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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 

 

 Yesterday I spoke at length about the condition of the origin. 

 The position of Buddhism, in other words, that which Tathagata Zen insists on, is that that which 

we call the condition of the origin is a condition which has the activities of tatha-gata, thus-going, and 

tatha-agata, thus-coming, as its content. 

 I don’t know, maybe these days it’s changed, but it used to be that in Japan, what we called 

kensho was to see clearly into this condition of the origin. 

 It seems as if most zen these days has become fixated and hardened, and they have forgotten all 

about the fact that the condition of the origin is an activity of plus and minus, an activity of tatha-gata 

and tatha-agata, and forgetting all about that, they rush around studying very difficult zen books like 

Dogen’s Shobogenzo,  or the Hekigan Roku,  or the Mumonkan.  

 It’s not a bad thing to study lots of different books written by old zen masters. It’s a good thing. 

 All of these things, and the Sutras are the same, are things which were written by people who had 

clearly been using, or we could even say treading upon these two mutually opposing activities of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, and having clearly experienced for themselves these two activities, they 

wrote these books, so it’s fine to study them. 

 But the problem is that the people that are reading these books, although the people who wrote 

the books are writing from their experience of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, the people that are reading 

them know nothing about this, and so they simply read from their own perspective, the Hekigan Roku, 

Shobogenzo or Sutras, and then they blabber on and on and on about that. 

 It’s fine to read books, but what you have to be extremely careful about is how those books are 

interpreted. Are they interpreted from the firm foundation of a clear grasp of the two mutually opposing 

activities or not? 
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 Now, no matter how popular a book it is, no matter how much the reading of a book makes 

people happy or brings joy to people’s lives, often it’s the case that that kind of joy is simply pleasing to 

people’s egos, and if it isn’t a book or an interpretation which is founded firmly on the activities of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, then it can’t really be called a zen book. 

 The Mumonkan is exactly the same, from the very first case all the way through the forty-ninth 

case. The whole of the Mumonkan is, there are many different koans in it, all kinds of various koans in 

it, but if you aren’t listening to teisho, clearly standing up on a recognition of the two mutually opposing 

activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus, expanding and contracting, then you never will 

be able to really understand teisho on the Mumonkan. 

 If you do stand right upon these activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, and manifest the wisdom 

that clearly knows these principles, then you will also know that when you appear, your mother and 

father also appear. You will clearly know that it is not the case that your mother and father came first, 

and that you, the self, came later. 

 Everybody is taught that first their parents came, and then they came later, so when they hear the 

teaching of simultaneous birth of parents and child, simultaneous appearance of parents and child, then 

they will be startled. 

 But in Buddhism we always teach about simultaneous functioning, simultaneous activity, and so 

we say that mother, father and child appear together. 

 Existent beings do appear, but then they also will disappear, they also will hide. 

 In general, when we talk about the activity of hiding, we call it the manifestation of the condition 

of dying. 

 It really doesn’t matter what words you use, but in this case, when we say to hide, the reason 

why we say to hide is because we’re not talking about some kind of final disappearance, like a rock has 

completely worn away, and is gone forever. 

 So it’s the position of Tathagata Zen to at least temporarily teach that hiding is dying, and 

appearing is being born. 

 As I said yesterday, the activities of living and dying are opposing one another. 

 Temporarily, as a way of teaching, as an expedient, we use the word eternal, and we say that the 

living activity is eternally doing living, and the dying activity is eternally doing dying.  

 The dying activity is also the same. 

 We use the word eternal because it’s convenient. It’s a convenient word to use when teaching, 

but it is never the case that either living or dying are fixated activities. 

 This is very difficult. You will understand later for yourself exactly what I mean. 

 Yesterday I spoke about how living and dying are acting together in one room, and in that room 

they are continually repeating, facing one another and unifying. 

 It’s the position of Buddhism to say that there are absolutely no other activities other than these 

two mutually opposing activities, whether it’s the activity which forms the entire cosmos, or the activity 

which forms you, or if you want to talk about ghosts, the activity which forms ghosts. There’s absolutely 



 

3 

 

nothing which appears that doesn’t appear through these very same two activities. 

 We can call these two activities plus and minus or tatha-gata and tatha-agata, or expanding and 

contracting, but it’s easiest just to say plus and minus, so let’s just use that. 

 Whether you say expanding and contracting, or the activity which forms man, which is 

expanding, or the activity which forms woman, which is contracting, it’s all the same, so we can just use 

plus and minus to represent all of the pairs of mutually opposing activities, so please don’t listen in a 

mistaken way. 

