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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

April 3, 1998 – 3rd 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 

 

 I told you yesterday that Mumon was someone who was born five or six hundred years after 

Gutei. 

 So all of you must yourselves grasp how it is that Mumon understood the zen of Gutei by 

looking carefully at this comment. 

 What we now call the Mumonkan is a collection of teishos that Mumon gave to his students. 

 Just as Mumon said in the very beginning of the Mumonkan, the barrier which is no barrier is the 

barrier. 

 What this barrier which is no barrier are the barriers that we all are making in our own 

self-centered arbitrary way. 

 If it’s a sage or a holy person, then we can say that they have no barrier. 

 There are a lot of really great people, like Christ or Buddha or Socrates, and for people like that, 

there probably are no barriers. 

 So all of you must here understand for yourselves what Mumon means by this no barrier. 

 In Buddhism, in a sutra they have this very famous expression, “You should avoid all evil, and 

practice all that is good.” 

 But what it means is that there originally is no evil. 

 That means that originally also there is no good. 

 We must all manifest this originally non-existent evil. 

 Originally there are no things which are evil. 

 That means that originally there is nothing that can be called sin. 

 But everybody is afraid of sin. Who makes that? 

 There is no need to beg God or Buddha to forgive you for your sins. 
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 You made them, so you, yourself can dissolve them. 

 So, please grasp that principle clearly, as you listen carefully to Mumon’s comment. 

 Mumon is absolutely clear in his comment. 

 There’s no need to give teisho on it. 

 So, the boy in this, the word doji means an acolyte, a beginning zen student. 

 So it means someone who is practicing zen. 

 The first thing that Mumon said is that you should grasp well this enlightenment of the doji. It 

doesn’t really matter if it’s an adult or a child. Whoever was this student of Gutei’s grasped their 

enlightenment. 

 Mumon says very clearly, although Gutei and the boy both did this practice of raising up their 

fingers, the enlightenment was not in the finger. 

 Of course that’s obvious. It’s just what Mumon says. 

 But he’s talking about enlightenment, so what is enlightenment? 

 This thing we call enlightenment, even enlightenment is not to be found in God or Buddha. 

 Only people, only human beings have satori, have enlightenment. If there is a God, that God 

does not have enlightenment. 

 But could it really be that God is not enlightened? 

 Please look at this carefully yourself. 

 Who is it that gets enlightenment? 

 It’s human beings who get enlightenment. 

 If God was not a human being, then human beings would have no need for God. 

 What kind of way of being, or nature do stones have, or trees, or plants? 

 What we say is that, just in the way people do, stones and trees open up their eyes, have 

awakening, have enlightenment. 

 That’s why human beings are necessary for stones and plants. 

 Stones and plants and fish and birds and animals are all things which have appeared. 

 Inevitably, they’ll also disappear. 

 It’s the standpoint of Mumon to say that if there is a God, then that God also will do the activity 

of appearing and disappearing. 

 Why does this world, which has both appearing and hiding in it appear? 

 I've told you this endlessly. 

 It’s the standpoint of Buddhism to say that the things which bring this world into being are two 

mutually opposing activities, of existing and not existing, and that is why this result, this condition 

comes into being. 

 If we pick up these pairs of mutually opposing activities, there are many different pairs that we 

can use, but in Tathagata Zen, at least as a temporary way of teaching, we use as representatives of them 

all, tatha-gata, thus-going, and tatha-agata, thus-coming, or simply plus and minus. 

 If we say it in more detail, we can call them the activity which forms man and the activity which 
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forms woman, and we name those activities tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

 If you can really tread firmly on this principle, then whatever Gutei or the boy or Tenryu does, it 

wouldn’t be at all mysterious or weird to you. 

 Isn’t it the case that Tenryu, Gutei, the boy and all of us are all doing the very same activity of 

appearing and hiding? 

 There’s nothing different or strange about these guys. 

 Shakyamuni Buddha or Christ, there’s nothing different about them either. 

 The translator made a mistake. He must like Christ or something, because he just said it, and I 

didn’t say it. 

 I guess he can say whatever he wants. It doesn’t really matter. I mean, Christ is a person too. 

 I've said, over and over again, how when the mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata separate from one another, that’s when existent things appear. 

 I've also told you many times that tatha-gata and tatha-agata don’t only do separating, that that 

activity of separating has a limit. 

 If a couple has a fight, a marital quarrel, then that quarrelling activity also will have a limit, and 

they will come back together. 

 I've also told you many times, that when tatha-gata and tatha-agata again unify with one another, 

then all existences disappear. Then the condition returns to the condition of the origin. 

 When tatha-gata and tatha-agata separate, at that very moment, simultaneously, that is when past, 

present and future all appear. 

 But, that activity of separating has a limit, and when that activity of separating returns to the 

activity of unifying, then simultaneously as well, past, present and future all disappear, and the condition 

returns to oneness. 

