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Gutei’s finger

The custom is to give teisho about four times a month, but since we give teisho every day 
during dai-sesshin here at Mount Baldy, which is not the traditional case, then usually we don’t have 
teisho when it is not dai-sesshin.    In any case, if there isn’t a translator I can’t give teisho.    It's almost 
thirty five years since I’ve come to America, but, although you could say I am a thirty five year old 
American person, I still can’t speak English well.

If you think about it a little bit, the reason why I haven’t become fluent in English is because I 
never gave rise to a passion to learn it.    If it had been the case that I absolutely needed to learn English,
well, I probably would have.    

I’ve been here for thirty five years, and there are other Zen teachers who have been teaching for 
that long, or shorter, and they all seem to have successors, but I don’t have any.    In the same way as I 
never gave rise to a passion to learn English in myself, it seems none of my students have given rise to 
a passion to learn Zen, and therefore no successors are born.    As they say, you get what you deserve, 
and so maybe it’s because of my not learning English that I don’t have any successors, and so now I’m 
thinking I should learn English.    But actually it’s too late.    It’s useless to say, “I’ll learn English!” if 
I’m going to die tomorrow.    I wont make it on time.    It’s the same for you.    Even if you think you 
should start getting serious about learning Zen now, Roshi is already about to die.    It’s too late.    

Learning Zen, unlike learning English, is to study the self, and so, there is no need to depend 
upon words.    The question is, what is your self.    Zen practice is the self truly finding the self.    And 
what kind of thing is this self?    As I always say, the “I am” self all of you unconditionally recognize, is
not the true self.    Everyone is born into this world in the same way, whether it is a president or an 
emperor, we are all born imperfect, incomplete.    A hippie, a queen, or an emperor, we are all equal in 
that we all appear as incomplete selves.    In this way we can say that everyone is equal in the sense that
they are incomplete.    Everyone loves to talk about equality and justice, but if we really want to make 
things equal, if everyone doesn’t wake up to the truth    that we are equal in our incompleteness, then it 
wont become real equality.    

But when we ask the question, “Does this incomplete self continue on endlessly?” we have to 
say that it doesn’t.    The incomplete self is not the end of the story.    Every man will become a father.    
Every woman, inevitably will become a mother.    This condition of becoming a mother or father, in 
Buddhism, as a temporary expedient, is taught to be the complete self.    And what kind of a self is this 
complete self, this self which has become a mother or father?    It’s Buddhism which teaches that there 
are two kinds of selves: a complete self and an incomplete self.      

When the incomplete self is born into this world the activities of living and dying are 
incorporated, but they are not completely incorporated.    This is a difficult thing to understand, but this 
is how Buddhism explains it.    But through growing, developing, maturing, this incomplete self will 
come to a point in which it has integrated all of both the activities of living and dying.    

When a person is able to manifest completely the living activity and the dying activity, then it is
said they are qualified to become a mother or a father, qualified to have children.    Buddhism says that 
you don’t have to be taught this principle of the complete self.    When you become a mother or father, 
naturally you will understand what this complete self is.    However, oppositely, although it is 
incumbent upon us to grow and develop, there are times when we don’t do this activity of growing.    
So even if we grow and mature and manifest the complete self, the incomplete self will end up thinking
that it does not yet have the qualifications to become a mother or a father.    

Zen practice is not difficult.    Zen practice is simply manifesting the wisdom which knows that 
this born self is an incomplete self.    And conversely, Zen practice is the manifestation of the complete 
self.    It is manifesting the wisdom that knows clearly that this complete self is the embodiment of the 



complete activities of both living and dying.    But, veering away from this principle people say all sorts
of difficult things, and then people come to think that Zen is difficult.    

Any way you look at it, if you attach to this incomplete self, then everyone ends up in the same 
situation of being caught up by the activity of dying, and fearing death.    And, on the other hand, if you 
attach to yourself, the activity of living, the activity of making an effort, will become nothing more than
a hassle.    

