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Gutei’s Finger 

translated by  R.H. Blyth 
 

 Whatever he was asked about Zen Gutei simply stuck up one finger.  At one time he had 
an acolyte, whom a visitor asked, “What is the essential point of your master’s teaching?”  The 
boy just stuck up one finger.  Hearing of this, Gutei cut off his finger with a knife.  As the boy ran 
out of the room screaming with pain, Gutei called to him.  When he turned round his head, Gutei 
stuck up one finger.  The boy suddenly became enlightened. 
 When Gutei was about to die, he said to the assembled monks, “I received this 
one-finger-Zen from Tenryu.  I used it all my life, but did not exhaust it.”  When he had finished 
saying this, he entered into his eternal rest. 
  

 Next year, on April first, that is exactly six months from now, I will become a full 

ninety-three years old.  Up until now I’ve never really thought, “Wow, I’ve really lived a long 

time!”  I just have gotten back from Vienna, it had been twenty years since they opened up the 

zendo in Vienna, so to celebrate their twentieth anniversary they asked me to come, and I took 

my old body over there, and made it back.  I didn’t go to Vienna last year, but two or three years 

ago I think I went.  Up until now I hadn’t really realized that I had gotten old, but  now that I 

realize it, there are a lot of things that come along with that realization. 

 Everybody, when they are young, has a strong sense of seeking that which is good and 

avoiding evil.  But when you get old, these things like good and evil, beautiful and ugly, they are 

no longer problems for you.  When you are old the thing that becomes strong is the feeling that 

even if you do something bad, you should be honest about it.  And you don’t think about what’s 

good so much anymore.   
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 When you get old, you finally remember,  “Yeah, this is the way I thought when I was 

really young.”  But then your parents start telling you, “This is good and this is bad,” and you 

have to listen to their instruction, and you come to understand their version of what is good and 

what is bad.   

 As I tell you almost every time I give teisho, according to Buddhism, originally there is 

neither good nor evil.  The sort of knowing which recognizes good and evil is a kind of wisdom 

that has developed to a great degree, and then further that wisdom develops and notices, realizes 

that there can be a state of freedom from good and evil.   

 When you are a young child you don’t need to know about good and evil, but as your 

function of knowing, your function of wisdom develops, then you have to know about good and 

evil.  It seems as if as we grow up, and we come to want to walk by ourselves in this world, to 

live as full-grown adults, it’s when we reach that stage of life that we really have to face the 

problem of good and evil.  Buddhism says that originally all people, and not just all people but all 

existent beings, from a plant to a mosquito all the way up through a human being, we are all the 

same in that originally we have neither good nor evil.  In our original condition there is neither 

good nor evil.   

 If you have really understood clearly the first and second chapters of the Mumonkan, then 

upon hearing the words I have just spoken, you will simply think,  “Of course!  That’s just the 

way it is.”   

 No matter what religion it is, no matter what kind of Buddhism it is, all of these teachings 

speak about salvation and liberation.  But I always tell you that if you’re a student of Zen you 

have to approach Zen with the attitude that clearly knows that Zen is not religion, Zen is 

“shu-kyo”.  Not just Zen, but Buddhism in general, although other religions are always talking 

about a creator God, a God that created our world and all of us, Buddhism doesn’t talk about 

that.   

 When Buddhism first appeared in India, there was already a religion called Brahmanism, 
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and in Brahmanism they taught that the God Brahma was the creator of this world and all of us.  

And Buddhism, although it did not absolutely not recognize the existence of Brahma, it did say 

that Brahma is not the one that creates everything.  And, as we had to talk about when we 

approached the first and second chapters of the Mumonkan, we then have to ask, “So what is it 

that makes this world and all of us?”   

 What we say is that it is two activities called tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and 

thus-coming, that make this world that we live in, and all of us who live in it.  In the teaching of 

Tathagata Zen we caution you, and say if you go around talking about God or Buddha or Amida 

Buddha having forgotten about the fundamental principles of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, you will 

make a lot of mistakes.  Although traditionally these two opposing activities have been called 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, here, to make it easy to practice them, we simply call them plus and 

minus.   

