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Mumonkan Case Three 
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. 
 

We can read about Gutei, and although it does not say where he did his training as a young 

monk, somewhere he became an osho, and then became abbot of a temple called Kinkazan.  

One of the Buddhist bodhisattvas is named Jizo.  He, actually, is one of the bodhisattvas that I 

personally love the best   Jizo is the one who stood up straight, and vowed to save all children.  

He walk upon that vow his entire life.  When you look at Buddhism there are lots of 

bodhisattvas, ‘Blahbadiblah Bodhisattva, Blahbadiblah Bodhisattva.’  There are a lot of 

practitioners who have this title, ‘bodhisattva’ tact on to their names.  Each one of these 

bodhisattvas has there own special way of practice (shishu ??四種?私習 ?私修??), but if I start 

talking about that today, it will take too long, so I won’t get into that story now.  You all know 

where you were born, and where you were brought up, so you should know what a bodhisattva is.  

One way to describe a bodhisattva is a person who believes in the teaching of Buddhism, 

and then walks the path of putting those teachings into practice.  In other words, a bodhisattva 
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manifests the teachings him or her self, just as he or she has understood them.  Another way to 

interpret a bodhisattva is to be a practitioner whose point of view is not lopsided towards the 

male or the female.   

 Gutei believed very deeply in Jizo Bodhisattva, and the practice that he did, you can read 

about this practice in the book about Gutei, is to chant this dharani in honor of Jizo Bodhisattva 

(Roshi chants the dharani).  Everyday he chanted this dharani.  If you really chant this dharani 

to Jizo, then Jizo will appear right in front of your eyes and bring you to salvation.  Without fail, 

Jizo will save you if you chant this dharani, and if you have no doubt about it, if you can simply 

throw yourself into the practice of chanting this dharani.   But if you have some doubt 

about the effectiveness of this practice, then of course you wouldn’t be a person who would 

practice this chanting of the Jizo dharani.  If you are the sort of person who does not understand 

the principle of inevitable salvation, if you are this kind of intellectual, well educated person, then 

you will end up having to struggle on your own without using the sutras or dharanis. 

 If you say someone’s true name, they will answer.  If you say “Betty” to Betty she will 

answer, if you say “Bob” to Bob he will answer.  And so if you say “Jizo” or “Fugen” to these 

bodhisattvas named Jizo and Fugen, they will inevitably answer you.  Jizo or Kannon Bodhisattva 

will answer you.  If you can hear and listen to their answers, then you will be saved by Kannon or 

Jizo or  Fugen.   

 When the translator doesn’t understand, then I have to repeat it and sometimes I say it 

more clearly the second time.   

 It’s very important to chant a dharani just in the way that you believe it to be.  But if you 

don’t understand the meaning behind chanting a dharani, then you just won’t be able to do that 

kind of practice.  If you are suffering because you are filled with doubts, then you have to come 

to manifest the wisdom that understands the principle of the inevitability of salvation.   

 When Gutei became abbot of Kinkazan, he wouldn’t be fulfilling his duty if he couldn’t 

prove to the followers of Kinkazan, the people around Kinkazan that he had saved himself.  He 

had to be able to show this to people, and so perhaps that is why he did the practice of chanting 
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this dharani.  In Tathagata Zen we say that it is very important to be able to manifest yourself in 

such a way as to show that this is exactly how I’ve found salvation.  Some of you here are oshos, 

and if you’re an osho that is the attitude that you have to be able to catch. 

 In this same book we can read that because Gutei so diligently did this practice of chanting 

the Jizo dharani, the people around the temple respected him very much.  The meaning of a 

dharani, as I just said, is that if you chant the dharani you will, undoubtedly, find salvation.  

There really is no other meaning besides that.  It means the same thing as if you hear this sound 

and you completely hear it, and then you can manifest it just as you perfectly heard it.  That is 

the same as the practice of a dharani.   If someone asks you, “What is the meaning of dharani,” 

you can just say, (Slapping the chair), “That is the meaning of a dharani!”   

