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Gutei’s Finger 
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 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. 
 

 
 As I was telling you yesterday, if you clearly have grasped the first case of the Mumonkan, 

Joshu’s Mu, then this koan of Gutei’s Finger will be nothing at all for you, totally easy for you to 

understand.   

 And I also have been telling you, and I’m going to talk about this again today, if you go to 

church and make the sign of the cross and say, “Amen,” or if you go to a Buddhist temple and put 

your hands in gassho and say, “Namu Amida Butsu,” is there any difference in that? 

 If there is any difference between those two, that difference will be the cause of wars, and 

those kinds of religious practices we don’t need.  When you go to a church and say Amen or go 

to a temple and say Namu Amida Butsu, those words are words that have been made by human 

beings.   

 However, from the perspective of Tathagata Zen, when we say Amen or Namu Amida 
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Butsu or Yaweh the I am self has been dissolved.  That is why we say in Tathagata Zen when you 

say Namu Amida Butsu, Amen, then you are neither a man nor a woman.  This is why we ask you 

in Tathagata Zen, when you are chanting Namu Amida Butsu, where are you?  When you say 

Amen, where are you?  If you answer standing up in your “I am” self, it isn’t a real answer.   

 Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you?  If you stand up in your “I am” self and 

say, “If you’re a Christian you say this, and a Jewish person would say this, and a Buddhist would 

say this,” you’re already stuck in your “I am” self.  A person who is neither man nor woman can 

always meet with all of you.  And there is no problem in those meetings.  But when you are 

seeing from the point of view of either a man or a woman, then you see men and women. 

 Our tendency is to assert our “I am” selves.  And if we did not assert our “I am” selves 

the human world could not come into being, so, we say, “It is okay.  Go ahead, assert your ‘I am’ 

self.”  However, we further say that it is not the true “I am” until that “I am” is manifesting the 

wisdom that sees everything as him or her self.  The first case of the Mumonkan, Joshu’s Mu, is 

called ‘Joshu’s Mu,’ but it is not Joshu’s Mu.  It is all of you Mu.  That is the Mu of Buddhism.   

 When the “I am” self dissolves, what kind of a world does it dissolve into?  As you should 

know the teaching of Buddhism says that when the “I am” self  dissolves, to put it simply, it 

melts into this great  absolute space.  It melts into the Great Cosmos.  It is not as if it is 

permanently gone.   

 There was one woman who came from Germany, and she was so worried about this.  She 

worried, “If my “I am” self dissolves, where will I end up?”  She was so worried about it she 

ended up having a nervous breakdown, and having to go to the hospital.  Probably it was 

because she was so passionate about her practice, about her question, that she ended up with 

that kind of a nervous breakdown.  After she recovered from her nervous breakdown she 

decided to teach a kind of Buddhism that was popular, and interesting to people, and teaching 

that kind of popular Buddhism she became rich.  In fact she was already rich, but she became 

even richer.   
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 When you melt into absolute space, when you vanish into it, when you hide in it, you have 

become space itself.  I am always strongly teaching you that you do not have to worry about 

these trivial, boring questions like, ‘Where do I go when I die?’  But you still do not understand.  

 In Buddhism we say that true emptiness is absolute space.  The word of absolute space is 

koku 虚空, and the word for emptiness is ku 空.  True emptiness and true space are the same.   

 You have melted into absolute space.  That means that absolute space is a condition in 

which it is not necessary to assert your “I am” self.  Even though we teach very carefully, and 

kindly, over and over again, telling you that when you have melted into absolute space then there 

is really no need for you to insist upon your “I am” self, insist upon your human self; your human 

self has melted into space, it has become space, your “I am” self seems to always be following you 

around.  You cannot get rid of it.  It is really troubling!  

 We also can say that because the state of absolute space is a state that the “I am” self has 

melted into, had disappeared into, originally the very nature of absolute space is capable of 

receiving the “I am” self.  The teaching of Buddhism, as you should know, says that the very 

nature of true, absolute space is to take anything in, receive anything, pick anything up.  The 

activity of absolute space is acting without will.  It is not thinking, “You are beautiful, so I will let 

you in.  But you are not so beautiful, so I do not think I will let you in.  You are a good person, so 

I will let you in, but you are a bad person, so, I’m sorry, I just cannot receive you, or let you in,” 

the activity of true, absolute space definitely does not do that, because it is acting without will.   