What is this living activity anyway?    And what kind of activity is the dying activity?    As I just 
said, when incomplete activities of living and dying are manifest, then that is what we call the 
incomplete self.    When one incorporates the activities of living and dying incompletely, then one is 
manifesting an incomplete activity of consciousness.    So, this situation is one in which the incomplete 
self is controlled by both the activities of living and dying.    But in the case in which the self has 
completely integrated living and dying into its self, then there are no activities of living and dying 
outside of the self.    There is no god of death, and no god of life outside of one’s self. 

The way of existing for human beings is just this, being born in an incomplete state, and then 
making our content complete.    We can say that the manifestation of complete living and dying activity 
is the manifestation of the ultimate limit of the activity of existence.    It’s the manifestation of the 
complete self.    When you reach this ultimate limit of existence, when you manifest the complete self, 
then what happens?    Inevitably, the living activity which had been taking the lead then manifests itself 
in a way in which it is following the dying activity which then is taking the lead saying, “I must do the 
activity of dying.”    And yet it seems as if nobody thinks this thought, “I must do the activity of dying.”
But, if you look from the perspective of a mother, then you find what you are looking for, because she 
thinks, for as long as I live I must nurture my children.    This kind of thinking gives rise to an attitude 
in which the mother doesn’t bother about her own appearance, even though it may be ugly.    Not 
thinking of herself she throws herself into the raising of her children.    Then when the children are 
completely raised, the mother no longer needs to do the activity of dying.    So, through this thought of 
needing to die, inevitably a condition in which the death activity is no longer needed will arise.    So, 
Buddhism says, “Don’t worry.”    And conversely, the people who must live, the people who are 
manifesting the activity of living will also inevitably reach a point where they no longer need to do the 
living activity, where they are manifesting the complete self, and so, again, Buddhism tells us there is 
nothing to worry about, so, just do living.    

Both living and dying activities will never disappear.    It doesn’t matter if you are an idiot or 
very clever, it seems everyone wants to believe in a self which exists forever.    And Buddhism says that
the way you need to grasp it is that both the activities of living and dying will be functioning eternally 
as truth.    It is precisely because these two opposing activities of living and dying exist that we 
manifest the phenomenon of appearing, and being hidden, in a repetitive endless cycle.    

However, from the beginning of time until today people have always been tied up, because they 
love the activity of living, and the hate dying activity, because they think the dying activity is that 
which negates their selves.    Without transcending this mistaken way of thinking we wont be able to 
grasp the true way of being of a person.    The practice of Buddhism is to make a completely new, fresh 
way of thinking, that perspective which says you must make both the living and dying activity your 
content.    Because the holding of this new perspective is the practice of Buddhism you can see why this
practice is not some sort of ordinary, easy thing to do.    

If we want to speak in these terms we can call the living activity the activity of man, and the 
dying activity the activity of woman.    If you fixate on the female perspective and claim this is the true 
way of being of people, or on the male perspective, and think this the true shape of human life, either 
way is a mistaken way of thinking.    When man and woman unite that is the true person, the complete 
self, the condition of zero.    

You can manifest the complete person, the condition of zero, through the living activity, and 
through the dying activity as well.    To say it concretely, whether the man is following and obeying the 



woman, or the woman is following and obeying the man, either way of doing it can lead to the 
manifestation of the complete person.    

The popular trend up to the present day has been to teach that it is the death activity which 
completely negates the human being, and this way of teaching has caused people much suffering and 
confusion.    The thing which completely negates the incomplete self is the unification of man and 
woman, the unification of life and death.    It isn’t that the dying activity alone is that which negates the 
self.    When the unification of man and woman appears, that is when the incomplete self is negated, so 
the manifestation of true love is also the negation of the incomplete self.    It is through the negation of 
the incomplete self that the complete self is manifest.      As I always say, the complete self and the 
manifestation of true love are two ways of describing the same condition.    When true love is manifest 
the incomplete self will, without a doubt, be negated.    It certainly isn’t the case that it is only the dying
activity which negates the self.    Although I keep on repeating this over and over again, it doesn’t seem 
to dissolve the fear people have of dying.    This is because they are attached to the incomplete self.    I 
keep on saying it over and over again, but I think it’s fair to say that nobody has awakened to the truth 
of it yet.    But even to these kinds of people, if you say that the incomplete self is negated when true 
love is manifest, and that is also when the true self appears, then they can understand what you are 
talking about. 

