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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. 

 

 Up until yesterday I’ve been talking abut what kind of an activity the activity of mind is.  

What we call mind is the activity which brings your self in to being.  And everybody has this 

activity of mind.  Please be careful about this. Everybody has this activity of mind.  And not 

even just human beings, but everything has this activity of mind, even stones have this activity of 

mind, and of course plants have this activity of mind.  So the activity which brings absolutely 

everything in to being is what we call the dharma activity.  And in Buddhism we teach in a way 

in which we personify the activity of dharma and call it the activity of mind.   

 And from the very start of Buddhism, the founder of Buddhism, Shakyamuni Buddha 

himself personified the dharma activity in another way and called it the activity of the 

enlightened person, or Buddha nature, or simply Buddha.  And when you analyze the dharma 

activity or the Buddha activity, or the activity of Buddha nature, or the activity of mind you will 

find that the dharma activity has as its content two mutually opposing activities of plus and 

minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata.   

 When you ask “What am I?” Then you are asserting that “I” who is asking, and that is 

fine.  But if you ignore the fact that the very “I” who is asking the question is always treading 

firmly upon these two mutually opposing activities then your zazen will be useless to you.  

Whether you’re working or whether you’re resting it’s the same; when you’re working you’re 

working treading firmly upon these two mutually opposing activities, and when you’re resting 

you’re also resting firmly upon these two mutually opposing activities.  Without doing zazen 

which really takes that to heart, which really contemplates that carefully it’s a totally useless kind 

of zazen.  You say “I’ve been practicing zazen three years or five years or eight years, and that’s 

just wonderful, but if you aren’t doing the kind of zazen which is contemplating these two 

activities which bring your very self in to being, and I know I keep on saying it over and over 

again, but I really mean it, that is totally useless zazen.  Please be careful.   

 Yesterday I spoke about this great cosmos itself and how the cosmos itself is doing a 

repetitive activity in which it continually on the one hand manifests the condition of the 

absolutely large, and on the other hand manifests the condition of the ultimately small.  And as I 

always tell you, when we ask what kind of condition this repetitive activity is manifesting, it’s 

manifesting the condition we call the condition of the origin, the condition of the source, and in 

this state plus and minus are harmoniously enjoying each other over and over again in one room.  

 And this activity of the origin always creates a new activity of the origin, or we can say it 



Jidori-sesshin Teisho February 25, 1998 MBZC 

 

2 

always brings a new self into being, and it does this activity of bringing new selves into being, 

bringing new conditions of the source into being over and over again until finally it manifests the 

ultimately large.  This is what I talked about yesterday.  A new person came so that’s why I’m 

talking about what I always talk about again, but no matter how many times I talk about it 

everybody says they don’t understand, so that’s also why I’m talking about it again.  And I think 

yesterday I talked in some detail about the process the condition of the origin goes through in 

order to create a new self, in order to create a new condition of the origin.  But a new person 

came so I’ll repeat myself again, so everyone listen carefully.  And as I told you yesterday, 

when the condition of the origin manifests a new condition of the origin, in this process it will 

pass through the states we call the unification of subject and object and the separation of subject 

and object.  Yesterday I explained in detail what the separation and unification of subject and 

object are.    

 And when you’re practicing Zen we try to make it easy for you, so we call the plus 

activity the male activity, and the minus activity the female activity, and we say the man does 

expanding and the woman does contracting.  So when you’re practicing you can’t forget the 

plus activity is the activity of expansion.  And when you practice also you can’t forget that the 

minus activity is opposite from expanding, it’s contracting. 

 So you should be clear about this; if you were born into this human world as a man, and 

you can’t expand then you aren’t qualified to be called a man.  And if you’re born into the 

human world as a woman, and you can’t do the activity of contracting, then you’re not qualified 

to really be called a woman.  But, if you have too much energy and you’re a man, then you end 

up just expanding all over the place, haphazardly, and it becomes annoying for those around you.  

And if you are a woman and you have a lot of energy then you want to embrace everything 

around you, and that’s okay I guess, but also it can cause problems.  What I’m saying is that if 

you are a man, as a man, there is a proper way to walk the road of being a man without making 

problems for your friends, be they men or women.  And Tathagata Zen asserts that women also 

have a path to walk which is the proper path for a woman to walk, which doesn’t cause problems 

for those people around her.   

