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Mumonkan,    ch. 6

Joshu’s Wash Your Bowls

Joshu Osho was asked by a monk, “I have just entered this monastery.

Please, Master, give me some instruction.” Joshu said, “Have you finished break-

fast yet, or not?” The monk said, “I have finished.” Joshu said, “Then get out.

Go wash your bowls.” The monk had a realization.

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.

Yesterday I began giving teisho on the comment that Mumon gives on this

koan, but time ran out before I was able to finish.    In the main part of this koan, it

comes out in the beginning part that this monk first gets enlightenment when he’s

told by Joshu, “Leave. Go out and wash your bowls.”    I talked a little bit about

yesterday how many different roshis and zen masters take all kinds of different

perspectives and give comment on this koan.

But, as I also told you yesterday, a true zen comment is the kind of com-

ment which stands upon the perspective of the activity which forms this world. It

also goes without saying that this same activity is the activity which forms your

self.

One way we call this activity is to say that it’s the dharma activity.     It

goes without saying that this dharma activity has a place in which it acts.    If the

dharma activity didn’t have a place in which to act, no matter how much it said, “I
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want to work. I want to work,” it couldn’t.

You all work too, and it’s because you have a place to work in that you’re

able to work.

But it’s emphasized in Tathagata Zen that, although there is a place that

the dharma activity acts  within,  that place is not fixated.      According to Bud-

dhism, this place was never a fixated thing from the beginning. The place itself

appears through the activity.    This place which appears is manifest through the

activity itself. One way we can name it is to say it’s the body.    The activity which

brings the body into being, which forms the body, is the activity of the being of

the body.    So now we can really grasp what is meant by both the dharma activity,

and the body that this activity brings into being, the dharma body.

What I’m saying is that we also have our bodies, and we have this activity

of heart, this activity of mind, which brings the body into being.    So, those times

when your body isn’t in any good shape, when you’re in a bad bodily condition,

it’s not really that your body isn’t in good shape. It’s that the activity of your mind

is in bad shape.    Doctors are those people which can fix our mind activity.    But

there are two broad categories of doctors: the psychological type of doctor, and

then the doctors who are more concerned with the concrete physical body that is

manifest through the activity of mind.

So you should think of religious people as the same as doctors, although

the  special  Buddhist  word,  shu-kyo,  which  is  slightly  different  than  religion,

nowadays we use it in the same way as religion, but it really means Buddhism it-

self, and that kind of shu-kyo person is a doctor.    A shu-kyo person is not really

like a true doctor. It’s more like someone that can cure your spiritual ills.    So if

you want to be a person of shu-kyo, you have to study, just in the same way as a

doctor would study. You have to study this activity which brings your body into

being, this activity of the two mutually opposing functions of tatha-gata and tatha-

agata.

Mumon is standing up clearly on this perspective of the dharma activity

and making his comment.

I only got about halfway through the teisho yesterday, talking about this

situation in which the monk was sternly told, “Get out of here and wash your

bowls,” and then got enlightenment.    What does this mean, to be told, “If you’ve

eaten your rice gruel, if you’ve eaten your breakfast, then go wash your bowls.”?

This is the main part of the koan that Mumon is picking up here.

The sentence in the text which begins with “If,” although when looking at

the original Chinese, you might be able to think of it as if, it’s a mistake. The if
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should be out of there.

What Mumon is saying is, “Did this monk really hear what Joshu truly

said?”

“He was enlightened. He was enlightened,” everyone says, but what was

he really enlightened to? Did he really understand the meaning of Joshu’s words?

What Mumon is saying is that, I wouldn’t permit or acknowledge the enlighten-

ment of this monk myself.

What is enlightenment?    We can finally say enlightenment when reality,

the truth itself, is known.    That’s a problem of knowing.

What is known?

According to Tathagata Zen, there is no reality,  no truth outside of the

dharma activity.    Everyone, you must investigate for yourselves, did this monk

really catch on to what the dharma activity is, or not, here?

