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TEISHO BY KYOZAN JOSHU  ROSHI 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

29 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. 

 

 Maybe the sound of an American bell sounds different to German ears.  And maybe to 

an American’s ears the sound of this paper hitting the chair sounds like a bell, I’m not sure.  But 

no matter how you look at it Americans and Germans are different.  I’m also saying that men 

and women, even if they hear the exact same sound they’ll hear it in a different way.  But men 

and women are equal.  Americans and Germans also are equal.   

 If you can really hear this principle, if you can really hear the “ji” in the text, the “thing 

that was truly said,” the true thing, when plus and minus, subject and object become one, then 

you are hearing the truth.  When plus and minus become one inevitably zero is manifest. 

 Human beings seem to think that there is something precious in this world, and if it’s 

true, if there really is something valuable and precious in this world then it must be this thing that 

we call true love.  That’s what Tathagata Zen teaches.  But as I always tell you, there is no one 

who appears as the complete self.   

 We have this thing, we can call it God, we can call it the Cosmic Buddha, we can call it 

the dharmakaya, and in this comment it’s being called the thing that is truly said, the true thing, 

it’s when plus and minus become one.   

 And I always tell you that when this one true thing, this One True Nature bursts apart 

then within that one true thing is born the world of past, present, and future.  And if you ask who 

is it that can hear this thing that is truly said, it’s the complete being who can hear it.  When this 

true thing is heard then the standpoint of God has appeared, and God has disappeared as an 

object, and the incomplete self has also disappeared.  You cannot possibly make God an object 

from the standpoint of the truth.  It’s also not a world in which the self can make an object of the 

self.  This is the condition of the source.  There is nothing even close to being as precious as 

this.  And according to Tathagata Zen we can name this condition of the origin, this condition of 

One True Nature, this condition of the true thing, the absolute reality, many things.  We can call 

it the condition of true love, we can also call it the condition of God, but since God cannot be 

made an object in this condition we can also call it the condition where there is no God, or the 

condition of absolute zero, or nothingness.   

 When you look at somebody else’s love, this not something that you can comment on, 

it’s not something that you can say anything about.  What I’m saying is open up your eyes to the 

fact that when you look at someone else’s way of loving and call it good or bad, then you have 

fallen in to the world of bad your self.  In front of a holy person there is neither good nor bad.  

Around a holy person there is nothing that we can call harassment.  What I’m saying is that you 

who are wasting your time blabbering on and on, you are the lowest of the lowest of the low, the 



Non-sesshin Teisho January 29, 1998 MBZC 

 

2 

stupidest of the stupid of the stupid.  If you have time to say this or that about some one else’s 

love then use that time to do zazen.   

 It’s not possible for the incomplete self to see the true standpoint of God.  As I always 

tell you, when God breaks open, that is when in the very body of God past, present, and future 

appear.  And that self which appears in the world of separation is the one that says this and that.  

That’s why enlightened people tell you that you are incomplete, and you must strive to be 

complete; you must do zazen as if your life depended on it.  The self which has appeared, the 

incomplete self must strive, must make efforts from morning to night, and then again from 

morning to night to make plus and minus its content.  There’s no time for chatting!  That’s why 

it’s absolutely forbidden to speak in the zendo.  And we also have the rule of no talking in the 

dinning hall.  The dining hall is for eating, that’s where this koan was born of “Have you eaten 

your breakfast or not,” so absolutely no talking.  And the third place of absolutely no speaking is 

the bath house, or the shower house.  No talking in the shower house.   In Buddhism we call it 

“sanmokudo”  三黙堂 Three silent houses.  All the people going in to these three silent 

houses are incomplete.  But when you enter these three silent houses the complete self must 

appear for you.  When you are in the dinning hall and let’s say you’re eating your breakfast, we 

urge you when you are doing your eating of breakfast you have to manifest the complete self by 

doing the practice of making all of plus and minus your content, and manifesting zero. 

 This monk, when he was asked, “Did you eat breakfast?”  He said, “Yes.”  And Joshu 

could see just from this that this person had really practiced.  He was not a beginner.  He was 

someone who had really practiced hard.  But when Joshu heard the monk’s “Yes” at the same 

time as he grasped that he was an advanced practitioner he also could see clearly that this monk 

was still attached to the activity of zero, still attached to the complete condition.   

