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Master Gutei, whenever he was questioned, just stuck up one finger.  At one time, he had 

a young attendant whom a visitor asked, “What is the Zen your master is teaching?”  The boy 

also stuck up one finger.  Hearing of this, Gutei cut off the boy’s finger with a knife.  As the boy 

ran out screaming with pain, Gutei called to him.  When the boy turned his head, Gutei stuck up 

his finger.  The boy was suddenly enlightened.  When Gutei was about to die, he said to the 

assembled monks, “I attained Tenryu’s Zen of one finger.  I used it all through my life, but could

not exhaust it.”  When he had finished saying this, he died.

–Mumonkan,  ch. 3

We are engaged in this two day sesshin to commemorate the opening of this zendo, and 

I’d like to thank everybody for their hard work in getting this ready.  This zendo was built by the 

hands of all of you, and it seems like a really good place.  I decided to give teisho for these two 

days on the third case of the Mumonkan, Gutei’s finger, as a celebration of the opening of this 

zendo.  I think for people who have never listened to teisho before, they will notice that it’s quite

different from the ordinary kind of lectures you might have heard before.

Concerning the koan that we read today, well, there was an historical person named Gutei

at one time.  Gutei, whatever he was asked, his only response was to raise one finger.  For 

example, if he was asked, “What is Buddha?” that was what he did, raise one finger.  He never 

spoke a word if he was asked, “What is man?” (as opposed to woman), he raised one finger.  

Without speaking, if he was asked, “What is woman?” he had the same response of just raising 

one finger.  Just as you might expect, even if he was asked, “What is a bird, flying in the sky?” 

he had the same response.  “What is Buddha?” he was asked.  He only lifted one finger without 

saying a word.

How can we describe this response?  It’s incredibly strong.  It is an obviously superior 

way of answering.  The reason why it’s such a superior response is that, in this lifting of one 

finger, one is free from everything.  One is not tied up by anything.  All of these questions he 



was asked were different.  To be asked, “What is Buddha?”  “What is a man?”  “What is a 

woman?”  “What is a flying bird?” – these are all different questions, but he was able to answer 

in the same way to all of these questions, and that shows how great a monk he was.  From the 

standpoint of religion, or in Japanese we use this word shukyo, the fundamental teaching, it’s a 

great way of responding.

If we look from the standpoint of another religion, let’s say Christianity, if you are a 

Christian and you are asked, “Who was Jesus Christ?” what if you just lifted one finger?  If 

you’re a believer in Christ, probably you would respond by saying, “Amen.”  I think that, if you 

asked such a believer in Christ, “What is the flower which is blooming in the garden?” that 

person’s proper response would also, at that time be, “Amen.”  This jet which is flying through 

the sky right now, what is it?  “Amen,”  could be, I think, a good response to this too.

There are forty of you, about here listening to teisho.  If someone were to come up now 

and ask me, “What does it mean to listen to teisho?” you could answer, “Amen.”  If you’re a 

Christian, no matter what you’re asked, I think it’s fine just to answer, “Amen,” to everything.

What I’m saying is that, instead of this, if you go blabbering and jabbering on and on 

when asked questions, well maybe you’re not a really good Christian.  I think that if you really 

understand this principle, and you understand if you’re a Christian that to answer any question 

with, “Amen,” is a good answer, is an unmistaken answer, then that’s fine.

How about that coffee you’re drinking right now?  How does it taste?  “Amen.”  That’s a 

good answer, don’t you think?  The cake that’s in your mouth, if you’re asked, “How’s that 

cake?” it’s not a mistake at all just to answer, “Amen.”

Truth, this thing we call truth is manifesting itself in this one moment.  If you are 

standing on the position of past, present or future, then it is no longer the truth.  What is 

salvation?  If asked that, you can just answer, “Amen.”

What I’m saying is that, from the standpoint of shukyo, from the standpoint of religion, 

it’s not necessary to go on and on, blabbering and jabbering.  All you need to do is to be able to 

say, “Amen.”

So Mumon Osho, Mumon Roshi took this story of Gutei Osho and put it in this book 

called the Mumonkan, this story of Gutei, his using this simple one finger response for his whole 

life.  Through this raising up of his one finger, Gutei Osho is expressing this truth that the truth is

manifesting itself in one moment.  When “Pum,” you hear that sound, the truth is already 



manifest.  Hanging around and standing on these worlds of past, present and future, and 

blabbering and jabbering on and on about this and that, that is not the truth.  That is simply being

stuck in the world of human thinking.

Past, present and future are gathered together, and appearing together in this one moment.

There is no truth other than that, according to Buddhism, according to Zen.  The condition of this

gathering together of past, present and future time in one moment, this condition in Zen is called 

the condition, the state of samadhi.  There are times, there are cases in which this samadhi 

doesn’t just happen in one moment.  It lasts for a long time.

