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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

April 1, 1998 – 1st Day 

Dai-Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan, ch. 3 – Gutei’s Finger 

 

 Mumon says, “The origin of the enlightenment of Gutei and the boy is not in the finger itself. If 

you understand this, Tenryu, Gutei, the boy, and you, yourself are all run through with one skewer.” 

 Mumon’s verse: 

 “Gutei made a fool of old Tenryu. 

 The sharp blade has damaged the boy. 

 The mountain spirit raised his hand, 

 and lo, without effort, the thousand myriad piled mountain  

 was split into two, Kasan and Shuryo.” 

      Mumonkan, ch. 3 – Gutei’s Finger 

 

 In the previous period I gave teisho on the main part of this koan, but we still have Mumon’s 

comment and his gatha, his verse, so that’s where I'll continue my teisho starting today. 

 When I began giving teisho on the Mumonkan here at Bodhi Manda Zen Center, I began with the 

first case of Joshu’s Mu, and used that to explain in detail what zen practice means. 

 Also, when I gave teisho on Gutei’s finger, I used that teisho to explain what zen practice is. 

 People tell me that zen practice is difficult, and that’s right. 

 Although it is difficult, that doesn’t mean that it is impossible. 

 Although zen practice is difficult, there is this thing called zen practice. 

 It’s difficult to build a house. 

 But, no matter what kind of house it is, that house will get built. 

 So it’s not difficult. 

 If, from the beginning you don’t have any money, but you still want to build a giant, magnificent 

house, that would be difficult. 

 The only one that is thinking that they want such a magnificent house is you. 

 Even a child, if they play at house, and they pretend that they’re building a house, then they 

come to build a house. 

 So if you build the kind of house you’re capable of building, then the house will get built. 

 If you manifest the wisdom that knows who you are, then anyone can build their own house. 

 If you’re the kind of person that doesn’t have a lot of money, that isn’t capable of building a 

giant, magnificent house, don’t worry. Just build the house that you can build. Some house is okay. 

 The reason why it’s difficult for you is because you have the activity of consciousness that thinks 

difficult, and then it becomes difficult. 
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 So this self which thinks difficult things, what is that self? I think that I spoke about this through 

using Gutei’s finger. 

 Why is it that your self appeared in this world? 

 Before the appearance of your self, what kind of a world was that? 

 I am sure that I told you previously that the wisdom that clearly understands this principle is zen 

practice. 

 Without being able to manifest the clear wisdom that sees into this principle, the principle of 

why you appeared, in other words, why you were born, and in what way you vanish, in what way you 

hide, and what kind of world it is that you hide into, you simply spread your self-centered arbitrary kind 

of thinking, in answer to this question, what is the self. 

 The reason why it’s difficult for you to manifest the true wisdom of what your self is, is because 

you’ve all been governed by, that is to say, you all have been taught various things, your self is this, or 

your self is that, and being filled with this previous knowledge, it’s difficult for you. 

 So the very first practice, which we call zen practice is to take this arbitrary self-centered 

unconditional acceptance of the self which claims, "I am,” and wash your brain of that, wash your 

thinking of that completely. 

 In America, there are many, many different ethnic groups that live here. 

 That is the greatness of America, I think it’s fair to say. 

 But, among all the different people that are here in America, it seems as if we’re always bumping 

up with people who insist that their group of people is like this, or their group of people is like that. 

 It makes me sick. 

 If you want to talk like that, why don’t you just stay within your own group, and you can talk to 

each other and say, “We’re like this.” “Oh yeah, we really are. We’re like this.” 

 But I want to warn you to be careful about this. 

 Zen says, stop doing this asserting, insisting upon your self. 

 What was the world like before you appeared? 

 What I'm saying is that, when you do zazen, this is the thing, this is one thing that you must 

contemplate carefully for yourself. 

 Before you appeared, your self had not been in the state of appearance yet. 

 In Buddhism we have a name for those people who have been able to manifest the wisdom that 

knows this world before the self appears, and we call them enlightened. 

 We call people who have manifested the wisdom that know the nature of the world before the 

self appears enlightened people, and we also call the people that are able to manifest the wisdom of what 

kind of a world it is that the self vanishes into, hides into, enlightened people. 

