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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. 

 

 I remember telling you before that in order to give teisho on this koan, in order to really 

understand this koan, it’s necessary to first investigate, and practice the Buddhist teaching of the 

five skandas.  And even more than anyone else people who are studying Buddhism from an 

academic point of view, when they look at this koan without first doing the practice of the five 

skandas their research in to this koan will be mistaken.  But, different than scholars of 

Buddhism, if you are a practitioner of Buddhism, and you look upon this koan in terms of the 

fundamental two basic mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata, thus-going, and tatha-agata, 

thus-coming, then you won’t make any mistakes.  For people who are practitioners of Zen the 

only thing they recognize, the only thing they acknowledge as valid, or acknowledge as real, are 

these two mutually opposing activities of plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, and 

therefore they won’t make any mistakes.  But people who study Zen as an academic discipline 

always look upon Zen from the unconditional recognition of their “I am” selves, from 

unquestioningly acknowledging the validity of their “I am” selves.  And what I’m saying is that 

is the great mistake.  As long as you are unconditionally,unquestioningly accepting the existence 

of your “I am” self, then no matter how much you study, that consciousness which recognizes “I 

am” will never disappear for you.  And so if you are in this position of unconditionally 

affirming your “I am” self, then it will come to pass that you will seek out talks which are easy 

for you to understand, and avoid talks which are difficult for you to understand , and go 

wandering around in that way.  But what will be the result of that?  What will you end up 

catching with that kind of wandering?  You will simply come to love the kind of teachings 

which affirm your self, which when you listen to them you feel as if you are being loved or 

adored.  You’ll come to love those people, and those teachings which affirm your self.     

 But if I say that, you must be careful, because your mother and father do unconditionally 

affirm your self, and so you really have no other lovers aside from your mother and father.  But 

actually true mothers and fathers do not unconditionally recognize the position of their children.  

Any mother, if the child does something wrong will say, “You fool!  What are you doing!”  

But, different than this, if you are the kind of scholar who unconditionally affirms your “I am” 

self, then you will just look for teachers who you can understand, and you will avoid those ones 

who scold you.  So be very careful.   

 And from ancient times this particular koan has been called the kind of koan that is 

extremely important, a very foundational koan for people who are beginning their study of Zen, 
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and especially for people who are studying Zen from an academic perspective.  For the sake of 

the people who are studying Mount Baldy Zen I began to get in to my explanation of the five 

skandas before.   

 And I told you how the perfect condition, the complete condition is a condition that 

cannot be seen by anyone, and cannot be explained by anybody.  But we must sometimes, 

temporarily as an expedient take the complete condition as an object and teach about it.   

 And within the scheme of the five skandas this complete condition is the first skanda; 

rupa, shiki 色, form, matter. But I think I told you that this is different than the usual explanation 

in different sects of Buddhism,  so be careful.  In other academic fields of Buddhism they don’t 

say that the complete condition is rupa, form.  People usually name the complete condition in 

various ways such as “emptiness,” or “dharma,” or “nothingness,” or they personify it and call it 

“Buddha nature.”  And those are all fine.  Zen teachers also use these same words to describe 

the complete condition, and it’s perfectly acceptable.  But Tathagata Zen is different.  In 

general Buddhist studies it is said that shiki, form, is something which is in violation of, goes 

against, the absolute reality of truth.  They would never say that shiki is the complete condition.  

But in Tathagata Zen we say that the complete condition is form.  

 But then you have to ask the question, “Is the complete condition a fixated thing or not?”  

From this condition of shiki, from this condition of form, from this complete condition, or we 

could also call it the condition of the origin, all things appear, and so it is obviously not fixated.   

 And then we have to ask what kind of activity does shiki do in order to reveal things.  

The condition of form does the activity of impermanence, anicca.  Having the activity of anicca 

as it’s content the condition of shiki is manifest.  According to Tathagata Zen if  we analyze 

this activity of impermanence, anicca, which forms the complete condition, then we see that it’s 

comprised of plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata.   

