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平常是道 
Ordinary Mind is the Way 

translated by Katsuki Sekida 

 

 Joshu asked Nansen, “What is the Way?”  “Ordinary mind is the Way,” Nansen replied.  

“Shall I try to seek after it?” Joshu asked.  “If you try for it, you will become separated from 

it,” responded Nansen.  “How can I know the Way unless I try for it?” persisted Joshu.  

Nansen said, “The Way is not a matter of knowing or not knowing.  Knowing is delusion; not 

knowing is confusion.  When you have really reached the true Way beyond doubt, you will find it 

vast and boundless as outer space.  How can it be talked about on the level of right and 

wrong?”  With these words, Joshu came to a sudden realization. 

 

 As I always tell you, all of us have grown up, have developed to hold the determined 

heart that knows it must fathom what the condition of its own origin is.  We all will become 

curious about this.  Everything has an origin.  Even a stone, even a mosquito, everything holds 

their origin in the same way as a person does.  If you do not have this question for yourself 

about what is the condition of the origin, if you don’t have the determined will to find that out for 

yourself, if you don’t have this kind of curiosity, then, although you might have the shape of a 

human being, you can’t be said to be qualified to be doing the activity of human being. 

 And I know I’ve told you countless times that although there is a condition of the origin, 

this condition of the origin never fixates.  The condition of the origin is something which always 

manifests a new condition of the origin.  And that new condition of the origin again will 

manifest a newer condition of the origin.  And as I always tell you, as I told you yesterday and 

the day before yesterday, this activity of the condition of the origin manifesting a new condition 

of the origin repeats countlessly, numberlessly, until finally the activity of expanding, the activity 

of developing reaches the ultimate expanse, the place where it doesn’t need to do expanding 

anymore.  In Tathagata Zen we call this condition in which the condition of the origin says that 

it no longer can do the activity of expanding anymore, or, alternately, it no longer needs to do the 

activity of expanding anymore, this is what we call the manifestation of the ultimately large 

expanse.   

 And even when this ultimately large condition is arrived at, it also cannot be stopped in.  

Why?  If I ask you why, what will you answer?  That’s a koan, that’s Zen practice.   

 When we personify the activity which brings the entire cosmos in to being we call it the 

Tathagata activity, the activity of Nyorai.  There are a lot of Zen monks who love this word 

Nyorai, and blabber on and on endlessly about it, but you should be clear that Nyorai is a 

personification of the dharma activity, and another way to personify the dharma activity is to call 

it the activity of mind.   

 And I know that I’ve told you countless times that if you analyze this activity which we 

can call either the Tathagata activity or the activity of Nyorai, or the activity of heart, or the 

activity of mind, or the activity of the dharma then we find that it’s comprised of two mutually 

opposing activities of plus and minus, male and female, tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  So you who 

are supposedly studying Tathagata Zen, this One Mind Zen, this Buddha Mind school, this 

Dharma school of Zen, if you are doing zazen without clearly knowing that what you should be 
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studying is the activity of Nyorai, then your zazen will be useless.  There are lots of different 

kinds of Zen popular in America.  And that’s just fine.  But all of these different kinds of 

popular Zen can be seen to be practicing only one part of Tathagata Zen, they aren’t practicing 

the complete practice of Tathagata Zen. 

 According to Tathagata Zen, Zen practice is to always be firmly treading on these two 

mutually opposing activities and as you do that kind of walking that is how you do your study of 

Zen.  You must always be walking upon plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, expanding 

and contracting.   

 When the ultimately large condition is manifest that manifestation has come in to being 

through the plus activity, the tatha-gata activity taking the initiative.  And in these cases the 

minus activity, the female activity is following the male activity.  She is freely following in a 

more passive role, and accompanying the male activity until they both manifest this ultimately 

large condition.  This is inevitable, whenever the male activity takes the initiative the female 

activity also acts, she acts following the male activity because they are residing in one single 

home, and they manifest the ultimately large condition together.   

 And as I told you in the previous teisho, when the ultimately large condition is manifest, 

because the male activity no longer needs to do the activity of leading then he can rest.  This 

world of ours is always manifesting itself in the condition of man and woman being in 

relationship with one another.  For people who are married, or for people who have a boyfriend 

or a girlfriend you have already experienced what I mean.  Whenever the male activity does his 

activity of expanding he is always doing the activity of being accompanied by the female 

activity.  And the female activity, oppositely, when the activity of expansion is occurring always 

does the activity of freely following the man and manifesting one world with the man.  Please 

open up your eyes to this principle.  It is not the case that you make relationship because you 

love someone or you hate someone.  You make relationship simply following the principle of 

either leading or following.  If you can’t wake up the heart that understands this then you will 

never be able to complete your own practice of manifesting the complete dharma activity, the 

condition of the ultimate expanse. 