For example, if you’re sewing, and you’re not thinking about other things, you’re simply 

sewing, then for that time that you’re doing  your work of sewing, you are in a sewing samadhi.  

You can call it the sewing Buddha or the sewing Bodhisattva or the sewing God if you like.  

When you’re doing sewing work, then you are the sewing Buddha.  If you’re doing carpentry 

work, then you become the carpenter Buddha.  This is what we mean by truth.

When these worlds of sewing Buddha or carpentry Buddha are burst forth from, then that 

is the human world.  That is when, for the first time you start thinking, “Well, yesterday I worked

well.  I wonder how it will be today.  I wonder what I should do tomorrow.  I wonder how I’m 

doing right now.”  If you ask, “The world of God and the human world, are they different or the 

same?” if you talk about it, well maybe they’re different, but from the point of view of samadhi, 

there is only one world.

Although this speaking world is also just one world, in this world of words, this world of 

speaking, if you attach to, this is good, or this is bad, then the world is split in two.  What I’m 

saying is that without attaching to anything, if you simply are working, if you simply are 

enjoying yourself, then that’s the truth.

But a lot of difficult questions and difficult problems come up.  In the world of religion 

we must ask, “What really is the nature of God’s world?” and then we also ask ourselves, “How 

about this sort of problem?  Is not this problem having to do with the human world?”  So from 

the standpoint of teaching, we must teach about these two different kinds of worlds.

We’re told in books that Gutei Osho, before he became a Roshi, lived in a small temple 

and was a very serious abbot of a small temple in a small village.  He was incredibly highly 

respected by the people who lived in this village.  In fact, they called him Gutei Jiso, naming him

after the famous Jiso Bodhisattva.



You are Americans.  You’re not Japanese, and probably most of you don’t know about 

this Jiso Bodhisattva, but in Japan, there are stone statues of Jiso Bodhisattva everywhere along 

the roadside, perhaps even more numerous than American statues of, let’s say, Mother Mary.  In 

Japan, the statues of Jiso are made with the hope that taking this form of the statue, that when 

children are lonely or sad, it’ll cheer them up, or when they’re playing, he’ll play with them.  Or 

when they’re having fun, he will have fun with them and lead them to salvation.

As I said before, there are many, many different kinds of bodhisattvas.  There is Jiso, the 

bodhisattva I’m talking about.  There is Fugen and Manjusri and Samantabhadra.  There is the 

carpentry bodhisattva and the fishing bodhisattva.  Father, mother, daughter bodhisattvas.  For 

each one of these bodhisattvas, there is a very short verse, a very short prayer, and it’s said that if

you very diligently, seriously repeat this prayer over and over again, then inevitably, just as it 

says in the prayer, together with that bodhisattva, you will be saved.

So, there is a special prayer associated with Jiso Bodhisattva.  The prayer associated with 

Jiso Bodhisattva is the one just chanted.  I can’t translate it for you, but the idea is that if you 

chant this prayer diligently, then you will be saved, and you also will have the ability to save 

others, to help children, to help everyone.

Gutei Osho lived his life based on this vow, that from morning till night, he would 

continuously chant this small Sutra, and in doing that, he would become Buddha, together with 

all of the children of the world.  We’re told that Gutei had not yet reached enlightenment at this 

time, but he was such a great monk that we can also say he was the kind of monk who didn’t 

need to reach enlightenment.  If you can be the kind of monk like Gutei, and do this practice of 

repeating a verse over and over again, it will be enjoyable for you, and also it will be good for all

the people around you too.

It’s a shame in Christianity, isn’t it, if you’re a brother or a priest at a church, you don’t 

have to know anything fancy.  All you have to do is go around all day saying, “Amen,” and 

praying for the happiness of the people around you, and I’m sure that people will respect you.  

For a pastor or priest who’s teaching from the standpoint of really believing in religion, you 

don’t have to, it’s not necessary to get into complicated religious theology and logic at all.

In Buddhism it’s the same.  You don’t have to be some kind of scholar and understand 

the logic of what salvation is.  All you have to do is have this desire to live enjoyably in this 

world, with Jiso Bodhisattva, in salvation with everybody.  That can be your purpose as a monk.



Everybody has had this experience.  Everyone has a mother, for instance.  If you’re a 

child, more that Buddha, more than God, it’s your mother who is the most precious one in the 

whole world.  You might not be able to say this in words, but somewhere in your belly, deep 

down, you know that this is true.