 People seem to like to talk about reality, or the truth, and if you want to use those terms 

you must understand that the activity of reality originally is not something that seeks good and 

tries to avoid evil.  From this you should be able to clearly see for your selves that if it is the kind 

of person who is crying out, “God save me!  Buddha help me,” that is an utterly trivial, boring, 

worthless, crazy, slovenly kind of person.  But, of course, this absolute, true space will receive 

even those crazy people.  The teaching of Tathagata Zen says that although true, absolute space 

will let anything in, will receive everyone, we human beings insist on our “I am” selves, and so 
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although we have entered the world of absolute space we cannot dissolve into it.  Here we are, 

already in the world of salvation, but we refuse to be saved.  We are unable to be aware that we 

are saved.  Instead we insist on letting loose our screaming voices, screaming trivial, worthless 

things such as, “Amen is better than Namu Amida Butsu,” and “No, Namu Amida Butsu is better!”  

 The nature of space is to let both good and evil into itself.  You constantly use the word 

‘space,’ but when you say space that is the kind of space you can see.   That is the kind of space 

that can take as an object.  In Tathagata Zen we call that kind of space kukan 空間, limited 

space.  You use the word koku, space, in an incorrect way, naming the space that you can see 

with it, but the space you can see is not true space, it is limited, objectified space.  True space, 

absolute space is not something the imperfect human self can see.  You say, ‘The universe,’ ‘The 

Great Cosmos,’ ‘Space,’ but those things are things you are taking as objects.  They  are things 

your imperfect self can look upon.  Tathagata Zen says that the true cosmos, the true universe, 

the true space is not something that you can see. 

 The nature of absolute space is not to be a dead blob.  It does the activity of dying, and it 

also does the activity of living.  It is comprised of two opposing activities.  The nature of 

absolute space is to have the two opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going 

and thus-coming as its condition.  Or we can simply call them plus and minus.  Or, as it is talked 

about in the Prajna Sutras, the plus activity of the thunderbolt, and the minus activity of the 

thunderbolt.  If I explain it like that maybe you can get a taste of what I mean. 

 What I am trying to explain to you is that the nature of absolute space is to act.  It acts 

with these two opposing functions as its condition.  Buddhism says that is the true nature of 

space.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen goes on to say that as absolute space acts it will come to 

have the child of space.  This is what I always talk about!  I have probably talked about how the 

child is born, how the “I am” self comes to be manifest, a hundred, two hundred times in teisho.   

 Some of you, although you have gone to all the trouble to become a monk, and shave your 
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head, and put on the monk’s robes, and you have heard me say this same principle over and over 

again, are in the situation of having tears run down your face, because you still do not understand.  

My advice to you is to put some ice on your brain, and really listen when you listen to teisho!  

 Tathagata Zen says that within the way of being of absolute space there are two modes:  

there is the spiritual way of being, and the material way of being.  You should not teach Zen if 

you do not even know the difference between spiritual and material.  You should just quit.  I 

want to say, “What have you been doing all this time?  What have you been doing when you 

were supposed to be listening to teisho?”  Zen practice, zazen practice should be to take the 

teaching you have heard in teisho, and then silently imitate the Roshi, stand up in the place of the 

Roshi, and teach yourself that teaching over and over again.  Repeat it, repeat it, recite it, recite 

it, over and over again doing zazen.  Without doing that sort of practice, and instead coming 

around saying, “I have a question.  What about this?  What about that? I understand.  I don’t 

understand,” you will never enter into real practice.  You can do that kind of thing forever, and it 

will never become Zen practice.   

 When we have thirty five or forty people at a sesshin it is hard work for me.  I’m an old 

Roshi to be dealing with all of those people.  Now that we have only about twenty people, it is 

the best situation to practice in!  I can take time in sanzen, and talk to you, and for your part too, 

this is a fortunate situation.  You should be able to really settle down and do zazen seriously.  It 

is important for you to do this practice of silently repeating teisho to yourself in zazen.   

 According to Buddhism we can very simply conclude that the nature of absolute space is an 

activity that has two opposite activities, plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata as its content.  

Space has the living activity and the dying activity as its content.  Now, having heard that, you 

can practice it, over and over again, in your zazen.  Do zazen repeating to your self, over and 

over again, “Roshi says that space has the activity of plus and minus as its content.  Could that 

really be true?”  You must contemplate this.   

 “The activity that forms man is the living activity.  The activity that forms woman is the 
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dying activity.  Roshi said that in teisho.  Now I will repeat it over and over again in zazen.”  

