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TEISHO BY KYOZAN JOSHU  ROSHI 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

27 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. 

 

 Yesterday I was telling you that when I give teisho on even the very same koan if I’m at 

Jemez, or Mount Baldy, or Haku-un-ji in Arizona, or at Rinzai-ji, the way I give teisho, even 

though it’s the same koan, is different.  When you’re teaching elementary school students, or 

middle school students, or high school students, or college students, the way you teach about the 

same subject is different.  Giving teisho in a different place, a different teisho arises.  At Jemez 

and Haku-un-ji there are a few old students in the audience, but not very many, so I give teisho 

focusing on the new students.  But here although there are some new students, there are also 

some people who have been around for a long time, and so it’s for the older students that I’m 

focusing the teisho on here.  If you are a new student and you find yourself practicing at Mount 

Baldy you probably have no idea what the Roshi is talking about.  But for you older students 

you have to take responsibility, and really grasp the tenet that I’m trying to explain through these 

koans.   

 As I was saying yesterday, and as I always say over and over again, the very foundational 

practice of Tathagata Zen is to manifest what we call One True Nature, or the manifestation of 

One True Nature, or the manifestation of Tathagata, or if you are speaking in religious terms, the 

manifestation of God.  And I’ve also told you over and over again how when the manifestation 

of One True Nature divides itself, then the three worlds of past, present, and future appear within 

this singular world.  And I’ve also told you over and over again how when past, present, and 

future appear it’s the present which is the self, the present which is all existent beings.  And 

when the present moment appears simultaneously the past and future appear, and if you have to 

talk about it I guess you can say that past and future are the incomplete manifestations of plus 

and minus.  And I’ve been telling you how we can say it in either way we want.  We can say 

that plus is on the outside, and minus is on the inside, or minus is on the outside and plus is on 

the inside, and in the same way we can say past or future are on either outside or inside.   

 If you’ve been doing zazen for three, four, five years then this is the time when you have 

to really clearly think for yourself that which is appearing on your outside is the activity of 

future, and that future activity sometimes does the plus function, and sometimes it does the 

minus function.  And within the inside of existent things is the activity of past, and there are 

cases in which the activity of past does the incomplete activity of tatha-gata, and there are cases 

when the activity of past does the incomplete activity of tatha-agata, sometimes plus, sometimes 

minus.  The activity which is totally surrounding you on the outside sometimes is embracing 

you with the activity of plus, and sometimes is embracing you with the activity of minus.  What 

I’m saying is that you have to very carefully think for yourself that from your inside you are 
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being embraced by an incomplete, imperfect activity, sometimes, in certain cases, the incomplete 

activity of tatha-gata, plus, and sometimes the incomplete activity of tatha-agata, minus.   

 For beginners we usually just try to keep it simple to make it easier and say that which 

appears on your outside is the incomplete activity of plus which is the future.  But what I’m 

telling you now is that you should never fixate the positions of plus and minus.  It’s not the case 

that plus is always on the outside and minus is always on the inside.  The thing that we call past 

on the inside sometimes does plus, and sometimes does minus.    

 I’ve explained this very same principle many times when I’ve spoken about the condition 

of the origin itself.  I’ve spoken about how when the activity of the total body, the entire sphere 

of the condition of the origin is being done, then plus and minus always are switching off, doing 

the activities of  both plus and minus.  They never fixate doing just one activity.  So if you 

understand that principle of the condition of the origin you should also be able to understand 

what I’m talking about now.  People have this habit:   They learn something, they memorize 

something, and then they think they understand.  But that kind of understanding is not the true 

understanding. 

 You come here for teisho, and then suddenly you’re overflowing with comfort and good 

feeling.  That, I guess, is why your heads are bobbing this way and that way in your sleep.  

When you come to visit me, and everyone surrounding me is blabbering on in English I know 

just how you feel.  That’s why I fall right to sleep.  This is when you are being pulled by the 

minus activity towards your inside side, and that is the kind of sleep you are doing.  But you 

can’t fixate this state of sleeping on the inside.  Immediately your head comes bobbing back up.  

This is because you are being pulled now by the plus activity.  That is what’s pulling your head 

up.  What we mean by sleep is first your head is being pulled by the minus activity; it goes 

down.  Then your head gets pulled by the plus activity and it comes bobbing back up.  When 

I’ve spoken before about the condition of source I’ve talked about this principle many times, so 

if you’ve been practicing here at Mount Baldy you should know what I’m talking about.   

 And I’ve told you also many times that when this activity of the source repeats eventually 

a new activity called jonetsu 情熱 , the heat of feeling comes up.  There are many different 

names this jonetsu, heat of feeling, goes by.  It seems as if every single branch of Buddhism has 

their own way of describing this phenomenon.    But whatever you call it, when jonetsu 

appears then the activity of plus and minus alternatingly unifying and facing one another, that 

activity of the source becomes difficult to do.   