Any child will think, “My mother is unique.  She’s my mother.  It’s not that she’s better 

than your mother.  It’s just that she’s my mother.”  It’s not necessary to reject other people’s 

mothers.  If another person’s mother is rich, or a very famous scholar, or very intelligent, that’s 

fine, but your mother is uniquely your mother, and so she’s number one.  That is what every 

child thinks.  It’s only the child that truly understands the standpoint of its own mother.  The 

other people can’t understand.

Without being taught by anybody, all children know that, for their own good, for their 

own benefit, there’s no one as important for their own salvation as their mother.  It’s the teaching

of Zen that says, in the same way, in the world of religion, it’s the people who really believe in 

those religions who really know and understand what they are.  It isn’t the theologians and 

academicians who know what religion is.

Gutei Osho, again was this monk who built his life in this temple around his vow to live 

together with Jiso Bodhisattva for the purpose of saving all the children of the world.  One day 

Gutei Osho was sitting.  We don’t know whether it was in the zendo or out in the garden, you 

can read lots of books and you can’t really be clear on this, but let’s say he was sitting in the 

zendo.

Then a nun came to visit Gutei at his zendo.  Her name was Jissai.  This nun, Jissai, came

into the zendo without taking off her hat.  Zen practitioners of the time wore these large bamboo 

hats which covered their faces completely.  She came in and didn’t take it off, and circled him 

three times.

At that time, to circle someone three times showed the uttermost kindness.  It was a 

display of complete egolessness.  This was the custom at the time.  It was the greeting which 

expressed one’s highest honoring of that person.  This custom perhaps first developed in China, 

but also, we don’t know, maybe it was first originated in India.

Although this nun was spinning around him, showing her respect for him so well, he 

couldn’t say anything to her.  He was being shown such respect by this nun that he was 

speechless.  He didn’t know what to say.  He didn’t know what to do.



Then the nun faced him and said, “If you can’t come up with some kind of good 

response, some kind of answer to my greeting, then I’ll just be on my way.”  But still, he was 

speechless.

She circled him one more time, and then said flatly, “You couldn’t answer me, so just as I

said, I’m going now,” and she began to leave.  But here, just as he was about to be left by this 

nun, finally he woke up.  He opened his eyes and he said, finally, “It’s already getting to be four 

or five o’clock in the afternoon.  Why don’t you stay here tonight?”  But it tells us in the book 

that she wasn’t satisfied with this.  She circled him one more time and said, “You need to give 

me a better response than that,” and having said that, she left.

Anyone is the same in that anyone would feel deep regret at this.  Even though you might

be in love, if you can’t mutually recognize one another, it’s a very sad thing.  Added on top of 

this, he never even got to see her face, and he was left with this hankering thought, “I bet she was

a real beauty.”  So he was left thinking like that.  That night, probably because he had been 

thinking so much, he had a dream.

Actually, before we get to the dream part, about what he was thinking about before he fell

asleep, he thought to himself, “Although I’ve been doing this very good practice of chanting the 

verse of Jiso Bodhisattva, there’s something insufficient about it.  I’m not a real Zen monk.  I can

tell this because I wasn’t able to give a satisfactory answer to the nun.”

He determined, he decided firmly in his heart that the very next day he would leave that 

temple, and that once again he’d throw himself into serious Zen training.  It was a really 

incredibly strong determination that he had.  After having made this decision, this determination,

he did have a dream that night.  I think some of you are studying psychology, or are 

psychologists, and of course in that discipline you study about dreams and why people have 

certain dreams.

Right in front of him, right in front of the pillow he was dreaming on, a god appeared.  Of

course, in this case, god isn’t used in the sense that it’s usually used in most religions.  It was a 

supernatural being, perhaps appeared.  In Buddhism we use this word god when referring to 

someone who is a disciple of Buddhism, someone who is protecting the teaching of Buddhism.

As I said in my talk this morning, the standpoint of Buddhism is to investigate in what 

way, how this world comes into being, and what is the way of being, the nature of the self?  That 

is the teaching of Dharma.  There is no Buddhism, there is no teaching of enlightened people 



different than, outside of this teaching of Dharma.  So to help, to support this teaching of 

Dharma, those sort of people, that’s who we call gods in Buddhism.

As I said before, we have carpenter, fishermen, teaching bodhisattvas.  These are the ones

who are helping, who are protecting the teaching of the Dharma.  We treat as being on the same 

level these two words, gods and bodhisattvas.

The dream that he saw was this god appearing, and the god told him, “Don’t leave this 

mountain.  There’s no need to leave here.  Within three or four days a real Zen master will come,

and he will teach you the fundamental tenet of Zen.

I apologize.  I’m almost ninety years old, and there are some days like today, where my 

voice just doesn’t seem to want to come out of my throat, so I apologize for having such a 

scratchy voice.  Since we’ve come to the end of our allotted time, I’ll continue with this teisho 

tomorrow.


