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TEISHO BY KYOZAN JOSHU  ROSHI 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

30 January, 1998 

Translator: Giko  

 

Joshu’s “Wash Your Bowls” 

 

 

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 spoke about how when you hear the sound of a bell you must hear it as a bell.  

And if you hear the sound of this fan on this wood then you must hear it as the sound of wood 

being hit.  They are different.  The sound of a bell, and the sound of wood being hit are 

absolutely different.  If you are using your eyeballs and you see a woman, then know that it’s a 

woman you are seeing.  And it’s the same as saying if you see a man then know for yourself 

that’s it’s a man that you’re seeing.  And yesterday I was also telling you how at the same time, 

although wood sound, bell sound, man, and woman are different, you mustn’t forget that all of 

those things, man, woman, sound of bell, and sound of wood are all together with God.  Isn’t it 

the case that if you fixate man as man, and woman as woman then the wisdom will not be able to 

come up for you that man and woman are both together with God? 

 The kind of thinking that’s bound up by the material world, and the kind of activity of 

mind which is a spiritual activity of mind are in one sense the same activity, but in another sense 

they are very different.  The activity of mind which sees the material world, and the activity of 

mind which can see the spiritual world, are totally different.  But the activity of mind which is a 

spiritual activity of mind, and the activity of mind which is bound up by the material, both of 

those are occurring in one world, and both of those are comprised of the functions of plus and 

minus in the same way.  It’s not real Zen practice until you can grasp this principle for yourself 

and actually put the principle in to practice for your self realizing, “Yes, this is just the way it is.”  

The principle that sometimes the activity of mind does the spiritual activity, and sometimes the 

activity of mind does the material activity. 

 And we can also say that true love as well has two different standpoints.  Love which is 

tied up by the material world, and love which is doing the spiritual activity of love, both of these 

exist and you have to clearly see into this for yourself.  They are both necessary.  Of course 

when you are doing the side of the spiritual activity of love you don’t have to put makeup on.  

When you’re mountain climbing that’s a kind of spiritual training.  And when they are doing 

mountain climbing neither the men nor the women need to makeup their faces.  But even as 

they’re climbing the mountain there are times when both men and women manifest the self of 

being in the material world.  Even when we’re talking about the spiritual world men sometimes 

have to do the activity of putting on male makeup, and women sometimes have to do the activity 

of putting on female makeup.  In the thinking world, in the human world, it’s very important for 

both men and women to put makeup on.  But if you get bound up by that world of makeup then 

you’ll never be able to experience the spiritual world. 

 It’s a really important thing, this principle, this principle that in the human world there 

are these two standpoints, the standpoint of culture, the standpoint where makeup is necessary, 

and the standpoint where no culture, no makeup is necessary.  The perspective from which 

culture is absolutely not necessary, that’s the real spiritual world.  When the self dies, when the 
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self hides itself, it’s fair to say that you can correctly think that there is no need for culture.  

And when the self is born, when the self appears and this condition of appearance continues, then 

culture is necessary. 

 The condition of being born is the condition in which all existences have done the 

activity of appearing.  And when this condition of having appeared continues, then culture 

becomes necessary.  And in the case of disappearing although before I said culture wouldn’t be 

necessary in this case, actually it is also necessary in the case of disappearing.  But when you 

have completely, totally entered the world of being hidden then culture isn’t necessary.  And 

when you appear, also, culture isn’t necessary.  You can do the activity of appearing, it’s 

possible to be in the state of having appeared simply on top of a rock or under a bridge.  The 

beings that are doing the activities of appearing and disappearing are doing that activity without 

any will.  The activities of appearance and disappearance themselves occur through the will-less 

activity of the dharma. 

 But as I’ve been saying, when the condition of appearance remains, continues for a 

period of time, and also hiding occurs in an incomplete way, those are the times when culture is 

necessary.  The world in which culture is necessary we can call the world of the function of 

consciousness, or we can call it a world in which people are acting with will.   

 And in contradistinction to that we have the condition of the origin, the condition where 

there is no culture, where there is no will, where the activity is will-less, and appearing and 

disappearing can also happen in this will-less way.  Zen practice is to clearly see this principle 

for yourself.  People who are studying Zen, people who are manifesting Zen must not reject 

either of these standpoints.  They must not reject the standpoint of acting will-lessly, or the 

standpoint of acting with will.   

