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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 just started this zazen-kai yesterday, and it is ending today.  As I said yesterday, this 

world of zen, the world which we are investigating in zen, is very different from the ordinary 

world.  So, it’s natural if you find yourself finding it difficult.

We can leave it up to the scholars and academicians to get the exact figure on this, but we

can say that this human world, human society appeared on this earth many hundreds of 

thousands, or tens of thousands of years ago.  The reason why we can say this human world 

arose was because human beings have a unique function of consciousness that other animals 

don’t have.

It’s the position of Buddhism that when you look at the development, the progression of 

human culture, that it’s based on one big mistake.  What is this mistake?  It’s a very difficult 

question.  If you say it simply, then you can explain what this mistake is.  If you try to explain 

every single detail of it, then your explanation will go on forever, but just to say it simply, it can 

be spoken.

We are all appearing in one world, one and only world.  There’s just one world.  The 

great cosmos, the great universe that is our home, that is the world that we live in.  There is only 

one.  But when we appear, together with our appearance, this one world becomes two.



As we appear in this world, with this function of consciousness, the function of 

consciousness is felt, divides the world into us and the world we live in.  This universe is split 

into two, and yet it is not split into two.  We are living together in this one universe.  When we 

are looking upon the great cosmos, then we can say that the cosmos is the object and we are the 

subject.  We are looking from the subjective point of view, but the position of Buddhism is that 

we must learn to think that originally there was no division, that originally it was one.

If the great cosmos could do the activity of thought, then it would think that everything is 

doing one activity, everything is my content, everything is one.  From the rocks and stones to 

plants, all the way up to human beings, this great cosmos is embracing everything.  That’s why 

we say it’s one, one and only.

As I said yesterday, and how I’m sure all of you who are studying zen were taught, this 

one condition is called, in Zen, one true nature, or one God.  If the universe could speak, or could

think, the universe would say, “I am embracing everything, including a stone.”  It’s the position 

of Buddhism that everything born, or we can say appears, all born existent things have the 

activity of consciousness.  Even a stone, or a plant has the activity of consciousness, although it’s

different than human consciousness.

That’s why in Buddhism we call all things which have appeared, all existent things, 

sentient beings.  Of all the sentient beings, it’s the human being who has the most highly 

developed activity of consciousness.  Human beings have developed to the degree that their 

consciousness calls themselves, “I am.”  They have a sense of a self, and in contradistinction, as 

opposed to this self they have this universe.

This world is then divided into two.  If we borrow from general scholarship, their way of 

speaking, we can say that the self is the subject and the cosmos is the object.  This is the way that

human beings’ consciousness has developed.  To think in that way is fine.  But all of the things 

which have appeared in this universe, all the things which are existing within this universe, are 

existing together.  They are all in one universe.  So although we can think that there is a division, 

we must also learn how to think that they are together in one universe.

Although we are separate from the great universe, we are one with it.  Although we are 

one with it, we are separate from it.  We must learn how to think in these ways.  In Buddhism we 

say that human beings have come to a mistaken way of thinking about it.  We both, 

simultaneously fixate ourselves, and fixate the universe which is our home, and therefore are in 



continual opposition.

In Buddhism we have an expression, “One is two.  Two is one.”  What we are very 

sternly and strictly talking about here is, never fixate one as one.  One will always become two, 

and two must also not be fixated.  It will always become one.  When we say one, it’s always the 

case that this one has two worlds as its content.  When these two disappear, that is when the 

perfect, complete condition appears.

This one and only one unique condition, perfect condition, is actually made up of two 

different functions.  That is the way we think of it in Buddhism.  It’s also the position of 

Buddhism that when we look at the great cosmos, the universe, this world itself, it has been 

formed by two activities.  We can call them plus and minus, or the activity which forms man and 

the activity which forms woman.

Plus and minus may be opposing each other, but inevitably they will manifest one 

condition, the condition of oneness.  When these two states become one, that is when it is no 

longer necessary to make anything an object.  This is the complete condition, and in Buddhism, 

and in Zen we call this the manifestation of the activity of zero.  This condition of the 

manifestation of the activity of zero is also the manifestation of true love.

Although many people say that human beings cannot exist without love, it was Buddha 

who said that no one knows, truly what love is.  We can call this unique one and only condition, 

one God or one true nature.  Human beings have this tendency of fixating themselves and 

fixating the world around them, and that is the cause of this great mistake.

Although people often say that they are one with God, when you are in this “I am” self, 

you are not one with God.  This is not the condition of one God, or one true nature.  This “I am” 

self talking about God will forever be in the position of subject making an object out of God.