 And I’ve told you many times that this condition is the condition which appears when 

plus and minus both give parts of themselves to create the activity of jonetsu, and in this giving 

they separate from one another.  And I’ve told you also many times this is when the worlds of 

past, present, and future appear within this one unique world.  And I’ve also told you many 

times that the activity of plus and minus is a will-less activity, and so the activity of the 

appearance of the world of past, present, and future also is a will-less appearance.  Because the 

appearance occurs without will it is not something you can name bad or good.   

 It’s only with the birth of the function we call consciousness that these things “good” and 

“bad” first appear.  As long as conscious functioning beings have not appeared yet there is 

neither good nor bad.   And over and over and over again I’ve told you that when past, present, 

and future appear the present moment appears having received equally from plus and minus.  

And I’ve also told you many times that the things called past and future which appear together 

with the self, together with the present moment, appear not as the complete activities of plus and 

minus, but as the incomplete activities of plus and minus. 

 If you are studying Zen from an academic point of view this is the very kind of thing that 

you need to be studying.  If you unconditionally acknowledge the existence of consciousness, 

and then from that point of view try to investigate Zen, it will never become Zen.   

 These plus and minus that have appeared here in the world of separation are not the pure 

plus and minus, not the pure tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  The impure, imperfect plus and minus 
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have simultaneously appeared.  And the present moment is exactly the same.  It has received 

absolutely equally from plus and minus, but it has not received completely or totally all of plus 

and all of minus, so it is also incomplete.  It’s manifesting the incomplete present.  Past, 

present, and future are all appearing doing the activity of incomplete time.  Past, present, and 

future have appeared, and they’re doing an incomplete activity.  We can call it the incomplete 

activity of God.  They are doing the incomplete activity of the absolute being, or of Maha 

Vairochana, the cosmic Buddha.   

 The present moment has both plus and minus equally as its content, that is its nature.   

And so we can say that the future activity has only one activity, not both, it is simply the plus 

activity.  And the past activity also has only one of the activities, it has only the minus activity.   

 When these three distinct incomplete worlds appear, that is the basis for this function that 

we call comparing.  This is when I should get in to how consciousness itself appears, but I’ve 

talked about that many times before, and I think I won’t talk about it now.      

 All existent things are incomplete.  Whether it’s a flower, or a plant, or a stone, or an 

animal, they are all incomplete.  But they all have a self.  And that self is a self which has both 

plus and minus as its content, but it has them incompletely as its content.  It’s an incomplete 

thing.  And as I just said, past and future also are incomplete .   

 The standpoint of comparing and taking things as objects always occurs in what we call 

the material world.  First these three worlds appear, but inevitably these three worlds also will 

disappear.  This thing we call consciousness though has not yet been born.  The consciousness 

itself has not appeared, but the thing which is the origin of consciousness, the cause for 

consciousness to appear has appeared.  That’s what we call sensation or feeling.  According to 

Buddhism past, present, and future always appear simultaneously, and when they do appear, 

mutually they sense one another, they feel one another, they are all doing this function we call 

feeling.   

 It’ very difficult to really understand what this feeling is, especially because each 

individual sect of Buddhism has its own way of describing it, and its own vocabulary to describe 

it. 

 It doesn’t, however, really matter what words you use to describe it, without fail when 

past, present, and future, when past, the self, and future appear, this unique activity called feeling 

does arise. 

 When the three worlds appear they can never stop, they can never tarry or fixate.  

Without fail the three positions will dissolve themselves, and the condition of the origin again 

will appear.   

 In the case when past, present, and future do disappear, it’s always the case that the thing 

we call the self must do the activity of dissolving itself.  In Buddhism we call this activity of 

dissolving  the self, the activity of “munisuru 無にする” to make oneself nothing.  But if you 

attach to yourself then it can never be the case for you that your past, present, and future will 

disappear.  You must do this activity of no-self.  But it’s very difficult.  But when you do 

dissolve your self, then, at that very same time past and future also will dissolve and a new 

condition of the origin, a new state of God, a new dharmakaya, a new state of the cosmic Buddha 

appears. So it comes to pass that you have to deeply investigate this activity called dividing 

yourself in two, or dissolving your self.   

 I said it was difficult, but it isn’t difficult.  It’s possible, so, it can’t be that difficult.   

