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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

March 23, 1998 – 1st Day 

General Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan, ch. 3 – Gutei’s Finger 

 

 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 around 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. 

      Mumonkan, ch. 3 – Gutei’s Finger 

 

 Here I am again, to practice together with you. Starting today, you will be training here for about 

six or seven weeks together. 

 Usually, when we talk about training period, it’s a ninety day period, or a three month period. 

That’s the usual meaning of Kessei. 

 But since this Kessei period is taking place in what’s known as seikan, which is usually the time 

in between the training periods, we can’t do a ninety day period. We can only do about a fifty day 

training period. 

 I don’t know how many people will be participating in this Kessei period, but it doesn’t really 

matter. One or two or five people is enough. Traditionally, if there are three people, all together, that 

fulfills the requirement, and we can hold Kessei. 

 So I’d really like it if anybody who has decided to come here and do Kessei, if that person would 

really grasp the meaning of what Kessei is, place that in their hearts, and really throw themselves into 

their practice. 

 We had Kessei here last November, and I gave teisho on the first case of the Mumonkan, Joshu’s 

Mu. 

 When I give teisho here at Bodhi, maybe it would be actually better not to call it teisho. It’s more 

like a lecture, and so I guess I lectured on Joshu’s Mu last fall here. 

 This time I chose the third case of the Mumonkan, Gutei’s finger, and I will be lecturing on that. 

 I bet you’re all wondering what the difference really is between a teisho and a lecture. 

 But I don’t want to explain that to you right here, right now. That is the kind of thing that will 

naturally be understood by you as you throw yourself into your practice. Appealing to the realm of 

practice, naturally you will come to understand what the difference between a teisho and a lecture is. 
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 If you’re a beginner, and it’s a teisho, then you have no idea what is being talked about. 

 So, during this teisho time here, I won’t give teishos and I’ll give lectures instead. 

 I think that when I was talking about Joshu’s Mu, I spoke in some detail, using Joshu’s Mu, 

about what it really means to study zen. 

 As I always tell you, what we mean by zen practice is to study what we can call the activity of 

zen. 

 So what is this activity of zen? 

 One definition of zen is to say that zen is the dharma activity, so if you are studying zen, then 

you are studying the activity of dharma. 

 So then you are faced with, what is the dharma activity? 

 This place that we all reside in, this home that we all share, if you really look at that carefully, 

that is the cosmos. That’s the entire universe itself. To study zen is to see for yourself the actual way of 

being of that cosmos. 

 It goes without saying that the one who is studying the way of being of the cosmos is you. 

 So, also we have to come up against, what is that you who is studying? 

 I think that when I was talking about Joshu’s Mu, I spoke about how everyone, everything, when 

it is born, it already possesses a home. 

 Every single existence which appears, there isn’t one that does not appear, already having a 

home. Of course, every person has their home, but also animals, birds, mosquitoes, ants, everything is 

born already having their place of residence. 

 So I think I already told you in the fall that it’s Tathagata Zen, Nyorai Zen, this school of zen 

which insists that to study your home, to study this universe, this world, is in the end, to study yourself. 

 We have these words in Buddhism, gin seikan, and sei kaikan, and I’m not sure if they’re good 

English, I don’t know if they really exist in English, but I guess if you translate them, then they begin to 

exist in English, and maybe a translation would be your view of human life, and one’s world-view, and 

the conclusion that we reach in Tathagata Zen is that to study those things is to study the same thing. 

 When we speak about studying the very nature, the very way of being of the entire world, the 

whole cosmos, it might seem like an ungraspable, awesome problem, but there is nothing really to be 

surprised about, because it all comes down to studying the way of being of your self, so you can see that 

it isn’t that hard after all. 

 If I talk about studying the nature of the cosmos, then you’ll probably think that you have to go 

study cosmology, or astronomy, and that is one angle from which to approach the way of being of the 

cosmos. 

 But no matter how much you study the way of being of the world, if you study in a way that 

always recognizes that the way of being of the world and the way of being of your self are different, 

then it will never become the true study of the way of being of the world. 

 If you truly study the way of being of your self, then you will see that the place of residence of 

your self is never other than this cosmos. 
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 So if we talk about studying the nature of the cosmos, then it’s natural to think that you have to 

study cosmology, but in zen we say that it’s not really necessary. 

 If you really study your self and grasp your self clearly, then the conclusion that there is no home 

of your self other than this cosmos will also come to you clearly. 

