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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.

In the previous teisho I talked about the main part of this koan, “Joshu’s ‘Wash your
bowls.’”    And as is the case in the Mumonkan (in general) after the main part of the koan Mu-
mon gives his comment on the koan, and then after that in the form of a poem he expresses the
meaning (the tenet expounded by) of the koan. 

In the main part of the koan the monk comes to Joshu and says, “Master, I’m an abso-
lutely new student.    Please give me some kind of instruction.”    And in response to this Joshu
says, “Oh, okay, well, did you eat your oat meal this morning?”    And then the monk says, “Yes,
I ate.”    There’s nothing weird about this at all.    If you’re asked, “Have you eaten?”    You just
answer, “Sure, I ate.”    But then Joshu says, “Okay, if that’s the case then go wash your bowls.”
And in the main part of the koan it says that this is when the monk finally had an enlightenment.

If you look at the koan as a whole you have to say that there is no mistake at all in the
monk’s question.    But Joshu was the kind of person that is always making clear this thing that
we call the dharma activity.    He’s always answering the question of how is the self formed, and
how is the world formed.     But we can say here that the monk wasn’t clear that was always
where Joshu was coming from.    If you really knew where Joshu was coming from, coming from
the clarification of the activity which forms the self and forms the world, then you couldn’t sim-
ply answer the question “Have you eaten?”    It wasn’t until he heard Joshu say the words, “Go
wash your bowls,” that this monk was enlightened to the nature of the self and the nature of the
cosmos.

When I give teisho I’m asking you to use your own strength when you read the comment
of Mumon, and see for yourself whether Mumon’s comment really hits the mark, or not.    Every-
body is the same, everybody is hoping for liberation, or hoping for true peace of mind, hoping to
become the truly free person.    And it’s Buddhism which answers this question, this doubt.    And
according to Buddhism the way of being, the nature of the self: there is no nature of the self other
than the nature of the world and the cosmos.    

In Tathagata Zen we say that when the self appears it’s always the case that the self ap-
pears having a home.    There is no self which appears without having its home.    But we also
teach that nothing appears with its perfect, complete home when it appears.    

So then we’re faced with the question, “What is our home?”    As I always tell you, this
cosmos is formed through the activity of two mutually opposing forces.    We can call them the
activity of plus and the activity of minus.    What we call Zen practice, Zen training is to catch for
yourself the experience that this cosmos is the home for your self.    

But as I just said, if it were the case that when you were born, at the moment of birth you
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already had your complete home, then there wouldn’t be any need for any kind of practice, or
any kind of development or advancement.    But the self is born incomplete and human beings,
not just human beings but every single existence has to make efforts in order to become com-
plete.    

According to Tathagata Zen when plus and minus activities have totally been made your
content that is when the complete self appears.    And it was Prince Siddhartha, the young Sid-
dhartha who first  expounded this principle many years ago (after he manifested the wisdom
which clearly understood this principle.)      So if you ask who is it that says that the cosmos it-
self, and the self are both comprised of these two mutually opposing activities of plus and minus,
the answer is that it was Prince Siddhartha, the person that founded Buddhism who first, (after
much struggle) manifested the wisdom for himself that knew this principle.    

According to Buddhism we say that when the total activities of plus and minus, tatha-gata
and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming, the total activities of the male activity which forms
man, and the female which forms woman are made one’s content, that is when the complete self
appears, and if we talk in religious terms there is no true God, or truth, or true self outside of this.
The complete condition is complete, and therefore there is no need for it to be seen by anything,
and there is no need for it to see anything as an object.    

But that complete self, as I just said, when it first appeared, was an incomplete self.    And
it’s the way of speaking of enlightened people to say that when the incomplete self appears it ap-
pears within the world of past, present, and future, which have appeared within this one, unique,
singular complete world.    

We can say that the complete condition, the complete world is the world of no form, no
material, no substance, and therefore the world of past, present, and future is the world of mate-
rial and substance.    And we can also say as a temporary way of teaching at least, that the com-
plete condition is the spiritual condition, and the world of past, present, and future is the material
world.    

