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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.

The koan that I just read was just read in translation by the translator.    I

bet you all realize how it isn’t at all difficult.    But from the olden times, this koan

has often been called a very difficult koan.People who said that it was difficult, of

course, were students of zen, from ages past all the way up till now.

The part that’s difficult is this final part, the part of, so you’ve eaten your

rice gruel. You’ve eaten your food, but you can’t just eat. You have to take the

bowls that you ate with, and go and wash them. That “go and wash them” part is

the hard part.

Then the very last sentence, “The monk was enlightened,” we can say,

also is something that’s hard to really completely understand.

These words, this way of expressing, seems difficult, but also, the whole

koan itself is difficult.    So before we actually get into the koan itself, looking at

the entire koan, from the start, and taking up this question of why it’s difficult:

that’s what I have to talk about first.

It is emphasized in Tathagata Zen that every single existent thing, even a

bug, even a stone, all existences appear, having their "I am" self. There are no ex-

istences without this.    All things which have appeared, oppositely, all of those

things will, shall we say, die; shall we say, be led to destruction; or maybe we can

just say, be hidden.

Existent things have appeared. There’s no doubt about it. But also, every

single existent thing will also hide itself, and in that activity of hiding, this self

dissolves.    Anybody, if you ask them about this, everybody will agree. Every-

body will say, “Of course that’s the way it is. That’s the principle of nature.”

In Tathagata Zen, in Buddhism in general also, it doesn’t matter what it is,

it could be a bug or a bird, or a dog, or a human being, any thing which has ap-
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peared, none of them, not one single one, appears at first in a perfected, complete

condition.      All  things  which  have  appeared,  appear  doing the  activity  of  the

present moment, appear as beings of the present moment. That’s how we teach in

an easy to understand kind of way.    Whether it’s a human being, or an animal, or

a fish or a bug or a plant, or a stone, all these things have appeared, but they have

all appeared as incomplete existences.    These things that have appeared in an in-

complete way, appear having the present time as their content.    So we can see

that the present is not complete, perfect time. It’s incomplete time.

But the conclusion that enlightened people have come to is that, without

fail, inevitably, this incomplete activity of time will manifest complete activity of

time.    The imperfect condition that is appearing here has the incomplete activity

of time as its content, and this incomplete activity of time, we can say, is a being

of the present moment, a thing of the present moment. It’s the self of the present

moment, the incomplete self.

According to Buddhism we say that this incomplete self, which is doing

the activity of incomplete time, will inevitably manifest the complete self doing

complete  time.      The  complete  situation,  the  perfect  situation,  is  the  situation

where the self has the perfect, complete home as its place of residence.

Within the complete world, the incomplete self has appeared, and this in-

complete self does not make the totality of the complete world its home. It only

makes one small, limited portion of the complete world its home. That’s what I’m

asking you to carefully think about.

When the self first appears, it is hardly doing the activity of consciousness

as all, but everybody will grow and develop to do the activity of consciousness.

Maybe we can say that stones and plants don’t do the activity of consciousness,

but certainly mosquitos or fish or birds do.    Buddhism is asking you, Buddhism

is begging you to think about this for yourself. Here you are, a thing which does

the activity of consciousness, and you must think for yourself that, because you

are incomplete, you have not made the totality your home yet.

Because you are incomplete, and you don’t have the complete world to-

tally as your content, then you look upon the complete world as an object.    What

I’m saying is that when you look on the outside, there you are seeing heaven.

We teach that you have to give rise to the kind of thinking that, when you’re look-

ing on the inside, you’re looking at hell.    The way we teach is to say that you

must think for yourself that you are embraced by the world of the outside, and at

the same time embraced by the world of the inside.    The reason why you are

looking at outside and inside is because you’re incomplete. If you become com-
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plete, then there is no outside, there is no inside. There is no necessity for any one

to look upon any thing.

As long as you’re incomplete, then you will always be looking on the out-

side and the inside. We can think of, when you look at the outside to be, you’re

looking at the future, and when you’re looking at the inside, you’re looking at the

past.    This is how we always teach, at least as a temporary way of teaching, that

the outside world is the world of the future, and the inside world is the world of

the past.

Everybody has to think that, as long as they are in the state of being in-

complete, that they are being cared for by their father and their mother.      But

when the complete self is manifest, then the total activity of father and the total

activity of mother, you have made them your content. Then, there is no future for

you, and there is no past for you.    The total past and the total future have become

your content. The complete outside and the complete inside have become your

content. That’s why the complete self appears.

If  there  is  a  God,  if  you  want  to  talk  about  an  absolute  being,  or  an

Almighty, then of course, in Buddhism we say that that is the complete self.    This

is when, finally, you will have the wisdom that knows that when you manifest the

complete self, you are manifesting a condition where you have total activities of

past and future, total activities of mother and father, as your content.

Of course in Buddhism we also name this condition of the complete self,

not only God, not only the almighty, but also the activity of perfect love.