 One day Gutei was perhaps doing some gardening or maybe he was sitting in the zendo, 

but anyway, we are told that a nun came to visit him named Jusai.  As you probably know from 

seeing pictures in books, and even these days they still have these sorts of hats, this nun was 

wearing a round hat made out of bamboo, sort of like an umbrella.  It is the general custom that 

when you  pass through a temple gate or when you come onto the grounds of a temple, then 

you would take that kind of a hat off. Even these days when unsui, young monks who are 

pilgrimaging, come to a temple, as they pass through the gate they know that the etiquette is to 

take their traveling hats off.  This nun, however, did not take off her hat.  From reading the 

story it is not exactly clear where Gutei was.  Maybe he was gardening in the garden, or maybe 

he was in the zendo sitting, or maybe we can imagine that he was sitting in the garden or making 

a sitting platform in the garden.  Wherever he was, the nun made a circle around him three 

times. 

 This custom of circling someone three times is an ancient Indian custom, and it shows 

great kindness and great respect.  In fact, if you do anything three times this is thought to be a 

polite thing to do.  If you read the sutras it is the same way.  Just when you think to yourself, 

“Isn’t that enough?  They don’t have to say the same thing again, do they?” they say it again!  

It’s important for you to take to heart the meaning of repetition.  If you really understand the 
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meaning of repetition, then you can approach reading the sutras.   

 The nun kindly and respectfully circled Gutei three times, and then she asked him, “Isn’t 

there something that you can say to me in greeting?”  She still had not taken off her hat, and she 

said, “If you can greet me in an acceptable way, I’ll take off my hat.”  If you’re someone seriously 

practicing zazen, you should be able to immediately understand what this nun is demanding of 

Gutei.  If you both do not both open up your mouths, then you do not have to say anything.  

But if one of you opens up his or her mouth and speaks, then the partner also has to open up his 

or her mouth and say something.  It is important, when you imagine this story, to see that the 

nun is very determinedly and completely trying to test Gutei.   

 Even in her way of questioning, this nun was very kind to Gutei, because he did not answer 

the first time, and he didn’t answer the second time, and so a third time she asked him, “Don’t you 

have anything to say?”  Maybe the reason she asked Gutei three times this same question is 

because she wanted to know her self.  Or maybe we can see that this nun was someone who 

already knew to the very bottom  the nature of these two opposing worlds, the human world 

and God’s world. 

 Gutei was a very serious practitioner and not yet married, he was a bachelor.  At this 

point in his life we can see that Gutei had not yet been really able to understand the difference 

between the human world and the world of the Tathagata, the human world and God’s world.   

 After asking three times, that was enough for this nun and she said, “If you have nothing to 

say, if you cannot answer me, then I must say farewell.”  And she did just that, she left the place 

of Gutei.   

 This is such a regrettable situation!  There she was, she had come all the way to his 

temple, and she gave him all of those opportunities and yet, even though he really wanted to 

know the nature of her, he was not able to and she left.  You cannot be said to truly be 

practicing unless you can see this scene as something concerning true love.   

 You can read teisho books by many famous, magnificent roshis, but I don’t think you will 

be able to find any which explain this situation clearly as a situation where the nun is manifesting 
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herself as a bodhisattva, and Gutei has not yet done the bodhisattva practice.   

 Just as the nun was leaving, she had already turned her back on him and was walking 

away, he finally said something.  Gutei called out, “It’s already getting dark, so why don’t you rest 

here tonight and continue your pilgrimage in the morning?”  She turned around and said, “If you 

can answer my question, then I will stay here tonight.”   

 What was the meaning of her circling him three times?  What was her question to him?  

What was the meaning of it?  Was the meaning of it?   “Ahh,” or “ohh,” or “I’m tired” or “I’m 

well,”?  Gutei wasn’t able to say anything.  We can read in the book that in the end, the nun 

left.   

