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Joshu’s “Wash Your Bowls”

Joshu Osho was asked by a monk,“I’ve just entered this monastery.    Please, master, give me
some instruction.”    Joshu said, “Have you finished breakfast yet, or not?”    The monk said, “I
have finished.”    Joshu said, “Then get out!    Go wash your bowls.”

Today is this day that we call Christmas, and here in America it’s a holiday, and so what
we’ve done today is organized to have a teisho first, and then we’ll have some time off later.
And as everybody knows it is not the case that Jesus Christ was actually born on December 25th.
Scholars all agree about this.    It’s not really the case that today is Christmas day, it’s just that
Christians find it convenient to say to themselves that Jesus was born on December 25th, and
then have a holiday on that day.

So when was Jesus actually born?    In Buddhism we say that you must clearly manifest
the wisdom that knows when this thing called your self, when any existent thing was born.    No-
body really knows, you can say whatever you want.    You can say he was born on the thirty fifth
day of the fifteenth month if you want to.    But the way of being for human beings is to get all
happy when someone tells you, “Oh, this day is really your birthday.    And so let’s celebrate your
‘Happy Birthday’ today.”    Among all the things that I hate, the one I hate the most is “Happy
Birthdays.”    But if you really know the day that you were born on, then I guess it’s okay for you
to go around saying “Happy Birthday” to one another.    

At Mount Baldy we say that today is the day for you to clearly manifest the wisdom for
yourself that knows when you were born.    But without really knowing the true day that you are
born on, and simply going around saying “Happy Birthday” and being told “Happy Birthday” is
simply asserting your ego.    It’s the worst possible thing to do.    In order to celebrate this day,
what I ask you to do is to manifest the wisdom for yourself which knows which day it is that you
were born on.    So everybody, “When were you born?”    

People seem to get very comfortable when they come to teisho, and their heads go flop-
ping to the front and flopping to the back, and with this wonderful feeling they nap.    So it must
feel  really  good to  sleep  like  this  with  your  head  flopping  to  the  front,  and then  trying  to
straighten it up to the back over and over again.    It looks nice.    (BAM!)    But, hearing that
sound the state of sleep at once is broken forth from and you wake up.    That is being born.
When you are resting you have no need to be born, and you have no need to rest either.    You’re
simply at rest.

In Buddhism, and especially in Tathagata Zen we emphasize that from the very begin-
ning, the first thing that you need to learn is this principle of why the self is born.    And facing
this problem we also must face the problem, immediately, of what is this wisdom that we call
knowing.    Why is the wisdom of knowing born?    When the wisdom of knowing is born that is
when you have woken up from your slumber, and you become human-like.    Without opening up
your eyes, without awakening, this wisdom of knowing will never come up, will never bubble up
for you.    

What I’m saying is that when you’re doing this activity of sleeping in this very wonderful
feeling of comfort where your head is flopping from the left to the right, that is when it’s not nec-
essary for you to do the activity of knowing.    The condition of your head flopping to the front,
straightening up, flopping then to the left and right, in that condition you are not doing the activ-
ity called knowing.    

But it isn’t as if you’re dead.    You are still alive.    You are simply doing an activity that
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has no activity of knowing in it, that has no activity of consciousness in it.    
If we look carefully at this activity which occurs without consciousness, and without the

activity of knowing, then we see it is comprised of in-breathing and out-breathing.    This in-
breathing and out-breathing is happening absolutely without any activity of knowing.    

We all appear, but it is not possible for us to have this condition of having appeared con-
tinue eternally.    Without fail everything that has done the activity of appearance will also do the
activity of hiding, or we could say being destroyed.            

So, where does the activity of appearing appear from?    And what kind of a world is it
that the self hides in?    We can say that the condition from which one appears is the condition of
the source, and if we say that, then it’s this very same condition of the source that one then hides
back in.

