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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. 

 

 What I talked about yesterday, and also what I am going to talk about today I’ve already 

talked about before, but please listen very carefully. 

 I know that I told you this yesterday, but I really want you to pay attention to the fact that 

when you are studying, for instance, the five skandas, it’s a totally different way of studying; the 

academic way of studying, and the way of studying of a Zen practitioner, who from the very start 

approaches everything from the perspective of the two mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata 

and tatha-agata, these two ways are totally different.   

 Joshu approached his teacher Nansen and asked, “What is the Way,” and the Way he is 

referring to is the Buddha Way, is the Way that we all must walk.  According to Tathagata Zen 

we say that the appearance of the sun, and the passing away of the moon, the appearance of all of 

us and our passing away, it is all one road of truth, everything is walking one road of truth, there 

are not two roads of truth. 

 I think it’s fair to say that when they say in the bible, in the old testament, that God 

created everything, that’s true.  And in India, in Hinduism, they said that Brahma created 

everything, and that’s also correct.  There are probably no religions that don’t say that we are all 

together with God, and Buddhism is the same.  In Buddhism we say that we all are together with 

God, and together with God we created everything.   

 But when we talk about God we say that you have to clearly grasp this God as being your 

wife or your husband.  When you first start studying Zen this is the kind of thing that the Roshi 

will directly teach you.  Who is the wife of God? That’s the question.  The true condition of 

God is the condition which has all of plus and all of minus, it is manifesting itself as zero.  God 

has the minus activity, the tatha-agata, the thus-coming activity as his wife, and creates 

everything.  It’s okay to say that God creates everything, but don’t think God is some simple 

thing that creates something all by himself, that’s wrong.  This God is acting with the minus 

activity as his wife.   

 I’ve spoken already about the condition of the origin so it shouldn’t be necessary to talk 

about it again, but the true condition of God, the true condition of the dharmakaya is the 

condition in which the plus and minus activities have completely unified and are acting in 

unification.  

 In this condition of the true Buddha, what we call in Zen the dharmakaya, the minus 

activity has completely been made content, therefore there is no minus activity, there is no 
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woman outside of this condition of the dharmakaya, and there is no need therefore to seek for the 

minus activity, or the woman activity.   

 When the minus activity is taking the initiative in the functioning, then the plus activity 

accompanies the minus activity, the plus activity is made content by the minus activity, and the 

complete condition is manifest, the zero condition is manifest.  There are cases when the plus 

activity is taking the leadership role, and making the minus activity its content, and manifesting 

the complete God, the perfect condition of zero, and there are times when the minus activity 

takes the initiative, and grasps up the plus activity and manifests the zero condition.  We say in 

Tathagata Zen that there are these two paths.   

 The Buddha Way; we could call it the Way of Buddha, we could call it the bodhisattva 

Way, this Way that bodhisattvas and Buddhas walk is only one Way, and yet in Tathagata Zen 

we also tell you that there are, within this one Way, the Way in which the plus activity takes the 

initiative, and also the Way in which the minus activity takes the initiative; these two Ways are 

absolutely inside-out from one another, absolutely opposite from each other.  We must walk 

both of them.  These two utterly inside-out from one another Ways of the plus activity and the 

minus activity taking the lead, are two, and yet they are not two; they are happening in the same 

singular world, so they are one.   

 If you are a scholar of Buddhism and you want to study Zen it is this kind of thing you 

have to begin your investigation with.  Why do these two positions appear?  And why are these 

two positions really one?   

 In the case when the plus activity is taking the lead, and walking this road which 

manifests everything, which brings everything in to being, that walking of the plus activity is not 

possible without the help of the minus activity.  The man cannot manifest this road which brings 

everything in to being without the help of the woman.  To say it more concretely the man cannot 

manifest this road, this path, this perfect path, without the help of the woman.  As I told you 

before, the perspective of Tathagata Zen is that inevitably the plus activity, the male activity will 

reach a point where he no longer has to take the initiative in creating this complete road, this 

complete path.  He no longer has to do the activity of taking the lead and being helped by the 

minus activity.   

 And when this condition which we can call the result is manifest, then the plus activity 

rests.   

 And I always tell you about how when this rest occurs immediately the minus activity, 

the female activity takes the lead, and getting help from the male activity she contracts down to 

the very original source.  This arriving at the original source, or the ultimately small point is the 

condition in which the minus activity no longer needs to do the minus activity.  We can also say 

that it is the condition in which the dying activity no longer needs to be done.  That is the 

condition in which it is no longer necessary to seek something to love.  It’s the condition of the 

manifestation of complete love.  And when that condition is reached then the minus activity 

rests and the plus activity takes the initiative and expands until he reaches the condition which 

we call the ultimately large cosmos.  That is the condition of zero that is manifest through the 

plus activity, the male activity taking the lead, that is also the manifestation of true love.  Even 

during this seichu I think I’ve told you this same story many, many times.   

 In Tathagata Zen we say that the activity of true love is the most precious, the most 

noble, the most valuable activity, the most valuable condition.  There is nothing that can 

compare to this manifestation of true love.   

