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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

March 26, 1998 – 4th Day 

General Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan, ch. 3 – Gutei’s Finger 

 

 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 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, “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. 

      Mumonkan, ch. 3 – Gutei’s Finger 

 

 Today is the fourth day that I have given teisho on the koan of Gutei’s finger. 

 And I believe that I've been speaking in detail about the fact that, in order to grasp this koan, you 

must stand upon the activity that we call the activity of Nyorai. 

 The activity of Nyorai is comprised of the activity of going and the activity of coming. 

 Or, if we use Sanskrit, we can say the activities of tatha-gata, thus-going, and tatha-agata, 

thus-coming. 

 We call these two mutually opposing activities tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

 We say that every single existence is standing firmly upon these two mutually opposing 

activities, everything from a plant to a bird to an animal, all existences. 

 It’s the position of Buddhism to say that the cosmos, which is the place that we all live in, also is 

formed from these very same two mutually opposing activities. 

 So, of course, to see clearly into the nature of the cosmos is exactly the same thing as to see 

clearly into the nature of your self. 

 As I've been saying over and over since the very first day, if you see clearly into what it means to 

have a human life, that is the very same thing as to see clearly into what the world in which you live is. 

 I also said, over and over again over the last days, that these two mutually opposing activities do 

a repetitive activity of opposing one another and unifying with one another, over and over again. 

 And that activity is our very origin, and we say that this condition of our origin is neither two nor 

one, neither one nor two, or alternately, it alternates between being one and becoming two, becoming 

one and becoming two. 

 So the condition of our origin is a condition of monism, but it doesn’t stop in monism. It also 

manifests dualism, but doesn’t stop in dualism. 
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 It doesn’t fixate in dualism; neither does it fixate in monism. 

 We have this condition of absolute unity, and that condition inevitably will become the condition 

of the two activities opposing one another, and as that repetition of unity and opposition repeats, over 

and over again, finally the unity will manifest three worlds. 

 I spoke, over the past three days, about how these three worlds appear. 

 This condition of unification, of oneness, manifests twoness, but then, from this condition of 

twoness, where the two activities are simply facing one another or opposing one another, a new 

condition appears, where they actually separate from one another. 

 So we have these two mutually opposing activities, we can call them plus and minus, or 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, and when they actually separate from one another, in the interval between 

them appears what we call, in Buddhism, kukan, or imperfect, incomplete space, and that is what we 

mean by the appearance of three worlds. 

 The very start of all existent beings is this incomplete space. Existent beings take this incomplete 

space as their bodies. 

 If we look at this activity as the activity of time, then we say that the existent beings that have 

appeared are the present moment. 

 In contrast to the present, the activity of tatha-gata, the going activity, is the future. 

 The minus activity, the tatha-agata activity, is the activity of past. 

 The one world manifests the two worlds, or we could say the world of the opposition of the two 

activities, and then that condition becomes the three worlds, which is the appearance of past, present and 

future. 

 Oppositely, these three worlds will again manifest the world of twoness. 

 When this world that we call the present vanishes, that is when the world where past and future, 

only, alone, are working. 

 Over the past three days I've been repeating myself endlessly, over and over again, and saying 

that, as you should see clearly for yourself, this newly appeared condition, where it’s only tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata, only past and future, manifesting alternately oneness and twoness, unification and 

opposition, over and over again, is a newly appeared, newly manifest condition of the origin. 

 But to really know this principle for yourself is very difficult. 

 Even if you do zazen in earnest for three or four years, maybe you won’t be able to manifest this 

wisdom. 

 But if you’re a very smart person, then even in just one night, you could manifest the wisdom 

that understands this principle. 

 What kind of people are these really smart people? 

 What I'm calling the really smart people are the people that never depend on anything, that never 

attach to anything, that always manifest no self, that always manifest the activity of emptiness. 

 When we say “God,” or “Buddha,” immediately people attach to God and Buddha. Those are the 

people that are attached to their incomplete selves, and that’s what I mean when I say stupid. 
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 If you hear “God” or “Buddha,” what you should do is immediately catch those things for 

yourself. 

 What I'm saying is that, if we say “God” and “Buddha,” then we can say that those are the 

objects. That is the objective world, and the self is the subject, the subjective world, so if you catch God 

and Buddha for yourself, then subject and object have become one. 

 That’s the world in which the "I am" self has gone, disappeared. 

 But, the stupid ones, the stupid people, instead of doing that, they study, and they study various 

things, but the more they study, the more they deepen their attachment and fixation to their "I am" 

selves, and so they’re never able to escape this way of looking at the world through their "I am" selves. 