 And another necessary part of Zen practice is to sing these short poems, to sing these 

gathas, like the one that Mumon is singing here.  Because I’m not a poet, and also because I 

don’t know English very well I haven’t been able to do this practice together with all of you of 

making poems, and it’s one of the inadequacies and regrets that I have.  It’s not that I’m against 

this practice of writing gathas, it’s just that I haven’t really studied English so I can’t do this 

practice.  If you practice training in the old style of Zen, then all of you would come to be able 

to express your koans in this poetic way.  Before, however, the practice of writing poetry comes 

up, we have this other practice called “kakiwake” which is to express your understanding of the 

dharma activity which forms the entire cosmos, which forms your self, in words.  Don’t forget 

that this practice of using words, this practice of expressing the dharma activity in words is an 

integral part of Zen. 

 So let’s try to give some kind of teisho on the gatha which Mumon gave us.  The first 

three characters, “tadafunmyo 只分明.”  Tada means only, and funmyo means to see clearly 

without doubt.  I think it’s fair to say that what Mumon is doing here is urging you to without 

thought, without doubt, be able to manifest the activity of dharma.  What he’s saying is that it’s 

just great to be able to do this funmyo, to be able to do this clear seeing without doubt which 

enables you to immediately manifest the activity of zero, but if you attach to that manifestation 

of the activity of zero, that also is a mistake.  It really is a great thing to be able to manifest true 

love.  There is nothing more valuable or precious than that.  So it’s an extremely important 

thing.  But what he’s saying here is that if you attach to that then the human world will never be 

able to appear. 

 When I go around giving teisho at other places I don’t try to get into it like this because I 

know nobody is gonna get it, but when I’m at Mount Baldy I’m hoping that you will be able to 

really catch the essence of this first line of the poem.  In other words, “Did you eat breakfast?”  

The monk simply answered, “Yes.”  And it’s a great answer.  You can easily get that this 

monk has had kensho in to the manifestation of the activity of zero, the complete condition.  

But now this monk is in the situation of facing Joshu, and speaking with Joshu.  This talk about 

whether he ate breakfast or not is already really old news.  It happened hours ago.  If this 
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monk simply say “Yes,” and forgets that the yes he is talking about happened a long time ago, he 

is manifesting himself having completely forgotten about the activity of resurrection.  After we 

eat breakfast and we clean our bowls, then the very last chant we do is that chant, and having 

done that chant we have completely finished eating breakfast, we have completely manifested 

zero.  That is what this “Yes” means.  But the activity doesn’t stop there, immediately the 

jikijitsu rings his bell, you march back to the zendo, you sit down, CLAP, you have tea sarei, and 

then after that sarei is over, finally again the world of zero appears, the world of “yes” appears.  

But the moment the zero world appears here comes the shoji, “Niten soji” time, and immediately 

you must work.  And the moment niten soji ends it’s shitami zazen time.  And after shitami 

zazen it’s teisho.  And after  teisho is over again the activity of zero appears.  But the 

moment the zero activity breaks open its time to do zazen again.  And then sanzen.  Why are 

we so busy?  It’s because the activity of time doesn’t even rest for one instant, one moment.   

 What I’m saying is that the self does the activity of appearing and disappearing eighty 

four thousand times in one instant.  The repetition of the appearance of the material world and 

the appearance of the non-material world happens eighty four thousand times in a moment.  

What he’s saying is that if you are attached to your experience of the zero activity then the true 

realization of the true activity of zero will be delayed for you, because the true activity of zero is 

something that repeats eighty four thousand times in a moment.  It’s extremely rapid.  This 

extremely fast activity is what we are all being caught up in, and so it is very difficult to have 

kensho into this activity of dharma. (The character which is translated “On the contrary” actually 

means, in this instance, to repeat.)  We are all being controlled by the activities of past and 

future, by the activities of plus and minus, but the way we are being controlled by these activities 

is occurring so fast that we cannot grasp it.   

 In one moment the activity of plus and minus is repeating eighty four thousand times, and 

also during that repetition there comes a condition which we call the separation of plus and 

minus, and that is when the material world appears, and then when they unify with one another 

that is when the material world disappears.  In the condition of the origin plus and minus are 

simply doing a functioning where they face and unify over and over again.  But then after this 

kind of repetition has gone on for a certain amount of time then a new condition where plus and 

minus actually separate appears.  We say “One becomes three” that means the world of present 

has appeared between the two activities.  The condition of the origin, and the condition in 

which the human world has appeared are completely different.  The condition of the origin is 

the condition of the absolute present.  But the human world is the world where the incomplete 

present has appeared, and simultaneously with this past and future also appear.   

