relationship with the plus activity it thinks "oh, this is Dad" and when it makes relationship with 

the minus activity it thinks "oh, this is mom".  That is how consciousness develops in that 

space.  Whenever the child is born it is always manifesting this way of consciousness of 

mother, father, I hate that, I love that, I love that, I hate that.  And then the self is in this pickle 

because it does not know how to solve this problem of who to make allies with. Should I be 

allies, should I be friends with plus or should I be allies with minus. Then here comes the 

nervous breakdown, you have to go to a doctor.  But as I always tell you the power, the 

strength of mother and father are absolutely equal.  People love to talk about the equality of 

men and women, but Buddhism already 2500 years ago insisted that men and women must be 

equal.  It is not some kind of new thing that got popular in Europe or America. We had this a 

long time ago.  Because plus and minus, mother's and father's strength are absolutely equal 



 

 

the child is pulled equally in both directions so the only way the child can handle it, the only 

way the child can deal with this situation is to divide itself in two and to return to father the 

strength it had received from father and to return to mother the strength it had received from 

mother.  But I can imagine that especially those of you who are mothers yourselves will think 

"this teaching called Buddhism it is so cruel, it is so gruesome.  Mothers and fathers, parents 

would never split their child down the center and grab one half for themselves."  But the kind 

of mothers that would say something like that or simply the mothers that have not developed 

their wisdom very much, if you have really developed your way of wisdom then you won't say 

things like that.  When the self does completely dissolve itself, when it does completely return 

itself back to its mother and father, then what happens to that self, that child?  That self will 

completely manifest for it is the position of father and also the position of mother.  Although 

it is very difficult the way that we teaches to say that in this case when the self dissolves itself 

the self is then manifesting the entire body, the whole for itself.  In other words when the self 

dissolves itself and manifests the entire body that is when we can say that the self is 

manifesting the true Buddha, or god or the condition of true love.  The way we teach is to say, 

that when the self dissolves itself that is when the self manifests itself as the total activities of 

plus and minus which we also call dai-butsu, the great Buddha.  In order to study this principle 

you have to study lots of different koans.  For example one koan, which is born from the 

principle that I just explained, is the koan of "When you look at a flower , when you see a flower 

inevitably you will manifest your complete self, but how do you come to manifest your 

complete self together with that flower?"  It is only when you dissolve your "I am" self that 

the great Buddha is manifest.  Plus and minus, thata-gata and thata-agata are opposing each 

other but Buddhism teaches that the self must appear that is completely....So we can say that 

that self is, when the self dissolves itself we can also say that the self is embracing both plus 

and minus, the self is embracing thata-gata and thata-agata and through that embrace it 

manifests itself as the great Buddha.  One of the reasons why we say that Zen is so difficult is 



 

 

that Zen koans begin with that kind of koan, from the very beginning you have to do that sort of 

activity.  Although it is difficult, it is not impossible, it is possible to do this activity.  The 

difficult thing comes up because you are attached to your "I am" self.  If you are detached to 

your "I am" self then it is nothing at all, just naturally you will manifest yourself as the great 

Buddha.  If you attach to the self that sees the beautiful world and the world of suffering then 

there is no way that you can dissolve yourself and become the great Buddha.  And this is the 

kind of conversation that Joshu was having with this monk who was asking him questions.  

But, leaving aside Joshu and the monk for a second, this condition of the great Buddha, this 

complete self is the condition that has no thinking, it is thinking that is not tied up by thinking, it 

is doing thinking which is no-thinking.  That is the great Buddha.  And we also call that 

condition of the great Buddha the manifestation of the activity of true love but then 

immediately we then also ask you "is that condition fixated or not?"  There is no doubt about 

it, when you manifest the great Buddha you are happy.  There is nothing left for you to seek.  

