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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. 

 

 I think I explained yesterday that Joshu was a disciple of Nansen.  And when Joshu 

faced Nansen and asked this question about the Way, the meaning of his question is, “What Way 

are you talking about when you say ‘The Way?”  Maybe yesterday I spoke about this Way.  

There are many paths, many roads within this one path.  There’s the path that people walk on, 

and there is the path that animals walk on, for instance.  There are many and various paths.  But 

what Nansen says here is that no matter what path it is, whether it’s the path of the human, 

whether it’s the path that animals walk upon, or the path that birds walk on, or the path 

caterpillars walk on, Nansen says it is all one Way.  So what is this one Way?  And what 

Nansen explains is that separate from, apart from the dharma activity, the function which brings 

the entire cosmos in to being there is no one Way.  There is no Way other than this Way that the 

universe itself is walking upon, and that path is founded on the principle of the activity which 

brings the universe into being, which brings the cosmos which is our home into being.  And in 

Buddhism we call the activity which brings the cosmos into being the dharma activity.  And the 

position of Tathagata Zen, the position of Buddhism is that when we personify the dharma 

activity one way to personify it is to call it the activity of mind. 

 We all, every one of us is doing the activity of appearing and disappearing, but when we 

do the activity of being born, when we do the activity of appearing we already all have our 

homes with us.  Whether it’s a cat or a person or a caterpillar, everything appears having as its 

home limited space.  In Buddhism we call this kukan , incomplete space.  We have this 

incomplete space as our bodies, as our home.  Just as I explained when I was talking about the 

five skandas, this great cosmos is something that no one can see, no one can grasp.  And that 

cosmos no one can see, that has no need to be seen by anyone is the true space, the absolute 

space.  In Buddhism we call it koku absolute space, empty space.  In Buddhism we 

have this way of seeing things, and we say the great cosmos is absolute space, absolute space, 

koku, is the great cosmos, but existent things which say “I am” have limited space as their 

homes, as their bodies.  The reason why we call incomplete space a different word, the reason 

we have these two words for space, kukan and koku, is because kukan is a limited version of 

koku, of absolute space.  And especially in Tathagata Zen when we practice we clearly 

distinguish between koku, absolute space, and kukan, incomplete space, and we see in this way.   

 When this limited body, when this limited space hides itself someplace, where does it 

hide itself?  It hides itself by melting completely in to absolute space.  When you can give your 
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entire body to absolute space, when you can melt your entire body in to absolute space, then the 

situation becomes that you are absolute space, absolute space is you.  But when space is limited 

that is the incomplete, imperfect condition.  And the explanation Buddhism gives is that the 

imperfect, incomplete universe is a limited version of absolute space, and the “I am” self that we 

all have, the body we all have is this incomplete space.  When you are doing Zen practice 

therefore, you must clearly recognize that at the moment you appear, at the moment you are born 

you are manifesting yourself as kukan, you are manifesting yourself as incomplete space, a 

limited version of absolute space. 

 So we then are faced with the question of what this activity, we can even say this thing, 

which forms incomplete space, what activity does it do when it does form incomplete space?  

What activity does it do to form complete space?  And just as I explained when I was talking 

about the five skandas, even this great cosmos itself is doing the activities of plus and minus, 

having the activities of plus and minus as its content the universe comes in to being.  So when 

we can make all of plus and all of minus our content then we appear as daikoku , the 

great absolute space, the complete self.  But, when we have tatha-gata and tatha-agata 

incompletely as our content then that is when the incomplete universe is appearing, that is the 

appearance of incomplete space; we are manifesting the incomplete self. 

 So when you go to see clearly in to the very way of being of your self, in to the nature of 

your self, you will find that that way of being, and the way of being of the universe itself are the 

same.  We have these philosophical words, your view of human life ( , jinseikan), and 

your view of the world (  sekaikan), but in Buddhism we see that in the end they are the 

same. 

 And as I said before, when we personify the dharma activity which creates everything we 

call it the activity of mind.  And our activity of mind has as its content both the plus activity and 

the minus activity; doing the activity of plus and minus this thing called mind comes into being.  

And the activity of mind, even in one moment manifests the complete activity of mind.  And 

also in one instant of time the self which looks upon the activity of mind also appears.  The 

activity of mind also does the activity which reveals this self too.   