 From the eye of an enlightened person, we say that the world of past, present and future, these 

three worlds appear, and they include the self. 

 There is no self which says "I am" outside of the worlds of past, present and future. 

 But if you are studying in a scholarly academic way, then you take the worlds of past, present 

and future as objects. 

 So even if you learn that past, present and future disappear, that "I am" self that is doing the 

learning doesn’t disappear. 

 If you study in that way, even if you study for any number of tens of years, that "I am" self will 

still not vanish for you. 

 As I spoke about a little bit yesterday and the day before, in the Old Testament they do talk about 

emptiness. Now Buddhism is the teaching which is the enlightenment into emptiness, but people say that 

in the Old Testament they talk about emptiness too. 

 I always tell you that the activity of emptiness is that which comes into being when the self 

disappears. 

 But in the Bible, no mattere how much time passes, the self never disappears. The self is just 



 

4 

 

sitting there, blabbering on and on about emptiness. 

 They blabber on in all sorts of different ways. Sometimes they look upon emptiness and get sad 

about it, and sometimes they look on emptiness and get happy about it. 

 Within the whims of human existence, those kind of conditions also appear. 

 But in the end of the process that we call human existence, that self which blabbers on and on 

about emptiness also must disappear. 

 What Mumon is saying here is that, if you get enlightened into Gutei’s finger, you will see that, 

with that finger, Gutei has pierced, just like a skewer, all through past, present and future, just like when 

you have a party, and you eat the kind of stuff that you put on a skewer, you might have mouse meat and 

cat meat and salmon, and all kinds of different animals’ meats all skewered on one skewer. That’s what 

he’s talking about. 

 Mumon is saying, not just mouse meat, but also you’ve got mosquitoes and lice and other bugs 

all skewered on this skewer. 

 When you skewer things all up like this, then finally that which sees, and that which is seen, it all 

disappears. 

 Mumon is talking actually about himself here. He says, Tenryu, Gutei, the boy and, even though 

it says you, yourself in the English translation, Mumon is saying, and I, myself, we all are skewered 

through with this one stick, and we all disappear. 

 But then we have to face the problem, so what is enlightenment? 

 Mumon says clearly that enlightenment is not, the enlightenment of Tenryu, Gutei, the boy, and 

himself is not on the finger. Then what is it? 

 There are many books on zen, and I bet there’s not one of them that doesn’t talk about 

enlightenment, but I also bet that not one of them really makes it clear. 

 What is enlightenment? 

 It really is the case that past, present and future all get pierced through with one skewer. 

 Tathagata Zen says that that skewering all in one stick of past, present and future is the complete 

condition, is zero. 

 The way you have to understand this is that, if there is an almighty, an absolute being, then that 

almighty is this very condition of everything being pierced through with one skewer. 

 In Tathagata Zen we say that that condition is the condition that there is no two. This is the 

condition beyond any comparison. 

 You have to really grasp for yourself that even Mumon is pierced through with this same skewer, 

and he also has gone, has vanished into this complete condition. 

 But, we also say that that complete condition is not fixated. 

 Food, again will appear. That condition of everything being on one skewer disappears. 

 You have to really understand that what he’s talking about here, this one skewered condition, 

means the condition in which tatha-gata and tatha-agata have completely become one. That is the perfect 

complete condition. 
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 In Tathagata Zen we emphasize that this complete perfect condition is an activity in which 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata are repeating over and over again, facing and unifying together, so we call it 

the activity of fu-ichi, fu-ni; not-one, not-two. 

 But that condition also is not fixated, and when the condition of unity becomes the condition of 

two, then there are times when that condition of two then actually separates, and becomes the three 

world. We call that condition the world of one is three. 

 It goes without saying, as I've said up until now, that that three world is the world of past, present 

and future. 

 I've also told you many times that it is the present which is the self. 

 I think I've said many, many times that, simultaneously with the appearance of the self, past and 

future appear. 

 If you can’t manifest the wisdom for yourself which really grasps this principle of the 

simultaneous appearance of past, present and future, self, past and future, then, no matter how many 

years you study zen, you can’t really say you’ve studied zen at all. 

 But, we also say that the world of one is manifest right within the world of three. 

 You have to contemplate this without a mistake. 

 There is only one world. The worlds of past, present and future appear in this one world. Future 

and past are not existing in some other world. 

 Within this great cosmos, the future is existing. 

 In the same way, past also is existing within this great cosmos. 

 Of course, the self is also here in the same great cosmos. 

 It’s never the case that this thing we call the self, or this thing we call the future, appear in some 

place other than this one great cosmos. 

 To know this principle, to manifest the wisdom for yourself which knows the principle that the 

self and past and future, that past, present and future all appear simultaneously within this singular, one 

and only great cosmos: that is satori. 