If he really did get enlightenment, if he really did know for himself the ac-

tivity of the dharma, then he would have grasped clearly the eternal repetition of

the manifestation of the absolutely large cosmos and the absolutely small cosmos.

We all must constantly be manifesting a new present moment as we pass

through our lives.      I’ve been telling you that the present  moment is  the self.

Whenever the perfect condition breaks open, then the incomplete self appears.

Then that incomplete present moment inevitably will again manifest the complete

situation.

Without fail, inevitably, the absolute large expanse, the present which no

longer can get any bigger will be manifest.    I’ve been telling you how when this

condition of absolute expanse is arrived at, then the minus activity then will take

the lead and begin shrinking, contracting down toward the point of absolute con-

traction, absolute smallness.      Then, inevitably, the point of absolute smallness

will be manifest.

When this smallest condition of the source, this smallest point is manifest,

then again the plus activity will wake up, and begin expanding.    The absolute

large and the absolute small, both are clearly manifest. The beginning and the end

are both clearly manifest, and this clear manifestation of beginning and end re-

peats endlessly. That’s what we mean by eternity in the dharma activity.

That’s what Buddhism means by nirvana.

We talk about the birth of the new self, but sometimes the new self must

do the activity of advancing, of going forward, of developing, and sometimes the

born self must do the activity of returning with everything to the original source

of retreating. We call this the activity of compassion.    If you get interested in this

3



subject, you can talk about it in more detail, and say that the activity of advancing

and developing is the activity of karuna, and the activity of compassion, of re-

treating with everything back to the source, is the activity of maitreya.

But,  if  you really  get  interested in  this  stuff,  and get  tied up by these

words,  then you’ll  start  thinking,  “Oh,  what  about  this?  Oh,  what  about  that?

Maybe this is interesting.” So actually, I’m not at all interested in this kind of lan-

guage. For people in general, maybe it’s okay.

This  is  what  Mumon is  very  sternly  asking here.  He’s  saying,  “If  this

monk got enlightenment, then he must have had the eye for himself that sees both

of these activities, the activity of advancing and developing, making an effort, and

also the activity of compassion, of enjoying oneself together with everything.”

This is a spot where the monk gets stopped in his tracks. He gets stopped

in his tracks by being told, no matter how much you listen to stories and talks

about the necessity to make an effort, and manifest the activity of karuna, and the

necessity to, like a mother, embrace everything, and take care of everything, as

long as it’s just you, listening to a talk, that’s all it is. It’s just listening to a talk.

He’s saying that if you don’t catch the wisdom for yourself that knows this

activity truly, then even if you hear the sound of a bell, it’ll sound to you just like

a little jar being tapped.

So that’s the end of teisho on the comment. Now let’s get into the verse.

A gatha is the same thing, basically, as a poem.    If you look at the Blue

Cliff Record,  the Hekigan Roku’s,    gathas, they are very poetic. They’re exactly

like poems.    As I was telling you before, in Buddhist poetry, it’s often the case

that the sentences don’t have grammatical subjects and don’t have predicates and

verbs, so it’s a hassle.    Also, sometimes we have to say that it’s very necessary to

figure out for ourselves, what is the grammatical subject, and what is the predi-

cate? What is the host, and what is the guest?

When I was talking about the main part of the koan, I talked about the

state of oneness, and how we can express the state of oneness as, one is two, two

is one, or not one, not two, that it is one and not one, two and not two.    That is

the condition of the origin.    That is the activity which brings the place of the con-

dition of the source into being.    In other words, the two activities of plus and mi-

nus do sometimes manifest absolute unification, but they don’t fixate in that state

of unification. Again, they will manifest a condition in which they are simply fac-

ing  one another.      These two mutually  opposing activities  of  plus  and minus,

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, are doing their action in the source, without will.

So if you want to see for yourself into this condition of the source, then
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you also have to, in your zazen, do a will-less activity.

