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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 telling you that in order to truly do correct practice in to this 

koan we read today without making a mistake it’s necessary to first master the teaching of the 

five skandas.  And I think I’ve gotten about half way through, a little bit past half way through 

my explanation, but I’m not finished yet.   

 It is emphasized in Tathagata Zen that when you are studying Buddhism, when you are 

trying to practice Zen, then all of your practices must be done in terms of, from the perspective 

of, the two fundamental mutually opposing activities.  Even if you try to investigate things such 

as suffering and happiness, pleasure and pain, salvation and sadness, you must practice standing 

upon the clear recognition of these two mutually opposing activities. 

 Yesterday I spoke up until the fourth skanda, of gyo , samskara, (shiki, ju, so, gyo 色受

想行).  And I spoke about how the second skanda ju, receiving, develops in to the third skanda 

so, thought, and then that third skanda of thought further develops when you actually put that 

which you thought in to practice, when the thought develops into wanting to truly know.  The 

condition will arise in which you, using your will, wish to experience just in the way that you 

have thought.  And in Tathagata Zen we say that inevitably this condition will arise in which 

you have a will, you have will, and using your will you strive to catch the experience for yourself 

of exactly what you have thought, you put what you have thought in to practice, and through 

doing this for the first time the kind of function of consciousness will arise which thinks, “Oh, 

wonderful! Great!” And this is the teaching of the five skandas according to Tathagata Zen.  

When you do have this experience, the consciousness will come up for you of “Ah, that was a 

great experience.”  Everybody has had this kind of experience, whether it’s on the road, or at 

the airport, or when some one visits you at your house, when you meet your friends you think, 

“Ah, great!  It’s great to see you.”  Inevitably you will manifest the consciousness which not 

only experiences just as you had thought, puts in to practice what you thought, but also 

completely knows that which you had thought.  This is the way we investigate the five skandas 

according to Tathagata Zen.  In that situation of, “Ahh, that was great,” there are no doubts, 

and there also is no thinking, “I love you.”  Both have disappeared.  And that experience 

according to Tathagata Zen is the fifth skanda, the true activity of consciousness.  This kind of 

consciousness is the complete manifestation of consciousness, and according to Tathagata Zen is 

the kind of consciousness which is no longer recognizing either subject or object.  So this 
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condition is exactly the same as the condition of the origin, the condition of the first skanda, 

rupa, or form.  So this is a very simple, bare bones explanation of the way of experiencing the 

five skandas in Tathagata Zen.        

 

 (受の働きが起こる、その受の働きは想という働きを結局しておこすようになる、その

想という働きは次に思ったこと、自分の思ったことを実践に移して、本当に知りたいと

いう状態になると、こういう話をしたわけである。つまり、意思をもってこの思う通り

、思っておること、意思をもって経験してみたいという、そういう状態が起こるとこう

いうのである. そういう意思をもって実践するというと初めてその思った通り実践す

るというと必ず『ああ、よかった』という、そういう意識作用が生まれるのだとこう、

five skandasをTathagata の禅では言っているだ。だれでも出会うというと飛行場で出会

っても、道路で出会っても、また家を訪ねられたりして出会っても、同じことで、『あ

あ、出会ってよかった』とこうだれでも言うわけである。ですからここで初めて思った

通り実践するというとまた完全に思ったことを知ったという意識作用をここで現前する

事になるのだとこういっているのである。それがこのTathagataの禅で言うfiveskandasの

調べ方である。 『ああ、よかったわ』という時には疑うということも、『あなたを愛し

ています』ということも消えてなくなるわけである。それがですから本当の識という働

きであるとこうTathagataの禅では言っているわけである。ですからその状態は完全に

consciousnessをmanifestした状態というのは、もうsubjectとobjectというものを認める意

識作用ではなくなるわけである。 それが根源の状態rupaと言った根源の状態と同じだ

から状態であるとこういうことになるのである。それが簡単に言えばこのfiveskandaの

経験のし方を簡単にTathagataの禅ではそう教えておるわけである。)   

  

 And if you clearly investigate that explanation then finally you’ll be able to really catch 

with your own hands what is meant by “Ordinary mind is the Way.”  