In Buddhism we teach that not just human beings, but every single existence; animals,
birds, mosquitoes, everything has, holds this same condition of the source.      What I’m saying is
that in the condition of the origin Hitler, Roosevelt, Churchill, Mussolini, the Emperor of Japan,
they all had appeared from the condition of the origin, and right now they’re all talking cheer-
fully together in the condition of the origin.    They’re getting on just fine there chatting with one
another.    When you manifest the wisdom of enlightenment then you’ll understand things like
this.    If you do not have enlightenment however, from the perspective of an enlightened person
people do all kinds of really ridiculously stupid things, like still chasing after what they think
might be Hitler who is still alive, or might be a war criminal, or Hitler’s helper.    The war is over.
But even in this state of peace unenlightened people go around disturbing this peaceful world.
That’s how it looks from Buddhism’s perspective.    What about it?    Just a little bit looking more
carefully at history?     But the people who won the war think that this absolute stupidity that
they’re doing is some kind of benevolent act.    But, his should be enough about that.

The definition that we give is that the condition of the origin is a will-less condition.    If
the condition of the origin had a will, and was acting with will, that would be no small matter, we
couldn’t even die.    But because the condition of the origin is a condition without will then if
anyone does the same will-less activity anyone can go to the condition of the origin.    So anyone
who looks at it carefully and analyzes is carefully can see that the condition of the source is a
condition without any will.    

And if you analyze it further we come to the definition, the conclusion that the condition
of the origin is an activity which is comprised of two mutually opposing activities.    We can call
them plus and minus, or the activity of male and female, or the activities living and dying.    

It’s a shame that in this world of will if the words that you speak aren’t understood then
everything is a mess.    “I’m a German person,” “I’m Japanese,” and so then people can’t under-
stand each other’s words, and so everything becomes really messed up.    But in the animal world
or in the mosquito world there are no words.    And it’s fair to ay I think that in the plant world
there really is not even any activity of consciousness.    Birds, animals, and plants haven’t devel-
oped the activity of consciousness to the degree that people have.    But much more advanced,
much better than people could ever do it, the birds and the animals are doing the activity of love.
Please let’s really appreciate the activity of love of animals and birds.    Without ever fighting
they love one another.    Without any words they manifest the activity of love.    But in the human
world I think you can say that without being very clear about the words that one uses one can’t
manifest the activity of love.    But in Buddhism we say that even people when they manifest true
love manifest true love without words.    If you think you are manifesting true love, but you are
still using words, then we have to caution you; it isn’t really true love.    

    But as I was saying just before, the experience of enlightened people, and therefore the
way they define the condition of the origin is that it’s a state that’s comprised of two mutually
opposing activities.    We can call them plus and minus, male and female, living and dying.    And
in Buddhism we call these two mutually opposing activities tatha-gata and tatha-agata, or nyoko
and nyorai, thus-going and thus-coming.    According to Buddhism without recognizing these two
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mutually opposing activities for yourself there’s no way that you can understand the nature of the
self, or the nature of this world that the self makes its home.

For Christians if you say that today is the day that Jesus was born, then it also must be-
come the day that you are born.    If it doesn’t then you can’t be together with Jesus.    Among the
people here there are probably some Jewish people too, but Christians especially have to take to
heart that if it’s the day that Jesus was born it’s also the day that you are born.    If you are not
able to manifest the wisdom that Christ’s birthday is your birthday, then no matter how much
time passes you also will not be able to manifest the wisdom for yourself that not only did Christ
die on the cross, you also died on the cross.    I think that nowadays among Christians there are
some people who really take it to heart that they must die on the cross together with Jesus, but I
think it’s also fair to say that the vast majority of brothers and fathers and teachers of Christianity
still take Jesus’s death on the cross as something far outside of themselves.

For all of us we must investigate what kind of activity does this condition of the origin
which is comprised of two mutually opposing activities do.    These two activities are opposite
activities, opposing activities, and if they always do activity of opposing one another then they
will always be separate from one another, and no conclusion will ever be reached.    If the future
activity simply faces the future and eternally progresses in to the future, and the past activity
simply faces the past and eternally goes towards the past, then they will never meet one another.
But the plus activity and minus activity, the future and past activities inevitably will meet.    Two
lovers of course will have times when they must separate from one another, but also without fail
true lovers will again meet one another.    

According to Buddhism because both the conditions of separation and the meeting in-
evitably occur we say that the world in which this activity happens is only one singular world.
No matter how vastly big the world is, or how small the world is, because the activities which
have separated from one another will inevitably again meet one another we say in Buddhism that
the world is just one world.    I’ve given this talk over and over and over and over again about
how the place that these two mutually opposing activities do their activity in is simply one place,
not two places.    Without manifesting the wisdom for yourself that the world, the entire cosmos
is simply one world, one cosmos, then you can never truly manifest the wisdom which knows
what your home is.    