 In Zen we have this saying, “Die the great death once and then be reborn.”  What we’re 

talking about is resurrection.  It’s completely different I think than the idea of resurrection in 

Christianity.  It means to experience the activity of zero for yourself, and then experience how 

the self appears when zero breaks open.  If you understand the principle of resurrection then 

you will understand that the thing that we call a human being is something that is a resurrected 

thing, that has come into being when the absolute condition has broken open, and you can also 

see that the human world we live in appears when the world of absolute reality breaks open.   

 What Mumon is saying in his comment is that even if you hear the teaching of the 

principle of the manifestation of zero, if you’re not able to do that principle yourself then you are 

not a real practitioner.  If you want to really listen to this principle then open up your belly 

button and listen with your opened belly button.  Even if you open your ears and open your 

eyes it is not the same thing as opening up your entire body.  You have to do the functioning of 

completely dividing your activity of mind. 

 As I’ve been telling you over and over again this condition of the true thing, what was 

truly said, is the condition in which past, present, and future have completely disappeared.  

When the condition of zero divides itself into two, in to plus and minus, it divides itself in to 

inside and outside.  But don’t think about it in a flat way, don’t think about it in a way that the 

self has been divided in a flat world.  We say “Think about it as if you are in a giant sphere.  

Think about it as if the universe was a giant rubber ball.”  This is the situation in which the 

woman is surrounding the man from the outside and totally embracing him.  When you embrace 

in that way then there is no self.  And at the same time the man is expanding out right in to the 

very center of the woman’s world, and enters it.  That’s when complete zero appears. 

 And when this zero splits apart again right in the center of this zero the worlds of past, 

present, and future appear.  If you can clearly hear this principle and then clearly put it into 

practice for yourself that means you are a Zen practitioner.  I wonder if you understand.  When 

past, present, and future appear the present is the incomplete self.  And because the self is 

incomplete here the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus, also appear 

incompletely on inside and outside.   
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 The teaching we call the teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that you must find a way to 

think for yourself that the incomplete self is always embraced from the outside and embraced 

from the inside.  God has disappeared.  Tathagata has completely disappeared.  Tathagata has 

disappeared but God, Tathagata has appeared as past, present, and future.  According to 

Buddhism it isn’t true religion unless you are able to manifest the wisdom for yourself that does 

this kind of knowing.   

 In this situation the self cannot see the true God.  The things the self can see are the 

inside world and the outside world, the incomplete worlds of plus and minus.  These are the 

only things that the self can have as objects.  That’s why in Buddhism and especially in 

Tathagata Zen we say there is no God.  When the incomplete self has appeared there is no God.  

There are only the worlds of past and future.  But we also say that the self that is saying there is 

no God is the incomplete self of the present moment, and this kind of speech by such an 

incomplete self is really just a mischievous kind of thing, and so because that incomplete self 

must manifest the complete self we also it’s okay to say that the incomplete self does have God 

as an object. 

 Because we talk about things such as good and bad that’s proof that we are in our 

incomplete selves.  We incomplete selves cannot see the true existence of God, but we also 

teach that it’s important to think that we are embraced by God in the form of past and future.   

 And that’s where the koan is born from, when I look upon the self that has been born, the 

incomplete self, the self that is being embraced by past and future and I ask that incomplete self, 

“Now, in the situation you are in now, where is God?”  It’s a difficult koan.  Where is God?  

Is God in the world of future, in the world of past, or in the world of present?  Where?  It is in 

no way the case that God is in any way present in a lopsided sort of way in any of the worlds of 

past, present, or future.  There is no God that you can depend on in the world of past, present, or 

future, no limited God.  神は過去だとか未来だとか現在だとかという事を限定してそれ

を頼るとして神はおるわけではないのだ。There is no God for you to depend on limited to 

God being the past, or the present or the future.  In the present moment there is God.  The 

present moment is packed full of the activity of God.  God is doing God’s activity and 

manifesting the present moment.  God is present in the world of past, the world of present, and 

the world of future doing the activity of compassion in all of these worlds.   