 Oppositely also, we can call enlightenment, we can call satori the wisdom that knows that past, 

present and future also simultaneously disappear, and become zero, become this condition of zero, 

which has no opposition in it, which has no subject, has no object in it. 

 When the self appears, these things we call God and the devil, in the same way as past and 

future, these things also appear as objects. 

 This is when the barrier appears. 

 Good and evil appear. 

 All the barriers appear. 

 But, when the self and past and future all disappear and become one, then God and the devil also 

disappear. 

 So, it’s not that I'm saying it’s a bad thing, or anything, but you should know clearly here that the 

way other religions teach about our relationship to God or the absolute being, and the way Buddhism 
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talks about that are very different. 

 But these days it seems as if there’s been some progress in the religious world, and people are 

coming around and saying that the true God is not the God which is an object to yourself. The true God 

has to be the God which is the God that Buddhism talks about, the God which is none other than 

yourself. 

 But, as long as you are still incomplete, because that means that you’re not complete, of course 

you must look at past and future. 

 When you become complete, then past and future disappear. Then good and evil, God and the 

devil also disappear. 

 But don’t make a mistake about this principle. Don’t go around saying, “There is no God. It’s 

just all zero.” 

 As long as we are still incomplete, we have to recognize a complete being, a personified 

complete being. 

 But if you keep this incomplete self, if you attach to this incomplete self, then the complete self 

will never appear. 

 In Buddhism we say very clearly that, without somehow finding a way for your self to do the 

activity of dissolving your self, then salvation, liberation, those things will never be manifest. 

 So, for people who are fixating themselves, then I guess it’s fair for you to say, “Sounds very 

difficult.” 

 But in zen we say there is nothing difficult. 

 True love is the kind of love which appears when you dissolve your self. Love which is 

occurring without the self dissolving is just ai-yoku, desireful, greedy love, and we have to say that it’s 

no good. 

 So if I've gone to all the trouble to say all that, I hope that this koan of Gutei’s finger is now clear 

to you. 

 Then, the next thing that Mumon does is, he uses the form of a poem to talk about this same 

koan. 

 This poem also is absolutely clear. For people who have a good head on their shoulders, then 

they won’t need teisho to explain it. It will just be obvious. 

 But, for those of us who are still attached to our "I am" selves, then we probably won’t have any 

idea what Mumon is saying in this poem. 

 The people that won’t be able to understand this poem are those of us who are fixated on being a 

man, or being a woman, and have our way of knowing what this world is, from that fixated perspective. 

 But for those people who ... home will be easy. 

 Human beings inevitably will manifest the wisdom that they are neither man nor woman. 

 That is the perspective of the complete person, and also, of course, that is manifesting true love. 

 So, to say that, probably I don’t have to say anything else. 

 The first line. In your translation it says, “Gutei made a fool of old Tenryu,” what he’s saying is, 
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“Hey Gutei, don’t make a fool of old Tenryu.” 

 Or, oppositely, we can take it to mean, “Hey Tenryu, what are you doing, trying to make a fool 

of Gutei?” 

 Mumon really gave us an absolutely clear expression here. 

 Hey you guys, don’t try to make fools of the women. 

 And you women, don’t try to make fools of all the men. 

 If you do that activity, of men making fools of women, and women making fools of men, then 

the splendid, the magnificent world will not appear. 

 So in America and Europe, this custom of ladies first, I think you should give it up. 

 The men also, that position of "I am," you should give that up too. 

 Having those positions, having those perspectives is like having a knife, and you should put 

down those knives. 

 In America it seems as if there are a lot of people that walk around carrying knives. Especially 

weekends, the policemen are in trouble. They have a hard time of it. 

 I'm sorry. Not weekend. In the end. But the government, this nation that we call America allows 

people to carry knives, so no matter how many policemen we hire, we can’t get a handle on it. 

 Mumon really sings in a very wonderful way in this poem, doesn’t he? 

 Then he goes on to say, talk about the mountain spirit in these last two lines of the poem, and this 

hand of the mountain spirit is a knife. 

 In the East, we always in general think that the mountains have mountain gods, and the rivers 

have river gods. 

 It doesn’t really matter if we talk about mountain gods or river gods. It’s the same as saying that 

this one and only singular great cosmos is formed by a God. 

 The story goes that in the old days in this land of the Yellow River, the Yellow River wasn’t able 

to flow to the ocean, because it was blocked by this one giant mountain, and that mountain was the 

unification of these two mountains, Kazan and Shuryo, but then this God, and it doesn’t really matter 

what kind of God it is, the God of a mountain or the God of a river, the God that forms this whole giant 

globe of ours, he chopped that mountain in two, so that the Yellow River could flow to the ocean. 

 The ching sounded. God appeared. 

 This is when man and woman must separate. 

 The past and the present appear. The past and the future appear. 

 This God who has appeared here and sliced the mountain in two, into Kazan and Shuryo 

 


