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TEISHO BY KYOZAN JOSHU  ROSHI 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

26 January, 1998 

Translator: Giko  

 

Joshu’s “Wash Your Bowls” 

 

Mumon’s Comment: Joshu opened up his mouth showing his gall bladder and exposing his heart 

and liver.  If the monk did not hear what was truly said he would have ended up calling a 

temple bell a jar. 

 

Mumon’s Verse: 

 

 The very intention to master clearly 

  On the contrary delays the realization. 

 Quickly realize flame is fire. 

 The rice has already been cooked a long time. 

 

 Although I’ve already giving teisho on the main part of this koan I don’t think I finished 

giving teisho on Mumon’s comment and the verse, here anyway.  I did finish giving teisho on 

this complete koan when I was at Jemez recently, but the way I give teisho here at Mount Baldy, 

and the way I give teisho at Jemez is totally different, so don’t be shocked to hear the difference.  

The way you manifest your self in different places is different.  Although you are always 

manifesting your self, in that sense it is the same, and yet because the place is different the 

manifestation also is different.  You have think carefully that your self is always the same, but 

how you manifest yourself is always different depending on the place.  When father meets 

mother father manifests the self of meeting mother.  When you meet your father or mother you 

manifest the self of meeting father or mother.  And when you meet with a friend you manifest 

the self of meeting a friend.  And when you meet your lover you manifest the “lover meeting 

self.”  You have to carefully think that all of these different selves are your true self, but the 

way of manifesting these different selves is different.  They are all manifestations of your true 

self, and so in that sense there is no difference between all of these manifestations.  What we 

mean by Zen practice is to manifest the wisdom for yourself that clearly grasps this principle.  

As I just said what you have to carefully contemplate for yourself is that always you are 

manifesting your self, and yet the way of manifesting that self changes according to the different 

circumstances. 

 The president of the United States must always manifest the condition, the state, of being 

president of the United States.  But I would hope that when he meets with his wife he forgets 

that he’s the president of the United States and simply manifests his true self together with his 

wife.  And when he meets with a woman that he really likes then in that condition also he 

should manifest his true self.  But problems seem to be coming up for this president and we 

hear that it seems like the president is entangled in yet another scandal.  The reason why these 

troubles keep on coming up is because America, taking the standpoint of being a special, unique 

country never is able to veer from that standpoint of being this unique, special country.  

They’ve decided so strongly about their uniqueness they don’t believe it’s possible to manifest 

true self outside of this.  

 The reason why things get called scandals is because the way of relationship between 

man and woman is written down on a piece of paper, and a promise is made in this written 

contract and when that promise is broken scandals appear.  It is like breaking the promise one 

has made to God.  So the way scandals arise is probably different according to different 

countries.  French scandals, German scandals,  Japanese scandals, American scandals are all 
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different.  The reason for this is that the morality in different countries such as Japan, or China, 

or Germany, or America is different.   

 But if you say that when manifesting the true self there is no such thing as a lie, or an 

un-truth, then the presidential scandals also will evaporate into thin air.  It’s really a pitiful 

situation when you think of it.  It  seems as if the condition in America now is that a true 

politician just can’t be found.  I don’t know what the conclusion of all this will be, but the 

upshot is from my standpoint that when the president even if he meets a beautiful young woman 

he shouldn’t tell a lie, and he should manifest his true self.  But maybe people who really keep 

the promises that they write down on paper, or their promises with God can’t become politicians.   

 The self which appears is the one that causes all the trouble.  If the self didn’t appear 

there would be no troubles.  And we talk about God, but according to Tathagata Zen there are 

times when God is existing, and then there are times when God isn’t existing.  When God isn’t 

here you are also not here.   And that condition according to Tathagata Zen is the condition of 

true love, is the condition of the true unification of subject and object.  We talk abut subject and 

object but in Tathagata Zen we tell you that you must clearly grasp the principle for yourself that 

it’s only when subject and object completely disappear that the true self and true God appear.   

 When you are manifesting true God, or true love, there are no such things as problems.  

The manifestation of true love is each of your personal problem.  You don’t have to worry 

about how other people are manifesting love. 