Gutei Osho is standing upon this principle and appearing here, now.    Not just Gutei Osho, all of
you as well are standing upon this truth.    This is what Gutei is telling us.    This koan seems very 
simple, but if you look into it a little you discover it is actually a very difficult koan.    If you really 
practice you can see this koan is pointing towards the activity of true love, although at first it may seem
like a pitiful, or cruel event.    Because there are alot of new people today I took up this Gutei koan to 
give teisho on.    

We really don’t know the details of Gutei Osho’s personal history very well.    Where he was 
born, what kind of person he was; these things are in the dark.    What we do know is that Gutei Osho 
was a monk who trained very seriously, and lived at a temple, probably a temple called Jizo-in.    I’m 
not sure exactly what kind of a temple it was, but I’m sure it was called Jizo-in.    There are many 
different kinds of bodhisattvas: carpenter bodhisattvas, fisherman bodhisattvas, farmer bodhisattvas, 
and this Jizo bodhisattva was a monk who shaved his head and taught about the great Buddha, taught 
about nirvana.    

Gutei Osho’s practice was to chant the dharani of Jizo bodhisattva, every morning, every night, 
whether he was standing or sitting, as much as possible.    (Roshi chants the dharani:nosato nansamyata 
sanbodasanbodaguchinanguchinan,tannyataonsaresarebodhisowaka)    It is said that through chanting 
this dharani your wishes will be fulfilled.    If you want to find a handsome boyfriend, then by chanting 
this dharani you can.    And it’s the same for men, if you chant this dharani whenever you get the 
chance, at every free moment, then the lover of your dreams will appear for you.    I guess this is the 
world of religion.    So everyone try to chant this when you can, and your prayers will be answered.    
Just as you imagined it, you will receive that thing.    

In the case of Gutei Osho, he wasn’t looking for anything in particular.    He was just very 
diligently carrying out the duties of the temple life that had been given to him.    And the people of the 
village which was near the temple respected and loved him greatly.    They thought that he was living 
the true religious life, not doing anything he wasn’t supposed to do., and not making things 
complicated.    He just tells us, “I’m saved by Jizo bodhisattva, so I chant the dharani of Jizo 
bodhisattva.”    

One day, however, a nun came to visit Gutei Osho at his temple.    Gutei Osho was probably 
doing one of two things.    He was either in the zendo doing zazen, or in the garden pulling weeds.    I 
bet he was in the garden pulling weeds or cleaning up or something.    Anyway, the nun came and she 
circled him, walked around him, three times.    This was a tradition from India.    To circumambulate 
someone three times was a traditional way of showing respect.    This nun thinking that Gutei Osho was



the abbot of the temple showed her respect to him by this custom.    
And then the nun spoke to Gutei Osho, saying, “Okay, Osho, I have appropriately shown my 

respect to you.    Now, you should greet me in an appropriate way.”    And then she said, “If you can say 
something, then I will take off my hat.”    It seems this nun was a great beauty.    Gutei Osho was 
probably dying to see her face.    But the nun wouldn’t take off her hat.    She said to him that he must 
give a satisfying response to her having honored him.    Only then would she show her face.    This put 
him in a pickle.    And he couldn’t say anything.

