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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

April 2, 1998 – 2nd Day 

Dai-Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan, ch. 3 – Gutei’s Finger 

 

 Mumon says, “The origin of the enlightenment of Gutei and the boy is not in the finger itself. If 

you understand this, Tenryu, Gutei, the boy, and you, yourself are all run through with one skewer.” 

 Mumon’s verse: 

 “Gutei made a fool of old Tenryu. 

 The sharp blade has damaged the boy. 

 The mountain spirit raised his hand, 

 and lo, without effort, the thousand myriad piled mountain  

 was split into two, Kasan and Shuryo.” 

      Mumonkan, ch. 3 – Gutei’s Finger 

 

 Yesterday I spoke at great length about what zen is, in order to prepare us to study this koan. 

 When you do sanzen, the reason you do sanzen is because you have an answer. 

 If you don’t have an answer, you don’t need to do sanzen. 

 That’s why I spoke at such great length about what zen is. 

 In Tathagata Zen we say that zen practice is clearly manifesting the wisdom for yourself that 

understands the principle of these two mutually opposing activities, of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus 

and minus. 

 We must know why it is that our very self is born from these two activities, and in order to do 

that, therefore, we have to manifest the wisdom which knows what kind of condition these two activities 

manifest. 

 I told you many times before that when you go forward, at that very same time, the opposing 

activity is pulling you backwards. 

 And saying, “Don’t go forward.” 

 The reason why you get tired, the reason why the self which is striving to go forward gets tired is 

because, when the going-forward, striving self appears, inevitably the self which says, “Don't go 

forward,” also appears. 

 So, whenever you act, I ask you, clearly manifest either the plus activity or the minus activity. 

 If you chant sutras like that (slow and dispirited), it will never become true zen chanting. 

 “Namu kara tan, nooo.” I'm old, so I can’t really chant very well, but I'm asking you, chant well. 

 When I was a monk, whenever I would chant, my teacher would always criticize me, “Still not 

enough. Still not enough.” 

 When I was a little monk, I kept on being criticized, and finally I was just crying, and tears were 



 

2 

 

streaming down my face, “Namu kara tan!” 

 Even then the teacher said, “That’s not chanting. You’re just crying like a baby.” 

 Learning to chant sutras is just like learning to do zazen. It’s the same path. You have to do it 

very clearly, very strongly. 

 I think probably yesterday I talked about the process in which the plus, expanding activity is 

taking the lead, and being accompanied by the minus, contracting activity. 

 I spoke about how, inevitably, the plus activity will arrive at the place where it no longer needs 

to do expanding any more. 

 When that happens, immediately the minus activity wakes up, opens her eyes, and she begins to 

take the initiative in the activity, and the two activities together do their working of facing and unifying, 

over and over. 

 In zen we teach that that condition is exactly like when you all climb a mountain, and you have 

reached the very summit of the mountain. 

 The condition of the original source is different than this condition of the ultimately large. It is 

the condition of the ultimately small, and in that condition as well, plus and minus are unifying and 

opposing, over and over again. 

 In zen we teach that from this condition of the ultimately large, in which the minus activity is 

taking the lead, eventually plus and minus separate, and before they separate, this unique activity, which 

in Buddhism we call jo-netsu, the heat of feeling, or passion occurs, and it’s through this occurrence of 

jo-netsu that separation takes place, and then the self which appears here is being influenced by the 

leadership of the minus activity, and so this is the self that needs to do dying. 

 At the exact same time as the self which needs to die appears, so do the past and future worlds. 

 If you’re not able to manifest the wisdom that clearly knows that when any existent thing 

appears, that is exactly the same time as past and future appear, then it isn’t zen. 

 The activity of tatha-gata, thus-going, is the activity which forms this world that we call future. 

 Of course, the activity which is in opposition to this thus-going, tatha-gata activity, is the 

contracting, tatha-agata activity. 

 We say that if you’re a person and you don’t breathe, then you’ll just fall over dead. 