 When we say expanding and contracting, it’s not as easy to make the very common mistake that 

everyone always makes, of thinking in a flat way. When we think about pairs of mutually opposing 

activities, it’s easy to think of a lot of them in a flat way, which is a mistake, so please don’t forget about 

expanding and contracting, which is harder to make this mistake about. 

 As I said yesterday, if you try to do zazen, using a flat way of thinking, you can do zazen for a 

million years and it won’t be zazen. 

 It’s expanding and contracting that we’re talking about, so you can see that we’re never talking 

about a flat kind of world, a world which a nature of being flat. 

 There is no flat world. 

 There is no world other than a world that is expanding and contracting. 

 Yesterday I spoke about the fact that, because these two activities of expanding and contracting 

are acting in one world, they inevitably will meet. 

 If we say that the plus, expanding activity is man, then the minus activity of contracting will 

become woman, and inevitably, man and woman will meet. 

 I think that yesterday I also spoke about how the expanding activity has an origin of its activity, 

and the contracting activity also has an origin, a source of its contracting activity. 

 The activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus, are mutually opposing one another, 

so when the plus activity stands up in his origin, the minus activity is, at that very same time, standing 

up in her origin, and they are opposing one another. 

 But the condition of the origin is an activity, a repetitive activity which always is occurring, over 

and over again, and so it will come to pass that the plus activity, for example, will catch the experience 

for himself of arriving at, seeing clearly into the origin of minus, and the minus likewise will catch the 

experience of seeing into the origin of plus, and over and over again they will do this activity which we 

can call holding, or possessing the entire sphere, the totality. 

 As they are doing this repetitive activity, always in the midst of that activity they meet one 

another. 

 Whenever they meet, they don’t stop at that place of meeting. They break through the place of 

meeting, and when that break-through occurs, then plus experiences the world of minus. Now, I’ve used 

the Buddhist word tai-toku to mean experience, which people don’t use that much anymore. Nowadays 

people say keiken. I guess both are okay. Tai-toku means to catch and to obtain, and we used to use this 

word more often. 



 

4 

 

 Minus likewise breaks through the place of meeting, and totally experiences, realizes the world 

of plus. 

 If it were the human world that we are talking about, when plus and minus meet, they would say, 

“Ah, it’s great to see you.” 

 We talk about the origins of plus and minus, but because those origins are always changing, you 

can see that they’re not fixated things. For example, plus arrives at the origin, sometimes doing the 

activity of plus, but also sometimes he arrives at the origin doing the activity of minus. 

 What I’m saying is that although we all insist upon asserting this "I am" claiming self, that is not 

a fixated thing. 

 I think I spoke about how when the self does the plus activity, then it arrives at the source of 

minus, and that’s fine, but when it wants to return back to its own source, it can’t do that doing the plus, 

expanding activity. It has to do the minus activity. 

 So even though we say plus, the plus self is not fixated doing the plus activity. There are times 

when the plus self does the minus activity in order to return home. 

 So what I’m saying basically is that there is no such thing as a fixated self, even though the self 

might say, “I am,” that is an illusion. 

 What I’m saying is that there is no activity of consciousness, there is no will in this activity of 

the origin. That’s why it is completely free. 

 Plus and minus are acting completely without will in this condition of the origin, so freely plus 

can do the minus activity and minus can do the plus activity. 

 In the condition of the origin, it’s already proven, it’s already shown clearly that there is no such 

thing as a fixated "I am" self. 

 In order to manifest the wisdom for yourself that sees clearly this condition of the origin, all of 

these different koans were made, Joshu’s Mu, Gutei’s finger. Studying these koans one at a time, the 

wisdom will eventually be born in you that sees clearly the condition of the origin. 

 When you look at a pine tree, where on earth is your self? 

 It’s through studying a koan like this that the wisdom comes up for you that knows the answer, 

that knows where you are when you are looking at a pine tree. 

 So it’s very important in the beginning not to neglect your koan practice, but to take it seriously, 

and to use your koan practice to see clearly into the principle. 

 In the condition of the origin, plus and minus are continually doing this repetitive activity of 

facing and unifying, over and over again, and as they do this activity, eventually that activity itself gives 

rise to a new activity, which in Buddhism we call jo-netsu, or the heat of feeling. 

