
Jidori-sesshin Teisho February 5, 1998 MBZC 

 

1 

TEISHO BY KYOZAN JOSHU  ROSHI 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

5 February, 1998 

Translator: Giko  

 

 

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. 

 

 

 Over the last two days I’ve been explaining about the five skandas, but although I’ve 

taken up two days I haven’t nearly come to the end of the explanation yet.  The meaning of the 

word skanda is the condition of having gathered something together.  I talked about gathering 

everything together in to one point.  There is the condition of things having been dispersed, 

things having been scattered, and taking all of those scattered things, those dispersed things, and 

gathering them together in to one point, that’s what we mean by skanda.  Usually that’s the way 

skanda is explained.  I think this word skanda is a very old word. 

 And there is another old word dhyana, and this old Sanskrit world means the activity of a 

person taking their scattered activity of mind, and quieting it down by focusing it all, gathering it 

all together in to one point.  And even before the birth of Buddhism they had this practice called 

dhyana.But when Buddhism was born then Buddhism said that kind of practice it a one sided 

kind of practice.  It is only one side of the activity of mind, it is only one side of the activity 

which forms the entire cosmos.  The activity of gathering all the scattered activities and 

focusing them down in to one point is not the complete activity of mind, only that is not the 

complete activity which forms the universe.  That is what Siddhartha, the person who started 

Buddhism, came to think.  Without also including this activity that takes everything that has 

been gathered in to one point and disperses everything, scatters everything, without also thinking 

about that activity of dispersing as part of the total activity of mind, part of the total activity of 

the function which forms the cosmos, then it won’t be possible to truly explain the total activity 

of mind.   

 Siddhartha, the founder of Buddhism was the one who insisted that without recognizing, 

and doing the activity which knows both of these activities, we could call them in Japanese 

nyoko and nyorai, or tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-coming and thus going, without 

recognizing both of them then one cannot really explain the complete activity of dhyana, the 

complete activity of mind.  And also, according to  Tathagata Zen, if you try to explain the 

word skanda you cannot successfully explain it by only explaining it as an activity which gathers 

things together in to one point.  I’m not sure how it was traditionally thought of, this word 

skanda, but in Nyorai Zen we say that the word skanda must also include the meaning of taking 

everything that has been gathered together in one point and dispersing it out.   

 So according to Tathagata Zen the conclusion that we reach is that when you are striving 
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to investigate these two activities of nyoko and nyorai that is the same thing as investigating 

these five skandas of shiki 色, ju 受, so 想, gyo 行, shiki 識.  It’s the same investigation.  

Over the last two days I explained up until I think the skandas of ju 受, receiving, and so 

thinking, using this perspective of seeing everything in terms of the two activities of plus and 

minus, nyoko and nyorai.   

 And as I was telling you before, the first skanda, shiki, means rupa, means form.  And in 

Nyorai Zen we take shiki, form, to mean revealing the complete condition.  And as I told you 

before this shiki, this form, the first skanda is the complete condition, the perfect state, and so it 

cannot be said to be either material or non-material.  We can say that this entire cosmos neither 

exists nor does it not exist.  It is not something which is material nor is it something which is 

non-material.  The complete skanda of form, the absolute form is the perfect complete 

condition.  It can neither be called u or mu, neither existence nor non-existence.  It is the 

unification of both u and mu.      

 And we further interpret this perfect complete condition of the first skanda, and say that it 

has as the being which makes up its content the complete perfect activity which brings in to 

being the complete body.  What I’m saying is that the activity of mind inevitably brings in to 

being the condition of mind, or we could say the body of mind.  Our very bodies have as the 

being of their content the activity of mind.  That activity of mind is what brings our bodies in to 

being. 

 So here is Nansen’s phrase, “byojoshinkoredo 平常心是道  Ordinary mind is the 

Way,” and the mind that he is talking about  is the activity of mind which forms your very self.  

The activity of mind is the very activity which forms the entire cosmos, this is what Nansen is 

pointing to, and although this activity of mind in a sense is always changing, in another sense it 

never changes, it is always manifesting the same one body.  In the same way as the activity of 

mind acts to form your body the activity of mind also acts to form the body of the entire 

universe.   

 And I always explain to you that the activity of mind is a repetitive activity of plus and 

minus unifying and facing one another over and over again.  And this activity of mind is always 

manifesting a singular, unique, one and only body.  Sometimes it may manifest a gigantic body, 

and sometimes a small body but it always one singular body.    

 And that is what Nansen is saying when he says ordinary mind is the Way.  He’s saying 

that the activity of mind is always manifesting one singular body, one singular world.  And 

what about the Way?  What about the 道 do in this expression “Ordinary mind is the Way?”  

If you really want to investigate this seeing things in Buddhist terms then you must investigate 

the Way through these five skandas.  Although the five skandas are not mentioned directly in 

this koan if you want to really find out about the Way, if you want to really find out about the 

path of life that you must walk, there is no way around it, you have to look into these five 

skandas.   