 The out-breath is the tatha-gata, plus activity, and the in-breath is the tatha-agata, minus activity. 

 In Tathagata Zen, at the very start of your practice, we tell you to do breathing zen. 

 The reason we say this is because, through doing breathing zen, you can grasp the conditions of 

the self disappearing and the self appearing. 

 In general, when they teach breathing in zen, they often teach the students to count their breath, 

either counting each breath, (inhale) one, (exhale) two, on the out-breath, or counting the in and out 

breath as one, one, two, up to ten, like that. 

 It probably is effective in order to quiet the activity of your mind to do that kind of practice. 

 This is good kind of breathing, because if you really do that kind of breathing practice, then 

there’s no need to think about God or the devil as you’re doing it. 
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 But, if you only do that kind of breathing practice, even if a million years pass, you’ll never be 

able to grasp the wisdom that knows the principle of the appearance and disappearance of the self. 

 So, as I just said, it might be effective in quieting the activity of your mind, but it’s not effective 

in knowing why you were born. 

 It seems as if there are probably many people who do that kind of practice, and quiet their mind, 

and think, “Ah, this is great. This is zen.” 

 I guess that’s fine, as far as it goes, but the true wisdom of why your self appears won’t come up 

for you, just doing that. 

 So here, in Tathagata Zen, we teach about simultaneous functioning. We say that when the plus 

activity comes up, simultaneously the minus activity also comes up. 

 I said that the in-breathing is the minus activity, the contracting activity, and the contracting 

activity is taking the lead in the world of the ultimately large, and as the contracting activity contracts 

this world of the ultimately large, then within that world of the ultimately large appears this activity we 

call the heat of feeling. 

 At this point, the self and the world of future and the world of past all appear together. 

 You can count your breaths on and on. You can count your breaths for a million years, and your 

mind will become quiet, but the principle of why you’re born will not appear. It’s this principle that I.... 

 I told you yesterday how, when the self appears, the self does the activity of receiving, and it 

receives 0.00001 from father, and 0.00001 from mother. 

 I really should explain exactly how this happens, but I won’t. 

 The self makes completely equally, plus and minus its content. We can also say that it has it 

secretly, hidden, as its content. 

 If we call the pure activity of tatha-gata 1, then the pure activity of tatha-agata would be -1. 

 But they’re separate, and so it probably would be better to actually call them +0.5 and -0.5. 

 It’s the way of teaching of Tathagata Zen to say that because the plus activity has given 0.00001 

of its activity, of its power to the child when the child appears, it is no longer therefore pure. It has 

become 0.499999. 

 Mother is exactly the same. Having given 0.00001 of herself in order to give birth to the child, 

she appears as -0.499999. 

 This is what I always tell you. 

 I've also told you many times how the self, which appears here, having received equally from 

plus and minus, is zero. 

 But even when we speak about zero, there are complete zeroes and incomplete zeroes. This 

existent being which has appeared, when it first appears, is an incomplete zero. 

 But anyway, your self, existent things, appear as zero. 

 But it’s an incomplete existent thing, an incomplete self. 

 This is what you have to carefully contemplate for yourself when doing zazen. 

 When the self appears, tatha-gata and tatha-agata also appear, but since they have given of 
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themselves, they are no longer pure. They are old. They have become senile. 

 But who thinks that? 

 Of course, it’s the existent thing, the self which has appeared which thinks that. 

 If the self which has appeared were complete, it would have all of tatha-gata and tatha-agata as 

its content, and therefore tatha-gata and tatha-agata would disappear. 

 What we say is that, if you are seeing mother and father, because you are seeing, the reason why 

you are doing this activity of seeing mother and father is because you do not have the complete activities 

of tatha-gata and tatha-agata as your content. You are seeing the leftover parts of those activities, outside 

of yourself. 

 If the self were complete, then it would have all of plus and minus, and it would be the complete 

zero. It would have the activity of complete zero as its content. 

 But, as I always tell you, this self, when it appears, is the incomplete zero, and so it looks at 

incomplete plus and incomplete minus as objects. 