 We teach that the world before the appearance of the self, and the world that the self disappears 

into is the same. 

 If the country that was there before the self appeared is good, then the country that one hides into 

when one dies is also good. 
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 In this style of zen we call Tathagata Zen, in our tradition we are told that the enlightened one 

taught his disciples that the world before the appearance of the self, and the world of the appearance of 

the self, and the world the self disappears into are all one world. 

 There is only one singular, unique world, this world of the born self, and the world that the self 

hides into. 

 The teaching of the enlightened one said that the world of living and the world of destruction, it’s 

one singular world. 

 Even after only doing zazen for a year, you should be able to grasp that. 

 But without even understanding that, you end up thinking all sorts of things, and zen becomes 

difficult for you. 

 This one and only singular world, the world that is sometimes dark and sometimes bright, 

sometimes has wind blowing in it, and sometimes has no wind blowing, has one singular activity which 

forms it. 

 What we say is because there is this function, this activity which forms the cosmos, that is why 

the cosmos comes into being. 

 The universe has, as its content, the activity which forms the universe. 

 The activity that forms the cosmos, we call the cosmos forming activity. 

 But if you think about it carefully, you see that the activity which forms the cosmos cannot be 

just one function. 

 As everybody knows, this cosmos has within it darkness and light. 

 The activity which forms the cosmos also reveals conditions of appearance and conditions of 

disappearance. 

 So what we call the perspective of Buddhism is to clearly say that the activity which forms the 

universe is not just one activity. It’s two mutually opposing activities. We can call it the activity of being 

born or appearing, in contradistinction to the activity of vanishing, or being destroyed, or dying. 

 So that which stands up clearly, which has, as its firm foundation, these two mutually opposing 

activities, when it acts, is this universe itself, and is also all of us who live in this universe. 

 Every single thing, of course human beings, but even stones, even plants, when they appear, 

already appear, having their home with them. 

 When we use the word home, we mean, that place which we live in, our place of residence. 

 There is not even one single thing that appears without already having their place of residence. 

 What I'm saying is for you to clearly place in your heart this idea that there is no you separate 

from the place that you live. 

 But I think it’s fair to say that here in America, even after practicing for five or six years, there 

hasn’t been even one person who can give me an answer to their koan which clearly manifests their 

understanding that they are already manifesting their homes. 

 Everybody fixates themselves and fixates this place that they live, fixates their homes, and 

therefore asserts themselves. 
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 I want to tell you to be careful. 

 When you fixate the place you live, it’s exactly the same thing as fixating your self. 

 When you fixate your self, this thing that we call maturing, evolving, growing, can not happen. 

 To grow means that the place that you live also grows. It becomes bigger. It becomes more 

magnificent. 

 So, to want to build a magnificent house, for a human being that’s a good thing. 

 But, the moment that you fixate your self, even if somehow you are able to build a magnificent 

house, that self which has built that house is not truly evolving or advancing. 

 So, without fixating to this "I am" proclaiming self, open up your eyes to the process of growing. 

 It’s the teaching of the enlightened one to say that if you do that, inevitably you will reach the 

point where you no longer have to build, no longer have to construct a bigger house, a more magnificent 

house. 

 In other words, if you completely throw yourself into the activity of living, if you live each 

moment as if your very life depended on it, then, inevitably, you will manifest the wisdom that knows 

the condition of no longer needing to do the activity of living. That is the teaching of Buddhism. 

 But it’s the teaching of the enlightened one to say that, although it’s an extremely difficult thing 

to manifest this wisdom which knows the state of no longer needing to do the activity of living, 

inevitably that wisdom will be manifest. 

 In Buddhism we have this word, samadhi. If you want to use the word samadhi, what you should 

mean by it is this condition where thinking is not necessary, where doubting is not necessary. 

 But when you think about carefully, who is it that manifests this condition of samadhi, it is that 

person which must, having been in the condition of having to live, of needing to live, finally puts into 

practice this condition, puts into effect this condition of no longer needing to do the activity of living. 

 When you meet up with this condition of no longer needing to do the activity of living, that is 

when the condition of completely resting appears. 