 The repetition of the manifestations of the ultimately large and the ultimately small, the 

repetitive activity itself is the true Way, the Way that is only one, not two.  This activity of plus 

and minus never disappears, never stops, the manifestation of true love at the ultimately large 

and ultimately small repeats eternally.  If you fail at this manifestation of love that is the cause 

for human suffering.  That’s why our seniors, our senpai 先輩, and our mothers and fathers 

worry so much about us, and try to raise us in a way that we can walk this path of love without 
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making mistakes.  And since I tell you this same story over and over again I hope that you 

clearly can understand what love is by now.   

 A man cannot manifest true love without the help of a woman, and a woman cannot 

manifest true love without the help of man.  Without each other’s help the complete self cannot 

be manifest.   

 This entire cosmos, everything, is doing this activity of repetition of the manifestations of 

the absolutely large and the absolutely small.  If you have experienced for yourself these 

conditions of the ultimately large and ultimately small, then that kind of wisdom that knows that 

the universe itself is also doing this activity will come up for you.   

 And in this koan Joshu is still young and he doesn’t understand the principle yet for 

himself, and so that’s why he asks Nansen.  And that’s where this talk about the five skandas 

comes in.   

 The five skandas is a teaching that the historical Buddha came up with, but where did he 

make this teaching?  In other words where did he have the experience which was the basis for 

this teaching?  But even if you look in all of the sutras you can’t find the answer to this 

question.  If you gather up all the scholars of Buddhism and ask them they can’t answer this 

question of where did the Buddha have the experience from which he gave birth to this teaching 

of the five skandas.  Try asking a Buddhist scholar for yourself, and say, “I know you yourself 

are teaching about the five skandas, but tell me, where did the Buddha have the experience that 

gave birth to the wisdom of the teaching of the five skandas?”  And there’s no question about it, 

everybody will just scratch their heads and say, “Hmmm, where was that place anyway?”  But 

in Tathagata Zen we’re clear about it.  In Tathagata Zen we say that when the historical Buddha 

was still very young he already had an enlightenment in to the fact that everything comes into 

being through the activity of impermanence, anicca. 

 And as I told you before, the complete, perfect condition has as its content this activity of 

impermanence, and the activity of impermanence also brings in to being the incomplete 

condition.  And as a temporary expedient means of teaching we say this complete condition is 

the first skanda, form, shiki 色 rupa.  But this form of the first skanda is the complete form.  

It is not a form that anybody can see.  In Tathagata Zen we call this complete form the 

dharmakaya itself.  In religions they talk about God, they talk about Brahma, and that God, that 

Brahma they are talking about is this absolute form. 

 But Buddhism says that if you take this dharmakaya, the true God, true Brahma, true 

Buddha as an object, if you take this thing which you cannot see as an object, when you do that 

you have to clearly know for yourself, be clearly aware that you are standing in an incomplete 

position.  That’s why Buddhism says the true God neither exists nor does it not exist.  What 

we say is that when you experience true God, true Buddha, the dharmakaya for yourself then you 

are manifesting the complete self, and inevitably the wisdom will come up for you that the 

complete self is neither the existing self, nor the non-existing self.   When you manifest true 

love without fail that wisdom will arise for you.  It’s neither U 有 nor MU 無, it’s neither 

existing nor non-existing.   
 But, when you find yourself saying, “I love you,” that is when God has already divided 

itself in two, and is then appearing having divided itself.  In other words plus and minus are 

already separate.  But when this separation occurs the complete plus and minus no longer are 

existing.  That’s because the child has been born.  When God, when Brahma splits his very 

body in two that’s when the one world is broken open, and within the one world the three worlds 

of past, present, and future, or we can say of heaven, earth, and the self, appear.  Without 

having that experience for yourself, then you can’t really confidently know that the teaching of 

the five skandas is just how it is.   

 And when God divides God’s body in two, with the appearance of the child 

simultaneously mother and father appear.  Before the child appears mother and father also were 
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not born.  What were mother and father then?  Father was complete thus-going, and mother 

was complete thus-coming.  Where was the self?  The self was secretly hidden, was 

completely melted in to the activities of mother and father, the activities of tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata.  It was hidden.  It was being embodied by mother and father.  Without being able 

to manifest this wisdom that before the appearance of the self the self was hidden within the 

activity of mother, and also hidden within the activity of father, then if you’re not able to 

manifest that wisdom, it doesn’t matter how much you study, it’s not going to do you any good. 

 All of us here who are practicing, we’ve already appeared as existent things.  And when 

you completely grow up then you completely make mother’s and father’s activity your content, 

and so mother and father disappear for you.  But the self which thinks about mother and father, 

the self which thinks about past and future, that self is thinking about those things because it 

doesn’t have the activities of past and future, it doesn’t have the activities of mother and father, 

plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, completely as its content.  When true love is 

manifest the world of man and the world of woman both disappear.  But when the incomplete 

self appears then heaven and earth also appear, and then in the exact same way the worlds of 

man and woman appear, and then the self is pulled around, led astray by these worlds, and it is 

perfectly natural, it’s very easy to understand why the self leads a life of suffering.  But it is a 

very difficult subject, actually, and it would really require many days of teisho to get to the 

bottom of it.   