 The dharma activity is absolutely free.  Because the dharma activity does both 

expanding and contracting will-lessly that is why we call it absolutely free.  Because the dharma 

activity, or we could call it the Tathagata activity has all of plus and minus as its content, that’s 

why it’s free.  But if you look upon things in the world of existence, anything you see, whether 

it’s a stone or a plant or an insect or a fish or a bird or an animal, there are many different kinds 

of existences, but not one of them is manifesting the complete activities of plus and minus from 

its very beginning.  This incomplete self which appears, appears having the incomplete activity 

of mind as its content, and therefore the world that is that incomplete self’s home is also an 

incomplete world.  But this activity of mind, no matter what kind of incomplete activity of mind 

it does, or when it does the complete activity of mind, it is always within this single world of 

mind.  I’ll repeat myself again because this is a very important point for people who are starting 

their practice.  The activity we call mind always manifests the body of mind.  And this activity 

of mind in some cases manifests itself as the incomplete activity of mind.  But that incomplete 

activity of mind is doing its activity within the body of mind, so it is always manifesting this one 

world of mind.  So we can call this body the world, and if we ask what is the being who is the 

content of the world we say that it’s the activity of mind.  So no matter what kind of activity the 

activity of mind does it is always manifesting one world.  Other than this one great universe 

there is no great universe.  And the great universe has the activity of mind as its content.  So 

even when the activity of mind is doing the incomplete activity of mind it is still doing that 

within this one and only singular world.   

 And when does the activity of mind do the incomplete activity of mind?  That is when 

the activities of plus and minus, the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata separate from one 

another, and then in between them that is when an incomplete self, an existent thing appears.  
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Before that tatha-gata and tatha-agata were unified.  When mind divides itself in two, when 

mind does the activity of the separation of subject and object, then within the body of mind 

appears the world of past, present, and future.  If you’ve been studying zazen a little bit you 

probably are familiar with the Buddhist term “the three worlds,” and that term is referring to 

these worlds of past, present, and future.  And past, present, and future, the three worlds appear 

right in the body of the great cosmos, right in the one world.  There are no past and future 

separate from this one world. 

 And I told you the ultimate source is the ultimately small point.  It’s a cosmos smaller 

even than a sesame seed.  And even in this tiny world past, present, and future appear.  And I 

always tell you that the present moment it the self.  And I know I’ve told you countless times 

that when the “I am” self appears it receives equally from tatha-gata and tatha-agata, but you 

have to actually contemplate this for yourself.  And in Tathagata Zen we say that simultaneously 

with the appearance of the child, the self, the mother and father also appear.  You have to do this 

kind of contemplation.  Most people thing mother and father were born before the self is born.  

But Zen says, “Don’t talk such stupid nonsense.”  Before you were born mother and father were 

not here.  Before you were born it was only the activity of plus and minus, only the activity of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata; mother, father, and you were all not there.  And I know I’ve told you 

countless times that world is the complete world, the perfect world, the zero world.  I tell you 

your origin is zero, your origin is a will-less activity, but Zen practice is to manifest that wisdom 

for yourself.  I wonder if you understand.   

 If you wake up, if you open your eyes and you notice you have manifested a new wisdom 

for yourself, you have succeeded in manifesting a new wisdom for yourself, then, that’s when 

you should come to sanzen.  No matter how many times you do sanzen if you come without 

having succeeded in manifesting new wisdom for yourself, what can the Roshi do except laugh 

at you and say “I guess you’ve still been napping in the zendo?”  You’ll just be laughed at by 

the Roshi and he’ll say, “Looks like you’re still attached to your old self.”  I know you don’t 

really understand sanzen, but real sanzen is when you notice for yourself that you’ve manifested 

a new wisdom.  That’s when it really becomes sanzen.  Anyone, when we see a beautiful 

flower we open our eyes, we wake up.  If you are man and you see a beautiful woman, or if 

you’re a woman and you see a handsome man, then that’s when you wake up and open your 

eyes.  Everyone has this experience of waking up.  Everybody has had this experience of 

waking up, of opening their eyes, so you should also be able to have the experience of being free 

from your koan, of waking up from your koan.  So I hope that you can understand that the way 

of walking of the self, the path the self must walk on, whether your a man or a woman ; it’s the 

same path, but, also, there are differences in these paths of man and woman. 