 It’s really hard if you’re a beginner to know what I’m saying.  But the reason why I’m 

telling you this now is that after I’m dead and gone I think that you will have the realization that 

although when I was alive you thought, “The Roshi just talks about worthless trash all the time,” 

later you will understand clearly for yourself, “Actually reality is just the way he said it was.”        

 The second line of the poem when he talks about the realization being delayed is talking 

about the speed of the dharma activity, and it’s saying that we forget about these two standpoints 

of the manifestation of the complete self, and the manifestation of the incomplete self, because 

the activity is so fast.  It’s necessary for you to really chew on what Mumon is getting at in the 

first line and in the second line of this poem when you do your zazen. 

 What he means is that although you are in reality doing the manifestation of the complete 

self if you are attached to your “I am” self then there is no way you will be able to notice that 

you are doing this activity of the complete self.  But why is it that the self that has appeared 

ends up attaching to itself?  That’s the problem.  That is the question.  According to 

Buddhism it’s simply because we are attached to ourselves that we have these things called sin 

and not-sin, evil and good also appearing for us.  In the original condition there are no such 

things as sins or things which aren’t sins, as good and evil.  That’s always been the position of 

Buddhism. 
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 But hearing that some of you will think, “Oh, great, there’s no sin, there’s no not-sin, 

there’s no good, there’s no evil.  I guess I’ll just do whatever I feel like doing.”  It’s fine just to 

do whatever you feel like doing.  But you can’t do what you really want to do all by your self.  

The world that you really love is a world in which can freely do the activity of becoming one and 

facing over and over again in utter liberation.  It’s a world which includes both host and guest, 

plus and minus.  But whether you are a man or a woman, everybody comes to manifest the kind 

of activity of consciousness which recognizes the “I am” self.  This “I am” self is very 

frightening.  Each and every one of our “I am” selves has a will.  If plus tries to make 

relationship with minus if the minus doesn’t acknowledge the validity of the will of the man then 

relationship is not going to occur.  It’s only when plus and minus have the same will that 

without any hitch, in utter freedom the zero activity will appear.  The activity of zero never will 

appear unless mutual acknowledgment of will occurs (mutual consent!).  True will never appear 

unless this mutual acknowledgment happens.  But if this mutually acknowledging of will does 

happen, if mutually both people do the activity of making themselves nothing, if both people do 

the activity of totally giving themselves, then the activity of zero, of true love will appear, and 

there is neither good nor bad in this.  The plus self gives its plus self to the minus self, and the 

minus self gives her minus activity to the plus self, and zero appears.  That’s why we say there 

is nothing more wonderful than this.  Even dogs, even cats, even caterpillars, when they are 

doing this kind of making relationship that is the most precious, the most valuable activity on 

earth.  So we say, “Don’t look at them and say anything about it.”  It’s only when people look 

at other people’s love that they say, “Oh that’s good, or that’s bad.”  The God of the bird world 

looks at the human world and just laughs.      

 What he is saying is that you should know clearly for yourself that although it’s okay to 

have will, it’s okay to affirm your self, if you fixate that willful self then true relationship will 

never come in to being.  Although it’s necessary to sometimes affirm your self, it’s also very 

important that you realize true love will not appear if you fixate your self.    

 And as I asked before, why is it then that this kind of consciousness which fixates itself 

occurs.  It’s a very difficult problem.  If you really see in to the principle that the activities of 

plus and minus always occur at exactly the same time, simultaneously, then you will really know 

why it is unacceptable to fixate your self.   

 For example a man may want to really marry a woman, but the woman says to the man, 

“I’m sorry I can’t marry you, because I don’t feel capable of really giving you happiness.”  And 

there are also men who appear in a similar way.  A woman may come to the man and say, 

“Please marry me,” and the man will say, “I love you, but I don’t feel I have the ability to make 

you happy so let’s not get married.”  But what if you completely ignore that sort of thing of 

being capable or not of giving the other person happiness, and say “I don’t care about that kind 

of thing, I love you, you love me, let’s just get married.”  What’s going to happen then?  There 

are a lot of situations like this that end in tragedy.   

 What I’m saying is that it is extraordinarily important for man and woman, plus and 

minus to act simultaneously.  To appear together at the same time is very important.  In the 

human world, however, although it’s extremely important to appear simultaneously, there are 

also times when one mustn’t appear simultaneously.  It’s because in the human world for the 

sake of culture we have this thing called morality that these kind of times have come in to being.   

 Having said this much we can see that the president of the United States was at least to a 

certain degree in error recently.  But that is a completely different problem actually.  His 

problem was that he fixated himself completely ignoring the religious world, and he got himself 

in to big trouble, but that world and this world are very different, and so that’s not really the 

problem we are addressing here, so I don’t think I should get in to it. 