 If you fixate God as existing in heaven, or as existing in hell, or as existing in this present 

world then it’s already a mistake. 

 Anyway, this self is the incomplete self.  And everything that appears in our human 

world, all existences are just in the same way that the self is, manifesting incomplete selves.  

And also every single one, each and every one of these existent things has both past and future, 

both plus and minus equally.  We can say they are embraced by plus and minus, and oppositely 

we can say that they have plus and minus.  This self of the present moment is doing the activity 

of having the functions of living and dying.  But if it comes to pass that you feel as if you hate 

the activity of dying, then you will only be able to make relationship with the activity of living.  

And if that happens it doesn’t matter how many tens of thousands of years pass, plus and minus 

will never unify.  You never will manifest the complete self.  You never will manifest the 

world of God.  What I’m saying is don’t be lopsided toward future or towards past, don’t be 

lopsided towards good or towards evil.   

 So I ask you, if you are the incomplete self facing the complete self, if you are the 

incomplete self being confronted by the complete Buddha, by Tathagata, and I ask you, “Where 

is Tathagata?”  How do you answer?  Now the bird just was singing, “kyakyakyakya.”  How 

did you hear that bird song?  Or we could ask how do you hear the sound of the rain on the 

roof?  This incomplete self makes relationship with past and future simultaneously, hearing 

both sounds together.  In order to listen to two sounds simultaneously people evolved to have 

two ears.  Existent thing of the present moment have evolved in order to see two worlds at once, 
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in order to hear two worlds at once, that’s why we have two eyes and two ears. 

 What I’m saying is that when I hit this ceramic jar, don’t think that it’s the sound of a 

bell.  The densus we have now, both female densus, they’ve really gotten good at eno, the eko 

part.  The men can’t seem to do it at all.  I try to teach the men how to chant, but it must be the 

fault of the American educational system, it’s just not Buddhist, they just can’t do it.  No what 

man it is I can’t seem to teach them.  But the women, without thinking about it, just knowing 

that they have to learn it, they learn it.  But the men, especially when it comes to music, but 

when it comes to anything, the men don’t seem to have in their bellies this realization that to 

learn means to give up your self, to learn means to learn without your self, they all try to learn 

things from the perspective of the “I am” self.   

 When a woman sees a man immediately she knows she is seeing herself, and so she 

behaves as if she’s being completely, thoroughly seen by the man, that’s why she wears a 

beautiful dress.  And that’s why the men fall in love all the time.  They think, what a beautiful 

woman, she looks great in that dress.  If you go around like a slob the men aren’t going to fall 

for you.  I think it’s fair to say that the original heart of a woman is to manifest herself always 

wearing a clean dress and putting on make up.  The original feeling of a woman is to give 

herself to that which is other than her self, to give herself to God, to give herself to a man.  But 

men don’t have that feeling.  Maybe they do have it, but their strong egos, their strong sense of 

self always gets in the way.  Until men realize that originally there is no self, until they have 

that kind of realization, they have to practice a lot harder than the women do.  But if a man can 

have this realization that originally there is no self, then finally his practice will go straight 

ahead, and he can get somewhere.  Women on the other hand, in the beginning their practice 

seems to go a lot more smoothly than the men’s practice, but when they reach a certain level  

it’s the opposite, then it seems it’s more difficult for them to make progress than men.  If 

you’ve been teaching Zen for a while you come to understand things like this.   

 But it doesn’t matter if you are a man or a woman, when you manifest zero then you can 

catch true peace of mind for your self.   

 I notice that the time is slipping through my fingers again today, and I really wanted to 

finish this koan today, but I don’t think I can get to the end of it. 

 When the incomplete self makes relationship with the activity of future what kind of 

thinking do it need to do?  And when the self makes relationship with the minus activity what 

kind of thinking must the self give rise to?  If this incomplete self we are talking about is a man, 

and he’s making relationship with a woman, with the activity of mother, with the minus activity, 

what kind of thinking does he need to give rise to.  Or when he’s making relationship with 

father, with the plus activity, what kind of thinking does he need to give rise to.  When making 

relationship with the minus activity, with the activity of contracting, what kind of thinking do 

you need to have?  Or when your making relationship with the activity of expanding what kind 

of thinking do you need to give rise to?  Everybody will think, “This is the plus activity, this is 

the minus activity.”  This is what we mean by the appearance of the activity of making 

distinctions.  It’s fine to have a world of distinctions, but in Tathagata Zen we teach that 

whether you are making relationship with the plus activity or the minus activity it’s the same.  