 So yesterday and the day before I spoke about the five skandas.  So to look in to these 

five skandas; shiki, ju 受, so, gyo, shiki, the first skanda is shiki is the manifestation of the entire 

body where (complete) mind is manifesting the (complete)  body of mind.  The explanation of 

what kind of activity the activity of mind does when it manifests these things that we call ju 受, 

so, gyo, shiki is the explanation of what these remaining four skandas are.  So what kind of 

activity does the activity of mind do in these cases?   

 Through the activity of mind these things that we call existent beings appear, and when 

they appear they appear right in the middle of the world of form, the world of the first skanda.  

There is no other world other than this.  Within this singular world the conditions of appearing 

and being hidden, of being born an dying occur.  So first of all we have to investigate what kind 
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of activity of mind occurs when we do appear here.  We do appear, and when we appear we 

appear doing the activity of ju 受, the second skanda, the activity of receiving.  And the 

Enlightened One emphasized that when we do the activity of appearing we receive.  We receive 

absolutely equal amounts of the plus and minus activities, of the tatha-gata and tatha-agata 

activities. 

 If you are a Buddhist scholar, even more than anyone else you have to really investigate 

this kind of scholarship called the five skandas.  Some people might have the question then, 

what is the difference between the perspective of studying Buddhism as a scholar, and the 

perspective of practice.  And you’ll understand that for yourself later.  I think I shouldn’t give 

you the answer right away, because you won’t be able to understand it that easily, so I’ll just not 

tell you.  But maybe I should talk about it just a little bit because if it wouldn’t be a good thing 

if you didn’t understand the difference between the point of view of practice and the point of 

view of scholarship.   

 The way of being of Zen practice is to take these two mutually opposing activities of 

nyoko and nyorai, and actually walking in your life seeing things in terms of these activities of 

nyoko and nyorai, and seeing how the self appears and disappears, and what is meant by 

complete maturation, and actually putting that activity of the self appearing and disappearing in 

to practice using these two activities yourself, that’s the standpoint of practice.  So you can see 

that Zen practice is very different than the point of view of scholarship. 

    The scholarly position looks at Buddhism in terms of the Tripitika, the three 

warehouses of kinds of scholarship, and we are told that the Buddha said all kinds of different 

things, and the first basket of his teaching was the sutras.   And the second one is called ritsu 

律 in Japanese, the laws, the Vinaya, the systems, the things that explain what kind of logic the 

sutras are based upon.  But the one who is studying all of those things of course is the self.  

And within this ritsu, the body of the law are the kairitsu, the negative commands, the things you 

are told you must never do, the things it would be bad to do.  And then the third basket is the 

ron, the sastras, the things that people afterwards, the patriarchs wrote in order to explain in their 

own way so people could understand more easily the meanings of the sutras.  Everyone talks 

about “Buddhism, Buddhism” but they don’t really know Buddhism has these three parts to it, 

the sutras, the Vinaya, and the sastras.  So when we ask what studying Buddhism is as a scholar 

it is to study these three branches, the Tripitika.  It as just the same as if you were a scholar of 

the bible. 

 But there isn’t even one thing that the historical Buddha wrote himself.  All of these 

things were written by other people, and even if they were written by disciples who directly 

learned under the guidance of the Buddha, all of those disciples have their own perspective, and 

you can see from the different things written that some of them had deep understanding and 

some of them had shallow understanding.   

 Although there is deep and shallow, we can see the fundamental tenets of Buddhism in all 

of these three branches of the sutras, sastras, and Vinaya.  And what was this teaching of 

Buddhism?  (What was this fundamental tenet?)  It is the teaching of the appearance and 

disappearance of the self.  So even if you study the Tripitika, without knowing that what you 

are really looking in to is this tenet of the function of the appearance and disappearance of the 

self, it doesn’t matter how much you study the Tripitika.  And even if you study lots and lots 

about what it really means to appear, and what it really means to die, you will always be stuck 

studying those things from the perspective of your “I am” self.  Even within the sutras although 

they are supposed to be ju 受st reporting what Shakyamuni said, they is the “I am” self of the 

person that wrote them within the sutras.  They say, “I heard the Buddha say.”  But the 

essence of Buddhism is that the “I am” self completely appears and completely disappears.  But 

the people studying it ju 受st take the sutras as an object, and are always stuck in their “I am” 
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selves.  Even if you study these concepts of “I am is nothingness,” of “I am appears and 

disappears” it is the common case that you are simply studying those concepts as objects, and the 

one studying is always stuck in its “I am” self.   

 In reality when the self disappears that’s the condition that has neither past, present, nor 

future.  And I think that even from the scholarly perspective the scholar would explain to you 

that Buddhism is the teaching of salvation, and the condition of salvation is the condition which 

has neither past, present, nor future.  But even if you are a scholar, and you can say this very 

simple, straightforward explanation, that doesn’t mean that you aren’t still stuck in your “I am” 

self yourself.  You probably are.  So unless you can actually manifest the zero self for 

yourself, then you can’t be said to be truly studying Buddhism.  It isn’t until you can DO that 

activity that real Buddhist study begins.  If you are a scholar, even if you study the concept of 

zero, you are still stuck in your “I am” self, studying zero as an object, from the perspective of 

your “I am” self, and the worlds of subject and object, the objective and subjective worlds will 

never disappear for you.  So you should remember very carefully that although it is possible to 

study Buddhism as an academic subject, and understand Buddhism in a way, you won’t really 

know what Buddhism is until you can experience it, until you can realize it for yourself.   