 Now, just as a metaphor, just as an example, we can use a flat kind of metaphor and say that this 

is just as if fifty men were pulling on one end of a rope, and fifty women were pulling on the other side 

of the rope, and they had exactly equal strength, and so right in the center of the rope, smoke will start 

coming out, and then a flame will come out. 

 We can say fifty or thirty, or two or one. It doesn’t matter how many people are pulling on the 
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rope. 

 We can say plus and minus, or we can personify the activities and say man and woman, but 

whatever we say, because the power is equal of the two activities, eventually smoke will come and fire, 

and then the rope will break, and the two activities will separate. 

 But as I just said, this is a flat kind of example, so it’s not really a correct metaphor. 

 The plus activity, doing the activity of expanding, experiences this entire world, and the minus 

activity, doing the activity of contracting, also experiences this entire world. 

 As I said before, doing this activity of experiencing the entire world, over and over again, in the 

midst of this activity, plus and minus are always meeting one another, and always breaking through that 

point of meeting, and when they break through the point of meeting, mutually experiencing each other’s 

worlds. 

 The way we teach is to say that it’s through doing this activity of opposing and then unifying, 

over and over again, that the unique activity called passion or the heat of feeling comes up. 

 This thing that we call jo-netsu, the heat of feeling, passion, comes into being when plus and 

minus take the initiative, and taking the initiative, they give of themselves, and plus gives a part of itself, 

and minus offers a part of herself, and so plus and minus have become no longer the complete activities 

of plus and minus. We can even say they are no longer the pure activities of plus and minus because 

they’ve given of themselves to create passion, or the heat of feeling. 

 This is the manifestation of the incomplete condition of plus and minus. 

 When plus and minus are unified, when they are no longer incomplete, but they are unified, 

that’s when they are pure, but in this condition, the pure condition of plus and minus had disappeared. 

 So when we speak about the impure, imperfect condition of plus and minus, that is the same as 

the condition in which plus and minus separate from one another. 

 In Tathagata Zen we call this manifestation of the incomplete condition of plus and minus kukan, 

or incomplete space. No one can see complete space, but this is the appearance of incomplete space. 

 We are looking upon the incomplete universe, the incomplete cosmos. That’s what I mean by 

kukan, incomplete space. 

 Nobody can see the great cosmos itself. 

 With the appearance of incomplete space, plus and minus appear in their incomplete conditions. 

This appearance happens simultaneously, together. 

 So this is what we call the simultaneous appearance of three worlds, and these three worlds are, 

one the incomplete world of plus, and two the incomplete world of minus, and three, this incomplete 

space, this incomplete interval of space, this kukan, which has received equally from both plus and 

minus. 

 It’s the position of Buddhism to say that kukan, incomplete space, the space that has appeared in 

between plus and minus is the, in terms of time, the present moment, and that is the very foundation, the 

very start of all existences. 

 Every existent being has a self, a self which is in contradistinction to something that is other than 
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itself, and all of these selves have as their beginning, this, although it is incomplete, as it is incomplete, 

this kukan, this incomplete space, which has exactly equal portions of plus and minus. 

 When it comes to the plus activity, as I said before, the plus activity gave part of himself in order 

to give birth to the child, and so simultaneously with the birth of the child, the incomplete tatha-gata 

activity also appears. 

 The way we teach is to say that although we use the word father, what father really is is this 

incomplete activity of tatha-gata, this incomplete activity of plus, which has appeared at exactly the 

same time as the child is born. 

 The minus activity is the same way. The minus activity has given part of her minus activity in 

order to create, or we should say, form the child, and so the perfect minus activity is no longer existing. 

It’s the imperfect, incomplete minus activity which is existing. 

 So the teaching which we call Tathagata Zen is the teaching which says that, simultaneously with 

the appearance of kukan, incomplete space, the incomplete minus activity appears, and that is the 

condition that we call mother. 

 So this incomplete space that has appeared, and we say that, as I said before, the body of the 

incomplete space is the present moment. So, in contrast to this present moment, that has appeared in the 

interval between, we say that father’s world is the world of the future, and mother’s world is the world 

of the past. 

 When these three worlds appear, and all of these worlds are incomplete worlds, when these three 

incomplete worlds appear, that is also when the condition that we call mutually comparing, the activity 

of comparison first appears. 

 Actually, the activity of comparing doesn’t occur right away. It actually takes a lot of growth and 

development for comparing to happen, because this present moment must develop the activity of 

consciousness. Consciousness is what does the activity of comparing, and finally, when consciousness is 

developed, that is when the activity of comparing happens within the three worlds. 