Why?  The reason why it’s the same is because you meet, you encounter plus and minus 

simultaneously, and in order to make relationship you must dissolve your self, you must manifest 

no-self.   

 And then self stands up in the position of minus, and stands up in the position of plus, and 

then the world of the opposing selves, the two opposing selves appears.  The world of plus and 

minus facing each other is the world of distinctions.  But that world of distinctions is not the 

world of distinctions.  This situation is the situation in which woman must make the world of 

man her content, and man must make the woman’s world his content in order to find peace, and 

that’s why we say this world of distinctions is not the world of distinctions.  So I guess it’s fine 

to end up calling a temple bell a jar, but if you attach to that situation then you will never realize 
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for your self that the sound of the bell, and the sound of this fan hitting the chair are the same.   

 As for music, I’m not a musician, but I’d like to say that when it comes to music there are 

low voices and there are high voices, but it doesn’t really become music until the low and high 

voices are harmoniously mixed together.  If you are attached to thoughts such as, “That’s a 

good voice,” or “That’s an ugly sound” then the world of music will never appear for you.  

These densus these days, they’re really good.  They’re really making it a musical kind of sutra 

chanting. 

 So I hope you understand what is being said here.  If you are thinking the sound of the 

bell is beautiful, but the sound of hitting this jar is not good, then you will never be able to hear 

the true sound.  I hope you can see the clarity and sharpness of Mumon’s comment now. 

 So, as I said before, this self is the incomplete self.  And that’s when past and future 

appear.  That’s the human world, not God’s world.  Then where is God?  Where is Tathagata, 

where is dharmakaya?  God had disappeared, and so you have to do the activity your self of 

disappearing in order to catch God’s world.  If the self doesn’t do that activity itself of having 

God then God will never appear for that self.  If you do completely the activity of having God 

then the self disappears.  If you attach to your self then forever you will simply be this present 

moment self, never having God’s world appear.  Within the process of manifesting God’s 

world, within the process of manifesting the complete self, Buddhism says that you must do this 

activity of holding, having God’s activity.  What I’m saying is that it is only when the self does 

the activity of having both the activities of plus and minus, doing both the activities of  dying 

and living, that finally the self will meet the true God, the true Buddha.   

 The present self is actually doing this activity of simultaneously doing past and future, 

plus and minus.  And this activity is what we call the activity of believing, the activity of having 

faith in God or faith in Buddha.  Real believing, real faith, is not having faith in some kind of 

fixated God, or fixated Buddha.  But, in life, there’s also this way of being of finding 

satisfaction through fixating God.   

 What I’m saying is there are religions that are founded on fixating God, and those 

religions are helping people, and so I’m not here to negate those religions.  I think all of you are 

bound to meet all sorts of different people in your life, so I don’t want you to go around saying, 

“My religion is better than yours, your religion is no good.”  But, all the religions that fixate 

God, because they are fixating God necessarily they are also fixating the self, and that’s why that 

kind of religion is the cause of war.  But I have to tell you again, I don’t want you going around 

asking people, “Isn’t your religion just a God fixating religion?”  You should just say, “Oh, 

sounds wonderful.”   

 I’m hoping that you really have understood Mumon’s comment, but then I’m wondering, 

maybe you haven’t.  The teisho you are listening to is the teisho of an almost ninety one year 

old, very senile person who is speaking right off the top of his head without any notes, so 

probably there are some place where it falls off the mark, but I ask you to really take what you 

heard today to heart, chew it well, and practice it.   

 The next thing I’ll give teisho on is the verse that Mumon gives.  I’m not sure when the 

next teisho will be.  That’s not for me to decide, that’s for the officers and the shika to decide.  

If they tell me to give teisho then I give teisho, but if they tell me, “Hmm, no need teisho today 

Roshi,” then I don’t.   