 I think when I gave teisho on Joshu’s Mu, over and above talking about the fact that, when you 

are born, when you appear, you already have your home with you, I also implored you to open up your 

eyes clearly to the condition of before you are born. 

 I think I also spoke about how the enlightened one taught that the condition before your 

appearance, before your birth, is called the condition of the origin of absolutely everything. 

 Before you were born, it was the you that had no need to look upon your place of residence. 

 In this condition before your birth, therefore, the great cosmos itself, your home itself, also had 

not appeared. 

 I think I told you very clearly to grasp for yourself that the condition of the origin is a condition 

in which the self which thinks "I am" had not appeared yet. 

 So, what kind of a state does the condition of the origin manifest? 

 I’ve told you that because the condition of the origin gives birth to absolutely everything, the 

condition of the origin itself is pregnant with everything. 

 I told you that the enlightened one taught that because the condition of the origin is pregnant 

with absolutely everything, there is no condition greater than, more superior than this condition. 

 I think I spoke about what activity it is, what kind of thing it is, when existences appear from the 

condition of the origin. 

 But, the state that we call having appeared is not a fixated state. When appearance occurs, 

inevitably then the activity that we call either disappearing or hiding also will then occur. 

 I think I told you that the enlightened one taught his disciples, after he was enlightened into what 

this condition of the origin is, he taught his disciples that the condition of the origin is an activity which 

consists of two mutually opposing activities, which he named tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and 

thus-coming, or also alternatively, the activity of living and the activity of dying. 

 It’s not a question of how big the condition of the origin is, or how small it is. Because it is the 

condition of the origin, it includes everything. 

 The condition of the origin gives birth to absolutely everything, and then it takes all of those 

things that it has given birth to, and it leads them to the world of destruction, and it does this through 

these two mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, and I’m sure that I told you this 

story over and over and over again in the fall. 

 I’m also sure that I told you many times that if we try to enumerate the numbers of mutually 

opposing pairs of activities that exist, there are a numberless number of them. 

 For example, the activities of existing and non-existing are mutually opposing. 

 Also, the activity of feeling cold and the activity of feeling hot are also mutually opposing. 

 In Tathagata Zen, although we say that the enlightened one named as the great representatives of 
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these two mutually opposing activities, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, when we actually try to put it into 

practice, we use the words expanding and contracting. 

 In the scholarly world, they often talk about the subjective and the objective worlds. 

 This is another mutually opposing condition. 

 In Tathagata Zen we say that within this condition or state of opposition, there is always an 

activity of opposing, or confrontation going on. 

 In Tathagata Zen we say that the enlightened one taught that these two activities that we can call 

thus-going and thus-coming, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, expanding and contracting, or simply plus and 

minus, alternate between states of unification and states of opposition, over and over again. 

 I’ve told you that the condition of the origin is never two. There is always only one singular 

condition of the origin. 

 So the condition of the origin is a condition that has gone beyond all comparison. It’s a condition 

that has no need to be compared. 

 You all do all sorts of different activities of thought, but there is no possible way that through 

that activity of thinking you can grasp this condition of the origin. 

 No matter how much you know, that thinking self will always be left behind, left out. 

 So no matter how much you do the kind of study which we call knowing, the condition of the 

origin will always be an object for you. 

 Now we live in the age of science, and zen doesn’t reject science, so I guess it’s fair to say that 

even in the world of zen, there are many people who try to study zen through what we could call 

scientific thinking. 

 And that’s just great. 

 It’s great that we have so many intellectuals among us. 

 But as I just said, the more you do this kind of scholarly study, the more you might know the 

objective world in a scholarly way, but you will never become free from the objective world, doing that 

kind of study. 

 To take a concrete example, let’s say a man wants to understand women, and he researches what 

a woman is in a scholarly way. He can do as much of that kind of scholarly conceptual research as he 

wants, but he will never, by doing that, become free of being a man. 

 It’s the position of zen to say, in a similar way, that if you’re a woman, no matter how much you 

study men as objects, you will never become free of men, and you will also never become free of your 

own position of being a woman. 

 In the human world people say that this is a very precious thing, a very valuable thing, because, 

through this kind of study one sees more and more that one is different from the objective world, and 

doing this kind of study one continually is affirming the position of the self as something other than the 

objective world. 

 This kind of study however, will simply make deeper and stronger this conviction that the 

objective world and the subjective world are different. Even if you study in a scholarly way, that the 
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objective world is your self, that concept will not actually free you from the objective world. 