 The three worlds that have appeared are not pure worlds. They are not doing a pure activity. 

 The world of past, present and future is the world that has resulted from plus and minus 

separating from one another. 

 The human world is this world of past, present and future, and as I said before, the thing that we 

call the self is the present moment, is fixated as the present moment. 

 Here, for the first time, you can manifest the wisdom for yourself that sees that it’s only when the 

self appears that past and future appear. It’s only when the child appears that mother and father appear. 

If the child doesn’t appear, then there is no past, there is no future. It is the condition of the origin, which 

has neither mother, father, nor the self. 

 It’s the position of Tathagata Zen to interpret this appearance of the child and say that mother 

and father appear simultaneously with the child, but it isn’t the pure activity of mother and father that 

appear. It’s the aged, senile, decrepit mother and father who have appeared together with the child. 

 This is very important. Mother, father and child appear simultaneously, but the mother and father 
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that appear are this aged, decrepit, senile mother and father, and so you can see clearly that the self is 

never able to see the pure mother or the pure father. 

 So if you want to see the pure mother and father, there’s only one way to do that, and that is to 

dissolve your self. The self came into being when it was given the plus and minus activity, and therefore 

plus and minus became impure, but if the self completely can dissolve itself, then plus and minus will 

become pure once again. 

 So if you want to see pure mother and pure father, the only way to do it is to dissolve yourself, 

but through this dissolution of the self, we don’t see mother and father. Different than seeing, we 

experience the pure mother and father. We catch the realization for ourselves of pure mother and father. 

 When existent things first appear, they don’t have the activity of consciousness yet, but 

everything that appears, appears as something which will do the activity of consciousness. 

 Inevitably the activity of consciousness will develop, but this is a question, a problem that comes 

much later, and it’s actually the whole question of consciousness arising, no matter what activity you 

meet up with, is a question that continues until the very end of your practice. 

 So here’s this self that went through all the trouble of appearing, and now it has to dissolve itself, 

but the question is, what activity must it do in order to dissolve itself? 

 I’ll get into that, but first I want to say that when the self does dissolve itself, plus and minus, 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, become the pure activities of plus and minus. 

 It should go without saying that that is the appearance of a new condition of the origin, we can 

call it the condition of the origin number two. 

 Through the birth of the self a new world was born. It’s an incomplete world, but we can call it 

the new incomplete world of two. 

 When that self dissolves itself, then finally the complete perfect world of two is manifest. 

 So now it should be clear, if we say that the original source is complete, that would be the 

number one, or level one condition of the source. 

 So, within the process of this level one condition of the origin, manifesting a new, level two 

condition of the origin, inevitably the activity of expanding will take the lead, and being helped by the 

contracting, the minus activity, within the process, the two activities will separate, and will give birth to 

the child. 

 The condition of this process is called the condition in which existent things are doing the 

activity of existing. 

 This is when existent things appear. This is the world of appearance. 

 We explain it and say that the world of appearance is the human world, is the world of existing 

things, and we can call the plus activity the object, and the minus activity the subject, and so this is the 

world of the separation of subject and object. 

 Now we are in the scientific age, and so although this is a very difficult thing to do when you’re 

first starting your zazen, now that everybody has this scientific education, I think personally that it’s not 

necessary to keep this kind of teaching a secret, that we can teach it right away, although in the old days 
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they wouldn’t teach this kind of thing about the birth of the self and the condition of the origin until one 

had been practicing for six or seven years or so. 

 In contradistinction to this world of appearance is the world of the dissolution of the self. When 

the self dissolves, then finally the level two condition of the origin is manifest. 

 As long as existent things are doing the activity of existing, then the complete activity of dharma, 

the complete condition will not appear. 

 As I just said before, it’s when you dissolve your self that plus and minus can return to doing 

their pure activities, and manifest the condition of the source again. 

 People talk about the material world and the spiritual world, but now I hope that you can clearly 

manifest the wisdom for yourself of why it is that the material world appears, and what the thing that we 

call the spiritual world really is. 

 When the self appears, it appears in the material world as material. 

 Originally, mother and father also were not substantial, were not matter, but when the self 

appears, mother and father also appear in the material world. 

 Also the self originally is not material. It’s through the activity of the self appearing that the self 

appears as matter. 

 The material world, therefore, you can see, is the imperfect, incomplete world. 

 When the self appears, that self is the incomplete self. 

 The world which appears when the self dissolves is the condition of the origin, or the perfect 

world. 