 The Joshu in this koan is the same Joshu who appears in the very first case of the 

Mumonkan saying “MU 無” and so I imagine all of you already know what kind of a Zen 

master he became.  And Joshu’s teacher was Nansen.  Nansen was a successor of Baso.  

Hyakujo was also a successor of Baso.  And another successor of Baso was Chizo.  So Joshu 

is therefore a grandson to Baso.  And Joshu, of course, when he first became a young monk was 

not enlightened yet.  “What is enlightenment?”  “This thing we call kensho, what is it?”  

These were the questions which were always foremost in Joshu’s mind.   

 And we have this word, “The Way,” and in the east this word ““The Way” is often used, 

I don’t know about in America or the west, but in any case, everyday you are actually walking on 

roads, walking on paths.  And those roads, where do they begin, and where do they finally 

arrive?  So you should now understand what “The Way” means.   

 Under what conditions were you born?  The question is what is your very origin.  

Everybody has a condition which was their origin.  And in Buddhism, in Tathagata Zen we 

teach very clearly that the condition of the origin of everything is a condition which has as its 

very content these two mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata, thus-going, and tatha-agata, 

thus-coming.  No matter what kind of existence it is, when that existence was in the condition 

of the origin it had these two mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata as its 
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content.  It’s the very origin, the source, other than this there is not anything.   

 And all of you are doing your study of Zen by naming these two mutually opposing 

activities plus for the tatha-gata activity and minus for the tatha-agata activity.  Or we can call 

the tatha-gata the male activity, the activity which forms man, and the tatha-agata the female 

activity, or the activity which brings woman in to being.  

 But the condition of all existences is that although everything does do the activity of 

appearing, also everything must do the activity of hiding or disappearing.   

 And we also teach concretely that the plus activity does an opposite activity from the 

minus activity, he expands, and the minus activity does the opposite activity of contracting.  

And within one world, within one room as their home, as their place in which to act, these two 

activities are acting.  And what kind of a place is this singular place?  The way we teach is to 

say that of course this singular, one and only place is your body.   

 But as long as you are not making plus and minus, are not making man and woman 

completely your content then you must look upon these worlds of subject and object.  In other 

words when you appear as your incomplete self immediately you look upon the activity of past 

and the activity of future as objects. 

 In other words according to Tathagata Zen when the incomplete self appears, 

simultaneously with this appearance the activities of past and future appear, but when that 

incomplete self makes all of plus and minus activity its content then there are no longer any 

activities of past and future as objects.  There is also no incomplete present.  In other words 

you are manifesting as the complete, perfect condition, the complete present, the complete 

future, the complete past, the complete activity of time.   

 But all of you your very selves, you emphasize, you assert, you are the ones who insist 

upon this thing called “I am,” saying, “I’m a particular self, I’m not a stone, I’m different from a 

tree, I’m not a fish.”  And although I know it is difficult, Buddhism says that simultaneously 

when you appear as a being with human character, and look upon yourself as having human 

character, everything else also appears together with you, and so you also must look upon 

everything else as having human character.  When I came to America one thing I thought was 

really weird was how people immediately fall in love with animals.  And so because of this 

immediate love for animals people absolutely don’t want to kill animals.  There is even a 

custom of very carefully taking a caterpillar that they find inside and carry it outside unharmed.  

In Japan we also say one shouldn’t kill anything, and we don’t negate this kind of love, but it 

might be fair to say that Japan is lagging behind in this kind of action.  You can see this kind of 

love very often in America, taking spiders and caterpillars outside and not killing them, but it’s 

very uncommon to see this in Japan.   

 In Buddhism we very clearly have this distinction of looking on things in an 

anthropomorphic way, and then on the other hand not looking on other things in an 

anthropomorphic way.  But Buddhism does say actually that we must anthropomorphize, give 

everything a human character, so really we should all take up this custom which Americans 

have.  But, when something appears that you aren’t seeing as having human character, what 

should you do?  If you look at fighting, disputes among people themselves the reason why this 

fighting comes up is because mutually there is not this recognition of having human character.  

Because people aren’t capable of always seeing each other as humans, seeing each other as 

having human character, that is why they end up slaughtering each other. 

 Anyway what Buddhism says is that it is not acceptable to use your will and kill other 

things.   

 There are people who even have tigers and lions living together with them in their houses 

as pets.  But I don’t think they are looking at those tigers and lions as having human character.  