 Joshu saw right into what was going on with this monk.  He saw the monk simply was 

saying yes, completely forgetting about the necessity of the activity of resurrection.  So then 

Joshu having heard the monk’s answer “Yes” during this sanzen time said, “Oh, okay, well I 
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guess you did finish eating.  How about your bowls, did you wash them?”  Of course he had 

washed them.  He had washed them but the thing that Joshu was facing here was the sanzen 

time itself. (“Because he had already washed his bowls he was then doing sanzen, (following the 

schedule”).  I was only then that the monk finally manifested the condition of resurrection, 

when he was asked “Did you wash the bowl that you had eaten breakfast from?”   

 The third line of the poem is talking about this condition of resurrection.  It’s talking 

about Joshu’s question to the monk or actually a statement to the monk, saying, “You washed 

your bowls, didn’t you.”  That’s what he’s talking about when he says, “Quickly realize flame 

is fire.”  Everybody, when you look at a candle flame, everybody knows that candle flame is 

fire.  There’s nobody that would say it isn’t fire.  But that flame the candle is giving out has 

been fire, has been shining from before, from the past.  When I ask you when you were born 

you can’t answer me, but I tell you, you were born together with that fire, and you are shining 

together with the fire.   

 So how about you, if you are asked by Joshu, “Did you wash the bowl you ate breakfast 

from?”  What are you going to do?  If you say to him, “Yes, I washed it!”  Does that make 

sense?  There is no bowl in the sanzen room.  There is no hot water to wash the bowl in the 

sanzen room.  People who have been doing zazen for five or six years, and they come to my 

sanzen room and I ask them this Joshu’s Wash Your Bowls koan, and immediately they start 

play acting as if they are washing their bowls.  That’s when the Roshi laughs at you.  The 

Roshi will then praise you, “Wow, you are amazing.  You can wash bowls and there is no water 

even there, and there’s no bowl even there.”  That must be the spiritual world.  But after doing 

zazen for five or six years and then trying to wash bowls in a world where there is no bowl and 

no water, it is an amazing task that you are trying to do there.   The Roshi and the flower that 

are appearing in front of you are both in the state of completely having wilted and fallen over 

dead.  When you do the activity of resurrecting then anything that appears in front of you, 

anything that appears at your feet, immediately you must be able to grasp it up, and wash it. 

 And then the last line is also very difficult.  “The rice has already been cooked a long 

time.”  The self always is appearing.  And the self also without fail is always disappearing.  It 

is never the case that the self tarries in the condition of having appeared, or the condition of 

having disappeared.  But, whatever you say, the self is always manifesting itself as a result.  

The self which cannot manifest itself as a result is always in the state of being troubled, is always 

in the state of being in a dream, or harboring some dreamy hope (夢をいだく).  So for those 

kind of people we have to cook up romantic literature for them.  I guess that’s fine.  Zen 

doesn’t reject that kind of thing.  We don’t reject this romantic kind of thing, but if you attach 

to this romantic sort of thing the final curtain will come for you called nervous breakdown.  If 

you do the activity of romance, then you have to do the romantic activity which has a result.  

You have to find rest at the end.  I’m not a poet.  But I think it’s fair to say that even in 

romantic poetry the poetry must include a result, and when that result appears then you can  

romantically rest.   

 And this is what Mumon is saying in the fourth line of the poem.  No matter what kind 

of self appears, whether it is a romantic self or a hippy self, that self must manifest a result.  

And taking this result as the origin, as its cause, then a new romantic self appears.  But that self 

inevitably again will manifest a result.  The moment you go to, the moment you strive to make 

a result, you have already made a result.  There is no need to search for a result anymore.  

That’s what he means by “The rice has already been cooked a long time.”  The self is born as 

this entire universe which is a result.  大宇宙を結果として今自己は生まれたのである.  

The self having passed through an incredibly long period of time is now striving to manifest 

itself as the complete self.  All of you have been here a long long time, and what you are doing 

here is you are striving to melt your incomplete self back in to the complete self.   

 And then “chin,” the sound of the bell comes.  There’s no need to think.  The romantic 
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world also has disappeared and everyone can totally rest.  I’ve been given teisho on this koan of 

Joshu’s Wash Your Bowls for a long time it seems, and finally we’ve gotten to the end of it.   

 I’m not really sure what kind of teisho was given because I don’t know English, and I’m 

sure that there were some mistakes made by the translator, and some places the translation was 

inadequate, but anyway I’d like everybody to read this teisho carefully.      

  


