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This finger of Master Gutei, who many Zen people have been talking about and questioning for 
so long, Master Setcho writes this magnificent verse:  For his appropriate teaching, I deeply admire old 
Gutei.  Since space and time have been emptied, who else is there?  Having cast a piece of driftwood 
onto the ocean, together in the night waves we take in blind turtles.   This is Setcho’s song of praise for 
Gutei’s Finger; this is really a poem that makes us fall in love with it. Even though it is not a long 
poem, it is a magnificent poem that Setcho gives us.

It is not as if I really know Chinese, but I can read this in the original Chinese and it is a 
beautiful poem.  Its mimizu are ga yoi makes our ears feel good, this poem. It is the echo of it that 
makes our ears feel good; it means we just like to listen to this poem again and again.  It is like when 
you say someone’s skin feels good; then you just want to touch it again and again and again.  So, if it 
makes our ears feel good, then again and again, we want to listen to it. No matter how many times we 
read it, because it makes our ears feel so good, we just want to read it again.  We must fall in love with 
this poem; that’s what I’m telling you.

Now, most of you don’t know Chinese and you can’t appreciate or understand this poem.  But, 
one among you, Kendo Hal Roth, who is the master of Chinese, you should talk to him.  Because, if 
you talk to him, you will learn that the Chinese language, just as it is, is masterful. I have the deep wish
that you could really read and get this poem.  

Why is it that all the Zen people seem to get together and focus on this koan and sing its praises,
or criticize it? As I have been telling you, this koan of Gutei’s finger, has been truly and sincerely 
praised and loved by Zen people from the old days.  And standing in the place of all the others who 
have praised this koan of Master Gutei’s finger, Master Setcho gives us this short seven line verse, this 
seven phrase verse.  But the teisho he gives us is very difficult.  No matter what examples one tries to 
give in order to explain this poem, it is not really possible to explain this poem.  It is as if this poem is 
singing out, “There is nothing that can be compared to this one finger, standing up.” What is it within 
this poem that is singing, “It is not comparable”?

What everybody seems to be singing about is Reality.  There is in the story of Master Gutei’s 
finger, and the nun, whose name is Reality.  But, what everyone sings, again and again, is that there is 
no true thing, there is no truth, except for reality.  People are searching for the truth, searching for 
reality, and they talk on and on endlessly about it.  But, in a concrete way, if you want to grasp reality, 
what can you grasp?  Doing your zazen, if you want to know reality or the truth, what should you grasp
up? 

 Something that is absolutely impossible to take as an object, I am asking all of you, “Don’t you
think that that thing that is not possible to take as an object, don’t you think that that is what you need 
to grasp up as reality?” You sit zazen and you try to grasp for yourselves, reality, the real thing, the 
truth.  Even though you can say these words with your mouths, you don’t know what it is.  But, isn’t it 
the case, that it is something that is neither subject nor object; something that you cannot see as the 
object, nor can you see it as the subject.  Isn’t that what reality is?  Gutei, having practiced much, 
understood this principle well. This poem is cautioning us in this way.  This poem is saying that if you 
truly grasp reality, then you must grasp that which is not male about man, that which is not female 
about woman.



In order to teach this principle, it is taught that there is a male god and a female god. If there is 
an absolute God, then that absolute God is neither male nor female. What could this be, something that 
is not a man, something that is not a woman?   I don’t think that you have been taught this in a concrete
way at school. But Zen practice really gets into this in a concrete way and you are demanded to grasp 
for your self, what is not man, what is not woman; what is not man about man, what is not woman 
about woman.

In order to teach this teaching, all sorts of complicated stuff ends up getting taught.  Zen talks 
about this “neither subject, nor object, can’t be seen as subject, can’t be seen as object,” sort of thing.  
But anyone wanting to cross examine the Zen teachers and say, “Isn’t it the case that we are in fact, in 
actuality, seeing objects, thinking as subjects?” Although it isn’t easy, Tathagata Zen faces those cross 
examiner’s and clearly responds to them. Tathagata Zen teaches in this unbelievable, shocking way and
says that when we speak of the male god and the female god, we are speaking about you; we are 
talking about you.  You are manifest sometimes as the male god and you are manifest sometimes as the 
female god.  Just hearing only that, some people will, humm, totally understand.  

But, why is it that here in America, those sorts of students just don’t seem to appear? Because of
your big egos.  Because of your strong insistence on your own “I am” selves, the realization that all 
things that appear as objects are you, appearing as objects, doesn’t seem to be able to occur to you. 
But, if you try having the experience of being a father or being a mother, then your personal ideas and 
philosophies will vanish, and you will be able to understand what I am trying to teach you.  Then, when
asked, “Who is this child of yours?  Who is this child that has appeared as an object to you?”  You will 
at once be able to respond, “The child is myself.”  Then even if you do just a small amount of zazen, 
you will be able to manifest this changed sort of consciousness.