 How do you understand the way of being of the nun and of Gutei?  From ancient times, 

people have said that if you cannot understand this first conversation between Gutei and the nun, 

if you cannot understand this mondo between Gutei and the nun, then you’ll never be able to 

understand the koan itself.   

 You can also read in the book that after the nun left Gutei was flooded with thoughts, 

“Here I am, I’ve practiced to a certain degree, I’ve become an osho, I’ve even become the abbot of 

this temple, but I have to truly admit to myself that I don’t know the nature of myself!  I don’t 

know what it means to be a person.  I don’t know the nature of Buddha or God, and so starting 

tomorrow I’m going to quit this post of being abbot of this temple and start a practice pilgrimage 

again.”                   

But that night Gutei had a dream.  In the book it tells us that night the sort of dream that 

he had was seeing a real Bodhisattva, manifesting itself in flesh and blood, as a human being, 

appeared in front of him, and said, “Gutei, do not leave this temple.  If you stay, without fail, a 

Bodhisattva will come to teach you, and lead you to salvation.”  

I first arrived in America on July twenty first, 1962, at Los Angeles International Airport.  I 

have been here, living in America, for over thirty five years.  After I got here, in just the same 

way as Gutei dreamed, I also dreamed.  In fact, I think it is fair to say that I was constantly 

dreaming.  Even now it is the same, whether my eyes are open, or I am sleeping, I am constantly 
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dreaming.  My dreams are about my students and their koans.  I dream, “Why cannot that 

student understand that koan?  Why cannot that other student understand that koan for me?  

What can I do to help them understand?”  This is the nature of my dreams.  This is my 

business, to teach koans.  This is my job, and so, probably, that is why I dream about this sort of 

thing.  For a businessman it is probably the same: whether awake or asleep a businessman is 

constantly having money making dreams.  The businessman dreams, “How can I make money?  

I wonder if that will make money?  Or how about that?”   If you are young, and a student, 

probably, in the same way, you are always dreaming about your studies.  This is not only true of 

people wrapped up in their studies.  For people who are suffering in a love affair, they will 

always, awake or asleep, be dreaming about their lovers.  I, therefore, feel I can really 

understand where Gutei was coming from when he had his dream that night.  I know the mental 

principle behind this situation very well.  It is no good to be the kind of person who does not 

dream!  All sorts of dreams are good.  It does not matter what the dream is about, so much.  I 

think people dream because somewhere deep in their bellies they want to improve and advance.  

Somewhere deep in our bellies the natural principle that is urging us to improve and move 

forward is working.  

We can really understand through seeing this story how serious Gutei was.  He was really 

a serious practitioner.  He was not wrapped up in selfish ambitions such as wanting to make 

money, or wanting to find a love.  Although he had firmly resolved to go, after having this dream, 

he also was determined to follow the advice of the dream.   

The book then tells us that Tenryu Osho came to visit Kinkazan.  I do not know how many 

days later he came, but this osho really was a Bodhisattva, and he came to visit Gutei, just the way 

the dream had predicted. 

Tenryu was in the lineage of the famous Zen master, Baso.  There is only a very small 

amount written about Tenryu’s personal history.  We know he was in Baso’s lineage, but we do 

not know even where he was born. 

When Tenryu came to visit, Gutei was very honest with him.  Gutei told Tenryu all about 
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his conversation with the nun.  He very sincerely and honestly asked Tenryu, “I beg of you, 

please tell me, what should I have done in a situation like that?  How should I have responded to 

the nun’s request?”   Then in the book it says that Tenryu, without saying anything, simply stuck 

out his pointer finger, and “Huttt!”  lifted it right in front of Gutei’s eyes.  Just as we would 

expect from Gutei, he really got it.  He saw Tenryu's finger as himself, and he blurted out, “That 

is me!”   That is not in the book.  That is just what I think happened.   