All of you have will, or we can say that all of you have the activity of

thought, and actually, true thought is to willfully think, but you must take your

will, and only by dissolving that will, will you be able to experience the condition

of the source for yourself.

It seems like you might hear this talk, this talk that you must dissolve your

self in order to experience the source, but if you hear it a hundred times or more,

it just makes you be less interested, it seems, in it.    In general, most people, if

someone talks about making money, or having a really good time, or seeing some-

thing really beautiful, or something like that, then they get very interested in it,

but if you come to a zen place, and they say the foundation of zen is to manifest

no will, then nobody’s interested.

In America, there must be at least thirty different schools of zen, here in

America.    But in America, I wonder if there really is a school of zen which insists

that you must dissolve your self in order to – you can’t even know it. You can’t

know the condition of the origin, but even to just experience it, you have to dis-

solve your self.

There’s Tibetan zen here in America, and well, at least I can say from my

own experience that no one has come here who is a student of Tibetan zen with

the clear understanding that it’s only by dissolution of the self that the condition

of the source can be manifest.

But  if,  somehow one gets stuck in the condition of the origin,  then of

course the human world won’t appear.

According to Buddhism, however, we say that when plus and minus actu-

ally separate from one another, then within the very body of the source appears

the  worlds  of  past,  present  and future.      In  zen,  we can  name these  different

worlds, and say, as I’ve been telling you over and over again, that the present mo-

ment is the self, and perhaps the future world is the world of father, and the past

world is the world of mother.

In the process of one condition of the source manifesting a new condition

of the source, inevitably the world of past, present and future appears.    Just as in-

evitably, when the world of past, present and future dissolves, then a new condi-

tion of the source appears.

The origin never fixates itself. The activity of the source goes on to make

new conditions of the source, at levels two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight,

nine, ten, numberlessly, infinitely.

As I always say, then eventually, inevitably, the absolute expanse is mani-
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fest.    That’s the great cosmos.    The condition of the absolute expanse is a condi-

tion that is arrived at through the plus activity leading, being accompanied by the

minus activity.

Then, as I always say, it’s the minus activity which then takes the lead, and

acts until the original source is manifest.

If you look at the condition of the human self, this human world, the way

that the human world is expressed most clearly is through the relationship of man

and woman, and it’s actually the teaching of Buddhism which makes clear this re-

lationship of man and woman. If you, yourself want to grasp the very nature of

human life, then you also have to see clearly into man-woman relationships.

Time is running out, so I have to talk on the run, and what I want to get

into next is, who is it that knows this dharma activity? Everybody knows that the

one that knows the dharma activity, the one that knows the nature of the human

self, is the born, incomplete self.

But in general people think, “I’ll just leave it up to Shakyamuni and Jesus

Christ to really get into what human life is all about. I think I just want to have

fun.”

If you look at the cross, and don’t think that, “I am the one that died up

there on the cross, just like Christ,” then you’re not a real Christian.    Everybody

is up there on the cross.    I’m not a Christian, so I guess I don’t really know about

Christianity, but from my point of view, that’s what it is.    So that means that God

is together with you.

Buddhism is the same way. When you become Buddha, then there is no

Buddha outside of you.

The self, as I’ve been telling you, is the self that appears with both tatha-

gata and tatha-agata as its content.    But there is nothing that, when it is first born,

has both plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, man and woman, completely

as its content.    All existences, all selves are born with simply 0.00001 of plus and

minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, as their content. Nothing has the complete ac-

tivities as their content, not even God or Buddha has.

The incomplete self that appears is embraced from inside and outside by

plus and minus.    The self is born, and then everyone does the activity of develop-

ing, and developing the activity of consciousness, and everyone will come to feel

that they are embraced by outside and inside. It doesn’t matter whether you think

it’s mother or father on the outside embracing you, or mother or father on the in-

side embracing you. Either way is okay, but everyone will feel this way.