 So I tell you, manifest the wisdom for yourself that, as long as you’re looking at mother and 

father, you are incomplete. 

 So zen practice is to manifest the wisdom of the incomplete self looking upon incomplete mother 

and incomplete father. 

 You have to manifest the wisdom that knows that what I'm talking about here is the fact that the 

world of past, present and future is an incomplete world. 

 This is a world in which, inevitably, mutually, the three parts can see each other, or we could 

say, feel each other. 

 That’s the world of material. 

 The world in which you cannot see, in which you cannot grasp, that is the world that we could 

call, perhaps the spiritual world, or the world of the spirit. 

 In Buddhism, and especially in Tathagata Zen, we don’t permit you to unconditionally, 

unquestioningly simply accept the existence of the material world. 

 It’s because the material self has appeared that the self which says "I am" first comes into 

existence. 

 But, when that self makes all of plus and all of minus its content, then the worlds of tatha-gata 

and tatha-agata will disappear. 

 When the complete self is manifest, then mother and father also disappear. Everything has been 

made the content of this complete self. 

 If you’ve come here to learn zen, then probably you have almost made all of mother and father, 

all of plus and minus your content. They’re probably almost completely made content in your very belly. 

 But, when you think of mother and father, then immediately you have become the incomplete 

self. 

 But when you make them completely your content, then there’s no longer any need to think 

about mother or father. 
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 In the same way, the incomplete self also disappears. 

 Without the incomplete self, together with the objective world disappearing, then zero, then the 

complete self will not be manifest. 

 This is when the world of past, present and future again manifests the complete world. 

 This is a newly appeared, a newly manifest world of zero. 

 As I told you before, the activity which forms this world of zero, we call in Buddhism the 

dharma activity. It’s when the dharma activity itself divides itself in two that the world of past, present 

and future appears. 

 But oppositely, when the dharma activity itself does the activity of the unification of subject and 

object, then the past, present and future worlds all disappear, and what appears is the one and only 

singular, zero world, or we could just call it the dharma world, the world where only tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata are acting. 

 This activity is what we call the repetitive activity of the unification and separation of subject 

and object. Plus and minus separate and unify, over and over again, and these conditions of separation 

and unification pile up, one upon the next. 

 As I said yesterday, inevitably, in the process in which the female activity, the dying activity, the 

minus activity is taking the lead, eventually she will reach a point where she no longer needs to do the 

activity of dying anymore. 

 That is the manifestation of the ultimately small zero. 

 When that condition is manifest, then the minus activity rests. 

 That is when the plus activity wakes up, and he manifests this condition of the ultimately small. 

 When the plus activity wakes up, the minus activity, who had been sleeping, or we could say, 

who was just about to get to sleep, then has to wake up, and they together do their repetitive activity of 

unifying and facing. 

 This condition of zero is what we call samadhi, and when samadhi is broken forth from, that is 

when jo-netsu, the heat of feeling appears. That is when the unification of subject and object is broken 

apart, and again the worlds of past, present and future appear. 

 So this is a new appearance of a new past, present and future. 

 The self which appears here is influenced by the plus activity, and is a self which has will, and 

willfully must do the activity of living. 

 At exactly the same time as the self which must do living appears, past and future also appear. 

 Here in the story is when I have to explain the details of how the incomplete plus and minus 

activity make relationship with the self which has appeared, but since it would take a long time, and 

since I've actually already told you that many times before, then I'll just skip it. 

 Anyway, when this self acts, and meets up with the activity of no longer needing to do the 

activity of living, that is when past, present and future again disappear, and the unique one and only 

singular world appears. 

 In contrast to the original source, the ultimately small, this is the level two condition of the 
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origin, the level two unique dharma world. 

 That dharma world again separates, and past, present and future appear. 

 That is the level three dharma world. 

 But not the true dharma world. 

 It’s when those worlds of past, present and future vanish, disappear, that the complete zero 

world, the complete dharma world appears. 