 Anyway, we have to ask ourselves why the self appears.  The self of course appears, but 

why does the self appear?  We say that isn’t it the case that the self appears when the state of 

true love, when the state of One True Nature breaks itself in to two.  Everybody has 

experienced it for themselves.  Everybody knows that when you open up your eyes, when you 

wake up then the self is the subject, and the worlds that are not the self you take as your objects.  

When the world is divided in to two like this, into subject and object, that is when the world of 

words appears.  When you are manifesting the true God, the true One True Nature, the 

condition of true love, there is no God, there is no self, there is no need for any words. 

 And according to Buddhism, the position of Tathagata Zen is to ask you, when you are in 

the divided world, when you are in the world of subject and object where is God?  If you can’t 

again manifest the condition of the unification of subject and object then God will not appear.  

But then you won’t really be understanding what kind of a world is the world of words, and what 

kind of a world is the world of God.  It’s Buddhism which speaks up and asks you clearly, 

“Where is God when subject and object are separated?”   

 There certainly are times in life when your lover has run away from you, and you think 

this world is just a drag, and this world of love is such a hassle, and you want to just escape this 

world too, but we ask you, in this world of separation where is God, first you have to solve this 

problem, and we also ask you who is it that has this problem, who is it that is saying this world is 

a drag, who is it that is saying that God is not here?  In Tathagata Zen we say that is the 

problem, the problem is who is talking, who is asking the question, it is not a problem of subject 

and object.  Who is it? 

 The self appears inevitably when subject and object separate from one another.  And 

this is the self which thinks things such as “God doesn’t seem to be in this world.  Where is 

God?”  The position of Buddhism and the position of general ways of thinking are completely 

different, because in general people just uncritically, unconditionally accept the existence of 

subject and object, and in Buddhism we say it’s the self which has appeared which creates these 

ideas of subject and object.  But it’s difficult.  According to Tathagata Zen although there 

seems to be many fields of scholarship which are founded on the unconditional acceptance of the 

subjective and objective worlds, that’s not true scholarship. 

 There is a kind of way of studying called epistemology, theories of knowledge.  And 

these epistemologists simply uncritically accept the existence of subject and object, and then try 

from that position to know One True Nature, to know the truth.  And maybe that’s okay, but 
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according to Tathagata Zen if you are unconditionally recognizing the existence of subject and 

object, that is exactly the same thing as unconditionally recognizing the existence of the self.  

When you are thinking, when thinking occurs it is always the self that is thinking.  So if you 

want to be a true epistemologist according to Zen you have to know what this self is as well.  I 

guess scholarly study is fine, but as long as you are doing your studying from the perspective of 

unconditionally accepting and acknowledging the subjective world and the objective world that 

is exactly as if you are studying without critically examining the self as well. 

 It’s the same thing; if you study Tathagata Zen even for a hundred years, you may grasp 

the truth in an academic kind of way, but still have no idea what the self really is.  Tathagata 

Zen tells you very clearly that it is the self that has appeared who is doing this thinking of “God 

is here,” or “God is not here.”   

 So everyone please listen up carefully.  This is a teisho which is not happening during 

Dai-sesshin so you should all be in really good shape to listen, so LISTEN.    

 Why does the self appear?  Why is the self born?  What I always tell you, and the first 

point in our teaching is that when plus and minus, when tatha-gata and tatha-agata, when subject 

and object, when, we can even say man and woman, completely become one, then the world of 

thinking, the world of words is transcended.  A completely singular, unique world appears.  

When plus and minus, when tatha-gata and tatha-agata become totally unified then we say that is 

the state of true love, the state of One True Nature, and for people who believe in religion it 

seems that God is a necessary idea, so we can also call this God, and in Buddhism it is also 

called Maha Vairochana, the Cosmic Buddha.  It’s a complete unique, singular, one and only 

condition.  Something totally beyond any comparisons.  The position of the seeing self, and 

the position of the self which is seen have both completely disappeared.  This is when plus and 

minus, subject and object are one.  We also call this state the manifestation of the complete self.  

The manifestation of the true God and the manifestation of the complete self are not different, 

they are exactly the same thing.   