 Everybody has experienced, everybody has caught the experience for themselves, of resting. 

 But why does this condition we call resting appear? 

 Everybody is simply resting without questioning, unconditionally accepting this condition we 

call resting. 

 But zen practice says that we can’t even uncritically accept this everyday condition of resting. 

We have to question it. 

 Why is it that Buddhism recognizes these two processes, the process of advancing and 

developing, and the opposite process of returning back to the very source. 

 In Buddhism we teach in detail that that which we call the activity of living is the activity in 

which improving, advancing, developing is taking the initiative in the process. 

 But no matter how much you do this activity of living, as everybody knows, that self which does 

living will also meet up with dying. 

 So, it’s the position of the enlightened one to say that, without fail, there is this opposite activity, 
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in opposition to the activity of living, dying will inevitably occur. 

 So in Buddhism the enlightened ones say that, if you’re going to do the practice of Buddhism, 

somehow or another you have to learn to recognize for yourself these two opposing activities of living 

and dying. 

 There are some people that will say, “That’s exactly what my religion also says.” 

 That’s great. 

 But, if I ask them, “So why is it that dying appears? Why is it that the activity of resting 

appears?” they can’t answer. 

 The moment the activity of living appears, the activity of dying is already opposing it. 

 But the way we teach is that this is the condition of making an effort. In opposition to the activity 

of dying, we walk forward. 

 Inevitably, always when we are manifesting the activity of living, the activity of dying is making 

a relationship that is pulling back in the opposite direction of living. 

 That’s why the self which does living gets tired. 

 That’s why the condition of resting inevitably occurs. 

 As I was just saying, in this process of living, inevitably a limit will appear. 

 So, the special point, the important point that zen practice emphasizes is to implore you, for 

yourself, to manifest the wisdom that knows this limit of living. 

 The condition of no longer needing to do the activity of living is the condition that appears when 

living, having been accompanied by the activity of dying, having been helped by the activity of dying, 

reaches its limit. 

 If the activity of living doesn’t receive the help of the activity of dying, this is equivalent to 

saying that the benevolent God never receives the help of the bad God, and in this case, it would be the 

case that these two activities, these two gods, would always be in opposition to one another. 

 So it’s the teaching of the enlightened ones to say that the condition of no longer needing to do 

living only occurs when living has received the help of the activity of dying. 

 Here is when the condition of resting occurs. This condition of resting is when living no longer 

needs to be done. 

 The enlightened ones teach that the condition of no longer needing to do living, this state which 

appears through the activity of dying helping the activity of living, is therefore a condition where both 

living and dying, together are manifesting that condition. 

 Intellectual people, and also people who are believers in religion insist that this thing we call a 

human being cannot exist without love. 

 Leaving aside for the moment what those people think love is, in Buddhism we say that the 

manifestation of true love is this condition of no longer needing to do living. 

 So, if you are not able to manifest the wisdom for yourself that knows this condition of no longer 

needing to do living, or we could say, doesn’t know this condition which appears when living is aided 

by dying, those are the people that don’t know what love is. We could say that they are just like animals. 
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 But, then we ask you, are we able to remain eternally in this condition of manifesting true love or 

not? 

 At once, immediately, without even an instant intervening, without this resting activity 

occurring, for even an instant, without even a crack between these two activities, the dying activity will 

take the lead, and, helped by the living activity, will manifest the activity of dying. 

 Then, the dying activity, taking the initiative, taking the lead, accompanied by the living activity, 

these two activities will manifest a repetitive condition in which they oppose one another and unify, and 

oppose and unify, over and over again. 

 We can call these two activities plus and minus, simply, or the activity of living and the activity 

of dying, and this condition in which the minus activity, the dying activity is taking the lead, 

accompanied by the plus activity, at the point where living no longer needs to be done, this repetitive 

activity which faces and unifies, opposes and unifies, over and over again, is what we call the 

manifestation of the ultimately large. 

 There are no worlds outside of this world of the ultimately large. 

 Because it’s the ultimately large. 

  Condition of the original source advances until finally it manifests the ultimately large. 

