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Teisho by Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 
Bodhi Manda Zen Center 
Day 5 General Sesshin, May 3, 2002 

Mumonkan Chapter 1, on the Commentary 

Translator: Giko 

 

What ever 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 he said, “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. 

 

Over an extended period time I have been giving teisho on Joshu’s mu. I gave teisho for 

quite a long time on Joshu’s mu, and even the masters of old said that if a student thoroughly 

fathoms Joshu’s mu, then that’s enough Zen practice for anybody. If a person thoroughly fathoms 

Joshu’s mu, then when it comes to today’s koan of Gutei’s finger, today’s koan will be really be no 

problem. Without any struggle at all, this person will be able to pass it. Please, therefore, listen to 

today’s teisho as in a sense a review of the koan of Joshu’s mu. 

There really isn’t that much written about the personal history of Master Gutei. But it can 

be certain that because we know that Master Gutei was an abbot of a temple that he had at least 

done some practice. Some of you here are wearing the monks robes, the ordained person’s robes, 

the koromo, and those signify that you’re different from ordinary people, that you are practicing 

people. Therefore, leaving aside the non-ordained for a moment, speaking directly to the ordained 

people, if you are ordained then you must at once be able to grasp this koan. 

I believe that when I was giving teisho on Joshu’s mu I told you, not once but again and 

again and again that everyone, every single day, already is experiencing this condition, which we 

can call, it doesn’t matter which one we choose, we can call it either one true nature, or one Buddha 

nature, or one God nature. And I also believe that I many many times have told you that when one 

Buddha nature is manifest, then the worlds of past, present, and future are gone, and the self, who 

has gone beyond all comparing and comparison is manifest. In Tathagata Zen this very same 
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condition is also called a manifestation of true love. I think I also have been telling you this. 

Everyone is capable of manifesting, of catching, of experiencing true love, one Buddha nature, but 

I also think that I told you many, many times that that experience isn’t fixated. Again it will 

inevitably break apart. 

At the very moment when one Buddha nature disappears, that is when simultaneously past, 

present, and future reappear. The world divided into past, present, and future is our human world. It 

is the world that all existent beings live in. The human world, the world of all existent beings, is 

called in Buddhism the sentient world, the world that has feeling. And Buddhism further teaches 

that that sentient, feeling world also is not fixated. It also will inevitably again disappear. 

Past, present, and future again disappear, and then what appears? The same thing, one 

Buddha nature again. One Buddha nature is true love, is the one and only state that has gone 

beyond all comparisons. Therefore it is also as I’ve told you so many times the great absolute space 

itself. To manifest the wisdom that knows this principle is inevitable. Therefore when you do come 

to succeed in manifesting the wisdom that knows this principle, you will come to see that you are 

always existing together with God and then passing away together with God. I think I have also 

been telling you this. 

It seems as if, in other religions when they talk about God, that is what I’m talking about 

when I say the manifestation of one Buddha nature, but in any case, in Buddhism this one Buddha 

nature manifestation has always been called the manifestation of the Dharmakaya. Our world, the 

world we live in, is only one, it’s not two. However, that one world manifests itself in two ways. 

One of the ways is just like a flower when it opens and blooms. And the other way is when that 

flower shuts. When you meet each other, don’t you say, “Good morning”? When you say, “Good 

morning,” that’s all there is, just “Good morning.” The I and the you are both gone. The one that’s 

standing up in the position of being the subject and the one that’s standing up in the position of 

being the object are both gone. So one world is manifest. I’ve been trying to explain it to you like 

this in the most easily understood way that I can. 

When you say “Good morning” then the three worlds of past, present, and future have all 

melted into that “Good morning.” When I speak of past, present, and future, I think that up until 

now as I’ve been giving teisho I’ve been carefully investigating where those three are--where is the 

past, where is the future, where is the present? I’ve been telling you that in Buddhism we 

acknowledge two essential opposing forces which are named in various ways, such as plus and 
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minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata. It’s very easy to recognize two opposing worlds. We can 

recognize the world of heaven and the world of earth, the world in front and the world in back, the 

world of the past and the world of the future. But nobody seems to think about what these two 

opposing forces do, under what conditions do they manifest the present world. Everybody talks 

about the present and knows that the present is different from the past and the future, however I 

think it’s fair to say that religions don’t investigate how that present manifests and how it 

disappears. 