In Buddhism we say that the big mistake was the spreading around everywhere of this 

mistaken idea, that we must be saved by this object, God.  It’s certainly the case that the object 

God does care for the subject God.  And conversely the subject God also helps the object God.  

When, mutually these two make relationship with each other, in that making of relationship is the

appearance of the one unique world, where there is neither subject nor object.

As for the life of a couple in the human world, this is based on love.  If the idea of “I am”

is there, then the true life of a loving couple cannot arise.  If I get into this principle in too much 

detail, then the time all slips by, so I probably shouldn’t.  With the advancement of culture, there 



is all sorts of weird watches.  I can’t use them.

My talk is so simple, and yet you have this very advanced culture where you can do all 

this complicated thinking, and so when I try to teach you about true love, this very simple thing, 

you have this haphazard, arbitrary interpretation of it, and get all lost.  What I want you to grasp 

in the beginning is this very simple thing:  True love is one God.  They are the same.  When you 

manifest this condition of one God, there is no subject and no object.  There is no need at all to 

assert or insist upon your self.

For all of you who are just beginning your zazen practice, on the surface it might seem 

very difficult, and it is difficult.  Why is it difficult?  The people who say it’s difficult, it seems 

like the men are the ones who are first to start complaining.  But the women don’t feel that it’s 

difficult in the beginning.  Easily they can do the activity of zen.

The way I think about it is that, because women are used to taking care of their children, 

and taking care of their husbands, and in doing that, negating themselves, that’s why zen practice

is easy for them.  I have travelled throughout America, and also Europe, and it seems like there 

are immediately people wanting to help me and make me feel comfortable.  I think it’s because, 

deep in their bellies somewhere, already there is this idea that women have that they must 

become mothers, and in being mothers they must care for their children.

Men are different.  Men have a natural feeling that they must live.  They must fight in 

order to live.  They must stand up first, and protect their existence, and they must work in order 

to do that.  So, although they do work in order to protect their own existence, anything that they 

think might not protect their own existence, they don’t do.  The ones who run away quickest are 

the men.  Because they’re attached to their “I am” self, their immediate reaction, which is 

different than the women’s reaction, is, “Zen is difficult.”

But these days, with the popularity of this whole concept of equal rights, women have 

become equal to men, and in that regard also feel that they must work in order to support 

themselves by themselves.  No matter how much time passes, even if a million, a hundred 

million years pass, men are men and women are women.  The plus activity is always the plus 

activity.  The minus activity is always the minus activity.  It’s the same as saying that.

You can’t just arbitrarily speak about the equal rights of men and women and ignore this 

principle of, on the world of distinctions and differences there is equality, and within equality 

there are differences.  But if I get off on that, it’ll take a long time, so I’ll just leave it at that.  If 



you can understand it in this way, then I’d be grateful.  Just understand it in the way that, within 

this one world there are plus people and minus people, and the plus and minus people both can 

manifest this one unique condition.

What is this koan teaching, this Gutei’s finger koan?  It’s telling us that everyone can 

manifest this one complete condition.  Everyone can manifest the activity of zero, because we 

are all existing within the activity of zero.  That’s why we are able to do the zero activity.  We 

should hurry, because the time is running out, so I should talk about the actual text.

As I said yesterday, Gutei decided not to leave his temple, because he had that dream, and

after a week or two, a zen master named Tenryu came to visit him.  This Tenryu zen master was a

descendent in his lineage of Taibai, who in turn was a disciple of the famous Baso who maybe 

you know, or maybe you don’t know.

Tenryu had clearly grasped these basic principles of zen.  He knew that one world 

became two, and then became one again.  He knew the one world became three, and then these 

three worlds became one again.  One is two.  Two is one.  One is three.  Three is one.  I really 

would want to talk for a long time about this basic principle, but there isn’t going to be any time 

to get into it.

When Tenryu arrived, immediately Gutei told him about his sad and troubling story, the 

problem he had with the nun who had come to visit him.  He asked Tenryu, “What should I have 

done when the nun had demanded my response?  What would have been a good response?”

Tenryu said, “You should have just lifted one finger, like that.”  The translator should put 

a little bit more feeling into it.  It is not a good translation.  Huh!  He lifted one finger.  That is 

one true nature.  That is zero.  This one finger is pointing to one great cosmos.

Although Gutei hadn’t been studying the principles of zen at all, as we know his practice 

was simply repeating this religious verse in praise of Jizo Bodhisattva, even though he hadn’t 

been studying zen, when he saw this one finger of Tenryu, he was immediately enlightened.