 This condition of the ultimately large is doing an activity that we call the activity of true love, 

and that activity cannot be named appearance or non-appearance. 

 The reason for this is that within this world of the ultimately large that is manifesting true love, 

there is no thinking self, there is no self which is there to say true love is manifest or true love is not 

manifest. That’s why we call it the world of Mu, or the world of ku, emptiness. 

 ....smaller than the smallest, this ultimately small condition is, as I said before, manifested with 

both plus and minus as its content. 

 But the teaching of the enlightened one is to say that this condition of the origin, this original 

source, inevitably will manifest a new origin. 

 Taking this newly appeared condition of the origin as a new origin, if we call this newly 

appeared condition of the origin, level two, then that level two condition of the origin becomes the 

origin of the level three condition of the origin. 

 When this level three cosmos is manifest again, it will manifest a new cosmos, level four. 

 Whenever a new condition of the origin is manifest, the functions of plus and minus inevitably 

will manifest themselves opposing one another. 

 The activity of expanding will inevitably expand, but, opposing that activity of expanding will 

always occur, the activity of contracting. 

 But that condition of expanding and contracting, opposing one another, always occurs in this 

unique, one and only singular world. It never breaks that world apart. 

 Within this one condition, this singular condition, plus and minus act. 

 So we say that, in contrast to the activity of expanding, simultaneously the activity of contracting 

manifests. 
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 The enlightened one taught that, although it’s difficult I think for people to understand that plus 

and minus, the activity of man and the activity of woman, expanding and contracting, always occur 

simultaneously. We call this, in Buddhism, doji sai-o, simultaneous functioning. It’s never the case that 

first plus acts, and then afterwards minus acts. 

 This investigation into simultaneous functioning is difficult. Zen practice doesn’t get easier. It 

just gets more and more difficult. 

 But it’s only the incomplete self doing the incomplete activity of consciousness which thinks that 

it’s difficult. If you manifest the complete self, then there’s nothing difficult. 

 In other words, if you’re a man, be a man, and if you’re a woman, be a woman. Try being a man, 

try being a woman, and you’ll see for yourself that the functioning is simultaneous. 

 If the man acts and the woman dislikes this action, then they’re in opposition to one another, and 

unification will never occur. 

 But, if I get into that, then it gets to be a long a difficult talk, so I'll just leave that as that, and get 

on with this other story, which is that, when the expanding activity is taking the lead, then the 

contracting activity is following, taking a more passive role, and through that, eventually, plus and 

minus separate from one another. 

 I think that I've told you over and over and over again about this process, in which the 

expanding, plus activity gives 0.000001 of itself, and the minus, contracting activity gives 0.000001 of 

herself, and in this interval, between plus and minus, when they separate, that is the very beginning of 

existences. 

 But be careful. This activity which gives rise to all selves, which gives rise to all existent things, 

of receiving 0.000001 of plus and minus, what will appear when those 0.000001 of plus and minus 

become one? 

 You might be doing zen for ten or fifteen years, but I wonder, what really are you learning? 

 If you’re not a complete idiot, anybody will be able to notice that, although this isn’t a complete 

condition, it’s zero. 

 If you can’t even understand that, why don’t you just give up this zen practice? 

 Although these things which have appeared are zero, as I've just said, they are incomplete. 

 In this case, the plus activity, the expanding, the male activity, the activity of tatha-gata, 

thus-going, what happens to it? 

 The enlightened ones have taught that the plus, expanding, thus-going tatha-gata activity also 

becomes incomplete. 

 Also we teach that the contracting, minus, female, thus-coming, tatha-agata activity also is not in 

her pure complete state. She also appears as an incomplete activity. 

 In zen practice we name this condition, of the incomplete plus activity and the incomplete minus 

activity, and the incomplete appearance of the self, which has both plus and minus, the manifestation of 

the three worlds. These three worlds have appeared from the condition of the origin. 

 Although it’s three worlds, they are manifest within the one singular world. 
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 In Tathagata Zen we make it easy and call the manifestation of these three worlds the 

manifestation of the world of past, present and future. 

 This is something that I've repeated over and over and over again. 