In general people say that religious teachings are all the teachings based upon the idea of
the existence of God.    So we can say that this kind of religious teaching is simply (no more
than) the kind of teaching which is speaking from the standpoint of the “I am” self, speaking
from the standpoint of the world of past, present, and future.    Affirming this “I am” self there are
many teachings which have appeared which are expressing their love for this “I am” self, and
also we can say that many religious teachers when they speak, speak in order to bring joy to the
“I am” self by showing how much they love it.    But “I am” is the incomplete perspective of the
self.    

When past, present, and future are distinct from one another that is when the self is mani-
festing itself as the present.    So that “I am” self will always be controlled by past and future.    

There was another teaching that appeared in India other than Buddhism which said that
you cannot find peace of mind without recognizing this “I am” self.    This was part of the teach-
ing of Brahmanism, (the religion of the native people of India.)      There are a lot of monks that
are coming to America and teaching in America from India, but their teaching is just exactly like
any religious teaching, it isn’t Buddhism.    This kind of teaching is simply saying things that the
“I am” self wants to hear, trying to make the “I am” self happy.    Isn’t that right?    If you tell
somebody, “I love you,” anyone will be happy.    If you say to someone, “You are beautiful,” then
they’ll be happy about it.    So we can say that kind of talk is the exact kind of talk that religious
teachings say.

But according to Buddhism we have to say that is not really the way it is.    No matter
how much you praise someone and make them happy, as long as they still are stuck in their “I
am” self, no matter how happy this “I am” self might be, they will never find true peace of mind.
And for you monks who are training here at Mount Baldy I should remind you that it’s not real
training to simply have your self affirmed and feel happy about it.    It’s according to Buddhism,
it’s the standpoint of Zen to say that true salvation, and true liberation will not appear until the
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self has made completely its content these two mutually opposing activities of plus and minus.    
So if you hear some kind of talk which you are very impressed by when you are being

impressed that will never be true salvation.    So if you are serious about salvation, if you’re seri-
ous about learning about liberation you should remember that there’s no way that salvation will
appear until you yourself make completely plus and minus, the activities of living and dying your
content.    

We call this condition of perfection, this condition in which the two mutually opposing
activities of plus and minus have totally been made content things like “One true nature,” or
“The manifestation of true love.”    No matter how many times I remind you of this it seems like
everyone immediately seeks out talks that impress them, talks that try to give satisfaction to this
incomplete self  which is doing the incomplete activity of consciousness, (and they forget all
about real practice).

People like to talk about peace (平和 “heiwa” peace in the world).    But in Buddhism
we say that as long as the incomplete self is in existence true peace will never appear.    True
peace will only appear when plus and minus have completely been made content.    There are lots
of cultural movements which have come up, but the purpose of all of these cultural movements I
think it’s fair to say is to simply bring comfort and some kind of luxurious comfort to this incom-
plete self.    And culture is fine.    Because of culture we are able to now go all the way around the
globe without it taking very much time at all.    But according to Buddhism we say that no matter
how advanced culture and civilization become that if that culture’s purpose is simply to bring
happiness and comfort to the incomplete self, then true peace will never come up.    True peace
will only come up when culture embraces the idea that the self must manifest perfect wisdom,
and in manifesting perfect wisdom manifest the totality of both plus and minus.    It’s seems like
the future may hold another great war, it’s hard to say, but it’s clear that America can no longer
be a world leader unless America embraces the true peace movement.    

We have to all grasp for ourselves the purpose of making plus and minus totally our con-
tent, and move forward upon that.    It’s fine to raise up a flag and go parading around, but that
flag must be the symbol of the necessity for all of us to manifest the complete self.    If you come
up with some ideology no matter how strong it is, if the purpose of that ideology is simply to
break down the previous ideology it’s not the real thing.    If you simply get enthralled with some
kind of new ideology, without really knowing anything, that kind of thinking is just another way
to assert the “I am” self.    If you think that you’ll get rich (you want to get rich) by following
some kind of peace movement, then maybe you will end up getting rich. 