In Buddhism we also say that this condition of the perfect self, the com-

plete self is of course the condition where there are no doubts. There is nothing to

look at. There’s no outside and no inside. There’s no need to think about anything,

no need to be thought of by anything.

In Buddhism we say that everybody, of course, wants to be free. Every-

body wants to be saved, but there is no salvation, there is no absolute freedom

outside of this manifestation of the complete self.    When you manifest the com-

plete self, there’s no need to have any of these doubts or questions, like, “What is

God?” “What is salvation?” “What is being poor?” “What is good?” “What is

evil?”

But if you have a question about this or that, for example, the people who

come to see me in sanzen seem to have lots of questions, and they ask, “Roshi, is

it okay if I ask a question?” and I have to say, “Okay, go ahead. Ask a question.”

Then they have all kinds of questions.    It’s okay to have questions, but if you

have a question, without thinking, without understanding that the reason that you
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have a question is because you’re incomplete, that it’s the incomplete self that’s

sitting there, asking a question, not only can you not be called a student of zen,

you have to be called an absolute idiot.    You’ve been piling up sesshins, one on

top  of  the  other.  It’s  about  time  you  realized  that  you’re  an  incomplete  self.

Without realizing clearly that you’re an incomplete self, you think that you’re just

such a good, wonderful person as you sit there asking the question.

This is the Rinzai school of zen, founded by Rinzai, and Rinzai, we are

told, went to his teacher and asked Obaku, his teacher, “What is the cardinal prin-

ciple of Buddhism?”    But Obaku didn’t say anything. He just picked up his stick

and,  Bam,  hit him right on the ass.    That was the only thing he had to do, the

only thing he could do. He had to hit him.    That’s real teaching.    Obaku was

teaching that you haven’t yet realized that it’s the incomplete self that’s asking

that question.  You have to beat that incomplete self to death.      It’s  just  like a

mother. When a mother is scolding her child, the tears are rolling down her face as

she’s scolding her child, or she’s spanking her child.    But Rinzai didn’t get it.

So again he went to Obaku and said, “I have a question.” Okay, same question he

asked, “What’s the cardinal principle of Buddhism?”    Again, Obaku didn’t say

anything, just  Bam!     That was Obaku’s teaching.      Rinzai did the same thing

three times, and all three times Obaku didn’t say anything, but simply beat up on

him.    This is the true teaching of Rinzai zen.

But if I taught like that here, everybody would just immediately split. Ac-

tually,  I’d probably get  taken to  court.      That’s  the  situation in  America.  If  a

mother in this country hits her child, she’ll get taken to court.    In America these

days, the police are acting in this kind of way. Let’s say even a robber comes to

your house, and you call the policeman, saying, “There’s a robber in my house!”

He won’t just simply come to the house and take the robber to jail. He’ll come

first and ask you all kinds of questions about your character and the robber’s char-

acter, and still he won’t have taken the robber to jail.    But it’s different when it

comes to marital quarrels. If a wife calls up and says, “My husband has hit me,

even if the husband says, “No, I didn’t hit her,” he’s immediately dragged off to

court.      I might be mistaken about what I’m saying here, but when I read the

newspapers, it seems to me that that’s what’s going on.    So it’s really difficult to

give true zen teaching here in America.

Do you know what I’m talking about?    What I’m saying is, it’s okay to

ask questions, but stop asking me these questions, still fixated on your self, think-

ing that that incomplete self is your true self.    If you’re a real zen practitioner,

okay, go ahead and ask a question, but don’t forget that it’s the incomplete self
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that’s asking.

I, myself, from my heart, am asking you, I’m begging you, understand for

yourself that the incomplete self has incomplete present activity of time as its con-

tent.    Mothers freely and openly receive all sorts of questions from their children.

That’s why mothers are such excellent teachers.

But anyway, I don’t want to get into a whole long talk about that. This

koan is about the clear knowing, understanding of the two positions of the com-

plete self and the incomplete self.    I think it’s really a good thing that you are all

learning how to do zazen here, and so, even though I’m coming up on my ninety-

first birthday, I’m determined to practice together with all of you.

So, just leaving that as the introduction, let’s get into the koan.    The first

word is Joshu, and this Joshu, the same name as I have, but this Joshu was a zen

master in the Tang dynasty, at the same time as Rinzai.    This is the same Joshu

who was in the first chapter of Joshu’s Mu, and so you’ve all heard about this guy.

Then, in the original, it says, chi-nami ni. It sort of puts the time in it (sets

the temporal stage). It means like, one morning, or one night. Anyway, it was the

time of sanzen.    Then this new monk, this practitioner who had just come to the

dojo that Joshu taught at, comes to sanzen.    

Of course, this dojo of Joshu’s is the great universe itself.

There is no great cosmos outside of Joshu’s dojo. If you’re a real practi-

tioner, you have to grasp this cosmos-as- dojo for yourself.     You’re all sitting

there listening to teisho, but if you don’t get that the place that teisho is being

given is the great cosmos, then how are you going to understand the teisho?

If you can really manifest the wisdom for yourself that there is no great

cosmos outside of this dojo, there is no great universe outside of the place that

we’re now listening to teisho, then you are becoming a real practitioner.