That is the kind of zazen you should do!  Do not think about other, irrelevant things! 

 When you are carrying the keisaku in this zendo, if somebody is napping, it is important to 

praise them, and say, “This guy has no ‘I am’ self!  He is completely gone!”  You should not go 

around haphazardly smacking the people that are sleeping in the zendo.  On the other hand, if 

someone is obviously very awake, and thinking about something, the keisaku carrier should think, 

“This guy is no good,” and slam him.  Do you understand how to do zazen now?  I know right 

away from your answer in sanzen if you are completely ignoring your koan, and completely 

ignoring what you have heard in teisho.  Don’t think that you can slip by without me knowing!   

 Getting back to the nature of space; if it is a scientist or philosopher, of course they all take 

space as an object, and then say this and that about it.  Scientists analyze and investigate space 

in various ways, and then, taking space as an object, they say various things about the nature of 

space.  That is fine.  It is fine, if you want to study from the point of view of the “I am” self, but 

if you study in that way there is no possibility for the “I am” self to vanish.  Buddhism, however, 

takes a different point of view.  Buddhism says that without manifesting the wisdom that really 

knows the nature of space, it is not possible for anyone to find peace of mind.  I guess, therefore, 

it is natural for people to go around saying that Zen is difficult.  

 Although it is difficult, Buddhism further teaches us that everyone is already doing the 

activity of melting into absolute space, and becoming absolute space itself.   

 Be careful!  It is important to think correctly.  Be careful, and do not forget that 

Buddhism teaches that when we personify this condition of having melted into absolute space, 

and become absolute space itself, we can call it the manifestation of true love.  

 Everybody says that we cannot survive without love.  And that is true.  That is true, but 

now you have to practice that!  Buddhism says that you must manifest true love, you must 

experience true love, and that means you must become absolute space.  Of course, when you 

melt into absolute space the human world, and the animal world, and the plant world, and the 
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world of stones, they have all disappeared.  Hearing this, everybody will say, “I could not exist in 

that world.  It sounds much too lonely.”  And, it is true, if we only taught in this way, probably 

nobody would be interested in Buddhism, and nobody would practice Buddhism.  Everybody 

would say, “Buddhism is irrelevant to us human beings.”    Buddhism goes on to teach this 

very shocking teaching that says that the nature of absolute space is not to attach to itself as 

absolute space, the nature of this space that has plus and minus acting as its content is not  to attach 

to itself,  inevitably it will give birth to a special space, a particular space, the child of space.  And 

that special space is kukan, the kind of space we can see.  And Buddhism further says that that 

special, particular limited space is the very foundation for all of us.   

 If you become the kind of practitioner that clearly grasps that your entire body is imperfect 

space, that your “I am” self is kukan, then you could be said to have really gotten somewhere in 

your practice.  A true practitioner is one who has manifested the wisdom that clearly knows that 

mother is kukan, father is imperfect space, and I am also imperfect space.   

 What do you think, has teisho become a little bit interesting for you, or fun?  If it has, then 

we can move on and take the next step in this teisho. 

 Now is the time, according to Tathagata Zen, that you have to seriously ask yourself the 

question, “What activity exactly does absolute space do?  What is the condition that absolute space 

is in when it gives birth to this imperfect space called ‘I am’?”   

 I’ve told this same story many, many times; probably close to a hundred times. 

 The plus activity is the living activity, the activity that forms 

man, the tatha-gata, thus-going activity.  And the minus activity is 

the dying, female, tatha-agata, thus-coming activity.   

 This is the point you really must contemplate for yourself in 

zazen.  This is the main point:  when the “I am” self, who has 
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imperfect space as its body, is manifest, it receives an equal 

amount of plus and minus; 0.00000....1 of both.   

 Now science is very advanced, and you have all gone to 

school, so I am sure you have been taught, and therefore 

understand, how the “I am” self is born.  However, when 

Buddhism first was born, it was 2,500 years ago, long before the 

advancement of science, and so, in those days, people really took 

seriously the mystery of how the “I am” self, how any existence 

comes into being.  I think that it fair to say, however, that no 

scientist has ever denied the validity of the Buddhist way of 

explaining how our “I am” self appears.  Buddhism has never 

been opposed by science.  