From that time forward, when Gutei was asked by anyone, “What is the cardinal principle 

of the Buddha-Dharma” he simply, “shhhhhh,”  stuck out one finger, and showed it to the 

questioner.  This is what is written in the book.  If he was asked, “What is the nature of this 

Great Cosmos that we all live in?  What is the nature of Mount Sumeru itself?” in just this way, 

he would, “shhhh”  silently show one finger in response.  If someone asked him, “What about 

this human world, in which man and woman are separate from each other?  What is the true 

point of view?  Is doing the male activity the true way, or is doing the female activity the true 

way?”  again, he would only, “shhhhh”  lift one finger in response. 

Gutei manifested his finger, but from what world did his manifestation of the one finger 

appear?  If you unquestioningly, unconditionally recognize Gutei and Tenryu oshos, and simply 

talk about them lifting up their fingers, that is not teisho.  From my point of view, if you read 

teisho books these days, it seems as if the roshis who write them are unquestioningly accepting 

Gutei and Tenryu, without fathoming where they come from, and then simply talking about how 

they lifted their fingers up.  That is not teisho.  That is simply telling a story, and calling it a 

koan.   

Where did this finger appear from?  Where did Gutei appear from?  You have to be able 

to see clearly into this principle.  When you contemplate this koan in zazen you probably should 

think about Gutei raising his finger as being an activity that is just like the activity of Gutei being 

born, “ahhhh…to,”  from the world in which there is nothing at all.  The activity of Gutei, 

“ahhhhh…to”  appearing from the world of nothingness is what the raising of the finger means.   

What kind of world is this world where there is nothing?  If you do not do zazen with this 
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kind of question, then the manifestation of the wisdom that knows the principle behind Gutei 

raising his finger will never arise.  You will go to your grave, and never have manifested this 

wisdom.   

In Gutei’s temple there was one practitioner.  This practitioner was a worker, who helped 

out around the temple, but had not yet undergone tokudo-shiki.  In the koan, and in Zen temples 

in general this sort of practitioner is called a “doji (translated as “acolyte”  by Blythe).”   He 

always observed the way that Gutei taught.  Some books say that this doji was still a child, but I 

do not think it is important to interpret it in that way, and in fact it is much better to not think 

about how old the doji is.  You should simply understand that the doji is a practitioner who has 

not yet been ordained as  monk.  The doji’s position was to help the abbot, and he was also a 

practitioner.  One day some people visited the temple, and asked him what the essential point of 

the master’s teaching was, and he imitated Gutei, and simply, without saying anything, raised up 

one finger.  The book also tells us that when people came from the outside, just, perhaps, in the 

same way as some of you have come from the outside to this temple, and they asked this doji 

questions, and he imitated Gutei, and just raised one finger, the visitors were all very impressed, 

thinking, “Although he is just a doji, obviously he is really a great practitioner!”  

Then the books tells us that Gutei got wind of this happening.  When he heard about this 

is thought, “Oh no!  This has really become a problem.”   Gutei thought, “Although I did 

receive one-finger-Zen from Tenryu, it must be that the way I am teaching it is wrong, because 

this doji has fallen into a terrible situation.  So I have to do something to remedy this bad 

situation.”   

I know just how Gutei must have felt.  I am in a very similar situation myself.  

Sometimes I really worry.  I think, “I wonder if true Zen ever will be born here in America?  I 

wonder if it can happen here or not?  If things keep going the way they are going now, it does 

not seem as if it ever will.”  

Where does the finger really appear from!?  Of course the raised finger appears from 

Gutei’s entire body, but where does that entire body of Gutei appear from?  It is not possible to 
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know the way of being of Gutei unless you can clearly see that Gutei is manifest just in the same 

way as all of us are manifest.  We are all manifest when the two fundamental activities of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata separate from each other. 

I have told you so many times that when tatha-gata and tatha-agata become one, then the 

worlds of past, present and future vanish.  The world that is then manifest, of no past, present, 

or future, is world, a universe that nobody can grasp, nobody can see.  

Enlightened ones, as at least one temporary way of teaching, named the world of no past, 

present and future absolute space, the Great Cosmos itself, the True World.   