 And the disciples of the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni passed down to us that it was 

Shakyamuni himself who first preached about this activity of anicca, impermanence.  As a 

practitioner you must see clearly in to the principle that this same activity of impermanence 

forms the complete form, forms the perfect condition of shiki, the perfect condition of form, and 

also brings in to being the incomplete condition of form.   

 People who begin their academic study of Buddhism always think right away, “I really 

want to understand the five skandas,” but it’s not something that you can just understand right 

away.  You have to understand that the activity of impermanence is form itself, is the complete 

form itself; without being able to manifest the wisdom for yourself that understands this there’s 

no way you can really catch on to a talk about the five skandas. 

 But anyway, it was the Buddha who taught that these two mutually opposing activities of 

plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, are what comprise this perfect body of form.  And I 

know it might be difficult, but it’s what I always talk about, and it’s not really that difficult, the 

Buddha himself taught that plus and minus are working, are acting within one world, within one 

room.  And the way of spiritual practice of Tathagata Zen is to take the plus activity to be the 

male activity, and the minus activity to be the female activity.  The very first way of practice in 

Tathagata Zen is to implore you to manifest the wisdom for yourself that these two activities of 

man and woman are together in one room.  It’s fine to want to understand the five skandas, but 

without first being able to manifest the wisdom for yourself that knows this basic principle of 

man and woman being together in one room, and instead just walking around, wandering around 

looking for someone to give you an easy to understand talk about the five skandas, is not the 

attitude of a Zen practitioner.  The result of that kind of wandering will just be going home 

without having gotten anything, empty handed.  The only thing you will catch with this kind of 

studying are things such as “I love you,” or “I hate you.” 

 But I did get in to the talk about the five skandas a little bit in detail before.  And I did 

already talk about plus and minus acting together in one room so I don’t have to get into it in 

detail again.   
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 I told you that plus and minus, because they’re acting in one room inevitably will meet.  

And I also told you about the fact that because they are two mutually opposing activities there 

will be conditions in which they are opposing one another, or facing one another, and also 

conditions in which they separate from one another.  In Tathagata Zen we don’t uncritically 

simply say that plus and minus act in one world, we have to discover this for ourselves.   

 And I think I told you about how because these two activities are mutually opposing each 

other, when they are acting in opposition to one another they will reach a limit to that activity of 

opposition.  I think I told you about how not only the activity of separating, but also the activity 

of returning, of coming back together, will also reach a limit.  I described this in terms of a 

marital quarrel.  Even in marital quarrels the couple will eventually come back together again.  

But anyway, the kind of wisdom you must learn to manifest for yourself is the wisdom which 

sees into exactly why it is plus and minus are acting harmoniously together, enjoying each other 

in one world.  The conclusion I think I came to was that you must learn to manifest the wisdom 

for yourself that it is this very activity of plus and minus that brings the first skanda, shiki, form, 

in to being.    

 And jumping ahead a little bit I think I also told you about how when plus and minus 

bump up against this place of meeting inevitably they will burst through that place of meeting, 

and plus will then return to his own source, and minus will return to her own point of origin.   

 The condition of the origin is the condition in which plus and minus break through this 

point of meeting and experience each other’s worlds.  I always talk about this same subject, and 

so I need all of you to manifest the wisdom for yourself which unmistakably grasps this 

condition of the origin.  This is the story about how the condition of the origin is a condition in 

which unification and facing repeat over and over again.  And this activity of facing and 

unifying over and over again is a will-less activity.  And if you can’t manifest the kind of 

wisdom for yourself which is also a will-less activity, a wisdom which  recognizes beyond 

doubt that the condition of the origin is a will-less activity, then how can you expect to 

understand the talk I’m about to give about the five skandas? 