 So now I remember that yesterday I spoke about the fact that the self has two ways of 

being.  It must be that I talked about yesterday these two ways of being of the self; namely, the 

incomplete self and the complete self.  Yesterday I’m sure I talked abut the manifestation of the 

ultimately small condition, and of course the ultimately small condition is the condition in which 

both plus and minus are acting, but it was the minus activity that took the initiative and 

contracted the condition of the ultimately large down until the activity of contracting no longer 

needs to be done.  But we have to be very cautious about this; we can’t forget that when the 

ultimately small condition is arrived at the minus activity then rests.  And to further explain in 

detail this condition of the ultimately small we explain that the moment the minus activity rests 

then the plus activity wakes up, opens his eyes, and begins to take the initiative. Right within this 

condition of the ultimately small he has become the being who is the content (  naiyosha) 

of the condition of the ultimately small, and the moment he wakes up the minus activity also 

must wake up and follow his activity, and so plus and minus come to do the repetitive activity of 

unifying and facing within the condition of the ultimately small.  Everyone of you has to 

carefully contemplate this condition of the original source for yourself, and understand that 

within this condition of the source plus and minus are working completely without any will.  

Will-lessly plus is taking the initiative and being followed by minus, and they unify and face 

over and over again.   

 Americans really love sitting for a long time.  You can hear them, “I sat for an hour.  I 

sat for two hours!  I sat for three hours!”  And that’s a good thing.  It’s a wonderful thing to 

sit a long time, but if you are doing the kind of zazen in which you are not contemplating the 
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condition of the origin, you can sit for a hundred years and it wouldn’t do you any good.  Look 

at rocks, look at trees, they sit for a long time.  And they sit a lot quieter than you sit.  They are 

doing real zazen.  So you can say, “I sat for two hours or three hours or four hours,” but that’s 

not the real thing.  Look at the rocks and trees, they can say, “I sat for two hundred years, or 

three hundred years, or four hundred years.”   

 Anyway, in this condition of the origin plus and minus unify and face one another over 

and over again, acting in a single room.  And during this repetitive activity eventually an 

activity called jonetsu , passion, the heat of feeling, a unique kind of heat of the mind 

activity arises.  And this condition is different than the condition of the origin, in this condition 

plus and minus have separated from each other; it becomes what we call the manifestation of the 

separation of subject and object.  And when plus and minus, subject and object separate in 

between plus and minus kukan, incomplete space, existences appear.  If it’s a religion which 

believes in God we call the unification of subject and object God, but in Buddhism we call it the 

dharmakaya, or we call it the complete activity of mind, and so that which appears in between 

plus and minus we can call the small mind, the disciple of the big mind, or the disciple of the 

dharmakaya.  This is the kind of thing that I’m asking you to contemplate in your zazen.  

Sometimes I wonder what you are contemplating in your zazen?!   

 There is only one room, period.  In that one room plus and minus are acting, so we can 

call that one room the cosmos, we can call that one room the dharmakaya.  There is no world 

other than that.  And the way of teaching in Tathagata Zen is to say that within that 

dharmakaya, within that one room, then appears the world of past, present, and future.  And 

when I ask you if you understand what I’m talking about you all say you don’t understand, and 

when I look at your faces you sure look like you don’t understand, and when I ask the inji if she 

understands she says, “I think I understand your words, Roshi, but I have no idea really what 

you’re talking about,” and so from this I’ve come to understand that  it must be a pretty difficult 

thing I’m trying to explain.  So until the inji can really understand I will have to give teisho on 

the same thing over and over again.  So if there is something you don’t understand you should 

tell the inji and then the inji can tell me what to give teisho on. 

 But anyway, what you should be carefully contemplating is why has the self been born.  

And the way of teaching in Tathagata Zen is to say that when the self is born, when the self 

appears, it receives equally from tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  We can say it receives plus 0.0001 

from tatha-gata, and minus 0.0001 from tatha-agata.  And because tatha-gata has offered up 

itself, has given of himself, has dispersed some of himself in order to give birth to the child, he’s 

no longer the pure activity of tatha-gata.  Together with the appearance of existent things both 

plus and minus, both tatha-gata and tatha-agata also appear as their incomplete, impure, 

imperfect conditions.  Before the child was born both tatha-gata and tatha-agata were their pure 

activities. 

 So this is very important, why do mother and father become old?  It was because you 

were born that mother and father got old.  This is both a very important principle and a very 

important teaching.   

 You are doing zazen, but it isn’t really zazen if you are doing it thinking in a flat way.  

What kind of a world are you sitting in when you do zazen?  If it is the case that you are sitting 

in a flat world and thinking this or thinking that, or even thinking about your koan, it isn’t zazen.  

The moment the self appears it is embraced by both future and past.  The self is existing by 

being embraced by both mother and father.  But as long as you are attached to a flat way of 

thinking this thing we call Zen practice won’t appear.  To borrow a mathematical term you have 

to have the kind of thinking which is no-dimensional thinking in order to do zazen.  This 

activity of heart, this activity of mind we have is not acting within a two dimensional, flat world.   