 But people have passed through many and various worlds in order to finally arrive at the 

human world.  You have all experienced your time of being a stone, a plant, an insect, a fish, a 

bird, an animal.  And now that you are a human being you must never forget that you must take 

responsibility to will-fully live a human life.  But when you get stuck in your “I am” self then 

you forget all about this necessity of mutually taking responsibility for the human world, and you 

look at the worlds of stones and plants and caterpillars and fish and birds and animals, and you 

say to yourself, “Well, those things are just haphazardly, self-centeredly making love 

relationships, so why can’t I?”  But in Zen we say that when you are thinking in a such a way 

that only follows your own convenience, only follows what is comfortable and convenient for 

yourself, that is when you have fallen into the animal world, or the bird world.  But you are a 

human being, so you must take responsibility, so don’t act in a way that we can call you an 

animal.  You must take responsibility for manifesting this thing we call your self.   

 But, when you take responsibility plus needs minus.  And minus needs plus.  I’ll talk 

later about why plus is necessary for minus, but first to manifest this condition of absolute 

expanse you should be clear that plus needs minus.  You should know clearly here that at this 

condition of the ultimate expanse the man can really have complete peace of mind, knowing that 

he has taken responsibility and been accompanied by the woman, or oppositely we can say that 

he has been helped by the woman, and through that help has manifested the ultimately large.   

 And when the man rests, then oppositely the woman lifts up her head and takes the lead 

in acting.  And when this happens immediately the man must again open his eyes and obey the 

woman, freely follow the woman, and participate in the activity. 

 You must very carefully contemplate this for yourself.  If you have done zazen for five 

or six years, say, this is when you have to really open your eyes and pay attention to the fact that 
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at this manifestation of the ultimate expanse, within the ultimate expanse the female activity 

takes the lead, and the male activity follows the female activity.  This greatest cosmos is the 

condition in which the minus activity is taking the lead, accompanied by the plus activity.  And 

then the minus activity taking the lead repeats these activities that we call separation of subject 

and object, and unification of subject and object, and then manifests a new, small (er) cosmos.  

And in this case as well, when the minus activity is taking the lead and separates from the plus 

activity, in this separation a child is born.  And this child, is born being influenced by the 

mother, by the minus activity, and so inevitably the child has the wisdom that it is the kind of 

self that must negate itself, that must do the activity of dying.  If you really practice this kind of 

principle through koans then you can catch the wisdom for yourself of really knowing what I’m 

talking about.  But you don’t have to wait to get a koan about it.  You can just listen to this 

teisho and catch the experience for yourself that from the condition of the ultimate expanse, 

when the minus activity takes the lead, then a new condition of the origin which is a contracted 

great cosmos will appear, and in this process the self which must do the activity of dying 

appears. 

 And the self, the child who is born knowing that it must do the activity of dying 

inevitably will again manifest the condition of the unification of subject and object in which it no 

longer needs to do the activity of dying.  But this condition is not yet the ultimately small 

condition.  And so again the activity of mind which brings everything in to being acts, and 

manifests the condition of the separation of subject and object again.   

 And each time this condition of the separation of subject and object occurs within the 

process of contracting, each time this self appears, simultaneously with the appearance of the self 

appear mother and father, appear past and future.   

 And this process repeats countlessly, numberlessly, until finally the condition is reached 

in which the activity of dying is no longer necessary. 

 And when that condition is arrived at then the minus activity, the woman can rest.  And 

then the plus activity wakes up, and takes the initiative, and is accompanied by the minus 

activity, and is manifesting this condition of the ultimately small.  So you can see clearly here 

that this condition of the ultimately small is what we call the source, the origin itself.  And this 

ultimate origin inevitably will manifest the ultimate result, which is this greatest cosmos, the 

cosmos which nothing is bigger than.   

 So you should be able to clearly understand then that the condition of the ultimately 

small, this absolute origin, is the condition in which plus is taking the lead, accompanied by 

minus, and plus and minus, man and woman are in this condition of the ultimately small facing 

and unifying, repetitively, over and over again.   

 And you will also become able to manifest the wisdom for yourself that within the 

process of the ultimate origin, the smallest point, manifesting the ultimate result, the largest 

cosmos, an infinite, numberless amount of universes are manifested within this process.  But all 

of these numberless universes which are manifest within this process all do the complete dharma 

activity and so they are equal.  This complete world is what we call zero.  All conditions of 

completion are zero.   

 The universe which is the absolutely expanded universe comes in to being through the 

process of the plus activity taking the initiative, and the plus activity is also taking the lead in all 

of the universes which come in to being in this process. 

 The thing Tathagata Zen emphasizes in its teaching is that both the ultimately small 

condition, the absolute origin, and the ultimately large condition, the absolute result are 

complete, are perfect, are manifesting as zero, but at the ultimately large condition it’s the minus 

activity who is taking the lead within this perfect condition, and at the ultimately small condition 

it’s the plus activity who is taking the lead within this zero condition.  So then you should be 

able to manifest the wisdom which sees clearly in to this principle. 

 And I told you before that the dharma activity acts with plus and minus as its content.  
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We very severely tell you that you, each one of you must manifest the wisdom for yourself right 

here that this dharma activity, the activity of mind, the activity of heart never stops in any 

condition.  It always manifests a new condition, constantly.  I wonder if you understand.  If 

you don’t understand that principle you can study Zen for a hundred years and it won’t do you 

any good at all.   