I think they have these kinds of pets living together with them in their houses because they think 

that they’re cute, or they think they’re like toys, not that they are actually looking at them as 

having human character.   
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 Everything has a different home.  Although everything appears simultaneously the kind 

of home of a mosquito and a bird and an animal and person, all these homes are different.  But 

it’s a difficult principle to understand.  Buddhism does say that everything does have this 

singular one and only cosmos as its home.  Whether it’s a mosquito, a snake, a fish, a bird, a 

dog, or a human being they have the same home.  And when you can manifest this kind of 

wisdom then you can see clearly that everything is equal.  But no matter, for example, how 

much a mosquito grows and develops, even if a mosquito is living together with human beings in 

the same world of evolution, that mosquito will always remain in the mosquito world.  Or a cat 

always manifests the world of cat.  It never can manifest the human world.  The position of 

Buddhism is that everything is equal because everything has this one and only singular great 

cosmos as its home, but if you think about it carefully you will also see that everything is 

manifesting a different home.  In terms of living in, holding, this same singular world as their 

home, everything is equal, but in terms of each thing having a different kind of home then we 

have to say that no matter, for example, how much a mosquito advances and develops it will 

never enter the world of being a bird.  And a bird can only manifest the world of birds.  And 

further developed than birds are animals, and they manifest the animal world.  But those 

animals are not capable of manifesting the human world. 

 According to Buddhism we say that in terms of everything having this one great cosmos 

as its home, everything living within this one great cosmos, everything is equal.  But in terms of 

each and every thing individually manifesting a particular world which affirms their particular 

self, then everything is different; there is a distinction between everything.   

 If you look at the human world you can see this very clearly.  For example children are 

only capable of manifesting the world of children.  So children are different than adults.  What 

we can call an adult is someone who has grown up and developed to be able to totally manifest 

the human world.  And a young adult, a teenager, is able to manifest the world of a young adult, 

but not yet able to manifest the complete world of the human.  So according to Buddhism of 

course when we look at every existence we have to recognize the existence of distinctions 

between all of the different things, and even when we look at the human world we can’t truly 

grasp the nature of the human world unless we recognize distinctions and discriminate among 

humans themselves.  I really understand this democratic thinking, I really understand this 

thinking that everything is equal, but if you think that only thinking that is sufficient, if you think 

that democracy or the philosophy of equality is all that you need, then you’ll never be able to 

manifest the wisdom that truly can see differences clearly.  It’s the same thing if you look at 

communism.  Within the philosophy of communism as well, the necessity for human beings to 

have the wisdom of equality and the wisdom of differences, both, is not included in communist 

philosophy. 

 So Buddhism is the teaching which says that in the human world, there is no way around 

it, we have to clearly recognize that men and women are different.  But also there is no getting 

around the fact that men and woman are equal.  Buddhism says that the reason for this equality 

is that when man and woman unify then, in that state of unification, they have dissolved 

completely the world which has subjects and objects in it, which has distinctions in it.   

 And it goes without saying that this situation is the condition of the origin.  It’s the 

ultimate condition of the origin.  The dharma activity has manifested itself as a stone, and then 

a plant, and then an insect, and on to various worlds of birds and animals, and finally humans, 

and finally the complete human world is manifest, and this complete manifestation of the human 

world is the complete condition in which both subject and object have disappeared, and this 

world is neither man nor woman.  This is what we call the zero condition.  And this condition 

is also what we call the manifestation of the activity of true love.  When true love is manifest 

the “I am” self is completely gone, has completely been erased, and that is what we call the total, 

complete human manifestation.   

 Even a mosquito inevitably will manifest true love, and through that manifest the 
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complete condition.  And because every single existence does manifest this same complete 

condition, this same true love, that’s why we say everything is equal.  Everything is equal.  

But the only thing that can really know this equality of everything; that’s the human being.  So 

when you can manifest the wisdom which truly knows this for yourself then you will really know 

what a difficult thing it is to manifest true love, and what an amazing, wonderful, valuable thing 

it is.  But without really grasping this principle for yourself, and opening up your mouth and 

saying words like “love” and “hate” that means that although you have the shape of a human 

being, you’re still acting as an animal, you’re not a person yet.   