However, Buddhism takes the present very seriously, takes it as very important, and says 

that that which is manifest doing the activity of the present is an existent being. That means that 

everyone has the present moment as his or her content. Everyone standing up as an I am has the 

present moment as his content. It seems, from my point of view anyway, it seems that people in 

general are busy talking about what the past is or what the future is, but they don’t really take to 

heart the question what’s the present, what is the nature of this I am who is the present? 

Therefore, to make up for the lack of teaching on this subject in other teachings, Buddhism 

emphasizes the nature of the present moment. Buddhism says that the I am self who is an existent 

being has the present moment as its content, and that present moment is comprised of equal 

portions of the tatha-gata past forming activity and the tatha-agata future forming activity. The 

present is formed by receiving equal amounts of these two. 

As I just told you, we are all appearing having the activity of the present moment as our 

content. And also as I just told you, when we ask where that present moment came from, the 

answer is it came from the activity of receiving. It is manifest through the activity of receiving an 

equal amount of the past-forming tatha-gata activity and the future-forming tatha-agata activity. 

The present receives equally from tatha-gata and tatha-agata and when it totally has received all of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata that is when past and future vanish. That is the manifestation of the 

perfect present. That as I have told you so many times is the manifestation of the perfect I am self. 

In Buddhism that is called one Buddha nature. When one Buddha nature is manifest, that means the 

perfect, complete present is manifest. That means past and future have totally melted into that 

perfect present and are living there together. When perfect time is manifest, that means that the 

imperfect present is gone. Past and future are also gone. This manifestation of perfect time is the 

unification of the imperfect present and the past and the future. 
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If you’re just sitting there listening as if this is no big deal, that means that you haven’t 

really practiced. If you’ve really practiced and you’re ready to hear this, you will be astonished by 

this. If you’ve really practiced Zen, if you’ve really done zazen, and you hear this story about one 

Buddha nature, and you hear that one Buddha nature is manifest when all of past and future and 

present unify and disappear, then you will be shocked and amazed.  

The way Buddhism understands time is to say that time is an activity, and the time activity 

is the Buddha activity, is Buddha nature. If you are a God believer, then I guess it’s fine to say that 

the time activity is God activity. Time is the time activity, and that activity is Buddha nature itself, 

is the Buddha activity. If you can really understand this thoroughly then you won’t be confused by 

past and future anymore. 

Further, if you are the kind of person who can manifests the wisdom that knows that you 

yourself, just as you are, are Buddha nature, then you will know that you yourself do the activity of 

manifesting past, present, and future, and you yourself do the activity of dissolving past, present, 

and future into total unification. Then you’ll know really that the time activity is the Buddha 

activity. 

The conclusion that Buddhist teaching gives us is that the great cosmos itself is doing the 

activity of time. Buddhism personifies the activity of time as Buddha nature, certainly, but also 

Buddhism says time activity is the heart activity. Everybody can, without even having to think 

about it or figure it out, acknowledge that we I am selves are standing up having the heart activity, 

the mind activity, as our content.  

So now what about Master Gutei, who we’ve taken up for today’s talk. What kind of 

activity is he doing? Well, it should be obvious that he’s doing the time activity. What kind of time 

activity is Master Gutei doing? What kind of heart activity is he doing? Now we have to look at 

him carefully because we’ve taken him up as a koan. 

I want you to sit zazen at least once carefully, firmly, and manifest the true time activity 

together with Master Gutei, manifest the true self together with Master Gutei. As I began telling 

you before, Master Gutei lived in a temple called Kinkozan. It’s actually written quite explicitly 

where Kinkozan, but I’m not going to tell you that, because it doesn’t really matter. You might as 

well just think that Kinkozan was here in New Mexico at Jemez Springs. 

Kinkozan is in this cosmos. Jemez Springs is in this cosmos too. You must carefully be 

able to grasp that Kinkozan can’t exist separate from this cosmos, nor can Jemez Springs. This 
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great cosmos itself limited--that is the nature of Kinkozan, which is now appearing. A limited time, 

a limited Buddha nature, that is the nature of Master Gutei who is now appearing as the abbot of 

Kinkozan.  

Don’t forget that it is the nature of yourself to be a limited cosmos. That’s the present. 

Dogs and cats and birds and fish are essentially the same as we human beings in this, we are all 

limited universes. We are all limited time.  