However, if you have a strong ego and a strong insistence on your self, then even if a hundred 
years of zazen passes by, you never be able to assert, “All the objects are myself; that which appears 
before my eyes is me.” This is why in the document called the Zanzengi, it is said that to study Zen is 
to manifest acts of compassion, of love. Although you aren’t aware of this, in Buddhism, love, 
compassion, is analyzed into two activities, the ji activity and the hi activity.  The word for love is ai 
and love is analyzed into ji ai, perhaps affectionate love, and hi ai, merciful love.  I don’t think that you
get taught this sort of thing, that there are two essential kinds of loves. A simple way to understand 
these loves is that one is the love of giving and the other is the love of receiving.

Giving and receiving, giving and receiving, this backwards and forwards kind of thing; this is 
love. Aren’t you taught this in English and, too?  If you want to receive, then you ought to give.  
Without giving you are never going to receive. This is already happening with all of us.  It is because 
we do give, that we do receive.   When we get down to concrete, actual, practice, we are taught, of 
course, if you want to practice love, and you want to practice giving and receiving, then breathing is the
act of love.  “Love is breathing,” might sound simple, but actually, it sort of backfires and it becomes 
quite difficult, because it is taught that the giving breath and the receiving breath, the out breath and the
in breath, must occur simultaneously.  So, you are commanded as Zen students to experience this for 
yourself.

As I said previously, in the Zazengi, it says very clearly that to practice zazen is to practice love.
Perhaps, this is why there are some people that go around, “That Roshi is teaching sex!”  That is fine. 
But, the activity of love is not only sex.  Sex is only one small part of love.  The loving activities of 
giving and receiving, those are infused into every single aspect of human life.  We cannot live without 
love and we cannot live without breathing, and so Tathagata Zen commands and demands of us, “Try 
this for yourselves:  Try to do the loving activity through your breathing, all of the time.” Through 
more and more deeply doing the practice of breathing, in Tathagata Zen  it is taught that inevitably the 
sort of consciousness will be manifest, you will be able to manifest the sort of consciousness, that 
clearly knows that sometimes you are manifest as the object self and sometimes you are manifest as the
subject self.



The Buddha, the founder of Buddhism, urged us to stand upon the recognition of two mutually 
opposing essential functions in order to grasp the nature of ourselves and the nature of our world. He 
said, without doing that, it is not possible for us to understand what we are and what our world is. 

So finally, we are really stepping into the teisho on Master Gutei’s Finger.  Setcho, in his verse, 
is singing the praises of Master Gutei’s Finger, is talking about the nature of all of ourselves and the 
nature of Master Gutei’s Finger.  And in that, he uses the phrase taiyo, which is referring to two 
mutually opposing functions.  If you really, deeply, investigate the meaning of this phrase, taiyo, which 
in your translation is appropriate teaching, it is really referring to two essential, mutually opposing 
functions. Taking up these two mutually opposing functions, then Master Setcho, holding them up, 
says, “There is no more magnificent way to love, then this.” Master Gutei osho, he made both of these 
two mutually opposing functions totally his content and then he acted with them as his content.  That is 
why Master Setcho says,” I can’t help but be deeply in love with him”.

Any lovingly married couple, among us, should be like this.  This first line, therefore, “I deeply 
love this old Gutei, who has these two as his content.” He is saying that he is the greatest; there is no 
one greater than him. Tatha-gata, thus going, and tatha-agata, thus coming, plus and minus, expanding 
and contracting, the guy who had both of them totally as its content, and acted with both of them, that 
was Gutei.  That is what Setcho is saying.  

If you are going to read Zen stuff, then as I tell you again and again and again, you have to 
stand on the recognition of two mutually opposing essential functions if you are going to read. But even
though I tell you that again and again, I don’t know where you get this stuff from. I don’t know what 
books your reading, but you bring to me these sorts of consciousnesses, though I don’t know where you
get them from, and then you ask your questions from that point of view and I don’t understand what 
your asking me.

You have, all of you, these two mutually opposing functions as your content; that is your nature.
But, to come with just some sort of arbitrary, self centered, way of thinking, just quit doing it .Don’t 
forget you have these two as your content.  Buddhism also very clearly explains the nature of God and 
says that if there is such a thing as a absolute personified being that you can call God, if you want to, 
that also has these two mutually opposing functions, as its content.