Taking this situation of the self, Mumon says the first line of the poem.
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When the monk first visits Joshu, he says, “I’m just like a new piece of

rice. I’m just a very new student here at the dojo, and this is the condition that

Mumon is taking up with the first line, “The very intention to master clearly,” is

how it’s translated. If you can understand what Mumon is saying here, then you

also are a great poet.

Mumon is  singing about this  monk, and saying, “This is really a good

monk. He came to the dojo with a clear intention of wanting to get enlightenment,

hoping to get enlightenment.”

Mumon is being very fierce here, and saying, “It’s okay to want enlighten-

ment, to hope for enlightenment, and this monk is hoping for enlightenment, but if

you fixate the self that is hoping for enlightenment, that’s just fake practice. That’s

just playing at practice.” That’s what he means, and this last word in the first line

is very difficult to translate, tamei-ni, in order to, it’s probably not a word that po-

ets use, but zen people use it.    You have to understand this, tamei-ni, last word of

the line is that you are just imitating, just faking your intention to master clearly.

There’s a lot of people who, even though they’re not doctors, if you come

to them and say, “I have a headache,” they’ll say, “Well, then go drink a glass of

water.”    That’s what he’s saying. They’re just imitating being doctors.

He’s singing here, and saying, no matter how much you say, “I want en-

lightenment, I want enlightenment,” if you just are stuck there in your self, it’s

just imitation enlightenment.

Even if you’re a zen practitioner, when you crash up against a poem like

this, then you get a headache.

In the second line, he says it more clearly. He says, “On the contrary,” it

means that, if you, no matter how much you’re talking about wanting to get en-

lightenment, if you’re still fixated in your self, then it’s just imitation practice.

No matter how much you say, “I love you, I love you, I love you,” if

you’re just saying it from the perspective of your selfish fixated self, the person

you’re saying it to is never going to believe you.    If you really throw your self

away, it doesn’t matter if it’s a man or a woman, the one who is being told that

they are loved will say, finally, “Oh, that’s true.”

Maybe some people will say, “Well that’s not the way it is in America,

Roshi.”    Some people might say, “America is a democratic country. We honor the

"I am" self. It’s different here.”    If that’s true, then I guess that’s okay.

But the young people in America are appearing,  thinking that that old-

fashioned kind of democracy is not going to make it, if America wants to continue

to be a world leader.    So if you want to be the President of America, you really
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have to study hard.

The teaching that Mumon is showing you here is that, the more you fixate

your self, the more your realization will be delayed.

Then the next line, it’s as if the world has been turned on its head. It’s a

completely different world.

From the old days people have had a lot of doubts about this third line, and

there’s a lot of commentary written on it, but Mumon was manifesting himself as

the powerful Mumon when he wrote this, and we have to put ourselves in his

shoes in order to understand it.

It’s hard, but I guess I have to give teisho on it.

The bell just rang, and I could get off the hook, and say, “Well, the bell

rang. I don’t have to give teisho on it,” but it’s the last day, and so, although all of

your legs hurt, please endure and listen.

“Quickly know,” what is this activity of knowing?    Where does the activ-

ity of knowing come from?    It’s not someone else that’s knowing. It’s you who

are knowing.

A plant,  a bird,  an animal,  they all  have selves.  They all  also,  without

doubt, do the activity of knowing.    Human beings talk about themselves and say,

“But it’s we people who have the greatest activity of knowing.”    But if we say

that an animal has the activity of knowing, then a bird also has it. If a fish also has

it, then a plant also has it.    It’s only that plants haven’t developed yet.    In Bud-

dhism we say that, as the self repeats its activity over and over again, gradually

the activity of feeling advances and develops into the activity of knowing.

So what is this activity of feeling?    There are doctors here, so why don’t

we ask them?    But also, we can ask our friends. We can ask people of shu-kyo

what this activity of feeling is.    There aren’t that many monks here. There are

five or six, but why don’t you try asking them? Ask them, “Where did this activity

of feeling come from?” and see what they say.