But it is no easy thing, it’s no small task at all to be able to manifest this kind of wisdom.
Doing zazen for five or even ten years, the people who don’t understand, just, I guess, won’t un-
derstand.    But for someone that doesn’t attach to their “I am” self, for someone whose way of
thinking is pure and clear even in one night they can catch this principle.    We have this thing
called the religious world, and if you’re attached to this religious world then it’s impossible for
you to understand Zen.    Religious teaching are all teachings which cannot be formed without the
belief in God.    And I guess it’s fine to think that we can’t survive without God.    It’s a fine thing
to recognize God.    But according to Buddhism, if you fixate God, if you fixate the Almighty or
the Absolute Being, then that is a mistake.    That is what causes a lopsided human world.    But if
I continue in this vein it will take a whole semester to get to the end of this subject.

If there really is an Absolute Being it is not the case that Absolute Being could ever be a
fixated thing.    That’s why it is also the teaching of Buddhism to say that it’s another mistake to
fixate the condition of the source and say that is God.    The condition of the source is absolutely
never fixated.    It's the position of Tathagata Zen to say that the condition of the origin always
manifests a new condition of the origin.    

According to Buddhism within the process of one condition of the source manifesting a
new condition of the source, within that process is when the human world, the animal world, the
bird world, the fish world, the mosquito world, the plant world, the world of stones and rocks, all
these different worlds appear in the process.    

If we say that the first worlds to appear are world of rocks or the worlds of plants, even
these rocks and plants without fail will manifest the complete self.    And it goes without saying
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that this condition of perfection is the newly manifest condition of the source.    And this newly
manifest condition of the source cannot tarry or stop within the condition of the source, it again
manifests the world of sentience.    This next world, maybe if we said the first world was the
world of stones and the second world the world of plants, maybe this next world would be the
mosquito world.    

Although humans have not yet appeared in this world, people are melted in to this
world.

But this world also is not stopped in, or attached to, again a new condition of the origin is
manifest.

And then the next world that appears within this  continual process might be the fish
world.    And again the fish also manifest the complete dharma activity, the complete condition.
The complete perfect condition is neither a plant nor a fish.    

And as this next condition of the source manifests a new condition of the source, within
this process maybe it’s the bird world that appears.    And when the world of birds also disappears
that’s when a new condition of the source appears.    What I’m saying is that when the one condi-
tion of the origin, not fixating to itself, manifests a new condition of the origin, and within the
process is when the bird world appears.    And when the bird world disappears that is when the
complete, perfect condition again appears.    And without fixating at this condition of perfection,
the necessity of the condition of the origin to manifest a new condition of the origin manifests,
and within that process we can say that the animal world appears.    And the animal also disap-
pears and a new condition of the source appears.    And this new condition of the source also
doesn’t stop within itself, it manifests another condition of the source.    And within this process
the human world comes.

    And within the    human world the condition of the perfected human, the complete hu-
man self then appears.    And we call this the ultimate point.    Within the human world also we
have many distinctions within the human world itself.    And we talk about the complete self,
well,  there  are  many different  complete  selves  which  are manifest  within the  human world.
Anyway, I have to teach more about that, but to say it simply the human world appears, and then
the complete human self is manifest.

When the complete condition is manifest, is it a man or a woman?    Which one is it?    Is
it minus or plus?    Which one is it?    Is it the activity of living, or dying?    It’s difficult, isn’t it?
Without fail the plus activity will receive the help of the minus activity.    The minus activity will
give its help to the plus activity, and the complete condition will be manifest. 

This is a really difficult thing so people who are listening for the first time probably don't
have any idea what I’m talking about, but if you have a good head on your shoulders you’ll prob-
ably get it right away.    

This kind of condition that I’m talking about is the condition in which the plus activity
has taken the lead, and has been helped by the minus activity.    There is no perfect, complete
condition other than this.    Even when we talk about the great cosmos itself, what the great cos-
mos is, according to Buddhism, is the manifestation of the plus activity having been helped by
the minus activity.    

And if we give character and personify this activity we call it the complete activity of true
love.    Once you have recognized the existence of this thing that we call true love, then more and
more you must manifest that true love for your self.    