A loving couple doesn’t have anything to look for.  There’s nothing to search for.  The 

woman feels that she is living surrounded by the love of her husband.  And the man feels he is 

surrounded by the love of his wife.  If you can understand this principle, then you’ll understand 

what a couple really means.  The way Buddhism looks at a couple is to say that, “I am living in 

this house with you.  You are living in this house with me.  Mutually we share this one abode, 

and there is no life outside of this one house.  This is our life.”



Although Gutei hadn’t really thought about this principle very much, somewhere in his 

belly he understood it, and so when he saw the one finger of Tenryu, at once he could grasp its 

meaning.  So after that, whenever Gutei was asked a question about anything, for instance, 

“What is Buddha?” he just lifted one finger.  “What is God?”  He just lifted one finger.  There’s 

no reason to go on and on, blabbering and jabbering.  For people who say zen is difficult, it’s 

you, yourself who is making it difficult.  You don’t have to do anything complicated.  Just lift 

one finger.

In the English translation it says attendant.  In Japanese it’s doji.  There’s this doji at the 

temple of Gutei, and that title means that you are not a teacher yet.  You’re a practicing monk.  

So this doji decided that whenever people asked him what his teacher taught, he would imitate 

the teacher and just lift one finger, just like his teacher did.

Gutei saw this and thought, “Oh no.  He’s just imitating me.  This is a real problem.  I 

have to do something about this.”  If you look at the world now, there are a lot of people like this 

doji in the text, just imitating someone else’s version of zen.  Sokai is the manager of this temple.

It doesn’t seem like he goes around imitating me.  He doesn’t have that problem.

He just always says, “I have no idea.  I don’t understand.”  Sokai’s zen is to say, “I don’t 

understand a thing, but this is what Roshi says.”  That’s good.  It’s better just to say you don’t 

understand.  You will accumulate less sin by just saying you don’t know than by going around 

imitating and pretending that you do know.

Gutei said he must somehow cut off this activity of consciousness which simply wants to 

imitate.  He has to get rid of that in his disciple.  So, one day Gutei approached his disciple and 

said, “Doji.”  And then the doji, filled with joy, said, “Hai!”

It seems like he had a mistaken idea here.  It seems like the attendant here thought, “Ah, 

the teacher has heard that I’ve been lifting up my finger to all the guests who are coming, in 

answer to their questions.  He must think I’m a Roshi.  He’s here to give me approval that I am 

actually a Roshi.”  That’s why he was so happy.

He was very happy.  But Gutei said, “No, you shouldn’t say, ‘Hai,’ like that.”  Gutei said, 

“Lift your finger.  Lift your finger.  It’s this.  It’s this.”  So when the attendant did as he was told, 

and lifted his finger, Gutei had been hiding a knife with his left hand, and wheet!  cut off the 

finger of the attendant.

This is, what can you call it, a very cruel way of teaching.  But there are cases when 



you’re sick, you need an operation, don’t you?  You need surgery.  So Gutei thought, in order to 

cure this illness of this attendant, there was nothing left for him to do.  He had to cut off the sick 

part.  If he didn’t, the attendant would just amass more and more sins on himself.

Then the attendant, as it says in the text, screaming in pain, going, “Ouch, ouch, ouch, 

ouch, ouch!” he ran away.  But then Gutei called him again, “Hai, doji, doji.”  And then he 

turned his head toward Gutei.  Then Gutei said, “No, not that.  Don’t just look at me.  This!  

This!”  lifting his finger.  So then the attendant, huh! lifted his finger.  But he lifted the finger that

was no longer there.

It’s when he looked at this no-finger that he was suddenly enlightened.  It was in the 

looking at this no-finger that at first he got enlightened.  After receiving his operation, this 

attendant was able to manifest the complete self, complete love, perfect love.

It’s not okay, it’s not enough to think God is in heaven and the devil is in hell, or that 

monsters are residing down in hell.  You must be together, in one God with both heaven and hell.

This is what the attendant was enlightened to.

When Gutei was about to die, he said, “I have received this one finger zen from my 

teacher, Tenryu.”  He said, “I have been using this all the way up until now, all the way up until I 

die, but this activity of the finger, this finger activity is in no way running out or diminishing.  

Right now I have it more than ever.”

If it’s a couple, you never know who’s going to die first.  Maybe it will be the husband, or

maybe it will be the wife that will die first.  But if you can say at death that, “I’ve been living 

within your love all my life,” and that “I will continue to live within your love,” then both the 

one dying and the one remaining will be happy.

Zen practice is not at all different from this.  It’s only because you’re attached to your “I 

am” self that it becomes difficult for you.  I went over three or four minutes.  Please excuse me.  

Thank you.