 And I also think I talked about how without fixating at any place of meeting plus will 

eventually return to its own origin, and minus to her own origin.  And also I think I told you 

about that this condition will eventually appear which is called the separation of subject and 

object which is different from simply subject and object facing each other.  This is what we call 

the development of the condition of the separation of subject and object, or the separation of host 

and guest.  In this case plus and minus both offer themselves, both give themselves to the space 

in between themselves, and we call that space the manifestation of the imperfect, incomplete 

universe.  It’s only when this incomplete version of absolute space appears between plus and 

minus that plus and minus separate from each other.   

 And this thing which has appeared in between plus and minus is incomplete, but it has 

received absolutely equally from plus and minus.  And I’ve told you many times that is the very 

beginning of, the very basis for what we call the self, what we call an existent thing.  And I’ve 

told you many times also that in this case the complete activity of man, and the complete activity 

of woman, the plus and minus activities, the tatha-gata and tatha-agata activities, in the case of 

the appearance of this self, this space in between, have already changed in to what we call 

mother and father.  So, simultaneously with the birth of the child mother and father are born.  

Together with the birth of mother and father appears incomplete absolute space, appears the 

imperfect universe.  And I always tell you that although this child appears receiving equally 

from both plus and minus, the child is born with both plus and minus, it is never born with the 

complete activities of plus and minus as its content.   

 And as I always tell you in this case, for example the male activity, the activity of 

tatha-gata, thus-going, because it has participated in the birth of the child, it has given a little bit 

of itself to the child.  And this condition of the no longer perfect, of the no longer pure activities 

of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, activities of man and woman, are the activities which have 
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appeared as matter in the material world.  The father who has appeared here in the material 

world, the father who has appeared as flesh and blood, is doing the male activity, but he is not 

doing the complete male activity.  Ad mother is the same.  Mother has given some of her minus 

activity in order to give birth to the child, so she is no longer doing the complete activity of 

tatha-agata, thus-coming.  So this mother who has appeared doing the activity of mother is no 

longer doing the pure activity of tatha-agata, she is doing the incomplete activity of tatha-agata, 

and appearing as matter, as flesh.   And the child is similar, the child also appears as an 

absolutely imperfect, incomplete being, although it does have both plus and minus as its content.   

 So now it should be clear that this activity of plus and minus facing and unifying over 

and over again, when it eventually does the activity of separation that is when the worlds we call 

past, present, and future first appear, that is when mother, father, and you first appear.  But even 

though you might understand my words up until now, unless you can manifest the wisdom, 

unless the wisdom bubbles up for you that really understands this, then it will be next to 

impossible for you to understand anything about the five skandas.   

 But, listening to teisho only up until what I’ve said so far you should be able to 

understand where your self has appeared from.   

 When the child is first born it in no way has the kind of power that mother and father 

have.  The child has both plus and minus activities.  But father only has the plus activity.  And 

mother has only the minus activity.  So of course father is a man, and mother is a woman.  But 

this “I am” self, this child who has been born has both male and female activities as its content.  

In modern science and medicine I don’t think they explain it like this, but this is Buddhism.  In 

medicine they tend to say that animals, including human beings, when they are born, they are 

clearly either male or female.  I don’t think they talk about receiving equally the male and 

female activities.  But in Buddhism, in Tathagata Zen we say that when the child is born the 

child receives both mother and father, both plus and minus.  I know psychology is extremely 

popular these days, but we really need the psychologists to study this tenet of Tathagata Zen that 

at the moment the child first appears, at the moment of birth it receives absolutely equally from 

plus and minus. 

 The condition of the origin, the complete condition is neither man nor woman, it’s acting 

without even a speck of the activity of consciousness, and so the child is the most similar to this 

perfect condition.  In the condition of the source plus and minus are in no way thinking anything 

like, “I’m plus,” or “I’m minus.”  There’s no kind of activity of consciousness like that 

occurring.  And I know I’m going backwards in my talk a little bit, but I have to remind you that 

when you’re studying Zen the very first thing you have to study is this condition which has no 

activity of consciousness, is this condition in which the activity of consciousness has utterly been 

destroyed.  And in Buddhism, and especially in Tathagata Zen we say that activity without 

conscious functioning is true love.  So when you find yourself in the situation of saying, “I love 

you.  Do you love me?”  That is already in the world of will, already in the world of the activity 

of consciousness.  It is no longer the activity of true love.  That world of will is the human 

world.  The will-less world is the world of the manifestation of the activity of true love.   