 If you are doing Zen practice the kind of wisdom you need to be able to manifest is that 

in the process of, shall we say the old condition of the origin manifesting a new condition of the 

origin inevitably the self appears, and you must see clearly in to the principle of the appearance 

and the disappearance of that self.   

 But you mustn’t forget that in this process of the activity of heart, the activity of mind 

making a new condition, a new state, sometimes it is  the situation in which the minus activity is 

taking the lead, and sometimes it is the situation in which the plus activity is taking the lead.   

 The reason I repeat myself over and over again is because I want you all to be able to 

practice this without making a mistake.  And as I always say, the condition of the ultimately 

large is the place which has appeared through the activity of growing, maturing.  So know it for 

yourself that the condition of the ultimately small which has been manifest from the condition of 

the ultimately large is the place in which dying no longer needs to occur, is the place which has 

been manifest through the activity of minus, through the activity of self negation.  We also say 

that inevitably the self will appear in this place of plus, this place where plus is taking the lead, 

and just as inevitably that self will finally arrive at the ultimately large condition.  This is the 

arena of living, the place of growing up.  And standing up at the ultimately large and aiming to 

go towards the ultimately small, that is the arena of dying, the place of self negation.  

 So here it should be clear what the nature of the “I am” self is.  The thing we call the self 

is something which appears and disappears over and over again.  It’s not something that just 

gets stone dead.  Human beings just using their self centered, haphazard perspective on things, 

say the word “death” and think that death means that one will not appear again after death.  But 

in Tathagata Zen we say that kind of thinking is just self centered human thinking, that kind of 

thinking which says that once the self dies the self never appears again.   

 When tatha-gata and tatha-agata separate the self appears.  And as I always tell you over 

and over again, when the self appears the self receives both plus and minus.  And this world in 

to which the self appears is what we call the world of the separation of subject and object.  It is 

the world in which the “I am” self asserts itself.  It’s the world of sentience.  And when Zen 

teaches about this separation of subject and object we temporarily as an expedient name the 

object male, plus, and the subject female, minus.  I wonder if you understand.  And it’s meeting 

up with the activity of the separation of subject and object that the self appears.  And if the self 

that appears had all of plus and minus as its content, then there would be no worlds of past and 

future for it.  If the complete self were born then there would be neither mother nor father.  But 

that isn’t the case.  Without fail that which appears is incomplete.  There is not even one thing 

that ever appears having all of plus and minus as content.  People talk about God and the devil, 

but even those Gods and devils don’t appear in  the complete condition; because they are 

incomplete when they appear that is why they get called God and devil.  Not one single thing 

ever appears in the complete condition. 

 So here is the birth of a koan, “They say that Brahma, God created everything, so then 

how do you create everything?”  If you fixate God or Brahma as an absolute being there’s no 

way you can create anything yourself.  You won’t even be able to create the world of stones.     

 Buddhism is the teaching which insists that the Supreme Being, Brahma must be the 

perfect complete being which has all of the plus and minus activity as its content.  All religions 

have this idea of God, and so there shouldn’t be any resistance, or fighting between the religions 

no matter what word we use, Brahma or God or whatever.   

 So leaving aside this question of creating everything for a moment, when God gives birth 

to its children, what kind of activity does God do in order to give birth?  In Tathagata Zen we 
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say clearly it’s when God divides God’s body in two that the child is born, and because God has 

both plus and minus as its content, to say that God divides God’s body in two means that plus 

and minus separate.  God is not a thing that only has the plus activity.  The thing we call 

complete Brahma has both plus and minus totally as its content.  The complete Brahma is when 

man and woman, is when husband and wife completely come together and unify.  That’s zero.  

That’s the manifestation of true love.   

 So it should be clear to you I think that this principle of when God creates everything 

then that is when God has separated from his wife, and in that separation everything is born.  

This kind of thinking that even God has a wife, maybe you can’t find this in other religions.  So 

you can see that the kind of education most people are being taught is something that doesn’t 

really make sense.  It’s supposed to be logical, but it’s really illogical; it’s just people blabbering 

on about God.   

 You have to clearly have the realization for yourself that if it is a young person and 

finally they get a boyfriend or they get a girlfriend, that’s when they can for the first time 

experience the wisdom of God.  But if you make love just like a dog or a cat then you are no 

longer being a human being.  So wake up!  The bell just rang.  So maybe you woke up. 

 What I really want you to remember from this is that when subject and object separate 

then the self appears, but that self is the imperfect, incomplete self.  And that incomplete self 

will come to have the desire to manifest the complete self.  Everyone will come to manifest this 

thing we call desire, and so mutually seeking love is not a bad thing.  It’s a good thing.  So I 

recognize that kind of activity of mutually seeking love, and I try to help out as best I can.  But 

if you fall in to acting like a dog or a cat then you are being an utter idiot.  If you act like that it 

would be better for you to just quit trying to walk the path of being a human being.   

 Anyway the bell rang; today we ended teisho at the separation of subject and object, and 

the next teisho, although I’m not sure when it will be, we’ll talk about the unification of subject 

and object.  