At this point the nun, thinking that Gutei Osho wasn’t able to answer in a way she thought was 
appropriate, and therefore felt that he wouldn’t be the sort of monk who could be a match for her, 
decided to leave.    Then, finally, Gutei woke up, and called out to her, “Well, it’s already getting late, 
and soon it will be dark, so why don’t you stay here at my temple tonight.    You must be tired.    You 
can rest, and then tomorrow continue on your way.”    But, this nun, still keeping her hat on, replied, “If 
you had been able to answer me before, then I would have been happy to stay, but you couldn’t.”    
Gutei was trembling, he was trying to come up with an answer so hard, but the nun just threw him 
away, and left.    

This is a fascinating situation.    A beautiful nun tells an Osho, if you can answer me I will shake
hands with you, but if you can’t I wont.    

Then, that night, Gutei thought, “Although I am respected by the people of the village, I wasn’t 
able to answer that nun.”    And so he resolved to again set out on the path of hard training.    And after 
straightening up, he sat in zazen.    

I think he probably ended up falling asleep in his zazen.    And when he slept a god appeared in 
his dream who came to assist him.    “Gutei!    Don’t leave here!    A great person of Zen, an enlightened 
person will appear to help you.    So stay here!” The god instructed him in his dream.    I think some of 
you are in the same situation.    You are really wishing to escape from Mount Baldy, but a benevolent 
god will come and help you, so you really should persevere a little more, and stay. 

And, just as he was told in his dream, it happened.    Two or three days later, Tenryu Roshi came
to Gutei Osho’s temple.    Right away Gutei Osho explained to Tenryu Roshi what had happened 
between him and the nun, how she had asked him a question, but he hadn’t been able to answer.    And 
how did Tenryu Roshi respond?    He just lifted one finger.    

This is when Gutei Osho first was enlightenment.    What was he enlightened about?    His 
enlightenment was that everyone is standing on the center of gravity of the cosmos.    To think that you 
are standing on the center of gravity of the cosmos is to think that everyone has the center of gravity, 
everyone has God, equally, but no one seems to understand this.    Because everyone is attached to the 
“I am” self they think the absolute center of gravity is something other than themselves.    

All of you...well... we’re running out of time so I’ll try not to get off on any tangents!    Anyway,
Gutei Osho, up until then, had realized this fundamental problem of the attachment to the “I am” self, 
and had been protecting this absolute center of gravity.    But he wasn’t able to give rise to a sprout and 
bloom a flower out of this seed of the center of gravity.    Finally, at this meeting with Tenryu Roshi, the
seed was broken forth from, and the seed was able to mature, and grow into a flower.    This is what is 
called enlightenment in Buddhism.    This meeting with Tenryu Roshi was the first time Gutei Osho was
able to not only know the principle that when this thing called the self does not attach to its self then it 
will undoubtedly manifest the flower which is called this great cosmos, but actually manifest this 
principle.    That’s why we say that this koan, although it seems easy, is really extraordinarily difficult.   

As I said at the beginning, the living and dying activities do the movement of uniting and 
separating over and over again, and through this functioning they give rise to this cosmos.    Without 
being able to manifest the wisdom which knows this principle clearly, you will not be able to 
understand this koan.    

After Gutei Osho was enlightened through his meeting with Tenryu Roshi, for instance, if he 
was asked, “Who are you?” He would just raise one finger.    “What is Buddha?” (Roshi raises his 



finger)    “What is ‘woman?” (Roshi raises his finger)    “What is ‘man?”    Other than this raising of one
finger he didn’t answer.    

It goes without saying that the activity which forms the cosmos also forms all of us.    This 
activity is working without will or speech.    The founder of Buddhism Shakyamuni called this activity 
the activity of silent holiness, “muni,” the activity of not speaking.    The activity which forms the 
world, the activity which forms all of us is the activity of silence, of holding one’s tongue.    It is 
moving, actively working, in silence, without will.    

So, if we posit the existence of God, then God is working will-lessly in creating this world.    
Questions like, “Why did God bring me this unhappiness?    Why is God benefiting those people, but 
causing suffering to me?” just don’t make sense.