Here, in the place of sanzen, this brand new monk does sanzen with Joshu.

He comes humbly in and says, “I am a brand new student here. This is my first

sanzen.”    It’s a good way he presents himself.    Joshu just sat there, silently lis-

tening.

Then the monk keeps talking, and he says, “Joshu, this dojo, this dojo that

is the great cosmos, this dojo that has no cosmos outside of itself, is there any-

thing in this dojo that’s wonderful or amazing? If so, teach me.”    You can see

from this, that actually, even though he said he was a new student, he was not any

new student, and Joshu sees that too, right away.    If you can’t see into this kind

of thing for yourself clearly, then it’s like a blind person reading the koan.

So when you come to sanzen, if you don’t clearly say, “My koan is,” then
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I just have to think, “Oh no, another one of these practitioners. I don’t know what

to do with them.”    As I always say, what we say a koan is, is the question that’s

used for you to solve the question of your self.

There’s no one to help, or solve the question of the self for the husband

other than the wife.    There is no one to help the wife solve her problem other

than the husband.

    So if you can’t clearly tell me, “My koan is,” and tell me what your koan

is, then you aren’t yet qualified to do sanzen.    When I was practicing, then even

when we were just bowing, if we didn’t quickly say, “My koan is,” before any-

thing happened, the Roshi would just ring us out of sanzen.

So please say your koan clearly. A lot of you come in and kind of mumble

your koan, “My koan is,” and I know I’m old, and I know my hearing is going,

but I don’t think that that’s the problem. I just have to think, “These are the kind

of people that don’t yet have the qualifications to do sanzen.”

So this guy was relentless. He came in and he pressed Joshu, and he said,

“I’m a new student, but is there anything wonderful, is there anything interesting,

is there anything special that you can teach me?”    But Joshu had already com-

pletely grasped the way of being of this guy’s mind.    Joshu knew all about this

practitioner in his heart, but he didn’t go talking about it right away. He just sat

there silently, knowing it for himself.

If I had been there instead of Joshu, I would have said, “Yes! Yes, I have

lots of wonderful teachings to give you.”    If this monk had been told that, what

kind of face (expression) would he have made?

Because he wouldn’t have understood, he would have made a face that

looked like a little bird who had just been grabbed (and then escaped from the

grasp).

When a husband and wife are talking, don’t get into this situation where

you’re looking like a little bird who has just escaped from the grasp of    some-

one’s hand.

If you are the wife you have to really take to heart what your husband is

telling you.    And the husband has to really listen to his wife.    That’s the conver-

sation of a loving couple.

I’m sure you know exactly where the husband and wife are.

But because you actually don’t understand this, the clear wisdom doesn’t

come up for your self that my husband is my self, my wife is my self.

But anyway, Joshu here is great, and clearly receives the question that the

monk gives him.    Joshu is really gentle here. He just says, “Oh, hmm, really?
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Well, I guess you just came to this dojo, so probably you had breakfast already, or,

did you get to eat yet?”    But the monk is strong. “Roshi, of course I ate breakfast

this morning!”

The translator is noisier than I am.    It’s really nice to have such a wonder-

ful translator.

Then Joshu says, “I don’t think you ate your oatmeal with your hands, did

you? I bet you had some bowls that you ate with, didn’t you?”    Then Joshu says,

“Since you have finished eating, then wouldn’t it be better if you left here now

and went and washed your bowls?”

So, getting back to the original question here, when the monk is asked,

“Did you eat your breakfast this morning?” he simply answers, “Yes,” and always

teachers have taught that this “Yes,” is very good and important, a good answer.

So, there shouldn’t be any doubt about this “Yes” answer to the question,

“Have you finished eating yet?”    So you have to clearly practice this “Yes” for

yourself.    All of you have to grasp for yourself that when the monk says, “Yes”

here, he’s no longer the incomplete present moment. He’s manifesting the com-

plete present moment.    He’s obviously a great monk.

But here’s the problem: if you attach to that complete present moment,

then the human world will never appear.

This is the big problem. If there wasn’t religion, then the human world

would be really distraught and lonely.    If the purpose of religion is to meet with

God, then I guess that’s fine.    But everybody, when you meet God, is that the end

of it?

There went the chin.    I wonder what I should do.

That’s meeting God.    But can I just stop here?    Is that what religion re-

ally means?    It isn’t the case that just meeting God is enough.    Can we all just

stay right here, where we are, forever?

Luckily, time has come. Luckily,  chin,      the bell rang, and this absolute

time is broken forth from.

Suddenly, suddenly when the bell rang, then this place of teisho, this abso-

lute  time  is  broken  apart,  and  the  worlds  of  past,  present  and  future  appear.

Please remember that the incomplete self that has appeared here is the present.

The world of past, present and future has appeared. The dharma activity

has made the world of past, present and future appear, and so all of us, who are in

this world, must freely follow this world of past, present and future.

So I will return to my own original place, and please all of you also, assert

your selves and return to your original place.
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