 The reason why it isn’t difficult is because the dharma activity, the activity which forms 

this universe, works without will, and does the activity of dissolving the self will-lessly.  The 

only thing that makes it difficult is when you attach to your “I am” self.  Then the kind of 

thinking comes up of, “It’s difficult.”    Past, present, and future appear, but that appearance 

also happens without will.  And the disappearance of past, present, and future also happens 

simply through the will-less activity of the dharma.  It’s not a deed which is wilfully done by a 

self.  But as I always tell you, it’s your self-attachment which makes it difficult.  
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 Every single one of you, every single person is manifesting themselves as the dharma 

activity.  Everyone is born from what we could call the condition of the origin number one, and 

then everyone without fail dissolves into the condition of the origin two, three, four.  Everyone 

is manifesting this thing that we call the complete self.  Even an insect.  Even a plant.  

They’re all manifesting the complete self.  But, if you attach to your “I am” self, then even 

while you are doing the dharma activity, even while you’re manifesting the complete self and 

doing the activity of growth and maturation, you think to yourself, “Why is it that only I am 

suffering.”  Everyone actually is advancing.  But even as you’re doing your activity of 

advancing and developing you think to yourself, “Why am I the only one who is unhappy?”   

 Anyway, the self does dissolve itself, and then a new world, a new origin, we can say a 

new universe appears.  This is what I always tell you about.  Even plants, without fail, 

manifest the complete self.  And then maybe next, according to Buddhism we say that it’s the 

insects which are manifest, and they do their activity of evolving.  The dharma activity, the 

activity of Tathagata, does its activity of unifying and separating over and over again, and each 

time one of these repetitions occurs advancement occurs, development occurs.  Everything is 

doing this activity of advancing.   Fish, birds, animals, of course people, everything is doing 

this activity of advancing, and everything will inevitably manifest the complete self. 

 And accompanying this activity of developing, the activity of feeling also is developing, 

and so eventually it develops into the activity we call consciousness.  The function of 

consciousness of people, and the function of consciousness of dogs is different.  And bird 

consciousness and dog consciousness also are different.  And bird consciousness and fish 

consciousness, they are also different.  And fish consciousness and mosquito consciousness also 

are different.  And the mosquito consciousness is also different than plant consciousness.  And 

plant consciousness and stone consciousness also are different.  So, if you are going to do the 

activity of comparing, then you would have to say that between birds and animals and people 

that people are the ones with the highest class activity of consciousness of all existences.   

 All functions of consciousness are different, but no matter where you look all of these 

functions of consciousness are manifesting themselves as the complete condition.  If you stand 

on the position, if you look from the perspective that every single existence, every single self is 

manifesting the complete condition, then you see that everything is absolutely equal. 

 Americans love equality.  And I guess that’s fine.  Go ahead and love equality, but 

don’t forget that means you are absolutely equal with the ants and the insects too.  It’s when 

you are manifesting the perfect, complete activity of consciousness that you are equal.  I’m not 

trying to say that people, dogs, and birds are the same.  They are all different.  The complete 

perspective is what is equal.  Within the process of the appearance of the worlds of past, 

present, and future the way of consciousness of people, dogs, birds, and flowers, they are all 

different.  It’s the teaching of Buddhism to say that within this world of past, present, and future 

there is a difference, there is a distinction between absolutely every single existence.   But it’s 

only human beings that have developed the way of consciousness that has the wisdom that can 

clearly recognize these differences.  Maybe cats and dogs have a little bit of the ability to 

manifest the wisdom of the world of distinctions, but not to the degree that people have.  If you 

are not able to manifest the wisdom of distinctions you also won’t be able to manifest equality 

either.  It’s only those people who can stand on the complete, perfect total perspective who can 

really grasp equality.  That’s why mothers and fathers know what equality is all about.  That’s 

why mothers and fathers, no matter what is going on with their child they know they must 

manifest equality with their child.  But the children, they don’t understand that.  They are 

thinking they must quickly catch the wisdom of mother and the wisdom of father, and become 

free. 

 Anyway, as this activity of maturation progresses eventually the condition is reached in 

which maturation, development no longer needs to occur.  And this condition is the ultimate 

condition, the perfect condition of zero, the condition of ultimate smoothness and roundness.  
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This is the condition in which the self has totally disappeared.  It’s the condition in which the 

activity which is happening is totally without will.  The condition of the absolute expanse, the 

greatest cosmos.   

 Buddhism tells you that every person has experienced this activity for themselves, of 

acting completely without will.  We can also call the activity of subject and object acting 

without will the manifestation of true love.  When you are approaching the activity of true love 

it would be better if you would just quit doing that thing called good and bad.  So about this 

Clinton scandal you should stop holding judgement, don’t stand him up on the cross and judge 

him as good or bad.  Don’t subject him to a kangaroo court, or impeachment (吊し上げ).  I 

guess it’s fair to say that Clinton was just doing the activity of true love, so don’t say that it was 

good or bad.  But this is a Christian country, and people like to keep things clean, and so they 

look at Clinton and they say, “That wasn’t true love.  He was just playing around.”  And that’s 

when the trouble starts.  But no matter what you say it’s just the world of consciousness.  