It also goes without saying that Gutei’s raising his finger in this way in order to make his 
answers is pointing to the very same principle of silence which Shakyamuni taught.    

In this koan the monk looking after Gutei, who was the abbot of the temple, is called “doji.”    
This word “doji” means child, but in the koan, and in Buddhism in general doji means a practitioner.    
In the Avatamsaka Sutra there is a famous seeker named Zenzai, and he is called Zenzai doji, the doji 
meaning seeker, or practitioner of Zen, or a practitioner of Buddhism.    

A child means the situation of being incomplete.    But this incomplete thing inevitably will 
become complete.    That is why we call practitioners “doji,” children.    

This practitioner, maybe he was the Inji, he imitated Gutei’s way.    When people came to visit 
the temple and asked him, “Where is the Roshi?”    He would just raise his finger.    “Where is the 
Buddha?”    He raised his finger in the exact same way as his teacher, Gutei.    The visitors were very 
impressed, thinking, “That practitioner has already become a Roshi, wow!” And then going back home.

But Gutei got wind of this from somebody.    And he thought, “This is a problem.    That monk 
doesn’t really understand, but he’s going around imitating me.”    He thought, “Some way or another I 
must help him to attain real enlightenment.”    

So, what was this monks name?    Maybe Kido...Maybe Koshin...Okay, let’s say it was Kido.    
Gutei called to the monk, “Kido!”    And then Kido answered, “Hai!    Yes!” Thinking the Roshi was 
going to acknowledge his enlightenment, with great joy and enthusiasm he answered, “Hai!    Yes!”    
Then, when the monk looked at him, the Roshi lifted his finger.    The practitioner, thinking, “Ah, that’s 
it.    I should just do whatever the Roshi does,”    also lifted his finger.    That’s a good way to do it.    
When the husband raises his finger the wife also needs to raise her finger.    When the wife sits down 
the husband should sit down too.    There is no truth other than this.    So in this case, the Roshi raised 
his finger, and so the doji also raised his finger.    This is a perfectly good thing to do.    

However, Gutei wouldn’t let him get away with it.    He quickly grabbed the doji’s finger with 
his left hand, and cut it off with his right hand, which had taken the knife he had hidden in his robe.    
So, what do you think?    What was this meeting between master and disciple all about?    When master 
and disciple meet, when husband and wife meet, this place of meeting is inevitably broken through, and
when that happens the “I am” self disappears.    

So what did the practitioner do when his finger was cut off?    Usually it’s written that he yelled 
out in great pain and ran away.    You try to escape, but you can’t escape from this cosmos.    There is no
other path left open for you than to disappear in to this absolute space with Gutei, with the Roshi.    This
is what Gutei was hoping for, that the student would disappear into absolute space with him, and 
manifest true love.    But since he tried to escape Gutei wasn’t satisfied.    

This is the same situation as when a husband grabs his wife’s breast.    What are you going to 
do?    Gutei calls out to the practitioner again, “Doji!”    This student, even though he was running away,
was not the kind to ever disobey or ignore his teacher, and so, he turned his head to face his teacher 
again, saying, “Yes!”    When the student looked at Gutei’s face, Gutei again raised his finger, “Hai!”    
And it says this was when the doji finally was enlightened, that is, finally was enlightened to the 
principle of one true nature, the principle of becoming one with his teacher.



There are many instances, many situations in which true love is manifest, but this instance of 
the meeting of Gutei and his disciple, this cutting a finger off, and a finger being cut off, you must 
really see that in this cutting and being cut, true love finally was manifest.

It is actually way past time, so I’ll leave off here:    When Gutei was at his place of death he 
said, “Since I received this ‘rising finger’ Zen from Tenryu Roshi I have never exhausted it, I have 
never been unfree.”    Then he died.    In other words, true love, people can’t live without this true love, 
and after being able to manifest this true love he was never wanting.      