But at the ultimate point of this activity of the plus activity it becomes no longer neces-
sary for the plus activity to act in the lead being helped by the minus activity.    This is when the
male activity can find his peace of mind and rest.    It’s really the case that finally having gotten
to the ultimate point the man is completely exhausted and collapsing the drool flows down his
chin.    And it’s then that the minus activity which has been freely following the plus activity, the
female activity which has freely been following the male activity, aggressively opens up her eyes
and awakens, and sees that the man is doing her the favor of drooling so peacefully in his sleep.
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But, then there’s nothing to do about it, against his will the man must open his eyes too.    And
it’s then that the female activity takes the lead and is accompanied    and aided by the male activ-
ity.

And since we don’t have time I should rush, so I’ll just say that eventually they then end
up arriving at the very original source.    And when they arrive at this original source the female
activity, the minus activity gets tired and then sleeps.    And it’s then that the husband, having
helped his wife, abruptly wakes up and takes the lead, and does the activity of living, the activity
of expanding.    

The people who have clearly manifested this wisdom for themselves are what we call in
Buddhism enlightened people.     We have this word “almighty,” and for the people who have
manifested this wisdom, for the enlightened people I guess we can call them Almighty, but if you
don’t have the manifestation of this wisdom, then we can’t call you the Almighty.    

It’s the teaching of Buddhism to say that if there is some kind of personified God, or
some kind of personified Almighty, then that being would never be a fixated thing.    

In the condition of the source the activities of plus and minus act without will, on the one
hand unifying with one another, and on the other hand facing one another, over and over again.
And within this repetitive process of plus and minus unifying and facing over and over again, fi-
nally a new activity which we call in Buddhism jonetsu 情熱, or the heat of feeling, an activity
sticky like pudding, appears.    And when this pudding appears, then the activity of plus and mi-
nus becomes difficult.    It becomes hard for them to act.    Because plus and minus themselves
were doing this pudding-like activity it’s just like “you reap what you sow,” “you get what you
deserve,” they gave rise to the pudding.    And so with this pudding there in between them they
have actually given of themselves to create this pudding, and therefore separated from one an-
other.    And this sticky, muddy, pudding like jonetsu, heat of feeling,    is what we call the present
moment.

And that  is  when simultaneously  plus  and  minus,  tatha-gata  and  tatha-agata,  appear.
But, in this case, plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, are not the complete, pure manifes-
tations of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.    Having given birth to the child, the present moment, they
also appear in their incomplete manifestations.    

This condition that I’m talking about is what we call the appearance of the three worlds
of past, present, and future within the very body of the source.    But this thing that we call the
present has both plus and minus as its content.    And plus and minus are purely just plus and mi-
nus.    Plus is just plus.    Minus is just minus.    But here they are appearing in their incomplete
manifestations.    And the present is also just the same.    The present also is not complete.    It
does not completely have all of plus and minus a its content, and so it is appearing as the incom-
plete present.    So, here I can say it clearly, that all of these three worlds, past, present, and fu-
ture, are all incomplete worlds.    

The perfect complete condition is complete.    That is why no one can see it, and it has no
need to be seen by anyone.    When the world of past, present, and future appears that is when the
activity of seeing and being seen also appear.    The thing that is doing the seeing is the present
moment.    The present moment which is the self, which is any existent thing, which has both
plus and minus as its content, is that which is seeing past and future, looking on past and future.

The complete condition is the condition of “no-rupa,” no-self.    We could also call it the
spiritual world.      And the incomplete world is the world of form.      According to Buddhism,
therefore, we can define these two worlds of the spiritual world and the material world.    And
just as everyone thinks the spiritual world is the world which has nothing in it, and it does, I
guess, have nothing in it, although it is acting, and the material world is the world of the incom-
plete self.      

The way we teach is to say that the plus activity is the activity of the object, and the mi-
nus activity is the activity of the subject.    And when subject and object separate that is when the
world of past, present, and future appear, and I think that you all can clearly understand that this
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incomplete world of past, present, and future is different than the condition of the source.    
But without fail this world of past, present, and future will again manifest the unification

of host and guest, the unification of subject and object, and manifest a new condition of the
source.    This is the kind of thing that you have to really take a lot of time, and investigate for
yourself.