Just you and you alone is more than enough.  Just plus and minus is more than enough.  For 

minus plus is more than enough, for plus minus is more than enough.  That is why the 

manifestation of true love is so joyful.  But that condition is never fixated.  Without fail that 

condition breaks apart, in other words that condition divides itself deliberately in two.  But 

don't think about this in a flat way when you do Zazen.  What we say is that when plus and 

minus, men and women separate the women is on the outside of the sphere embracing 

everything.  And we say give rise to the thought that the man in this situation is right in the 

very center of this sphere and separate from the women.  In other words the man is 

embraced by the women.  And the woman has man as her content, in other words the women 

has come into being with man as her seed.  And the way we teach is to say that when man 

and women, plus and minus separate in this way they have separated towards the outside and 

inside, it is not the case that they have separated towards the east and the west for instance 

and in between them, the inside and the outside is where incomplete space is, where the self 



 

 

appears.  And we also say that the self will clearly come to know that that which is embracing 

it from the outside is the minus activity and that which is embracing it from the inside is the 

plus activity.  And Buddhism says that when you look at human history the first time that 

experience was clearly grasped was by the historical Buddha.  Even in the sutras we are told 

that when Buddha had this experience he cried out and said that everything on my outside and 

on my inside, everything is my mother and my father, everything is my self.  So at least there 

is one way of teaching, we teach that the world on the outside is the future world, the minus 

world and the world on the inside is the plus world.  And those that are together with you in 

the present are your brothers and sisters, your friends.  And also in the sutras we can find that 

the Buddha cried out this incredible realization that everything was his mother and father and 

also everything was his brothers and sisters.  The world of the outside, in other words the 

future world, there is no self apart from this future world.  And he also called out that the 

inside world in contradistinction to the future world is the past world, the world where mother 

resides, is also myself.  And he also cried out that there is no me apart from my brothers, my 

sisters, my friends.  He said everything is me and also he said that that means the same thing 

as to say I must embrace everything.  And this is the activity of awakening, satori.  Everybody 

loves this word satori, awakening, but I hope now that you have some idea of what kind of 

activity of wisdom those words are pointing to.  Even if you understand my talk and you can 

understand the idea that everything is your mother, your father, your siblings, if you have not 

manifested this wisdom for yourself, in other words if you do not have this true feeling, this 

true passion, this true heat of feeling for yourself then that is not an awakening.  Everything is 

yourself.  That is why we say to kill something other then yourself is really to kill yourself and 

is unacceptable, not a good thing.  And also we say that if you are not capable of connecting 

with, making relationship with your siblings and friends in the present or those people living in 

the future or those people living in the past, the reason that you are not able this relationship is 

because you are fixating yourself and that also is not acceptable.  When you fixate the "I am" 



 

 

self then it becomes necessary for you to have a god that will love the  "I am" self.  But that 

kind of a god is not really god.  Actually there is no god like that, there is no god which is just 

something that is convenient to your "I am" self.  So, we are told that even though Buddha did 

have this true enlightenment, this true awakening, and he cried out and taught everybody that 

it was the activity of true love nobody believed him.  The reason for that is because previously 

everyone had been taught that god was the thing which affirmed their "I am" self, god was the 

thing that loved their "I am" self and so they were not able to understand the Buddha.  The 

kinds of teachings that were popular before the Buddha were the teachings in which they 

taught that gods were those things that affirmed a particular country we could say or a 

particular group of people.  Even now it seems as if there are many people who still believe in 

these old fashioned teachings, that the good god is the one who loves me, who loves my 

country, who loves my group of people and anything that is my enemy cannot be god.  And 

that is why Buddha very clearly negated the idea of Brahma, if it was conceived of as a god who 

only loved or only affirmed the particular people of India or we could say a particular people of 

India.  Within the process of development of all of us, all human beings we do go through 

feeling identified with either a particular country, a particular group of people, a particular 

geographical area.  But Buddhism says that the true process is not to fixate anything but to 

continue moving forward, advancing, developing.  Buddha taught that although religions can 

help you, you must not fixate them, you must not attach to them, that the moment you attach 

to your religion that is the origin of fighting and religious wars.  Even now people love to say 

"But my religion says this".  That is why I really do not like religion.  I like no-religion.  Have 

we gone overtime?  I had a reason for continuing my talk.  I knew that it was the last day of 

sesshin and I did not think we could end without completing what is enlightenment, that 

question.  Of course Joshu had experienced enlightenment.  But the monk in the story was a 

monk who was not eligthened, he was attached to some particular religion, some particular 

teaching.  Even though he was a monk, even though he might have been living in a monastery 



 

 

because he was attached to a particular religion there is no way that he could have understood 

what Joshu was trying to teach him.  Joshu was trying in various ways to teach him and then 

the puppy came along.  And then a new problem was born, and we will talk about that next 

time. 
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