In the prajna, wisdom sutras it also says, “This world is no-world.”   In this expression 

“this world,” the first world mentioned, is the world that you are taking as an object.  This world 

means the world in which you look upon past and future.  The “you,”  also, who is doing the 

seeing, appears in “this world” too, and so, that you is “no you,”  according to the prajna 

literature.  The sutra, then, goes on to say, “The world is no world.  This world is not the world.  

And this no-world, is the true world.”  Those folks who wrote the prajna sutras are so kind.  It is 

almost disgusting how kind they were.  They gave rise to the great heart of kindness, and taught 

in this very careful way.   

If you cannot manifest the wisdom that really knows that  Gutei’s finger is no-finger, and 

that no-finger is the true finger, then you cannot be said to understand Gutei’s Zen.  The doji, 

this worker at the temple, just like Zen teachers these days, he was just being a story teller.  He 

does not know the principle behind the raising of the one finger.  He is just imitating Gutei, and 

in an entertaining way using it, just as if he was telling a story to the visitors.  That is why Gutei 

was so troubled by this.  He thought,   “I am trying my best to teach Zen correctly, I am going 

to all this trouble, but unfortunately it just does not seem to be working right.  Now it has 

become a big mess.”    

As I was just saying, I have been in this country thirty seven or eight years, and in that span 

of time all sorts of different styles of Zen have come to be born here.  I wish, however, that I 

could meet someone who is really teaching true Zen.  I wish I could meet someone here who is 
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standing up straight upon the principle that this world is no-world, and that no-world is the true 

world.  If I could, then I would feel as if true Zen will be born here after all.  Unfortunately, 

however, in the present situation I am in the same position as Gutei.  The only thing I can do is 

worry, because the only kind of Zen that seems to be popular in America is the messed up, 

misunderstood Zen.  It really is this way.  I am teaching Zen, and have students of my own, but 

even my own students are making these sorts of fundamental mistakes, and they do not even feel 

it is a problem!  No wonder I have to feel that the situation is a mess, and that true Zen does not 

seem as if it is bound to appear in America.  The conclusion I have to reach is, simply, “Zen is in 

trouble.”  I wonder why it is that people just cannot seem to grasp the fundamental principle 

that this world is no-world, that your self is no-self, and instead they blabber and jabber on and on 

endlessly about this and that idea about Zen, from the point of view of their fixated “I am” selves.   

In the end Gutei resolved to do something to reform this troubled situation.  I cannot 

really get into all the details of this, because we are running out of time, but just to jump to the 

upshot, we can say that the principle behind the statement, “This world is no world, and that is 

the true world,” is the activity of emptiness.  And the teaching that explains emptiness in detail 

is called the teaching of engi, pratitya-samutpada, dependent co-origination.  If you take out the 

teaching of emptiness or pratitya-samutpada, then there would be no Buddhism.   

Therefore Gutei determined that some way or another he had to teach this principle of 

dependent co-origination.  I also am not going to be alive very much longer, and I also am in the 

situation of feeling that somehow or another I need to be able to teach this principle.  I have 

been cornered into this same situation myself.  I cannot care anymore if my students cry or get 

upset.  I just have to be determined to some way or another help them to manifest the wisdom 

that knows this principle of pratitya-samutpada, this principle of this world is no-world.  Now I 

have arrived at the time I must say my last will, my final words.  But I cannot give my last words 

just under any, random, conditions.  If a place is made suitable to give my last words in, then, 

probably, I will give them.  If, on the other hand, all of the places that you folks can make are not 

suitable for me to say my last words in, then, I suppose, I will just pass on without saying them.  
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Do you want to hear them, or not, which?   

This is really the part of the teisho where I have to be careful to speak correctly, and not 

make any mistakes, and the bell has already rung, and so again, it has come to pass that I have 

finished the sesshin without really getting to the end of the story of Gutei’s finger.  So, the next 

sesshin I will continue with this koan. 

 

 

終 

the end 