One day, Master Gutei--probably he was out in the garden working, but in any case at that 

time there was a nun who came to visit his Kinkozan. A problem has arisen. If Gutei hadn’t 

appeared, Kinkozan also would not have appeared. Because Gutei was manifest together with his 

place of residence Kinkozan, the nun came to visit. To really get this part of the story you have to 

contemplate it in zazen as if you were seeing a movie of it. OK here comes the nun. She is 

beautiful. She’s being played by Elizabeth Taylor. And Gutei’s really handsome, perhaps more 

handsome than Elizabeth Taylor is beautiful. It was in the garden of Kinkozan that Gutei Osho met 

the nun. What kind of a meeting did they manifest?  

This scene is just as interesting as seeing any movie. The nun was wearing her special hat, 

her special pilgrimage hat that covered her face, and without taking it off she circumambulates 

three times. To circle someone three times was a custom that was borrowed from India, an ancient 

Indian custom, and it showed respect.  

[tape turns over] 

...Hanamatsuri ceremony we circle the Buddha. We go round and round and round the 

Buddha, and that shows that we respect the Buddha, that is our way of worshiping the Buddha. 

After doing zazen sometimes we have gyodo kinhin. When we do gyodo practice we chant “kan ji 

zai...” quietly and we go round and round the Buddha statue. That’s gyodo practice. There’s no 

need to think when you’re circling the Buddha, you’re just honoring Buddha. 

Ohayo. Good morning. We meet each other. There’s no need to think. When we say good 

morning past, present, and future vanish, and A and B come into total relationship and become one. 

The thing of it is, however, that when we do it, we are not aware that we the subject are totally 

unifying with the object you. We just think of it as the etiquette thing to do and we just say good 

morning. But there is no true love other than this unification of subject and object. 
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If you’ve been listening, and I have gone to all the trouble to say all of this, you should 

know that one Buddha nature is when past, present, and future vanish. Where do they go? That’s 

the question. Where do they go? 

As I’ve told you so many times, they’ve vanished into the manifestation of true love. So 

now we’re ready to go back to the meeting of Gutei and the nun and understand it.  

What is the essence of the condition of Gutei and the nun meeting? Is it the condition of 

the past, or the condition of the present, or the condition of the future?  

Just now, I thought, I wonder how much time I’ve been talking and I glanced at my watch, 

but lo and behold, luckily I forgot my watch today. It’s really better to forget time. 

The nun circumambulates Gutei with her hat firmly on three times and then what on earth 

do you think she does? Even though Gutei hasn’t said a word, she takes the initiative and speaks 

first.  

I thought, yeah, it’s probably been about an hour, and even though I’ve forgotten my 

watch, somehow a watch just appeared in front of me and I can look at it, and yes, it is 9:30 

exactly.  

Gutei’s mouth firmly shut, the nun opens hers. So here the nun is the subject and Gutei is 

the object. Having circled three times, hidden by her hat, she speaks, and what does she say? She 

comes up with this very difficult thing. She says to Gutei, “Say something!”  

You have to see exactly what this scene is. There’s a very beautiful woman, and you’re 

sitting there as a man, not saying anything, and she slaps you on your knee and says, “OK. Say 

something!” What are you going to say? 

“OK. OK. Say something.” The nun hidden by her hat questions Gutei. 

You’d think Gutei could come up with something. He could just say, “This is painful,” or 

he could just say, “I’m really happy.” However, Gutei Osho was unable to answer at all.  

It’s fine to be serious, and there’s this part of Buddhist teaching called the sila, and they’re 

sort of very roughly translated in religious terms as precepts, and they sort of kind of are the sort of 

things that say don’t do bad stuff, do good stuff, and what they’re essentially saying is that 

originally we’re pure, so be pure. Originally the I am has one Buddha nature as its content. 

Originally the I am is pure and clear. If you get tied up by that sort of teaching then of course you’ll 

be unable to answer in this situation. If Gutei were to say, “I already really like you,” or anything 

like that, already he would have violated the sila, and so he couldn’t answer.  
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However, there’s another essential Buddhist teaching that says that, which emphasizes the 

importance of simultaneous movement, simultaneous activity. When the subject says Ah, the object 

must say Ah. When the object says Ah, the subject say Ah. If one says Ah and the other doesn’t say 

Ah, that’s no good.  