But what I would like for you to clearly for yourself be able to grasp here is that true
peace is the world which appears that has plus and minus completely as its content.    That peace-
ful world is what we call the great universe itself.    But I’ve talked about this so many times I
guess it isn’t necessary to talk about it again here.

So here comes Mumon’s comment, and he says, “Joshu opens his mouth and shows his
liver and his gall bladder and his heart.      He exposes everything.”    And what does this mean,
what’s he getting at here?    He’s saying that from this complete world which has both the activi-
ties of plus and minus totally as its content that Joshu has completely broken this perfect world
apart and is exposing the dirty world of past, present, and future.      But this dirty world, this
world of past, present, and future, when it again becomes one, manifests unification, then again it
will manifest the condition that has no need to be seen or to see.    What Mumon is saying here is
that Joshu is doing an activity which on the one hand manifests the world of past, present, and
future, and on the other hand manifests the perfect world, the complete world, the world of unifi-
cation of past, present, and future, (the world of no form).

So then the next thing he talks about is the monks way of hearing, and he says that the
monk hears this sound which is like the sound of a bell, the monk hears it just like the sound of
hitting a piece of paper, but what is he talking about here?    In the original what’s translated as
“What was truly said,” is simply one character, “ji 事,” and this means the thing which is beyond
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comparison.    And if all of you when listening to this comment don’t understand this “what was
truly said,” this “ji 事,” as the activity of zero, as the perfect activity which is beyond any com-
parison, then there’s no way that you’ll understand what Mumon is trying to say.    

What I’m talking about here is the activity of zero, the activity that is completely singular
and unique in which there is no incomplete self.    When I meet up with this activity of zero, ev-
eryone, also, becomes zero.    This is very difficult.    What Mumon is saying here when he says,
“If the monk didn’t hear truly,” is that Joshu has exposed everything, he took out his stomach,
liver, (large intestine), he exposed it all, and if the monk doesn’t see that that is itself the true
condition, that is itself the condition of zero,    the monk wouldn’t be understanding what Joshu is
saying.    

Anyone if they see something really beautiful they think, “Ahh!” And they forget them-
selves, and they manifest their true self as beauty.    And when that condition is broken forth from
then the world of past, present, and future appears.    That is what we call resurrection.    And the
present is the self.    The incomplete self.    But given a koan about “How do you resurrect your
self?” it seems like the people who don’t even understand a little bit about what I’m trying to get
at are in the majority.      So we can understand this part of the text as saying “If you aren’t able to
manifest  the complete self  you also will  not be able to manifest  the resurrected self  either.”
(MISTAKEN translation:    correct: “Even though you may have been able to manifest the com-
plete self, what if you cannot manifest the resurrected self?”)    

It’s coming upon the two thousandth anniversary since the appearance of Jesus Christ.
So how about even this Jesus Christ?    When he was resurrected, did he go to heaven?    So what
about these ancient people two thousand years ago when they said that everybody has to go to
heaven?    What would happen if everybody went to heaven?    But all of you probably think, “Je-
sus went to heaven, but I can’t, I’m not able to go to heaven.”    But actually that’s okay, it’s fine
not to go to heaven.    To become the true free person you have to be someone that goes to both
heaven and hell.    This part in the text is talking about exactly what I’m saying here so you have
to really contemplate it carefully.    

      So what he’s saying here is that for the people who cannot see the truth for what it is
then when they hear the sound of the great temple bell it’s just like they’re hearing some soggy
piece of paper being tapped.    I think this comment that Mumon gave is really a pretty good
comment after all.    I think it’s fair to say that although Mumon appeared on the scene about five
hundred years after Joshu he really knew what Joshu was all about.    

And then we go on to the verse.    In Sanskrit these kind of verses are called gatha.    All
sutras at the end of the sutra have a gatha which repeats the main point of the sutra.    Because the
gatha is simply a repetition of what has come before maybe for all of you who have such ad-
vanced activities of knowing it’s probably pretty boring, “Oh, just the same thing all over again.”
But it was very important in the old days to have this repetitive gatha the end of all the sutras be-
cause this was a sign of something having been said by the historical Buddha (they didn’t have
books, and this helped preserve the oral tradition. )    So although you might think it is boring and
repetitive please endure and listen up.    