 The thing that the teaching of Tathagata Zen strongly asserts is that together with saying 

that plus and minus form our home and all of us who live in this world that is our home, we also 

say that even if we talk about God, even if we talk about Buddha, those existences also come into 

being and then vanish, appear and then disappear through those same two opposing activities.   

 I know that I repeat myself over and over again, and over and over and over again some 

more, but the reason for that is because when you come to sanzen, you obviously don’t 

understand it.  You at once start talking about God or Buddha, wanting to be saved by God or 

Buddha, so that’s why I have to keep explaining this function of Tathagata to you.  The position 

of Buddhism originally has always been that even if there is a personified God that God would 

have to have the opposing functions of plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata acting as its 

content.   

 Whether we use the word God or Buddha or man or woman, if we are describing the 

perfect God , perfect Buddha, perfect human being, all of those states of perfection are the same.  

But if it is not the state of perfection, then within those states of imperfection there are 
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distinctions.   

 Buddhism asserts that there is a state of perfection or completion.  Human beings have 

all sorts of different ways of describing that, as ‘the truth’ or ‘reality’, but no matter what it is 

called, Buddhism asserts that that state exists.  And when we’re talking about a state of 

perfection, we insist that human beings also have the state of perfection of human being.   

 When we look at people, there are men and women.  And men and women are different 

from each other.  And so we can clearly define the state of being either a man or a woman as a 

state of imperfection.  But Buddhism also very clearly teaches that it is simply not possible to 

fixate yourself as being a man or a woman.  One simple way to describe the life of a man or a 

woman is to say that man lives within woman, and woman lives within man, and when the two 

opposite functions of plus and minus become one, that is perfection.   

 When I start talking about this subject, even though I’m old, I forget all about being old, 

and I am filled with the joy of giving teisho again!   

 To speak frankly, at this age going to that twentieth reunion in Vienna was tiring, and then 

I got back and immediately I had to do a wedding ceremony, and then come down here and start 

giving teisho,  I was really tired.  This morning I just didn’t want to give teisho at all.  I really 

didn’t want to give teisho!  But, having gotten this far in the teisho, I remember why I want to 

give teisho, and now I’m into it again.   

 When I say, “I’m filled with joy, I’m filled with energy again about wanting to give teisho,” 

it means that I remember that I was born a human being again.  What I mean is that when I’m 

stuck in the world where people are always talking to me about good and evil, it sucks.  When 

people are young they love to talk about good and evil - “I’m correct, you’re a bad person.”   

 Anyone stuck having to wander around in that kind of world will get disgusted by it. 

 When you get to be in your nineties, however, you very strongly want to avoid that whole 

sort of world, and that means, in concrete terms, you just don’t want to hang around with people 

who are always talking about that kind of stuff!  And the feeling of, “I just want to quit having to 
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be a monk,”  comes up pretty strongly at the same time.  What I’m saying is that this feeling of 

not wanting to hang around with people who are obsessed with good and evil comes up REALLY 

strongly at this age.  Buddhism, however, says that it is unavoidable, you have to include those 

kind of people who emphasize good and evil in your Buddhism, or it is not really Buddhism.  So 

when I remember that, again I have energy to deal with them.   

 So, following in this line of thinking I think, “Thank you, thank you for standing up in front 

of this old man, and helping in various ways, and reminding me of various things; thank you.”  

But, also when things like that happen, I feel like saying, “Before you start talking about other 

people, why don’t you first look at yourself?!  Look at your own feet, look at the ground in front 

of you before you start criticizing others!”   

 When you look at the Old Testament, all that seems to be happening in there is people 

fighting with each other.  Why did they fight so much?  It wasn’t just those old Jewish folks 

who were obsessed with fighting, it seems as if, when you look at any of the ancestors of all of us, 

back then when human civilization was first being born, everybody was fighting with each other.  

So I guess we don’t have to hate the Bible.  But it isn’t good to insist that the Bible is correct.   