 Joshu asks his teacher Nansen about the Way, and because he is a brand new monk, and 

very young, it’s natural for him to ask his teacher, “What is the Way?  What is the road I should 

be walking on?”  The Way Joshu must walk, and the Way Nansen walks is the same.  But, as I 

just said, the Way a teacher must walk, and the Way that a brand new monk must walk; the Way 

a man must walk and the Way a woman must walk, are all different.  All of these Ways are 

different, but, as I also just said, the Way Joshu walks, and the Way Nansen walks are the same 

dharma Way, the same Way of the activity of dharma.  So, within equality there are differences, 

and within differences inevitably equality will be manifest.  Without knowing this principle then 

you can’t expect to experience the true Way for yourself.   

 The is no Way, no path separate from the dharma activity.  There are two conditions 

manifest by the dharma activity, the condition of the manifestation of the Way of equality, and 

the condition of the manifestation of the Way of differences.  Differences and equality:  

Everybody seems to love equality.  But if you just run after this equality ignoring differences 

then you will not be able to walk the true Way, the true path, you won’t be able to manifest the 

true activity of dharma.   

 And this dharma activity, we can call it the Tathagata activity, we can call it the activity 
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of the repetition of plus and minus, here in the koan Nansen names this dharma activity, 

“byojoshin 平常心, ordinary mind,” just the obvious, normal, natural (atarimae 当り前) activity 

of mind.  But you have to be careful in your study, and not forget that there are times when this 

activity of mind manifests in a way in which the plus activity is taking the lead, and there are 

also times when this activity of mind manifests itself in a way in which the minus activity is 

taking the lead.  When the man takes the lead then it is inevitable that he will be helped by, 

accompanied by the woman, and in this case man and woman are walking together side by side.  

And in the cases when the minus activity, the female activity is taking the lead she is always 

accompanied by the plus activity, and obtaining the help of the plus activity inevitably she will 

manifest the complete self.   

 And the result of the activity in which the male is taking the lead is the same as the result 

of the activity when the woman is taking the lead.  Both results are zero.  There is a difference 

between these two manifestations, but they are the same in that they are complete, in that they 

are zero.  There are two results that we teach about, the result which occurs through the plus 

activity taking the lead, and the result which is manifest through the minus activity taking lead.  

The results are different.  Plus and minus are different.  But they are also the same.  They are 

both complete, perfect, they are both zero, and so they are equal.  To be able to freely follow 

this principle and manifest the wisdom which grasps this principle is what Nansen means by 

“Ordinary mind is the Way.”   

 And the conclusion Tathagata Zen reaches is that if you manifest the wisdom which sees 

clearly in to this activity of mind then you will see that you yourself are repeating these activities 

of the manifestation of the ultimately large, and the manifestation of the ultimately small.   

 This April I will turn ninety one years old, and it really should be the case that I resign 

from the position of being the teacher, of being the Roshi.  I really should have resigned a long 

time ago.  And when new people come even though it’s really a hassle at my age to take on new 

students we don’t refuse them, we let them enter the gate, and study together with us.  So try 

please to somehow refrain from acting in a self centered haphazard way.  It’s fine if you’re a 

man or a woman to have a lot of energy, but try to find the proper road for a man or a woman to 

walk, and set your heart on your practice.                 

 So, as I just said the very nature of any particular existence, and of the entire cosmos 

itself are the same.  And so we have these two philosophical terms in Japanese, sekaikan 世界

観, and jinseikan 人生観, your view of human life and your view of the world, and in Buddhism 

they are the same.  These words probably don’t exist in American English.  In Buddhism and 

in German (veltanshauung?) they have good words for these, but maybe not in American 

English.  That’s why it’s so hard for Americans.  But anyway, it’s the very same principle; the 

process which brings the world, the universe in to being, and the process which brings the self in 

to being.  To be able to manifest the wisdom that knows this same principle is Zen practice. 

 And this principle which is the true view of human life, the true view of the world is what 

Nansen means by ordinary mind, is what Nansen means by the repetition of the ultimately large 

and ultimately small, this natural, normal mind.  I hope now you nderstand what he means by 

“Ordinary mind is the Way.”  It means the activity of mind is the Way, the Way is the activity 

of mind.  There is no mind other than the Way.  There is no Way other than the mind.  So if 

you take this Way to be your body, then that is not a mistaken way of understanding, that’s 

correct.  When your mind completely manifests your body then your mind is your body, your 

body is your mind.  And when that happens there is no need for your mind to take your body as 

an object.   