 The teaching of the enlightened one is that this kind of activity repeats numberlessly, countlessly, 

until finally the condition is reached in which it’s not necessary to give birth anymore to a new self, in 

which living no longer needs to be done. It’s inevitable that that condition is reached. 

 The teaching of enlightened ones is the teaching which explains why it is that a self which must 

do living is born. 

 We say that when the self is born, simultaneously mother and father are born. 

 But when you manifest your self completely, that is when finally, for the first time, mother and 

father and your incomplete self disappear, because you’ve completely made all of mother and all of 

father your content. 

 In Tathagata Zen we insist that the teaching of enlightenment is the teaching of these principles, 

the principle of why the self that must do living appears, and the principle of why the self that no longer 

needs to do living appears, and then the principle of why the self that must die, and the principle of why 

the self that no longer needs to die appear. 

 As I've been telling you, the activity which manifests the ultimately large and ultimately small is 

the dharma activity, and this dharma activity will continue to repetitively manifest ultimately large and 

ultimately small eternally. 

 Buddhism says you will have no doubts if you are clear about why ultimately small appears and 

why ultimately large appears, why when ultimately large is reached, then the activity will manifest 

ultimately small. If you’re clear about these things, then you’re clear about everything. 

 I wonder if you understand. 

 Both ultimately large and ultimately small are absolutely clear conditions. 

 The activity which manifests, repetitively, these absolutely clear conditions of ultimately small 

and ultimately large is the dharma activity, and that’s why we say the dharma activity is eternal. 

 So, hopefully everyone can grasp the definition of eternity that the enlightened one gave when he 

was alive. 

 But we’re very severe about this, and we warn you that if you are thinking about eternity as an 

object, that that is simply the incomplete self, the lost self, the self that is caught in discriminating 

consciousness thinking about eternity. It isn’t the true eternity. 

 Yesterday I spoke a little bit about how, in the Old Testament they have this word, emptiness. 

 It’s been a long time since I've read the Bible, but I'm sure that they have that in there 

somewhere, emptiness. 

 But, simply unconditionally accepting this idea of emptiness, and taking emptiness as an object, 
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objectifying emptiness, that is not the true emptiness. 

 Some people say Buddhism and the teaching of the Old Testament are exactly the same. They 

both talk about emptiness, but I say you’re an idiot. 

 If you take emptiness as an object, that incomplete self which is saying emptiness with its mouth, 

that mouth will rot, and that self will fall over dead. 

 If you manifest that kind of rotting self, then you will eternally manifest the self of suffering. 

You will eternally be controlled by the activity of karma. 

 So, what you have to do here is manifest the wisdom for yourself that true emptiness is an 

activity which has no self in it. It’s an activity in which the self has disappeared. 

 This thing that we call the activity of emptiness appears when the "I am" saying self disappears. 

 "I am" has to die. "I am" has to be dissolved if you want to experience the activity of emptiness. 

 If there is something called the almighty, then this existence of almighty is what has appeared 

when the "I am" self is dissolved, and the activity that the almighty does is a completely will-less 

activity of emptiness. So now you can clearly understand that there are two worlds, the world of 

emptiness and the material world. 

 When the world of emptiness is manifest, that is the world in which the complete self is acting, 

and the incomplete self has vanished. 

 The world the incomplete self is living in is the material world. I hope you clearly can see that. 

 What I'm saying is that if you can grasp this principle, then this koan of Gutei’s finger also will 

be really easy for you to understand. 

 We went over time, again. So tomorrow finally, we’ll get to Mumon’s comment, and I'll give 

teisho on that. 

 Mumon was someone who lived five or six hundred years after the events of this koan took 

place, and it was a completely different era. But, no matter how different the eras might have been, the 

zen was the same. The zen that Mumon learned was the same zen, that the activity of tatha-aagata is the 

activity which divides itself in two and gives birth to the worlds of past, present and future. So tomorrow 

we’ll listen to Mumon’s comment. 

 