 If you attach to this incomplete present moment, it’s the same thing as attaching to God, and the 

zero world will never be manifest. 

 The zero world is the complete condition. 

 As long as you attach to, and fixate the self of the present moment, then even if you attempt to 

grasp up past, and catch future for yourself, even if you think you have caught past and future, you 

won’t really have been able to catch past and future. You simply will be lead around, lead astray by the 

activities of past and future, and therefore suffer. 

 The position of Buddhism is to teach that the complete, perfect condition, which we call the 

condition of zero, is the condition in which past, present and future have completely become one. 

 In other words, that condition of unity is the complete self. 

 The thing which has been manifest with all of past, present and future, as its content, is this very 

complete self. 

 In Buddhism we call this complete self the dharma-kaya, or the body of the dharma, or the great 

Buddha. 

 The religion that existed in India, one of the religions that existed in India before the birth of 

Buddhism was Brahmanism. In Brahmanism they say that Brahma, the God Brahma created the world, 

but Buddhism was the teaching that insisted that, if there is such a thing as a creator God, that it must 

have all of past, present and future as its content. 

 So we can say that Brahma is the same as the dharma-kaya. 

 In Buddhism, we call this condition of the dharma-kaya, samadhi. 

 Before the birth of Buddhism in India, they had discovered, or come across this activity called 

the activity of karma. 

 Buddhism taught about this thing called samadhi, and they said, the Buddhists said that samadhi 

was the condition in which the activity of karma had made absolutely everything its content. 

 So, leaving aside for the moment what the people before Buddhism thought the activity of karma 

was, we can say that the Buddhists further developed this idea of the activity of karma, and the Buddhist 

way of interpreting the activity of karma was to say that it is an activity which includes absolutely 

everything. There is nothing which is outside of the activity of karma. 

 When the dharma-kaya divides its very own body in two, when tatha-gata and tatha-agata 
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separate, that is when the three worlds of past, present and future appear. 

 But, oppositely, when the present moment, that is to say, when the self dissolves itself, then, 

simultaneously, past and future also are dissolved, and again the singular, one and only God, we can call 

it Brahma if we want, we can call it the dharma-kaya also, that condition appears. 

 I think that everyone will be able to think, or probably is thinking that, therefore, the God 

preached about in most religion is absolutely different than this Buddhist concept of dharma-kaya. 

 But maybe it’s fair to say that if you grasp that the true self, the complete self is the 

dharma-kaya, that there is no complete self outside of the dharma-kaya, and that that condition is also 

the true God, then maybe you’ll think that all religions need to have a Buddhist concept of what the true 

God is. 

 Buddhism, and especially in Tathagata Zen, this style of zen, we absolutely don’t allow you to 

unconditionally, unquestioningly accept things like God or the devil. 

 Without the self which says "I am," disappearing, the dharma-kaya will not appear. 

 What I'm saying is that, without the "I am" proclaiming self disappearing, the true God, the 

almighty dharma-kaya, the almighty God will never appear. 

 But everybody is, actually right now having this "I am" self, and appearing as this "I am" self. 

 But, if that "I am" self becomes complete, then that "I am" self contains everything. There’s no 

need for that "I am" self to call on anything. 

 You don’t have to call on God or Buddha either. 

 Because the dharma-kaya contains absolutely everything, when you, yourself manifest your self 

as the dharma-kaya, then you, also will have no need to call on anything, not God, Buddha, the devil, 

anything. 

 But, as I always say, the self which appears is the incomplete self. 

 Since the self which has appeared is the incomplete self, then that self must make God, Buddha, 

the devil, bodhisattvas, its content. It must call on these things, God, devil, Buddha, the bodhisattvas. 

 What I'm saying is that, that voice which calls out to God, devil, the Buddha, which screams out 

to God, devil, the Buddha, that is the voice of the infant, the voice of the newly born baby. 

 So when a wise mother hears the crying, the screaming of her infant, immediately she 

understands that crying, that screaming to be the desire of the infant, being emitted by the infant, and 

that desire being a call out to God, to Buddha, to the bodhisattvas. 

 So, to make it easy, Buddhism teaches and says that the relationship between this crying baby 

and God, Buddha, the devil, is the same thing as the relationship between a baby and its mother. 

 Although it’s okay to call it God, since this is a Buddhist talk, let’s call it the Buddha. When the 

child calls out the name of the Buddha, then, immediately, the Buddha, having been called, rushes to the 

child, and embraces the child, and in that embrace, manifests the dharma-kaya. 