 Even if you learn the principle that the objective is the subjective, that man is woman and woman 

is man, you will not through that kind of scholarly learning actually become free. Men won’t become 

free from women. Women won’t become free from men. 

 So, the problem is, what is the actual reality, what is the practice what kind of activity do plus 

and minus do when plus becomes free from minus and minus becomes free from plus? 

 When Tathagata Zen is asked this question, what kind of answer does it give? 

 The conclusion that we give is that the activity of the condition of the origin is a repetitive 

activity, in which plus and minus are continually doing the activity of becoming free from each other. 

 I’ll be talking in more and more detail about this, and we can say in the beginning that the plus 

activity never fixates itself as the plus activity. 

 Minus is exactly the same way. Minus will never fix herself as the minus activity. 

 But, even if I say that, we have to also say that the plus activity never changes into something 

other than the plus activity. 

 The minus activity is the same way. Without transforming into something other than the minus 

activity, she manifests herself as the minus activity. 

 When the plus self and the minus self, without transforming themselves, do their activities of 

plus and minus, we call this the activity of the original nature. 

 When you do your zazen, this is the kind of contemplation that you must do. Even if you are a 

scholar of zen, you have to do this contemplation for yourself in your own zazen practice. 

 The plus activity doesn’t change from the plus activity. The minus activity doesn’t change from 

the minus activity. 

 However, you have to very carefully contemplate what kind of a place it is in which these two 

activities are working. 

 The place that plus and minus are working in is never two places. It is always one unique 

singular place. 

 If it were the case that the plus activity self-centeredly and arbitrarily, simply acted in his own 

plus world, and the minus activity likewise, self-centeredly and arbitrarily, simply manifested in her 

separate minus world, then there would be these two separate fixated worlds. But actually, in reality, 

isn’t it the case that this is just one world, and that men and women live together in this one world 

without fighting? But people have this thing that we call the activity of consciousness, and that’s where 

all the trouble comes from. But, in the condition of the origin, these existences that do this thing that we 

call thinking have not yet appeared. So, the very foundation of what we call zen meditation is to 

contemplate this condition in which the thinking self has not yet appeared. 

 The enlightened person taught that the condition of the origin is a condition in which plus and 

minus are acting, are working totally will-lessly, although human beings act with will, in the condition 

of the origin there is absolutely no will. 

 Because plus and minus are acting within one singular world, inevitably a place of meeting will 
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be manifest. If plus and minus each separately lived in their own separate world and tried to advance 

their own separate world separately, then they never would meet. However, that isn’t the case. 

Inevitably, plus and minus do meet. What I’m imploring you to do, what I’m asking you with all my 

heart to do is, when you’re still alive, while you still have the energy, contemplate this condition in 

which plus and minus are acting freely, without any will. 

 When plus and minus meet, when tatha-gata and tatha-agata meet, the enlightened one clearly 

taught that that condition of meeting is never a fixated condition. Inevitably, the meeting will be broken 

through, and minus will enter the world of plus. Minus will break into the world that plus had been 

walking in, and inevitably will arrive at the very origin of plus. 

 It’s the teaching of Tathagata Zen to say that the plus activity is exactly the same. The plus 

activity also will break through this point of meeting, and experience the world of minus, and 

eventually, inevitably will arrive at the origin of minus. Plus has its own origin of plus, and likewise it 

has the condition of the result of that origin, and minus also has her own origin of minus, and she also 

has the condition of the result of minus. We must face this question, this problem of the mutual 

manifestation of these origins and results. 

 Why does this kind of a condition arise? The enlightened one, in other words the Buddha, came 

to the conclusion that these two mutually opposing activities of plus and minus, although their characters 

are different, their power, their strength are exactly equal. 

 To give a concrete example from the human world, we can say that men and women have 

different characters, but I guess we could call it something like, their spiritual power, that is exactly 

equal in strength. From the old days in Buddhism, from the very beginning of Buddhism, we have said 

that men and women are equal. But it’s not their form, their outward appearance which is the same or 

equal. It’s this spiritual power, this spiritual activity of heart, or activity of mind which is equal. 

 The activity of mind, the activity of heart has equal strength, but it’s never the case that the 

bodies of men and women are equal, or the same. Zen practice is to manifest the wisdom for yourself 

that really understands this principle. So you can see that zen practice can be really interesting, but also 

extremely difficult. 

 So why is it that plus inevitably manifests the plus result, and stops there, and why is it that 

minus inevitably manifests the minus result and stops? It should go without saying that it’s because plus 

and minus are mutually opposing activities. Their power is exactly the same. 