 If the Jewish people get obsessed by the fact that they feel that they have been oppressed 

by other people, then they make themselves smaller.  Right around the time that the Roman 

Empire was about to collapse, the Jewish people were pretty strong, but then they got weaker 

again.  And then over many, many centuries they were forced to live in hiding.  They went to 

the north and hid in France, Russia,Finland and Poland and many different countries, and not just 

to the north, they went to the south too, and they had to be oppressed by the powers of all of 

those countries.  And up until quite recently, maybe fifty years ago, they really were oppressed, 

they were tortured by other groups of people.  I don’t think there’s too many Jewish people 

here, so I’ll just speak freely about this.  They were really tortured and oppressed by other 

religions, up until the point where sometimes they were threatened, “If you don’t change your 

religion to my religion,” (especially the Christians said this,) “then we’ll kill you.”   



First  Day  Dai-Sesshin, October 3, 1999      Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Gutei’s Finger 
 
 

 
6 

 But this sort of thing didn’t only happen to the Jewish people, if you look at human history, 

almost every group of people had to go through this process in their development, almost 

everybody had times when they were oppressed in this way.   

 But maybe the reason the Jewish people had to struggle and suffer more than most people 

was because they insisted, “I am correct,” so strongly. 

 As the world changed, we entered a new era, quite recently, when the ideology which 

insists that there must be equality, we must all be equal, became popular, and we even formed 

the organization called the United Nations.  Then the Jewish people got stronger again. When I 

first came to America, I didn’t feel as if the Jewish people were as strong as they are now.   

 Japan didn’t enter the United Nations until, I think, 1963.  I came here to America in 

1962, and it was right around that time, and I think it’s fair to say that a real worldwide peace 

conference didn’t come into being until Japan entered the U.N. in 1963.  But when you look at 

what the United Nations has actually been doing, even since 1963, and you folks should all know 

this because you’re actually alive and living in this world, what have they been doing with their 

time?  It seems as if they are still looking around the world for Hitler’s underlings, and trying to 

bring them to justice.   

 From my point of view, it doesn’t seem as if Japanese people speak badly of Jewish 

people.  The reason for this, perhaps, is that during the Japanese-Russian War the Japanese 

people received an enormous amount of support from Jewish people.  In the beginning of the 

Japan-Russian War, although most people in the world before the war started would probably 

have predicted that Japan would lose, they had so much energy and were fighting so well in the 

beginning, that it seemed as if they would win.   

 But then they ran out of all of their armaments, they didn’t have guns anymore, they just 

ran out of stuff to fight with.  And suddenly they were in this situation in Manchuria where they 

were trying to fight a war without any guns, and the soldiers simply had to think, “ I guess we all 

have to die.”  In order to raise money to have more arms, the Vice President of the Japan 
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national bank, we’re not sure about his name, maybe Mister Yamagata, or Takahashi  Korikio, 

came to England and America to raise money.   

 If I get into all of the details it will get too long, but simply speaking, he went to England 

and the English refused him, saying that they did not have any bank connections in Japan, and 

their money was all tied up, and so they couldn’t lend him any money.  And the American 

government also said that they had already lent out a lot of money to different places, and they 

simply didn’t have any money to lend them.   

 He was looking for an enormous amount of money, I’m not sure how much, maybe ten 

million pounds at the time, and nobody would lend it to him.  He made a great effort and 

traveled back to England and all over America, and nobody said they could lend him the money. 

 Then there was a Jewish man named Jacob Schiff, and he voluntarily approached 

Takahashi Korikio, from out of the blue, came up to him, and said, “Although I can’t lend you the 

entire amount that you’re seeking, I can lend you half of it.”  After getting that first half of the 

money he needed, it was easier to raise the other half, maybe people were thinking now that 

Japan could possibly win the war, and so one after another people lent him money until he had all 

of the money he needed, and could go back to Japan and pay for buying bullets from Italy and 

making new bullets in Japan.   

 These days, I don’t think there are many people in Japan who know this story.  But the 

people who do remember this story all must think of Jewish people as supporters of Japan.   