When plus and minus separate we call this the activity of the separation of subject and
object.    When the condition of the origin itself does the activity of the separation of subject and
object, that is when the three worlds appear.    But then again inevitably the world of only plus
and minus, the world of pure plus and pure minus will appear.    This world of the unification of
subject and object appears when plus and minus mutually make the present moment their con-
tent.    That is when the present self, the “I am” self divides itself in two, and gives itself back to
plus and minus.    This is a difficult point.    This is the kind of thing that even if you do zazen for
five or ten years, if you’re attached to something then you’ll never be able to understand it.    

As long as one is not able to dissolve one’s self, then the condition of the origin, the pure
condition of only plus and minus will not appear.    When the self appears if you attach to that
self, and try to mature that self in that state of attachment, then the pure condition of the source
will never appear.    But if you divide the self in two then you can return to mother and father that
which you have received from them.    So then you will manifest the wisdom for your self that
you are both mother and father.    And that is when you can do for your self the activity of true
love, and experience the condition of the origin for your self.    

In Buddhism we clearly tell you that if you try to do the activity of love from the stand-
point of attachment to the “I am” self then that is simply like trying to conquer something other
than your self, and it is absolutely unacceptable.    Originally there is no such thing as the “I am”
self.    The “I am” self only appears when plus and minus do the activity of separation.    And
when plus and minus become one that is the condition of zero.    That is when the self does the
activity of no-self.    That is the activity of true love.

This is a very difficult part, and you have to study a lot, and really look at it closely in or-
der to not understand it in a mistaken way.    (Anyway, in Buddhism we say you must recognize
these two mutually opposing activities of plus and minus for it to be Buddhism.)    When the po-
sition of man and the position of woman separate, of course that is when the child is born.    And
the child receives absolutely equally from both plus and minus when it is born.    And again that
self dissolves itself, and again does the pure activities of plus and minus.    And this kind of activ-
ity, this kind of condition repeats itself over and over and over again, one experience piling up
upon the next until finally the human world appears.    And then at the ultimate point, the com-
plete self is manifest.    And we teach that then you are manifesting for your self your own home.
To manifest the complete self is to manifest the complete place of residence which has all of plus
and all of minus as its content.    

And this is, as I said before, the position of the activity of existing, or living.    This is the
world that appears through the leading activity of plus, or man.    

And I also said that when this condition is reached then oppositely the minus activity then
takes the lead.    And what we mean when we say “enlightened person,” or “a Buddha,” is a per-
son that has manifested this wisdom for themselves.    Buddhism says that even if you are not en-
lightened, all of you are actually doing this activity.    But because you are not enlightened you
are not able to do the will-less activity of true love, and so you try to use will in your love, and
that’s why you are always fighting.    

In America there seems to be a lot of different schools of Zen, and you could even say
that Zen is really popular in America.    I guess there are just tons of enlightened people in Amer-
ica.    But, actually, when you look at it, maybe that’s not the case.    Maybe the Zen that’s being
taught in America is a kind of Zen that’s being taught from the perspective of the “I am” self, not
from the perspective of someone who sees simply that the self and the universe are the same
(that the universe, just as it is, is the self), the true enlightened self.    It seems like people just
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open up their mouths and imitate the kind of speech they think an enlightened person would say,
and say things like “I am the world,” “The universe and myself are one,” “God is my self,” but if
you are really enlightened then there would be no need for fighting.    

It seems as if maybe another big war is on the way, but whether a war happen or not,
that’s the world of politicians, and enlightened people don’t get involved in politics, so there is
nothing really we can do about it.      

When we talk abut the condition of the source it is the complete condition which occurs
without any will.    There’s absolutely no appearance of the incomplete self in the condition of the
source, and that’s why we call it the condition of zero.    There is no self within the activity of
zero, and so we also call this in Buddhism the activity of emptiness.    True love is the activity of
emptiness.    

Although I think I’ve gone beyond time, this is when I’m hoping all of you will be clear
about the koan we read today.    