 But there are times when the mind manifests itself incompletely in the world of past, 

present, and future, and that present moment is your incomplete self, and that incomplete self 

does look upon past and future as objects.   But when the complete activity of mind is manifest 

there are no things such as past and future.  For people, however, who do have the experience 



Jidori-sesshin Teisho February 25, 1998 MBZC 

 

5 

for themselves of manifesting complete activity of mind, then when they wake up, when they 

open up their eyes after having that experience then they recognize that “Future is myself, past is 

myself.”  You mustn’t say, “I hate the future world I want to just go to the past,” or oppositely, 

“I hate the past world I just want to go to the future.”  You must not throw away either the 

world of past or future.  But if I really get into this subject then that’s another whole branch of 

Zen practice and I’ll have to talk for a long time about it, so I’ll just leave it at the realization that 

past and future are both you.    

 When the self appears as the present the worlds of past and future simultaneously appear.  

Without fail the self appears simultaneously with mother and father.  But, also simultaneously 

they all three disappear, and manifest the complete condition.  In the beginning of your practice 

it’s very important to experience, to catch the experience for yourself of this principle, and when 

I say “In the beginning of your practice,” if it takes three or five years, that’s fine.   

 So now that we’ve understood so far we can get into this next question that Joshu asks 

because he doesn’t really get it the first time.  So what kind of question does Joshu ask Nansen?  

I want you to really contemplate how he asks.  What is the condition of Joshu, what state of 

mind is Joshu walking upon when he asks this question?  It goes without saying that Joshu is 

standing up having the present moment as his content.  Joshu is incomplete here.  He is not a 

person having all of plus and minus as his content here.  And Joshu’s teacher Nansen, what 

kind of state is he in?  Nansen here is appearing together with Joshu also as the present 

moment.  So these guys are standing upon the democratic ideal of equality.  But Nansen is not 

someone who is attached to this perspective of the democratic ideal of equality.  So if we 

cannot help America to develop its democracy to the point where it’s the kind of democracy that 

Nansen manifests it won’t be the true democracy.   

 Nansen is the kind of person who has experienced for himself, who has been able to 

manifest the wisdom for himself that knows that the total world of the past and the total world of 

the future are himself.  The world which appears in front of Nansen, the world he walks in, is 

the world of the unification of past, present, and future.  But here he is living together with his 

student Joshu.  So in this case he is making the worlds of past and future objects.  He is 

manifesting himself with the present as his content.  But Nansen is different than Joshu.  The 

way they make past and future objects is different.  Joshu’s perspective on past and future is to 

think that they are not himself.  He has doubts about what past and future are.  Nansen is 

standing up, treading firmly on these worlds of past, present, and future.  So what do you think?  

Can you say Joshu and Nansen are the same?  You can say they are the same, but at the same 

time you must say they are absolutely different.   

 In Buddhism, in Tathagata Zen we acknowledge the validity of democracy, but we say 

that if you attach to the idea of democracy true prajna, true wisdom will not appear for you.  It’s 

really great to stand up acknowledging democracy.  But the world of prajna, the world of 

perfect wisdom cannot be manifest if you insist on attaching to the ideas of democracy.  That’s 

what we teach in Tathagata Zen.  

 This week in the news we seem to be sitting on the very brink of war.  Will America go 

to war or not?  What do you think?  Should America go to war or not?  If someone gets in the 

way of the profits of a country, of that which will benefit a particular country, then even if you 

call yourself a person standing upon the ideals of democracy it seems as if you must go to war, or 

you feel justified in going to war.  That’s the kind of story politicians tell.  This is the kind of 

thing that people who are attached to their particular nation state say.  So I guess, from this 

point of view, going to war or not going to war, they’re both okay.   But Buddhism sees it 

differently.  the ideal of Buddhism, the purpose, the goal of Buddhism is to manifest the world 

of prajna, true democracy.  Buddhism says that we have to have as our ideal the bringing in to 

being of the world of true wisdom, prajna, and through that true peace will come.  I guess it’s 

natural since everybody in a certain country are living together and helping each other that one 

comes to love one’s country, but then what happens when your country is about to fall?  Then 
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you feel you must go to war.  But Buddhism is very clear about it from begining to end, the 

purpose of human life is to manifest the world of wisdom.  I’m not a politician, and I’m not a 

military person either, so it’s true I’m not qualified to get involved in this kind of talk.  But if 

you are a student of Zen then you have to remember that the ideal of Zen, the purpose of your 

studies is the true democratic ideal, that is , without attaching to the ideology of democracy,  

manifest the world of wisdom equally, for everyone.   

 What about when a man meets a woman?  Are you going to fight?  Without fighting 

let’s manifest true wisdom.  But use caution please!  As I said before don’t try to give your 

wisdom, don’t try to give your love in a sloppy haphazard way, it will cause troubles.  