 It’s the teaching of the enlightened one to explain that whenever plus and minus are in a 

condition of opposing one another, plus is pulling on the activity of minus, and the minus activity is 

making relationship with the activity of plus. So the reason that this condition of the origin inevitably 

manifests a condition in which plus manifests the plus result and stops, and minus manifests the minus 

result and stops, the reason for this is that plus and minus are always influencing one another, always 

relating to one another, making relationship with one another. 

 We all get tired. If we’re climbing a mountain or if we’re working, we get tired, and the reason 

for this getting tired is because plus and minus are always in mutually opposing relationship with one 



 

7 

 

another. Your self appears and it is being pulled oppositely by plus and minus. 

 This whole question of being tired really should come much later in the total explanation, 

because it is the born self that we’re talking about, you, yourself that is getting tired, so it’s just an 

example that I gave here. That really comes later. So anyway, here we have the plus activity reaching its 

ultimate extreme. That is what we call the result. And the minus activity simultaneously reaching her 

ultimate manifestation, which is her result. That is what you should contemplate here. 

 I give you this same talk, I tell you this same story over and over again, but nobody does me the 

favor of actually giving me their true understanding of what I’m saying. From my point of view it seems 

that all of you seem to be very interested in asserting, insisting upon this self which claims “I am,” and 

immediately you start talking about, and writing about what seems to me very difficult and intellectual 

explanations of zen. 

 It seems very popular to unconditionally, uncritically acknowledge the validity of this "I am" 

claiming self, and go around writing books about what you have learned zen to be. But, unfortunately, 

the result of that kind of activity is just to deepen this unquestioning, uncritical acknowledgment of the 

validity of this "I am" self, and the actual experience of, I am the objective world, the objective world is 

me, will never appear for you. 

 The purpose of Buddhism the goal of Tathagata Zen and Buddhism itself is to experience for 

yourself this true "I am" self, this true self, and the true self is the zero self, the self in which subject and 

object, subjective and objective, plus and minus, have completely unified into zero. There is no "I am" 

there. There is no you there. 

 I think that if I went and explored your rooms, I would find all kinds of very difficult books 

about zen there. Those books all seem to me to be the books which are asserting the position of the "I 

am" claiming self. Studying those kind of books will simply nurture this activity of, from the position of 

the self, or we could say from the position of either man or woman, nurtures this activity of conquering. 

 No matter how much you study zen in this way, what we call peace, what we call peace on earth, 

even though peace on earth is very important, it will never be manifest through this kind of study which 

asserts the position of the "I am" claiming self. The thing that we call peace on earth, the thing that we 

call true salvation or true peace of mind is never a fixated thing. But I’ll talk about that in more detail 

later. 

 These things, and there are many words we can use, these things, such as peace or salvation or 

liberation, or manifestation of the complete self, all appear within the process of this activity we call our 

way of being, none of them are fixated. Even this peace on earth, it is not a fixated condition. Even 

among Buddhists, there seems as if there are many Buddhists who fixate this peace, but it is not a 

fixateable thing. However, within the process of our nature, within our way of being, peace will 

inevitably occur. 

 It’s extremely difficult, I think, to truly understand this kind of talk, but what I want you to not 

forget, and grasp clearly from my talk today is that, to study zen is to study, to put into practice this 

mutually opposing activity. 
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 Plus and minus are both mutually opposing activities. But as I just said, it is inevitable that 

within the process of the acting of plus and minus, they will manifest unification, they will manifest this 

condition in which there is no self, and there is no other, there is no subjective and there is no objective. 

That’s the complete condition. That is the zero condition. Because it is an activity that has no self, we 

call it the activity of emptiness. 

 In Buddhism we say that when we personify this activity of the complete self, this activity of 

zero or activity of emptiness, we call it the activity of true love. That is the true condition of peace on 

earth. But it is never a fixated thing.  Plus and minus will again manifest the condition in which they are 

opposing one another. 

 Even when plus and minus are opposing one another, they are still acting within one singular 

world. Plus manifests the ultimate manifestation of plus, and minus manifests the ultimate manifestation 

of minus. 

 When this condition is manifest, that is when we say that plus and minus mutually and 

simultaneously are holding this one world together. Without thought, without will, that condition 

naturally manifests. So, I’ll talk more about that tomorrow. 

 So today we’ve gotten to the part in the story where plus and minus have simultaneously 

manifested their ultimate points, and when this condition is manifest, they both are holding, possessing 

this one world together. Okay, that’s where we’ll stop for today. 

 

 