 Now, looking from the point of view of space, we can see 

that the big boss of plus, the big godfather of tatha-gata, and the big 

boss of minus, tatha-agata, give of themselves. They break off an 

equal portion of themselves, 0.0000....1 of each, and through that 

giving they form the child. This is how you should understand it.  

I would like to remind you again that, although you spend a lot of 
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time sitting zazen, it is not really zazen practice until you spend 

your time repeating to your self, over and over again, the teaching 

I am giving you in teisho. You must tell yourself, “Roshi said that 

this “I am” self, who is me, has appeared, right now, because the 

boss of plus, and the opposite boss of minus, both, 

simultaneously, gave forth from themselves, an equal amount, 

0.000...1.  It was through that giving that I was made.”   

 Later, as the teaching of Buddhism evolved throughout the 

life of the Buddha, he began to call the world of absolute space 

the Dharma world.  Buddhism teaches that here, right in the 

Dharma world, right in the world of the one Great Cosmos, right 

in the world of absolute space, three worlds have been manifest: 

the world of the big boss of plus, and the world of the boss of 

minus, and the world of the child, in other words the world of the 

special imperfect particular space that has both plus and minus.  

The teaching of Buddhism says these three worlds are the worlds 

of past, present and future.   

 You have to carefully contemplate this without mistake, over 
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and over, repeating it to yourself.  If you do that practice 

seriously, undoubtedly you will truly understand that the worlds 

of past, present and future are manifest right within this one and 

only world of absolute space.  In other words there are no past, 

present and future other than this space they appear in.   

 Some people are probably thinking, “The difficulty of 

Roshi’s talk is making my shoulders stiff.”  I know why.  It 

makes perfect sense.  For people who sit zazen, thinking about 

worthless, boring things, with their heads full of questions, they 

will never be able to understand.  If you are the kind of 

practitioner who spends all of his time thinking about things to 

entertain people, thinking about things to make people laugh, not 

really taking seriously the question of how you were born, of 

course you are not going to understand.  If you are that kind of 

person that means you are the kind of person unable to throw 

yourself away, and so, there is no need for you to come here and 

try to do Zen practice.  It would be much better for you not to 

come here, and instead to go to some religion that affirms that “I 
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am” self, and entertains the “I am” self.  I am going to be a full 

ninety three years old in April, and so there is no need for me to 

keep disciples like that around.  I don’t have to hang on to all of 

my monks. If you come to me and say, “I’m quitting being a 

monk.”  What do you think I am going to say?  I will just say, 

“Good!  Go ahead!”   

 Isn’t the reason you are trying to study Buddhism that you 

believe there is no other teaching that explains clearly the nature 

of this world and the nature of the self?  If you believe that why 

don’t you really get serious, and practice it?   

 I heard the bell go “ching,” but since I have finally gotten my 

energy back, I will continue a little.  Up through yesterday I was 

somehow just tired out, but finally today the words are floating up 

to my mind, and I can talk again.   

 I will skip all of the details.  I just want you to do zazen until 

you can have the realization, “Yes!  That is right!  The “I am” 

self appears exactly simultaneously with the appearance of past, 

present and future.”   
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 These days, even among Japanese Buddhist scholars there 

seems to be a lot of them that say that mother and father were 

existing before the child.  They are scholars, and we do not have 

to argue with them, but in Tathagata Zen we say that kind of thinking 

comes up because they fixate the “I am” self.  Tathagata Zen says that 

for people who fixate themselves, thinking, in a fixated way, “I 

am mother,” or “I am father” it is fine for them to end up thinking 

in that way.  But, really, it must be obvious that it is only because 

the “I am” self is not fixated that it can grow and develop into 

mother or father.  So, although it is really okay to say stupid 

things, I really want to tell those scholars, “Why don’t you just 

take a break from saying all that dumb stuff?!”   

 If you really recognize the process of growth and maturation, 

it will not be possible for you to fixate your “I am” self.   

 If you can succeed in carefully contemplating that past, 

present and future are manifest simultaneously with your self, 

then you will come to truly see that mother and father also only 

are first manifest right together when the self is manifest.   
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 But, as I always tell you , over and over again, when the 

world of past, present and future is manifest, it is not something 

that is a fixated existence.  Past, present and future are never 

fixated.  Undoubtedly, again, they will become one.  According 

to Buddhism when past, present and future become one again 

perfect space, perfect kukan, no longer limited kukan, absolute 

space again is manifest.   

 Absolute space, perfect space has all of past, all of present, 

and all of future as its content.  That means it has absolutely 

everything as its content.  This is what Tathagata Zen implores you to 

carefully contemplate.  