 Everybody has experienced this state of true God, everybody has experienced this state of 

true love, the complete self, so it should be very easy for anybody to practice Zen and have the 

experience of One True Nature for themselves.   

 To say that the purpose of life is to manifest true love is already more than enough, is 

already a lot.  People talk about philosophy and religion, it all sounds very complicated and 

difficult, but there is really no need to say anything other than the purpose of life is to manifest 

true love.  This is the position that is fair to call the position which has transcended, gone 

beyond any kind of theory of knowledge.  What I’m saying is that any position of thinking is an 

incomplete position, and so the complete condition is necessarily a condition which has 

transcended any thinking, and any theory of knowing.      

 But we don’t stop here, we throw another question out to you and say, even if you are 

able to manifest One true Nature, or true love, is it possible to fixate that condition?  Can you 

fixate it?  The way of speaking, the clarity of enlightened people is to say that of course it is 

totally impossible to fixate the condition of true love, the condition of One True Nature.  

Inevitably host and guest, subject and object separate, and we can call the plus activity the object, 

and the minus activity the subject.  That is when the self appears.   

 And I have told you countless times, over and over again what the process is by which 

the condition of separation must occur, by which plus and minus, subject and object must come 

to separate from one another.  So I think I won’t talk about again the details of why separation 

occurs. 

 As all of you have experienced for yourselves, host and guest, subject and object DO 

separate.  And when host and guest separate that is when the “I am” self appears.  That is 

when all existent things appear.  Even a rock, even a plant.  Those are also existent things, and 

that’s when they appear.  What you have to do here is without sleeping, having clearly listened 

to teisho, have the realization for yourself of, “Of course, it’s exactly the way he says!” 



General Sesshin Teisho January 26, 1998 MBZC 

 

4 

 But these things that we call existent things are not from the very start manifesting the 

complete self.  According to Buddhism if you look at all the human beings, and all the animals, 

and all the birds, and all the fish, and all the mosquitoes, and all the plants, and all the rocks, you 

can’t find one single existence that has appeared in a complete state.  Why?  This is when the 

field of scholarship called epistemology has to come into being.   

 I’ve told you over and over again about this, so I’ll try not to get bogged down in all the 

details again here, but the general idea is that when any existence appears it receives equally and 

simultaneously from both plus and minus, we can say that it receives, perhaps, one hundred 

millionth of a portion of plus, and one hundred millionth of a portion of minus.   

 And so any existence when it first appears we say clearly it appears in the interval 

between plus and minus.  But, we warn you, don’t think about it in a flat kind of way.  There 

IS no flat, two dimensional world.  There is only one unique singular world.  That is the world 

of the manifestation of true love.  The manifestation of true love only takes place in this one 

and only, singular unique world.  There is no other place for it to happen.  If you do your 

thinking in a flat way then your investigation of Zen will be totally off the mark.  The way we 

teach is that you must do a kind of thinking that this thing that you call your self has appeared in 

the very midst of this one and only unique world.   

 It won’t become true Zen practice unless you are able to do the thinking for your self that 

when selves appear, when existences appear, without fail they are embraced from the outside by 

the activity of plus, and embraced form the inside by the activity of minus.  However, this 

condition of being embraced is a condition in which sometimes the plus activity is appearing on 

the outside, and sometimes it’s the minus activity which is appearing on the outside.  When plus 

appears on the outside then minus is on the inside.  And so of course when minus appears on 

the outside it’s plus that is appearing on the inside.  The singular unique world is the world in 

which the self is always being embraced by the outside and the inside. 

 If you try to study the self using a flat kind of thinking, if we use a modern mathematical 

term, using a two dimensional kind of thinking, then it will never be the sort of self study which 

is Zen.  If you want it to become real Zen practice then you have to have the thinking for your 

self that your self is appearing and disappearing within this world which is like a ball.  You are 

within a ball.   

 The self appears having met up with an activity.  We call it the activity of the separation 

of subject and object, and it will disappear and become the condition of the one singular world 

when it meets up with the activity of the unification of subject and object.  Zen practice is to 

manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the principle that the self which appears inevitably 

will disappear.  When finally you can manifest this wisdom for your self of this principle of 

appearance and disappearance then you will see that we all are Zen practitioners. 