 If you really understand Buddhism then you melt in to the body of zero, then you melt in 

to the body of the complete condition.  There isn’t any need then to assert your self.  When the 

self melts in to the body of zero that’s what we call the manifestation of One True Nature, or One 

God Nature, or One Buddha Nature, and this is the condition beyond comparison, the condition 

which cannot be called form or no-form, the condition of absolute form.  And this manifestation 

of One True Nature is when plus and minus have completely unified in to zero.  And in 

Tathagata Zen we call that zero the manifestation of the activity of true love.  So I hope that you 

can understand for yourself just how wonderful, just how valuable this condition of zero is.  

When you manifest the condition of zero, when you manifest One True Nature or the activity of 

true love then your self has completely disappeared.   

 If you take Buddhism, if you take the Tripitika as an object then you can’t be said to be a 

true believer in Buddhism.  That is the conclusion we reach. 

 Within the condition of One True Nature, within the condition of reality itself, within the 

condition of the manifestation of true love the “I am” “I’ has disappeared.  When you try to 

express no-self in the world of words and your expression includes things such as grammatical 

subjects and grammatical predicates, then it can’t be the true expression of no-self.  Even if you 

sing a poem and say things such as “I love God,” or “I’m living within God’s love” that kind of 

sentence is not a true Zen sentence, is not a true sentence of shukyo, the teaching of the essential 

point.  If you say “I love God.  I’m living within the love of God,” then that is simply speaking 

from the perspective of the “I am” self.  It smells like the “I am” self.  It stinks of the human 

perspective.  It is simply a self centered utterance expressing human desire.  It isn’t the kind of 

poem which is coming from zero.  It isn’t singing about the condition of the human self having 

disappeared.  If there are still are grammatical subjects and verbs then it hasn’t become zero.  

But you’ll say, “How can you speak without using subjects and predicates.  It isn’t possible!”  

This human world, this incomplete world, as long as you are attached to this world of the 

function of consciousness, as long as you are attached to the function of discriminating mind, 

then you will never be able to grasp reality, grasp the truth.   

 When you manifest love the self and the other both are gone.  Man and woman both are 

gone.  That is the form of the complete person.  That is the most wonderful, the most precious, 

noble thing.  And everybody is knowing that as they are being born.  But, as you do your 

activity of growing and developing you are always manifesting an incomplete self so you can’t 

see this.  When you manifest complete consciousness that is when already you are manifesting 

the complete condition.  Psychology is very popular these days, but it isn’t until one really can 

manifest the wisdom that knows where the function of knowing comes from, and where the 

function of knowing disappears in to, that one can really get to the bottom of what consciousness 



Jidori-sesshin Teisho February 5, 1998 MBZC 

 

5 

is, and what knowing is, and I wonder what psychology has to say about that.   

 The condition of perfect wisdom is zero.  It’s the manifestation of true love.  It’s the 

activity of complete wisdom, perfect wisdom.  There is nothing like good, there is nothing like 

bad in it.  We can say therefore that when you forget all about good and bad that’s true love.  

Or we can say that the activity of mind which has completely integrated and made content both 

good and bad is the complete activity of mind.  When beautiful and not-beautiful have both 

been totally integrated into your activity of mind, that’s manifesting true love.  And in 

Buddhism we call the activity of perfected wisdom a special word, hannya, or prajna.   

 The complete condition is the condition in which plus and minus, subject and minus have 

completely unified.  It’s the condition in which there is no need to search for anything, and 

there’s no need to reject anything either.  But the person who thinks that is of course the “I am” 

self.  So we tell you, you must have the question for yourself, why then does the “I am” self 

appear from this condition of perfect wisdom, from this condition of zero, from this condition of 

emptiness.  Why does this self which seeks love appear from the condition of perfect wisdom, 

from the condition of the complete activity of zero.  I’ve already told you the answer to this 

many times before.   

 It’s having the activity of ju 受, the activity of receiving, of the second skanda as its very 

content that the self does the activity of appearing.  Having received equally from plus and 

minus, this thing that we call the “I am” self appears.  Existent things as they are born are things 

which are doing the activity of ju 受, doing the activity of receiving, receiving both the activities 

of man and woman.  So, I talked about the activity of receiving, the second skanda ju 受 

yesterday and the day before, but I think you finally really got it, and just as you got it the bell 

rang, so that’s good.  Receiving equally the activities of nyoko and nyorai the self appears.  

But the self is as yet incomplete, and so it looks on the activities of nyoko and nyorai on its 

outside and on its inside.   

     