 This is really the time in the story that I should explain all of 

the details of this, but, in fact, I have explained all of the details of 

it, over and over, in the past, so I will not do it again here. 

 The activity of the origin of everything, the condition of the 

origin acts, and manifests past, present and future.  But it never 

ceases to act.  It further acts, and then dissolves past, present and 

future.  This is the activity of the condition of the origin.  When 
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past, present and future again are dissolved, again perfect space is 

manifest.   

 This activity is called the Dharma activity.  The Dharma 

activity, the activity of the origin moves on, repeating this same 

process over and over again, through levels one, two , three, four, 

five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, and on and on.  And this process, 

according to Buddhism, is called the process of growth and 

development.   But no matter how much maturation or evolution 

or development takes place, absolute space is always the one and 

only place that there is.  No matter how much development takes 

place, there is no change in the fact that absolute space is a one 

and only thing.  No matter how much growth takes place, there is 

no change in the fact that this process repeats manifesting past, 

present and future, and then dissolving past, present and future, 

over and over again.   

 Scientists do us the favor of analyzing the nature of space, 

and investigating it in various ways, but Buddhism, from ancient 

times, has always concluded that it is not possible to truly 
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experience real space from the standpoint of the “I am” self.  

Scientist investigate endlessly from the standpoint of the “I am” 

self, but Buddhism says that it is only when the “I am” self is 

dissolved that we can experience the nature of space for ourselves.  

Buddhism says we must do this activity of self dissolution with 

the function of our wisdom.  It is not a mere physical self 

dissolving, it is a dissolving through the activity of wisdom.   

 It is only when the “I am” self  is completely gone that true space is manifest, and so you 

should be able to understand clearly that true space, perfect space is not something that we can 

know, is not something that we can see.   

 And that state of having no self is the state in which living doesn’t need to be done and 

dying also doesn’t need to be done.   

 You need to contemplate and recite and repeat the teishos of Roshis’ over and over again to 

yourself.  Unfortunately, these days, there’s alot of Roshis that give dumb and boring teishos, but 

that’s another problem. 

 As I told you before, Buddhism also says that everybody already is experiencing these 

states of not needing to die and not needing to live.  And Buddhism says that not just human 

beings but all animals, and birds, and fish, and mosquitoes, and plants, and even stones are already 

experiencing these states of not needing to die.  If you think that only human beings can 

experience this state, of course you are revealing that you are someone stuck in the “I am” self. 

 Buddhism personifies the experience of space and calls it the manifestation of true love.  

Some people probably call me a worshipper of true love.  It’s true, I think I should just honestly 

confess, that’s what I am.  Everybody knows that we cannot live without love, and so without 

recognizing that then it’s not real religion or real shukyo.   
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 What I’m teaching is that when the activity of living doesn’t need to be done anymore, 

perfect space is manifest.  And similarly, when the activity of dying doesn’t need to be done 

anymore, perfect space again is manifest.   

 When we talk about living, I have to say quite frankly that we can’t live without stealing 

something!  But when we don’t need to steal anymore, that is the ultimate place of the activity of 

living.  Buddhism says that the only reason that we can do the activity of stealing is because we 

have a partner in that process, we have the opposite activity simultaneously acting affirming the 

activity of stealing, and that opposite activity is the activity of dying, of giving.  When you look at 

what brings living into being, it’s because there is dying that living comes into being.   

 Everything in this world is running smoothly, according to Buddhism, because these two 

activities of giving and receiving, of stealing and being stolen are always acting simultaneously, 

harmoniously together.   

 Tathagata Zen teaches that when we look carefully at the manifestation of true love, there 

are times when the living, plus activity is taking the lead and manifesting true love, and there are 

also times when the dying, minus activity is taking the lead and manifesting  true love.  This is 

why Buddhism says that without somehow or another finding a way to perceive, finding a way to 

recognize these two opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, living and dying, expanding 

and contracting, we cannot see how everything comes into being. 

 We also say, however, that if, for example, plus is stronger than minus, then true love will 

never occur.  It’s because they have equal strength that true love happens. 

 This is the time in the story where I really should explain the principle of equality and 

differences.  It’s really an easy and simple to understand principle, but it seems very hard for you 

folks to understand it, so at another time I will explain it further, and tomorrow I will finally start 

talking about the actual text of this koan.   

 

 終 

the end               
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