 Every time the self appears the self appears in relationship with mother and father, 

receiving equally from mother and father, as I told you before.  And this activity of appearing 

having received the activities of mother and father, plus and minus, that activity of receiving is 

the second skanda among the five skandas, ju 受, receiving.   

 And I told you yesterday that because the self appears receiving both the male activity 

and the female activity that self at the moment of birth doesn’t think “I want to be a man,” or “I 

want to be a woman.”  But then something happens, and the self grows up, and as it grows up, 

maybe when it’s four or five years old, whether it’s a boy or a girl the child will begin to notice 

that “The girls have something I don’t have,” or conversely “The boys have something I don’t 

have.”   It’s nothing to laugh about, it’s really a mystery.  All of us have passed through that 

phase of our lives.   

 And this second skanda, ju受, receiving, vedana in Sanskrit, grows and develops, and as 

it repeats its activity over and over again it comes to do the activity of thinking, in which the self 

is thinking about the existence of mother and father.  Everybody will grow up to think about the 

existence of mother and father; “Father is here!  Mother is here!”   

 However, before the appearance of the activity of thought we have the activity of feeling.  

And Buddhism says that it is that very activity of feeling which grows and develops and becomes 

the activity of thinking.  So, to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows what the activity of 

feeling is, is a foundation of Zen, is extremely important.  Everybody is doing the activity of 

their eyes and seeing something, or doing the activity of their ears and hearing something, or 

shaking hands or touching something they are doing the activity of feeling, of sensing, or 

touching.  But this is the problem; in the cases when this activity of feeling affirms the self, then 

we think that the activity of feeling is a good thing, but in the cases when this activity of sensing 

or feeling negates the self, then we dislike it and think it is a disagreeable activity.  And the 

teaching of Tathagata Zen says that it is inevitable that this activity of feeling will eventually 

develop in to the activity of consciousness, and within the activity of consciousness as well, 

because it is based on the activity of feeling which also does this, there will be two activities; the 

kind of activity of consciousness which affirms the self, and the kind of activity of consciousness 

which negates the self.   

 But without doing correct practice, and without receiving the correct kind of education, 

instead we are simply led astray by our eyes, or noses, and our tongues, and come to think, “That 
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tastes good, that looks beautiful, that smells good, that feels good, so it must BE good,” and we 

make relationship through that kind of thinking, and so we become incapable of clearly 

manifesting the consciousness of the complete self.  That’s just like being an animal.   

 But when a human being is an infant and making relationship with its mother then that 

kind of making relationship is fine.  When the child is embraced by the mother it doesn’t yet 

have the consciousness of something being other than itself.  It experiences everything as being 

itself.  Suckling at its mother’s breast the child experiences that breast as itself.  Clearly the 

child grows up to have this kind of activity of feeling.  I myself remember having that 

experience as a child.  I was nursing as if my very life depended on it, and then my mother 

suddenly said, That’s enough!” And then “WAAAAH” (I cried).   That’s the complete 

negation of the self, that’s why we cry at those times.  It’s crying in utter loneliness.   

 The self which is born receiving equally from plus and minus inevitably will grow up to 

think about the existence of mother and the existence of father.  This is the third skanda in the 

five skandas, so 想, samjna, thinking.   And just as inevitably as the thinking that mother’s 

world and father’s world exist occurs, the next kind of thinking that will occur is a desire to want 

to know mother’s world, and want to know father’s world; this kind of desire.  If you really 

observe carefully the way that five and six year old children play then you’ll understand very 

well what I’m saying, because when they play they imitate being mother or being father.  In 

English we would say they “play house.”  Children at that age can be really creative and play 

very harmoniously with one another, boys and girls, saying, “This is mother’s home.  This is 

father’s home,” and making all kinds of stories up about it, and creating all kinds of things in the 

house.  So it’s natural for the children to cry if the parents come in and see that the kids have 

made a complete mess of the room, and say, “Clean this stuff up!” And then break down the 

fantasy world the children have made.  So it’s not good education to not respect these play areas 

of the children, and just immediately destroy them in front of the children, saying “Mom and dad 

don’t like this kind of thing!”   

 So when this activity of thinking manifests itself in the material world as a specific 

action, in this instance as a specific way of playing, then it is no longer simply thinking.  It’s no 

longer simply thinking about mother’s world and father’s world, it is through action finding 

mother’s world and finding father’s world.  And in Sanskrit we call this the activity of 

samskara, the fourth skanda, gyo 行.  All of us will do this same activity as the children do of 

putting their thinking in to reality.  In the same way as children put their thoughts in to action 

when they play, we all will do this activity putting our activity of thinking in to action, this 

activity  of gyo, samskara.  This is when will is first is born.  This is a very difficult point, 

and I actually have doubts about this myself, but scholars are always speaking in this way.  It’s 

a very difficult explanation.  When we do the activity of the fourth skanda, gyo, or samskara, 

then we are manifesting a way of consciousness which is no longer simply thinking.  But I have 

to explain it in more detail.  But since the bell rang we should stop for today.   