When you talk about feeling, aah, a good feeling; for us, if we don’t have

good feelings, then we just get exhausted, and we begin to get sick of everything.

People often say that without love they can’t live a human life.      If you think

about it a little bit, it seems like you can understand this to mean, without good

feeling, people can’t continue to live.

But according to Buddhism, when the perfect, total complete activity of

sensation or feeling is manifest, then all sensation is transcended.

In the same way, when we look at the activity of knowing, when the situa-

tion is manifest where you no longer need to know, that is the complete activity of
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wisdom, the complete activity of knowing.    In Buddhism we call this perfect wis-

dom, prajña, hannya.

The conclusion that we come to is that prajña is also the activity of true

love, and the activity of true love is the kind of love in which the activity of love

no longer needs to be done.

What Mumon is talking about is this complete sensation, complete wis-

dom, complete knowing, complete love, and he’s saying, “Quickly, know!” and

what he means is that there is no activity faster than this activity of knowing.

But true wisdom only appears when the activity of knowing no longer needs to be

done.

All of you have a self. You have this incomplete self of yours, but when

that self discovers itself, when that self sees itself, then it no longer has to look for

itself.    When you’re looking for your lover, you exhaust all your energies in look-

ing for your lover.

When  I  get  to  these  parts,  the  translator  suddenly  doesn’t  understand.

Maybe he doesn’t understand about love.

When you find your self, then there’s no longer any need to look for your

self.    That’s complete wisdom.

In Buddhism we say that there is no activity faster than the activity of

knowing.    It’s the self looking at the self. It’s the self’s knowing the self. There’s

no activity faster than this. There’s no time for anything to enter into this activity,

not even the devil. Even if the devil wants to come into it, he can’t.

When it says “a flame,” in the text, we can think of it just as the candle

flame, like the candle over there on the butsudan.    You have to grasp what Mu-

mon is saying here as to mean that there are some people who, looking upon a

candle flame, will think, “Oh, that’s a candle flame,” or “Oh, that’s that,” or “Oh,

that’s that,” but if you have manifested the wisdom that the self is seeing the self,

then, when you look upon a candle flame, you say, “I am flame. I am fire.”

So, did all of you grasp that you are fire?

What Mumon is saying here is that, to the extent that you can grasp it like

this, then you can be said to really know.    Mumon is warning you here, this monk

who, in the text it said got enlightened, had a realization, his enlightenment, his

realization, is very incomplete.

The next line, I investigated the words. It’s very difficult language here,

and I investigated it,  and I think that there are some special  old phrases here.

You can look at all kinds of books on the Mumonkan,  even those written a long,

long time ago, and everyone seems to sort of avoid this line entirely, so it makes
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me think that everybody thought it was hard.

But I guess Mumon sang this line, and so we have to give teisho on it, just

as he said it.

We all, all of us, are standing up in the "I am" self, and speaking from that

perspective.    That is exactly the same as the condition of cooked rice.

What Mumon is saying is that it is not the case that the rice is simply ex-

isting in one moment, that the rice is actually existing in an infinite expanse of

time.

All of you are in this "I am" self, and what Mumon is saying is that, within

the  body  of  that  "I  am"  self,  there  is  an  infinite,  uncountable,  unmeasurable

amount of time that’s packed into your self.

I think this translation, “The rice has already been cooked a long time,”

would be very difficult to understand.     So maybe “long time” is not so bad a

trsnslation. All of you have been living in that body of yours a long time.    But as

long as you’re still taking the past and the future as an object, you will not yet be

complete.

Again, Mumon is saying, “That monk might have gotten some kind of a

realization, but I don’t really believe it. I won’t really acknowledge it.”

But really we should think about ourselves. We also are still taking past

and future as objects, and so we also are not yet complete.

When you don’t make past and future objects any more, then you will be

permitted to say you are together with Buddha, you’re together with God.
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