 That’s just the same as if a father rushes up and embraces the child. 

 But mothers are different than fathers. Mothers have come into being, having deeply in them the 

kind of ears that are capable of hearing the cry of their child. 
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 I am a man, so I guess I don’t really know about this, but what I'm saying is that mothers 

naturally have this deep, deep activity of love, or, we could say, deep, deep activity of compassion. 

 We have many different names to call. There is the Kannon Bodhisattva, Jiso Bodhisattva, 

Amida Buddha, the Medicine Buddha, the Manjusri Bodhisattva, Samantrabhadra Bodhisattva, many 

different names of Buddhas and bodhisattvas. 

 From the point of view of the child, it may seem that the child has numberless mothers. 

 But as the consciousness of the child develops, then the child is able to say, “This mother is my 

mother. Those other mothers are not my mother.” It limits what it perceives as its mother. 

 But a newly born infant thinks in a way that everything it touches, everything it sees, everything 

it hears, all of those are its mother. 

 So you can see a child playing, and they play like this: they’ll kiss even a cat. They’ll kiss even 

the bosom of a dog. They don’t care. They just freely play. 

 But the mothers are shocked by this, and they grab up their child, and they try to keep them from 

doing this activity of kissing the dogs and the cats. 

 Although mother and child are both this same thing called human being, they certainly have 

distinct ways of knowing, or ways of wisdom. 

 So Buddhism says, call the name of the Buddha in an unmistaken way. 

 Everything is mother. 

 But the one that will bring you to salvation is your true mother. 

 The way we teach is we say, call the name of your true mother. If you can call the name of your 

true mother, then without fail, that mother will bring you to salvation. 

 In Buddhism we call the voice which calls out correctly, your Buddha, we call that way of 

calling, that voice, a dharani. 

 In the koan is Gutei, and he didn’t really understand it, but he was taught by his teacher, taught at 

his temple this way, to call the correct name of the Buddha, to call his correct mother’s name. 

 This is the way he was taught. He was taught that this bodhisattva called Gutei Kanzeon Bosatsu, 

without making any distinction between good and evil, that bodhisattva, Gutei Kanzeon Bodhisattva, 

would bring absolutely everything to salvation. 

 So he was taught, if you call out the name of Gutei Kanzeon Bodhisattva, inevitably you will be 

saved. 

 There is a special sutra that has this calling out of the name of Gutei Kanzeon Bodhisattva in it. 

 Believing deeply in this sutra, this sutra of Gutei Kanzeon Bosatsu, Gutei Osho, whenever he had 

a chance, actually all the time, he repeated this dharani of Gutei Kanzeon Bosatsu. 

 It was just as if, without ever forgetting his mother, he always repeated, “Mother, mother.” 

 It isn’t as if you couldn’t have a sutra that just said, “Mother, mother,” but in fact, the Gutei 

Kanzeon Bosatsu dharani doesn’t just say, “Mother, mother.” It is a dharani which is, just as Roshi said. 

 So, if you do have deep faith in this sutra, in this dharani of Gutei Kanzeon Bosatsu, and you 

chant the dharani like that, then, without fail, Gutei Kanzeon Bodhisattva will appear for you and save 
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you. 

 Even if you’re told by someone else, “That mother of yours is really no good. You should go 

find a different mother,” children won’t just abandon their mother. 

 But it’s different if you’re a young woman, and a good friend of yours says, “That boyfriend that 

you have, he’s really no good. He’s really no good. You’d better go find yourself a better boyfriend.” A 

lot of young women will listen to their friend’s advice, and go looking for someone else. 

 In our human world, it’s also the opposite case, that if you’re a man, and you’re told, “Oh, that 

woman that you love,” even if you really, really love her, if you’re told by your friends, “She’s really no 

good. You’d better go find somebody else,” then a lot of people will listen to their friends’ advice, and 

throw away their present girlfriend. 

 But, what I'm teaching is that the children never throw away their mothers. 

 Well, maybe there are some people that would abandon their mothers, but those people can be 

said to not yet have really become human, and in the truly human world, it never happens. 

 The child does not actually understand the principle of why it is never the case that a child 

throws away its mother. It just simply doesn’t do the activity of throwing away its mother. It just simply 

manifests this activity of never throwing away its mother. 

 So this is exactly the situation that I'm talking about here with Gutei. He also didn’g understand 

the principle of Buddhism. This principle of Buddhism is almost incomprehensible to everyone. We 

can’t expect that he understood it, but he had faith. Just like the child has faith in its mother, he had faith 

in this sutra, which has the dharani to Gutei Kanzeon Bodhisattva in it, and, believing that Gutei 

Kanzeon Bodhisattva was like his mother, he repeated the dharani every single day, all through the day. 