 When the self dissolves, then the material mother and father also dissolve, and that is when the 

thing that we call spiritual activity is manifest. That is when the pure activity of plus and minus, facing 

and unifying over and over again, the condition of the origin again is manifest. 

 The thing that I’m calling the spiritual world, we could just call it the world of the spirit, 

whatever you want to call it, is a world that you can’t see with your eyes. It’s simply this pure activity 

before the appearance of the self. 

 Through the advancement, the progress of the development of consciousness, we can clearly 

then explain what the material world is, and what the spiritual world is. 

 So the conclusion that we give here is that, if you think that the self which appears, having 

incomplete space as its body, is your true self, and from that belief that this imperfect self is your true 

self, affirming this self which has incomplete space as its content,, if you try to make male-female 

relationships from that position, then that isn’t the true relationship. 

 This is also a very important thing. 

 So, this kind of thinking also will become a criticism of modern culture, which only serves to 

give us more leisure, and to give us pleasure, so it’s not something that can be taken lightly. 

 It seems like it’s probably over time, and it is over time, but anyway, this incomplete self has, as 

its content, the incomplete activities of both plus and minus. 

 But this thing that we call the world of the present moment, these worlds of the present moments, 
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appear numberlessly, countlessly. 

 So as long as all of these incomplete imperfect present selves simply relate to one another as 

comrades in incompleteness; well you can do that forever, but the spiritual world will never appear 

doing that kind of activity. 

 So what Buddhism is telling you is that, if you relate to each other in a material, not spiritual 

way, staying in your incomplete self, then that’s a mistake. 

 So the position of Buddhism is to say that when incomplete selves relate to one another, they 

should relate to one another simply through making relationship with the plus and minus activities only. 

It’s a very severe kind of teaching. If you are really listening to this talk, then you’ll hear how different 

Buddhist culture is from the usual modern culture. 

 It’s only when you dissolve your self that pure plus and minus are manifest. That is the 

completely matured position of both plus and minus. Only then are plus and minus able to completely 

relate to one another in freedom. As long as you’re standing up in this self which insists on saying “I 

am,” then freedom will never appear for you. 

 What I’m saying, as I’ve said before, is that, if you take this incomplete self, and simply relate to 

other incomplete selves in the incomplete world, the result of that kind of making relationship will 

always only be suffering. So, this incomplete self which has appeared here, it must make relationship, 

but the partner, the one that it must find to make relationship with is the activity of plus and minus itself. 

It is through the incomplete self making activity with plus and minus, making activity with mother and 

father, that the complete self will be manifest. 

 But actually it’s not possible to do this. Why isn’t it possible to do this? It’s because the child 

doesn’t have any strength. It’s not possible for the child to take the initiative and make mother and father 

its content, make plus and minus its content. 

 The way, therefore, that the self can make relationship with mother and father, with incomplete 

plus and incomplete minus, is to obey, to freely follow the activities of plus and minus, and through that 

kind of freely following obedience, the incomplete self grows up, matures. So I think that, upon hearing 

this, that you will be able to understand the difference between modern, we could say morality, or 

modern teachings on how human beings should be, and the position of Buddhism. 

 Buddhism is to study the very way of being, the very nature of your self, but I think that you’ll 

all notice for yourselves that, if you try to do this in a pure, clear way, that you can’t help but noticing 

the inadequacies of modern ways of thinking about the nature of the self. 

 When the self does dissolve, then, on one hand, the pure plus activity, and on the other hand, the 

pure minus activity appear, and they are opposing one another. Then finally, plus and minus can, 

meeting upon this condition, freely relate to one another. This is the condition in which plus and minus 

unify and face one another freely, repetitively, over and over again. In other words, a newly appeared 

condition of the source. 

 The definition that we have of what the condition of the origin is, or what the condition of the 

origin does, is to say that the condition of the origin itself makes itself pregnant, it all by itself does the 
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activity of becoming pregnant with everything. 

 This has been an hour and a half teisho, so I think I’d better stop, but I’m hoping that now you’ll 

understand what the nature of the self is. 

 If you really understand that the thing that we call the condition of the origin always manifests a 

new condition of the origin, then you will understand the teisho, or the lecture that I’m giving on this 

koan. I’m thinking that it’s really very difficult for all of you to understand what I’m saying, but I’m 

hoping that maybe after I die, ten or fifteen years after I’m gone, somebody will understand, so that’s 

why I’m taking all the time to speak about it. 

 

 