In this situation Master Gutei has been tied up by one side of the dharma activity. What the 

nun is saying is “Don’t be tied up by the dharma activity, just try manifesting the dharma activity. 

If you just try, I’ll take off my hat.” Maybe this nun wasn’t really just a nun, maybe she was a 

phantom transformation of a god or an angel, sent to test Gutei’s practice. 

She circumambulated three times and then clearly asked, “Please say something.” Yet 

Gutei was unable to say anything. If this nun was acting from the human point of view, at this point 

she probably just couldn’t take it anymore and she would’ve just yanked Gutei’s ear. “I’m telling 

you I love you. Say something!” And she just grabbed his ear. She couldn’t take it anymore. But 

this nun, it seems to me, is unable to take this human point of view. 

What happens with this nun is that probably in the end she thinks to herself, This monk just 

isn’t up to being my partner. This monk just isn’t the kind of monk that I can speak interestingly 

about the dharma activity with. And so she leaves. 

Every practitioner will find himself in the same kind of situation as Gutei found himself in 

with the nun. Finally, as she’s leaving, Gutei awakens, opens his eyes, and pipes up, finally, “Oh 

nun! Actually, I think it’s almost five o’clock and the sun is going down. Why don’t you rest here 

tonight and continue your travels again in the morning.” Very kind. 

“OK, I’ll stay here tonight, if you can answer me this. Our meeting, our encounter, what 

kind of a meeting is it? If you can give me a good answer to this, I’ll take off my hat and stay. If 

you can answer me this, I’ll accept your kind invitation.” 

Now, everybody, every single day, we are all manifesting these conditions of meeting each 

other. There are many different conditions of meeting in our world. There are the meetings that 

happen, and then are harmoniously broken through. There are the meetings that happen, and are 

never broken through. There are the meetings that happen, and through a fight are broken through. 

Therefore what is being taught here is that it’s very essential for us to manifest the wisdom that 

clearly understands these meetings, understands why the meetings occur, understands when the 

meetings must be broken through, and understands when it’s not necessary to break through the 

meetings.  
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If the self is only thinking in terms of its own benefit and convenience, then it will decide 

to break through the meeting or it will decide that the meeting can just be left as is and separation 

can occur. It will make those decisions only in its one-sided self-centered way. Because of this 

Buddhism very clearly teaches what kind of conditions these meeting conditions are.  

Further, Buddhism says that in fact it is the essential nature of meetings to break through 

them. Even though Gutei made this kind offer to stay the night, the nun didn’t just take it up. She 

said, “There’s a condition upon which I will stay. You have to be able to say something to clarify 

the nature of our meeting.” And because Gutei was not able to say anything, he was still stuck in 

the situation of the nun not taking off her hat. 

So in the end the nun thought, “I’m not going to worry about this monk anymore.” And so 

she vanished. Although he went to a lot of trouble to concoct the opportunity to meet the nun, in the 

end she slipped through his fingers. In the end because he didn’t really grasp the nature of what the 

meeting was, she vanished. 

That night the whole night Master Gutei couldn’t sleep. He spent the whole night thinking, 

“What is the essential meaning of the meetings between we human beings? Why do they happen 

and what do they mean?” Actually, finally he got tired, and he took a little nap. The moment he 

napped, he dreamed. What did he dream? He dreamed that a god descended to his very spot and 

said, “Gutei! Don’t leave this temple. This temple has been put in your care and so you can’t 

neglect it. Stay here and before long a roshi will come and teach you the nature of our human 

encounters.”  

I’m sure you folks dream. Gutei dreamed also. I also dream sometimes. To dream means 

that you’re half asleep and half awake. When you’re totally asleep you don’t dream. It’s just, you 

wake up in the morning and think, Ah, that was a good sleep. If you spend the whole night 

dreaming then even though you might have been so-called asleep all night when you wake up in the 

morning you’ll think, Oh, that wasn’t a very restful sleep. If you wake up in the morning and you 

don’t feel as if you’ve slept and you want to go back to sleep, that means you’ve been dreaming. So 

maybe Gutei was so tired that when he woke up in the morning he dreamed.  

We can see just how serious a guy this Gutei was because he obeyed his dream. He didn’t 

leave the temple.  
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It’s time to end, and so I’d like to end here. There probably will be a time when I can 

continue this teisho but I’m not sure when that’s going to be. So until that time, please, at least have 

one dream. Thank you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