That’s just the kind of thing that people who don’t understand true love say.  But, if I start 

talking about this, talking from the standpoint of the activity of consciousness, then all kinds of 

opinions will crop up.  It’s the perspective of Buddhism to look upon the human world and say 

that within the human world there are times when we take up problems of consciousness, and 

there are times when we don’t.   

 When the self is dissolved, finally, for the first time, the world of simply, only subject 

and object appears.  And that relationship between subject and object becomes the activity of 

true love, and manifests this condition that we call being pregnant.  That is the world that has no 

words, that world that has no will.  And that world of no words, that world of no will is one of 

the standpoints of being a human being.  There’s no God in that world. That world in which the 

self has disappeared, in which subject and object alone are relating to one another, we can call it 

the manifestation of true love, or God’s world.   

 That is the world of no words, but there is the world of words in the human world.  The 

world of past, present, and future.  But if you fixate yourself then this world of past, present, 

and future will always be hanging around your neck and following you around.  The world of 

past, present, and future is the world of words, the world of the functioning of consciousness.  

You are doing the activity of consciousness, but what about past and future?  Maybe they are 

also doing the activity of consciousness.  But the way of consciousness of the self is different 

than the way of consciousness of past and future.  Plus is doing the plus activity and trying to 

catch the self, and minus is doing the minus activity and trying to catch the self, the existent 

thing.   

 That’s when the self has to split itself in two and gives its love equally to plus and minus, 

to past and future.  The self splits itself in two and gives to plus to father, and gives to minus the 

mother, and when it gives, already, immediately, the world of the source has appeared.  

 But when the self is standing up within the world of past, present, and future where has 

God gone?  For beginners we formulate this koan and say, “When the world has divided into 

the world of subject and object, then where has God gone?”  In the world of past, present, and 

future the true God has disappeared.  In the world of past, present, and future this thing that we 

call your self is embraced from heaven above, and from the earth below.  And it’s the world of 

practice to ask you, “When you are embraced by heaven and earth, then where is God?”  Where 

is God?  In heaven?  In earth?  God has already given birth to heaven and earth and the 

present moment, and so God has lost the form of being God.  That’s the world of words, the 

world of past, present, and future.  The thinking world.   

 It’s the perspective of this koan to say if you are in the world of words, if you are in the 

thinking world, then show me with words, show me where God is.  Clearly speak!  It’s the 

way of teaching of Tathagata Zen to clearly give this kind of koan to the self which is in the 

world of past, present, and future, which is sitting in the world of words.  But it’s very difficult. 

 If you say God is in heaven, then what about the God of earth?  What about the God of 
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the past?  That God will get jealous, and there will be a big fight among the Gods.  Or if the 

present moment self says that God is in the world of the past then future will become jealous and 

another fight will break out.  But Zen Roshis are so helpful and kind so they say to you the 

future world and the past world, they are both within this one singular unique cosmos.  But it 

doesn’t make it any easier, it’s still really difficult.   

 The condition of the present moment is tugged on by the activity of future, and 

simultaneously tugged on by the activity of past.  What kind of activity can you do to make it so 

that past, present, and future are completely together?  What kind of way of speaking can you 

do?  What kind of logic can you use?  What kind of thinking can you show me that will make 

past, present, and future completely together within one world? 

 And since the bell rang I have to give you the answer, and the conclusion is that you have 

to be able to speak in a way that shows clearly that past, present, and future, they all are in this 

one cosmos, therefore they all have, they all are holding this one cosmos together.  If you can’t 

say it clearly then nobody will have peace of mind with hearing it, nobody will really be able to 

agree with you.  Past, present, and future have appeared within the great cosmos.  And so past, 

present, and future all, together are doing the activity of holding the great cosmos.  But it’s 

really hard.   

 If you can see clearly for yourself this principle that in this world of the separation of 

subject and object, subject and object both are holding together this one singular world then it 

will be easy for you to demonstrate that.  But as I just said, to actually do the activity of past, 

present, and future all holding the same one world is difficult.  And the way of thinking is also 

difficult.  But it’s only difficult if you attach to your “I am” self.  If you don’t attach to your “I 

am” self, then the self dissolves, and it becomes the world of simply, only subject and object, and 

then the thinking is very easy, and the action is also very easy. 

 This is the very principle that Joshu was talking about here.  This is a very deep koan.  

It’s a koan that has a great taste to it.  The manifestation of true love is woven entirely into this 

koan, and the dissolution of the self is also completely included in this koan.  This koan is 

singing about the activity of the self appearing and also the activity of the self disappearing.  So 

finally tomorrow I will get into talking about the comment Mumon makes on this koan, and you 

can see clearly that Mumon was very precise, very careful when he made his comment. 