 This is the world, this incomplete imperfect world, is the world of matter, the material world, 

ukei-o. Traditionally it’s been called the floating world. 

 But before these three worlds appeared, those beings which comprise the three worlds were 

completely unified. 

 But that zero world, that activity of zero is an activity which is completely will-less. 

 But when the worlds of past, present and future appear, that is when will appears. 

 Before the appearance of past, present and future, the two activities of plus and minus which 

form the cosmos itself were acting completely without any will, and that will-less activity of plus and 

minus is what we call the activity of emptiness. 

 The condition of completely will-less activity, this condition of the zero activity, the activity of 

emptiness, of course is the condition of the origin itself, and in the process of that condition of the origin 

manifesting a new condition of the origin, that is when the world of the willfull thinking selves appear, 

but if you manifest the condition of the origin completely for yourself, then there is no will. 

 Isn’t it the case that I repeat over and over again to you, and teach you that it’s when host and 

guest separate, we call the host the subject, the female activity, and we call the guest the object, the male 

activity, when those activities separate, that is when past, present and future appear. 

 Haven’t I told you over and over and over again that it’s when host and guest, subject and object 

become one that the new condition of the origin, we can say.... 

 But even though I repeat it over and over again, nobody seems to understand, those that don’t 

understand are many. 

 I tell you, the reason that you don’t understand is because you’re attached to your "I am" self. 

 Today I am a full ninety-one years old. I'm told that my birthday is April first, but it seems 

because all of you are still hanging around, I don’t have the time to die. 

 Thanks for all your presents you gave me. 

 But, no matter how many presents you give me, if you’re not able to manifest for yourself this 

principle of manifesting the complete self and the incomplete self, then I can’t be happy. 

 The teaching of the enlightened one is that these conditions of the origin, level two, three, four, 

five will be manifest numberlessly until finally the ultimately large condition is manifest. 

 But the moment that this condition of the ultimately large, in which expanding no longer needs 

to be done is manifest, then the dying activity, the contracting activity, takes the lead, and it’s the dying 

activity which is governing, which is maintaining this ultimately large condition. 

 This is the manifestation of the greatest cosmos. 

 What I'm saying is that the world of the largest universe is a world in which the woman, the 

contracting, the dying activity is taking the lead, taking the initiative, and being accompanied by the 

male activity. 
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 What I'm saying is that this world which has been manifest through the living activity no longer 

needing to be done, means that it’s a world in which the self which needs to live has disappeared. 

 Where did that self which needs to live go to? 

 This is just the same as the conditions of the origin at levels two, three, four, five and six. This is 

a condition in which the self has dissolved itself, melted itself completely into the activities of plus and 

minus. 

 That is the manifestation of the unification of subject and object. 

 When we say unification of subject and object, that means that the thinking self has completely 

vanished, and all that is left are the pure activities of plus and minus, unifying and facing one another, 

over and over. 

 This world of the complete condition of the origin, this world of the unification of subject and 

object, is a world in which plus and minus only are purely acting, unifying and facing one another, and 

that’s why, as I said before, we call it the will-less world. 

 Because it’s a will-less activity, we call it the activity of li, the activity of the natural principle. 

 As I said before, we also call it, because it’s a will-less activity, the activity of zero, or the 

activity of emptiness. 

 If we say emptiness, in the Old Testament they also use the word emptiness. 

 Then people will pop up, saying, “Yes, of course, in my religion, they also talk about emptiness.” 

 But that’s just the self looking at emptiness, saying the word emptiness, not the self that is doing 

emptiness. 

 Be careful. 

 Because there are people like this, I just ask you, be a little bit careful when you talk about your 

own religion. 

 We’ve gone way over time, and I'm a little bit tired. I haven’t been sleeping well the last two 

nights, but from today, I guess I must manifest a newly born self. 

 You’ve gone to all the trouble to come here to study zen practice, so I guess I have no choice but 

to get reborn and talk to you about zen. 

 But for you old students, be careful when you come to do sanzen. 

 For the old students, my stick is ready for you. 

 If you’re an old student and you come to sanzen insisting on your "I am" self, just quit doing 

that, please. 

 It’s time to stop, so that’s teisho for today. 

  

 