 But anyway, leaving aside that story for a moment, now that Jewish people have more 

power again, it seems as if they’re going to mess up the world, disturb the world situation by 

insisting on finding people who agreed with Hitler, and trying them as war criminals.  What I am 

telling you is that if Jewish people insist on this ideology which is founded on the importance of 

finding all of these war criminals, and trying them, it might very well back-fire on them, and they 

may bring themselves more oppression and suffering in the future.   

 If countries are fighting just like they are having a family feud, then the result will be the 
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destruction of an entire race of people.  There are many different ethnic groups of people 

gathered together on this planet, but Buddhism has always said that originally they were all one.  

 The teaching of Buddhism has always said that the very nature of  this world is to be one 

world we all share as our home.   

 As for Austria, the country that Vienna is the capital of, it used to be a really big country, 

but around the first World War it got shrunk to a very small country, but perhaps because it’s 

such a small country, it’s beautiful.  Everywhere you go, maybe because the government helps in 

this,  even if you go way out into the countryside, it’s beautiful there.  They clean really well, 

there’s no garbage there.  You can walk all over that country, on every road, and you’ll never 

find even one piece of litter.  I’ve been visiting there over the past twenty or so years, and I 

know that they really clean that country up well.   

 Then I got back here to America, and I know America is supposed to be a civilized country, 

but wow - compared to Vienna, you get here and a little breeze blows, and at once all of this 

paper starts blowing in front of your face, and you wonder, “I wonder what this paper was used 

for?” as it’s flying into your mouth!   

 In Mount Baldy in the springtime, when the wind blows, you have trash and paper blowing 

all around, just like the cherry blossoms fall in Japan.   

 But I think I’m totally running out of time, so I should get on with the teisho.   

 According to Buddhism, every single existence is the same in the fact that whether it’s a 

God or a Buddha or a mosquito, we all have this same home.  And this is why demands that you 

live your life remembering that we all have the same home.  Whether it is God, the Buddha, a 

mosquito, or an ant, everything is living having this one world as its home, and so we should live 

based on that understanding.   

 Of course, when it comes to human beings as well, whether you are a white person, or 

yellow, or black, or red, we all share this one world as our home, and so must recognize our 

equality.  When I start talking about this, you all will probably think, “Roshi, we already know 
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about this stuff!”  Even though you say you understand it, you really do not understand it!  

That is why I have to keep on repeating it.    

 The two activities of thus-going and thus-coming make all of us who live in this world, and 

make the world itself.   

 The fundamental principle that all existences live in this one world, (And when I say this 

‘One world’ I mean this Great Cosmos, this entire universe,) that we all have this One Great 

Cosmos as our home, is what this koan is demanding that you see clearly in to.  If you 

understand this you will understand that if you make the sign of the cross, and say ‘Amen,’ and 

you find salvation through that, then that action is the same as Gutei raising his finger.  The 

teaching that this koan is trying to teach you is that if you are a Buddhist and you chant, ‘Namu 

Amida Butsu,’ or if you are a Christian and make the sign of the cross and say ‘Amen,’ or if you are 

Gutei who always holds up his one finger, all of these actions are the same.  Or if you are Jewish 

might say, “Yaweh,” and that would also be the same.   

 The problem, however, is when the self who thinks, “I am correct” is born, and then, no 

matter what religion it is, Christianity, or Judaism, or Islam, and there are so many other religions 

too, that is when they start fighting each other.   

 I told you that this morning I really did not want to give teisho, and so that is why I was 

forced to really think about what the best way to explain this koan.   

 It is time for us to stop for today.  I would like to continue this teisho on Gutei’s Finger 

tomorrow, keeping a sharp eye out, to not lose the essential tenet that this koan is pointing to:  

That this world of ours is our one shared home.   

 White people, yellow people, back people, or red people, We all have fingers!  Japs, 

Chinks, or Kikes, we all have fingers!  Everyone is equal, no matter what our color is.  It is not 

just that the whites are the high class ones.  These days (the white) high class is falling apart, 

(The white people no longer have a monopoly on the ‘high class’ world,) and the black (people’s) 

world is on the verge of becoming the high class world, and in this context  this koan also comes 
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to life, even more. 

 

終 

the end 