 When plus and minus are doing the complete activity then that is the complete condition.  

But when we ask if existent things can fixate this condition, of course no condition is fixated.  

In Tathagata Zen we say that the dharma activity, the activity of mind inevitably will divide itself 
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in two and give rise to the world of past, present, and future, the world of the separation of 

subject and object, but, just as inevitably it will not fixate that world, and the activity of the 

separation of subject and object will reach its limit, and then the dharma activity will do the 

activity of negating the world of past, present, and future, negating the world of the separation of 

subject and object, and again the unification of subject and object will occur.   But it’s really 

difficult.  But, actually, it isn’t difficult.  The teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that because 

this principle is absolutely clear, obvious, then everybody is capable of manifesting the wisdom 

which knows this principle.  What I’m saying is that it doesn’t matter what kind of a person you 

are, if you are a person you will come to be able to manifest the wisdom which knows this 

principle of the separation of subject and object and the unification of subject and object.   

 And according to Tathagata Zen as I was talking about yesterday, the condition of the 

origin never fixates in the condition of the origin.  Inevitably it will come to manifest the 

activities of the separation and then unification of subject and object, and come to manifest a 

new condition of the origin.  We can call it the level two condition of the origin.  And that 

level two condition of the origin again will develop in to doing the activities of the separation 

and unification of subject and object, and will come to manifest the level three condition of the 

origin.  And the teaching of Tathagata Zen says that this third condition of the origin again will 

develop into manifesting the activities of the separation and unification of subject and object, and 

go on to manifest the level four condition of the origin.   

 And as I said yesterday, these conditions of the origin will be manifest numberlessly, 

countlessly until finally the absolute expanse is reached, and at that absolute expanse we say the 

activity of advancing and developing, the activity of evolving, the activity of living, the activity 

of expanding no longer needs to be done.  When we look at this question of what is our true 

nature, what is the way of being of ourselves, it is possible to completely solve this question 

through the activity of wisdom, through the activity of knowing, but if you are attached to this 

incomplete space, if you are attached to this limited version of space, in other words if you are 

attached to this material self of yours, attached to a materialistic way of thinking, you will never 

be  able to solve the question of your self.   

 This is no small or easy thing, whenever the incomplete self appears, whenever the 

worlds of past, present, and future appear they are always imperfect.  Whether it is at level one, 

two, three, four, five or six, it’s always the same; when the complete condition is manifest, that’s 

complete, but before the complete condition is manifest, all of those situations are incomplete.  

And as I always say that manifesting of the incomplete condition is the manifestation of rupa, 

form.  But when the unification of subject and object occurs then the complete condition, and 

that condition is a condition which no one can see, and has no necessity to be seen.  That 

condition is no longer the material, no longer substance, no longer incomplete form.  It’s 

complete form, complete rupa.  So Buddhism tells you that as long as you are attached to the 

material world, the substantial world, and are always thinking “Well, what should we do about 

this material world?  Maybe we should do this about it, or maybe we should do that.”  Then 

true peace will never come.   

 Without fail, inevitably this material world, this world of sentient beings, this world of 

past, present, and future will disappear, and the complete condition of dharma, of mind will 

appear.  And so Buddhism tells you that the ideal that you have to hold in your heart, which is 

the true nature of being a human being, is to live this dharma activity, to put in to life, to make 

your life the living practice of this activity of mind, and to manifest this complete condition of 

mind.  And as I always tell you the manifestation of this condition beyond the material world is 

the manifestation of true love.  It is the true nature of the self.  There’s no need to argue about 

it.  There’s no need to speak.  This is the teaching that has always been called, “An 

independent transmission,  outside of the scriptures.   kyogebetsuden.”   

 When you are this incomplete self in the world of past, present, and future then you must 

grasp this principle, this wisdom for yourself that knows the manifestation of the complete 
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condition.  So as I was saying, when the activity of living no longer needs to be done, that is the 

manifestation of the absolute expanse.  That is the nature of ordinary mind.   

 And when man rests and woman raises her head, then she is taking the initiative in the 

activity within this manifestation of the condition of the ultimately large.  And then the woman 

is taking the lead, and the man is obeying this lead, and it comes to pass that the condition of the 

ultimately small is manifest.   

 So this is what I’m saying, I’m saying that here you can finally catch for yourself the 

wisdom that knows what the activity of mind is doing.  That is what is meant in this koan by 

ordinary mind.   

 I know I’ve spoken abut ordinary mind before, and I also know that there are parts I have 

left out, and parts that are inadequately explained so far and so I’ll have to talk about it again, but 

for today, let’s say anyway that we have understood ordinary mind at least somewhat. 

 So lets stop here for today.      

    

   