And the first line of the verse, this last character “tame ni 為に” which usually means
“in order to” is very important and very difficult to understand.    It really means that all of you
already are mastering clearly.    The condition of the source, the condition of the ori-
gin of everything is the condition in which plus and minus have completely unified and become
zero (without thought or doubt).    And this zero condition that is comprised of plus and minus
then divides itself in to two.    The activity of mind is what forms the body, and so in order to un-
derstand this clearly you must understand that the mind which is forming the body, that mind,
that heart itself has divided itself in to two.    The question of why the activity of mind divides it-
self in to two is another question that we will just leave for now, but anyway it does divide itself
in to two, and in that case the world of past, present, and future appear.    And it goes without say-
ing that the present moment is the self, the “I am”.    The incomplete self.    This “I am” has both
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plus and minus as its content.      
And this incomplete self is embraced from the outside and the inside.    We can say maybe

that minus is on the outside and plus is on the inside, or plus is on the outside and minus is on the
inside, but if we say that plus is embracing one from the outside, then minus would be embracing
you from the inside.    When plus and minus separate, that is when the self appears.    And be-
cause plus and minus have done the activity of giving birth to the child when the child appears
plus and minus both are no longer complete.    They appear as the incomplete plus and minus.
And how about the self?    Of course the self also is incomplete.    The self has both plus and mi-
nus as its content, but it doesn’t have the total activities of plus and minus and so it is incomplete.

But this condition without thinking, without doubt comes in to being through the natural
principle of the dharma activity.    Because the self has appeared through an activity which has no
doubting and no thinking if the self is not able to manifest the wisdom that understands what
kind of activity it is that has no doubting and no thinking, then the self wont be able to under-
stand it’s own appearance.    (That is what “On the contrary delays the realization” means).

But anyway the self which appears inevitably will then disappear.    So if you fixate your
self then there is no possible way that you can catch the experience for your self, that you can re-
alize for your self this activity which forms the cosmos and forms your self.    So we can look at
it from the other side and say, “So what should we do?”      Without fail the self will disappear
without any doubting, and so all that you have to do is just do the activity for your self of disap-
pearing without doubt.    

We call the world of past, present, and future the world in which subject and object, host
and guest, plus and minus have separated from one another.    And in contradistinction to this we
call the perfect self, the complete self the self in which subject and object, plus and minus have
unified.    But it’s a really hard way of teaching, especially for beginners.    What I’m saying is
that without the present moment disappearing then the pure world of only plus and minus acting
will never appear.    But since if I get in to the details of that situation it will take four hours or
more to get in to so I won’t get into it.    

When the self disappears then it’s only plus and minus.    And immediately plus and mi-
nus begin working, doing their activity of alternately unifying and facing one another over and
over again manifesting the condition of the source.    And this is what Mumon osho is talking
about in the third line of the poem.    That’s why it’s very difficult to understand.    

Quickly realize flame is fire.    What he’s talking about is that this great universe is always
manifesting the activity of knowing, and also always manifesting the activity of no longer need-
ing to know.    We can call the activity of knowing the incomplete activity of wisdom, and the
perfect, complete activity of wisdom is not needing to know.    The activity of knowing inevitably
will then manifest itself as the activity of not needing to know.      But this functioning is ex-
tremely quick.    

The rice has already been cooked a long time.    This great cosmos is always manifesting
itself as an enormous feast that anyone can eat.    When the self appears, at once the self eats up
mother and father and grows.    And when one totally eats mother and father, then you don’t have
to eat anymore.    How about all of you?    What are you eating in order to grow up?    What you
are eating is both the living activity and the dying activity.    That’s how you’re growing.

So I’ve been talking about this koan for the last two days, and I guess we’ve come to the
end of time so I’ll stop here.            
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