 Even a dog or a cat, when they give birth to their children they take responsibility and 

nurture their children.  But after a month or two then animals forget this parent-child 

relationship, and they fight.  But human beings, if they are able to manifest the wisdom of true 

love, then they themselves will know, and strive to manifest, and take the initiative, and say it is 

necessary to continue to affirm the loving parent-child relationship forever.   

 In the newspapers and on television these days they’re really getting in to covering all the 

problems President Clinton is getting in to.  But, Clinton, from the human standpoint of being 

the president, you would expect he would take responsibility for any kind of loving relationship 

he has with a woman.  So this isn’t really a question of shukyo 宗教, a question of religion, 

this a question of human morality, and it should be debated in terms of human morality.  We 

call Buddhism shukyo, the teaching of the fundamental thing, and in terms of this shukyo, we 

don’t find it necessary to stand back and say this or that about the acts of love of other people.  

It’s only within the human world that this kind of thing is talked about.  Animals don’t talk 

about stuff like that either.   

 So, it should be clear that the condition of the origin manifests itself, and manifests a 

result which is exactly like the condition of the origin.  Even a flower, even a plant, does the 

activity of a plant, and through that activity manifests the complete plant.  A mosquito 

inevitably will manifest the complete condition of mosquito.  And as I always tell you, this 

condition is the condition which appears when plus and minus completely have been made 

content. And so it’s exactly the same with people.  According to Buddhism when we investigate 

the process of one condition of the origin becoming a new condition of the origin, we see that it 

is necessary within this process to do both the activities of living and dying.  Without doing 

them both a new condition of the origin will not be manifest.  I wonder if you understand.   

 I know it’s difficult, but in the process of the condition of the origin manifesting the 

ultimate result which is a new condition of the origin, the condition of the origin inevitably will 

do the activity we call separation of subject and object, and also do the activity that we call the 

unification of subject and object.  And as I’ve told you many times up until now, when the 

activity does the activity of separation of subject and object, that is when the world of past, 

present, and future appears.  And of course the present is the self, is an existence.  And 

according to Buddhism we say that we must name these functions which appear together with 

the incomplete present, the self, in a personified way, and we personify the incomplete 

tatha-gata, the future activity as father, and the incomplete tatha-agata, the past activity, as 

mother.   

 And all existences when they appear having an incomplete character, incomplete 

personality, they are appearing as material objects in the material world.  But the complete 

condition, the perfect condition in which mother, father, and you, in which past, present, and 

future have totally unified, that is a condition which cannot be called material or non-material.  

It’s a condition completely beyond human beings seeing it, or human beings talking about it.  It 

is inexpressible in words.  We call that the zero world, and it seems as if we all would love to 

see that world of zero.  But that’s delusion.  When we appear in our incomplete selves we are 

appearing as substance, and everything that appears is appearing as matter, whether it’s your 

mother, your father, your lover or your self.  If you want to see the complete condition, then 

you must dissolve your self.  Without dissolving your self the complete condition doesn’t 
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appear.  The condition which comes up when the self has completely been made mu 無, 

nothingness, that is true love.  There’s no way to get at this other than experiencing it for 

yourself.  So I hope that having said all this you can see that there is nothing greater, there is 

nothing more wonderful than manifesting true love, and love is always necessary in this human 

world.   

 And up until now I have often told you about the condition of the absolute expanse, the 

ultimately large condition.  This is a condition which comes in to being when the activity of 

living, when the plus activity no longer needs to be done.  So I hope now you can see what this 

“Way” is. What is the Way you yourself must walk?  The very nature of, the very way of being 

of this road that you have to walk is manifesting this condition we call zero, this complete 

condition, through manifesting the living and dying activity completely, through manifesting the 

activities of expanding and contracting completely.   

 So at this condition of absolute expanse the man can have peace of mind and rest.  This 

guy is exhausted.  The drool is running down his chin, and he’s taking a nap.  But that’s not 

the end of it.  Immediately the woman pops awake, and starts returning to her original home, 

accompanied by the man.  But there might be some men who try to escape in this situation, 

saying, “Actually this has nothing to do with me.  I’m out of here.”  But that’s just like being a 

dog or a cat.   

 But the bell rang so we should stop here, and next teisho, I don’t know when it will be, 

maybe tomorrow is a teisho rest day, but the next teisho we’ll continue with this koan.          

 

  

 