 So to get back to what I was saying before, when past, present, and future do appear, 

when mother, father, and the “I am” self do appear, that is different than the will-less world of 

the origin, that is the world of will.  Why is it that this world of past, present, and future 

becomes the world of wills?  Why does Tathagata Zen say this?  This world is the world that 

we call the three worlds, the world of mother, father, and child, the world of past, present, and 

future.  And the “I am” self is the present moment.  The father is the world of future, and 

perhaps mother is the world of past.  But, and please ice your brain off and listen carefully, 

father is never fixated in the position of father.  Father sometimes quits doing the activity of 

father, and takes up doing the activity of mother.  And mother is similar.  She doesn’t fixate 

doing the activity of mother, sometimes she does the activity of mother, and sometimes she does 

the activity of father.  What I’m saying is that each one of you has to manifest the wisdom for 
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yourselves that knows that although we use these words, mother, father, and child, none of them 

are fixated.  They are all continually acting, without fixating, there is not even one fixated thing.   

 I implore you therefore to manifest the wisdom for your self that sees that this thing that 

we call the child, this thing we call the present moment has appeared receiving equally from 

mother and father, appears as this skanda, the skanda of ju 受, which is what we call the skanda 

of receiving.  And this is what you have to face in your practice.  You have to do the practice 

for yourself which sees clearly what kind of activity is the cause for the birth of the self.  It’s 

very difficult.   

 This is when in Buddhism that we say that the condition of the origin does the activity of 

the twelve links of causation 十二因縁 juni-innen, the twelve steps of causation.  Although it is 

very difficult to actually practice these twelve steps.  But actually before we get into studying 

the twelve steps of causation we should study the five skandas.  But it was having the teaching 

of the five skandas as its foundation that this other teaching called the twelve links of cause and 

effect came into being. 

 And the practice each one of you has to do is to practice for yourself the activity which 

the condition of the origin does in order to give birth to the self.  It’s when the self is born when 

plus and minus separate that we say the self is born in the situation of living, in the situation of 

needing to do the activity of living.  So if we ask what is the origin of life itself, it is the activity 

of plus and minus in the condition of the origin which gives birth to this living self, this existing 

self.  So although people say that it is a very foundational teaching of Buddhism this teaching of 

the twelve steps of causation, the origin of that teaching, the very basis of that teaching is to see 

clearly for yourself the activity the condition of the source does in order to give birth to the self.  

 And in Buddhism we say the when the condition of the origin does the activity of giving 

birth to the self, when the self is born then the foundational activities of plus and minus, 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, are no longer in their, as I said before, pure conditions.  They are no 

longer “the real thing 本物honmono,” they have become aged, they have become older.  So not 

only do we say in Buddhism that mother and father are born simultaneously with the self, we say 

that it’s an aged mother and father who are born simultaneously with the self.  We have this 

koan, “Why were you born?”  And if you try to answer this koan saying “It was because of this I 

was born,” or “It was because of that I was born,” it’s no good, there’s no way you’re going to 

get anywhere.  You have to be able to demonstrate the wisdom that because mother and father 

are old I was born, because mother and father have already become old I was born.  If you can’t 

do that then we won’t pass you.  You have to give an answer which expresses the aging of 

mother and father in a way as if you are spitting up blood, unless you do that we won’t allow you 

to get by on this koan of “Why were you born?”  Unless you can give the kind of answer that 

shows that mother and father gave their blood in order to give birth to you, and in giving their 

blood they got older, unless your answer also gives this blood then it isn’t a real answer.  In 

Buddhism we don’t allow this kind of modern thinking that says, “Mother and father already 

gave birth to me, that’s fine, I don’t have to worry about them anymore.”   

 The bell rang a while ago so I guess I should stop now.   

     

 

  