 When we read books about it, we can read that Gutei was the abbot of this temple called 

Kinkazan, and the people who supported that temple, hearing him chant this dharani all the time, started 

calling him Gutei, Gutei, since that was the first word of the dharani. 

 Of course, when you read this koan, you can’t think of Gutei Osho as somebody other than 

yourself. You have to get into Gutei Osho yourself, and be Gutei Osho yourself, be this person, who, 

though you don’t understand the principle of Buddhism, you have faith that this Gutei Kanzeon 

Bodhisattva is your mother, and will help you. 

 Whatever religion it is, the religious perspective is always that there is something that will save 

you. 

 So the position of Buddhism is that absolutely every religion teaches this, teaches that there is 

something that will save you, and so as a Buddhist you should never reject or avoid any religious 

teaching. You should also not attach to or seek out any religious teaching. You shouldn’t think, “That 

religion is deep,” and “That religion is shallow,” although it is definitely the case that there are more 

deep and more shallow religions. 

 But if you think, “This religion is my mother. Those other religions, those other mothers are not 

my mother,” then that’s when the fighting starts. 

 What we say is that you should think that those other mothers are not my mothers, but they are 
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my friends’ mothers, so we shouldn’t fight. 

 If you come to think that, then you will be able to see clearly for yourself that all children are the 

children of tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

 Naturally, you will come to understand that you also are comprised of, and have been born from 

these two activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

 Among those of you listening, there are people that are wearing the koromo, the monk’s robes, 

and so I tell you, never reject, never avoid anything that another religion says. There are always very 

good and wonderful things that all religions say. 

 So in the book we can read that Gutei was the abbot of this very small temple, and he was highly 

respected by the people of the village that supported this temple, and they gave him this nickname, 

Gutei. 

 One day he was working in the garden, and a nun named Jisai came and visited him in the 

garden. 

 Jisai, this nun, was wearing a hat, and she had her hat on, and she did not take it off. This was a 

custom for nuns to wear hats, and not take them off. This was also just a custom for women in Central 

Asia to do this. I'm not sure which custom she was following, but anyway, she didn’t take her hat off. 

 Here, we also have nuns, and I think it’s very important that they follow this Buddhist custom of 

wearing hats. 

 But, even outside, not to mention inside a house, but American nuns seem to like to walk around 

hatless. 

 But I think it would be better if they would put some hats on. 

 The reason why I'm saying that, is people see you walking around without a hat, they will think 

that you are completely ignoring the fact that the sparrows and the pigeons are probably pooping on 

your head. 

 The symbol of shaving the head is a symbol of utter purity. It means that you don’t even have 

one single hair on your entire body. 

 But, the opposite impression is given by a woman who doesn’t have a hat on. People think that 

she is some kind of a wild woman, and so you should put a hat on if you’re a woman. 

 So, this nun came to visit Gutei in the garden, and I don’t know if he was cleaning or actually 

working in the garden, but when she came to visit him, she circled him three times. 

 This is another Buddhist custom, another form of Buddhism. To circle someone three times 

means, “You’re not my enemy. I'm meeting you in a state of utter no-thinking. I'm meeting you in a 

state of utter purity.” 

 So, Jisai-san, this nun, circled Gutei three times, and then said to him, right in the face, “Okay, 

look at me. Say something. Introduce yourself. Do something.” 

 But Gutei wasn’t able, even to introduce himself. He couldn’t answer in any way. 

 She asked him three times, and he couldn’t answer any of the times. 

 So, the nun began to leave, thinking, “Ahhh, this monk, he can’t even tell me who he is. Even if I 
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stay, there’d be no point to it.” So she started to leave. 

 This is when Gutei finally spoke up. He was rather surprised that she was leaving so abruptly, 

and said, “Um, wait just a second. It’s already evening, so why don’t you stay the night, and you can get 

up early and eat breakfast and leave then.” 

 But the nun said, “That’s too late. If you had been able to at least introduce yourself, then that 

would have been alright, but since you weren’t able to introduce yourself, since you just stood there with 

your mouth tightly shut, then I'm leaving. You can’t be my partner.” 

 It was really a big problem there. 

 I was really hoping to get to the end of this koan today, but the time flew by. 

 If you were able to chant the dharani, then you could have gotten to the end of the teisho really 

quickly, but since your chanting is inadequate, that’s why we couldn’t get to the end of the teisho. 

 

 