Our natures are just like God’s nature; we, just as God, have these two mutually opposing 
functions, as our content.  That is what, “We are together with God means.” Poomp, you heard the 
sound didn’t you?  Don’t I always ask you, when you heard that sound, where were you?  But, it seems 
very difficult for you to give the right response.  I think that it is fair to say in this country, there is 
nobody that really gives the right response, even with a year of trying.  They answer as if it is no 
problem at all, “God is everything.”  What a messed up way of thinking!  But it is really weird, because
those people with such obviously messed up ways of thinking, also come up with really wonderful 
ways of thinking.

God is together with us and so if God is existing in everything, isn’t it true that we have to be 
existing in everything too? And if you think in that way, everything must be God, all the objects are not
objects; they are God.  So, if you pick up a mosquito,  if you pick up a snake, and follow in this way of 
thinking, they are God. Be careful, don’t insult the role of God, if you start saying these sorts of things. 
God is everything whether you pick up a mosquito or a beautiful woman, then in this way of thinking, 
that is God. This is part of Zen practice.  You have to be able to pick up a sesame seed and that needs to
be God.    If you understand this, then you will also understand how that without saying a word, no 
matter what he was asked, Gutei just Uttt, raised one finger.  You understand, “Ahhh, I get it.” The bird 
is singing, where is God?  The baby is crying, where is God?  The baby is crying together with God, 
isn’t that right?  

If you just carefully try to respond to your koan, always, instead of thinking about other 
irrelevant things, then without fail, you will come to the realization that your content is two essential 
mutually opposing functions. Master Setcho is singing his poem having thoroughly seen through Gutei,



completely.  He is totally in love with Gutei Finger.  He totally knows that Gutei has both essential 
functions, as his content.  When they are totally in love with each other, there is no need to say, “I am 
the male god,” or “"I am the female god.”  The male and female god’s disappear like smoke vanishing, 
and in that act of disappearing they are one with each other.  

Isn’t it true in Buddhism that this manifestation of the unity of the two has always been called 
the manifestation of the activity of emptiness or zero?  This state has also been called absolute silence, 
the state of absolute silence.  I think that there are lots of poetic words in English, there aren’t that 
many, but there are some, to describe this kind of silence.  According to the teachings of Tathagata Zen,
when male and female gods become one, then the self that doesn’t need to assert itself, is manifest.  
That is what emptiness means, that is what silence means, in Tathagata Zen, in Buddhism.  In that state 
of silence, it is very kindly and precisely taught that there is no longer a self that needs to assert “I am 
plus,” or “I am minus.”  The conclusion that is taught is that in emptiness, in silence, there is no "I am" 
self. 

When you explain what emptiness is, what silence is that it really has no "I am" self, there is 
already the clever "I am" self there, explaining it.  Immediately when the self that is explaining it is 
manifest, then reality, itself, is no longer manifest.  The activity of emptiness is the activity of love, but 
whenever there is some self there explaining, “True love has to be this way; true love has to be that 
way,” it is not the activity of love anymore; it is somebody explaining the activity of love as an object.  
It is not love activity anymore; it is ego.  It is somebody, standing up in a self, explaining love.  So, you
are cautioned, “Don’t thoughtlessly parade that kind of stuff around.”  

That state in which the plus and minus activities are gone, in Tathagata Zen, is the state in 
which there are no "I am" selves. That is the manifestation of silence, isn’t it?  When you explain 
silence, as I am now doing, it is not silence, anymore.  The manifestation of true love is exactly the 
manifestation of silence; so we are taught, “Don’t explain true love.”  But, if we don’t explain it, then 
the young people won’t have any idea what love is. Therefore, reluctantly, explanations are given of 
love and one of them is that love, can be analyzed into two functions, two activities of love.  

 When silence breaks open then the world that is not silence, is here manifest; that is the 
teaching of Buddhism.  We have finally arrived at the difficult part of the talk.    When the 
manifestation of silence breaks open, then at once, immediately, right within that world of silence, the 
three worlds of past, present and future appear.  This is what is being talked about in the next line of the
poem where it talks about, “Since space and time have been emptied, who else is there?”  When the 
world of silence breaks opens, when the volcano explodes, then in the world of silence, the three 
worlds of past, present and future have been manifest.  

The volcano irrupts past, present and future. That is the action that Master Engo is describing 
when he comments on Master Setcho’s first line of the poem.  So, you all have print- outs, so please 
refer to your prints-outs.  “A leper drags along his companions, only those on the same path know.  
Nevertheless, it is one device, one perspective. This is a “to fall in love with” line of the poem and it is 
about falling in love.  It is about the man falling in love with the beautiful woman; the woman falling in
love with the handsome man.  But, since the bell rang, I’ll talk about it tomorrow.    

The End