 As I was just telling you, when the self appears it’s embraced by inside and outside.  But, 

when you are doing the activity of growing and developing and evolving, then you make plus 

and minus completely your content.  And when the self which has appeared makes the worlds 

of subject and object totally its content then the complete self appears.  But it’s not an easy 

thing.   

 And what we say is that within the process of the incomplete self manifesting the 

complete self, the incomplete self must without fail do the activity of dissolving itself, do the 

activity of no-self.  Even if you do zazen for five or six years, even if you understand the idea 

I’m talking about, it’s a completely different story to actually put it into practice.  People don’t 

seem capable of doing it.  There are many, many different koans which ask you, “How do you 

transcend the activities of living and dying?”  And without passing through many of those kinds 

of koans you’ll never understand what I’m getting at here. 

 Anyway, when you do the activity of dissolving your self, then the only things that 

remain are the pure plus and minus activities.  It’s the world of only man and woman.  There 

are no existent things.  There are no children in this world.  It’s just plus and minus acting.   
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And it goes without saying that this is the condition of a newly appeared source.  What we call 

growing and developing is one condition of the source manifesting a new condition of the source 

over and over again.  

 But within this process of one source manifesting a new source inevitably the activities of 

the world appearing and the world disappearing also will occur.  In other words, although the 

self inevitably will appear, just as inevitably it will do the activity of no-self.  It will do the 

activity of dissolving itself.   

 And when this self dissolution does occur, then if we call the original condition of the 

source one, then the new condition of the source, level two appears.  The new level two 

universe.  And world two then explodes and then will manifest world three.  And within that 

process as well the activities of appearing and disappearing occur within the process of the new 

world appearing. 

 In the old days people really took these questions seriously of how the self appears, and 

how that appeared self then grows up.  That’s where this kind of thinking came from.   

 This kind of functioning occurs through levels one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, 

nine, ten, countlessly, numberlessly, doing the activity of expanding until it reaches a condition 

in which the activity of expanding no longer needs to be done.  The bell went ching so I should 

stop, but I do want to say that this activity of appearing and disappearing, appearing and 

disappearing over and over again finally reaches its ultimate conclusion, its extreme point and 

that is the point of absolute expanse, the greatest cosmos.  All of you have appeared here in 

order to manifest for yourself this greatest cosmos.   

 And as  I always tell you Zen practice is to manifest for yourself the wisdom which 

knows this principle.  This kind of wisdom that you must manifest as Zen practice is completely 

different then the kind of understanding that you were taught by your parents when they used to 

always tell you, “Do you understand?  Understand what I’m telling you!”  All those things that 

you were told, “Do good.  Don’t do anything bad.  Do you understand?!”  All that kind of 

teaching that you were taught by your parents, according to Buddhism is simply the kind of 

thinking which unconditionally acknowledges the worlds of subjective and objective, 

unconditionally acknowledges the world of the self.  It will never become the basis for true Zen 

training. 

 But, I should stop since the bell rang.   

 When you manifest the absolute expanse, you cannot stop.  So that’s what I’ll talk about 

next teisho.  You’ll never be able to understand this unique activity we call the activity of satori, 

the activity of enlightenment, without being able to manifest the wisdom which understands this 

functioning of appearing and disappearing. 

 If you can really experience the heart of this koan “Joshu’s Wash Your Bowls,” then 

you’ve become a Roshi.  That’s enough Zen practice for anybody.  But it seems that just using 

one koan it’s not possible to wash up, to clean up the way of thinking that you’ve been inundated 

with so far in your life.  Because you are attached to this and that idea about what true love is, 

what One True Nature is then the real wisdom can’t come up for you. 

 Some of you are supposed to be actually practicing this very koan, but without really 

getting into your zazen, and experiencing this principle that I’ve been explaining of the condition 

of the source, and of the activities of appearing and disappearing, you’ll never be able to get the 

experience for yourself of this koan.  So don’t forget what I’ve told you today, and if you all 

want to really listen to teisho then we can have another teisho tomorrow.            

  