I don’t know if the monk who asked Joshu the question understood the principle or not,
but anyway he asked the question.    I actually didn’t bring the text with me today, but I can just
tell from the English what it is anyway, and so the monk says, “I’m a totally new student.    Roshi
please teach me something.”    Anybody who studies Zen would like to ask the Roshi in this same
way.    But, anybody, who is sitting in front of a Roshi asking a question is not a completely new
student.    But, sitting in front of The Roshi you end up saying, “I’m just a completely new stu-
dent.    Oh, please just teach me something.    I don’t know anything.”    This might be a difference
in customs between the east and the west, but anyway, in the east, at least in places where Bud-
dhism is practiced this is the usual way.

And then what does Joshu say?    It seems like he comes up with something that has noth-
ing to do with the question at all!    He says, “Ahh, did you eat your oat meal this morning?”    So
what did he mean by this?    You can’t live without eating.    But, anyway, here they are in this
world of subject and object facing one another, and what he is saying is, “Did you eat up this
world of the opposition of subject and object for yourself?”    What he means is, “Did you mani-
fest true love or not?”    It means, “When you ate your oat meal; did you manifest true love?”
And this monk then answers very clearly, “Yes!”    The way I see it this “Yes” means “I mani-
fested true love.    I manifested zero.    I manifested the activity of emptiness.    I clearly experi-
enced the disappearance of the world of subject and object.”        It’s  no  small  thing  though,
this is really hard.    To completely catch the experience for yourself totally of all of the world of
subject and all of the world of object means the complete self has become the world of God.
Anyway, that is the manifestation of zero, or true love.    It’s really hard.

And then Joshu sort of just went, “Hmm,” probably thinking, “Well, that’s okay.”    “But
what about that bowl you used for your oat meal, go wash it!”    It means “Don’t attach to that
condition of zero, that condition of true love.    Open your eyes! “    And having been told, “Go
wash your bowls, then we are told that the monk had an awakening.    Without attaching to true
love for the first time this was true resurrection.    This was entering the human world.    He mani-
fested the perspective of the person.    

So I say that a religion that doesn’t talk about resurrection is not a true religion.    And
Christianity talks about resurrection so it’s a really great religion I guess you could say.    So how
about Christians?    How do you manifest resurrection?    Do you go to heaven?    That would be
kind of weird. That doesn’t sound quite right.      It’s fine to go to heaven, but in Tathagata Zen
we say “Hey you, if you go to heaven, well, I’m going to hell.”    Even if you go to heaven and I
go to hell, we’re still together in this one same world.    We’ll still meet one another.    So, all of
you, some day our meeting day will come.    So everyone don’t just manifest simply this activity
of separation, please also strive to manifest the activity where we come back together again.

Because it’s Christmas I really want to speak more about Christianity, and even though I
spent ten years going once or twice a year to give sesshin at Saint Joseph’s abbey in Massachu-
setts, and I tried to study about Christianity with the brothers there, I still don’t anything about
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Christianity so I can’t speak about it.    For ten years in the summer and the winter I would go,
maybe a couple of years I only went once, but I would go every year, and they really cared for
me there.    And they were so nice to me there, and they kept on giving me copies of the bible in
both Japanese and English, but even though I know I got a lot of copies from them, I can’t seem
to find any of them.    And although I didn’t study anything about Christianity when I was in
Japan just talking with the fathers and the brothers there I got some inkling of what it’s all about.
When the pope who was pope at the time when I used to go there died then another pope I think
became pope but then he died, I think, right away, and anyway the whole situation changed and
so I stopped going, but I felt like some of my students there were actually very earnest, serious
students, so I’d like to teach them again (MISTAKE: correct translation: “Part of the reason I
stopped teaching there was because my own students were more serious and I wanted to concen-
trate my teaching on them) .    When the present pope became pope that’s when I stopped going
there.    The pope before was somebody who was easy to talk to, and that’s when it was easy to
teach Buddhism, but the present situation is difficult.    Ten years I commuted to teach there.    So,
maybe I know the smell of Christianity but I guess I really don’t know that much.

 The brothers and fathers these days it seems that they just put the cross up there on the
alter, and they see this image of Jesus on the cross in front of them, (and say that Jesus absolves
all sin,) but until they are able to climb up on to the cross together with Jesus, then people won’t
really be able to follow them.    And if you are studying Zen, if you can’t with your own feet walk
the path of true love, then it’s not really doing Zen.    So I don’t know what the officers and the
shika decided really is the schedule for today, but it’s an American holiday so I’m saying you
should take some time off today.    Thank you.                  
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