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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. 

 

 Everyday, every single day I’m telling you the same thing.  This Way that we all must 

walk, it is the Way of the dharma activity.  Tathagata Zen tells you that if you are able to 

manifest the wisdom for yourself which knows the dharma activity, then you can freely create 

the Way, the road for your self to walk on.   

 The thing Buddhism emphasizes is that every single thing which has appeared follows 

the dharma activity.  There isn’t even one existence that doesn’t follow the dharma activity.  

There isn’t even one existence that goes against or violates the dharma activity.  Whether it’s a 

dog barking or a cat saying “meow” they are both in the same way appearing as the dharma 

activity.  What I’m saying is if you see two butterflies mating, or two dragonflies there’s 

nothing good or bad about it, they’re simply following the dharma activity, they’re simply 

appearing as the dharma activity.  When a dog gives birth to its child, it’s just following the 

dharma activity, there’s no good or bad about it.  So it’s fine to say therefore that in the human 

world when men and women freely make relationship with each other it also is simply following 

the dharma activity, it’s not good or bad.  But people are not animals.  People are not insects 

like butterflies or dragonflies.  People are people.  So we have to acknowledge the fact that 

people cannot make love and give birth to offspring in the same way as animals or caterpillars.  

We are different.  People have to manifest a unique, special way of knowing, way of wisdom.  

So what is the difference between people and other animals and insects?  Human beings create 

a unique human world, a society we might say, which is different than the world of animals or 

the world of birds or the world of caterpillars.  The way of being of the human world is to 

create a unique kind of world, different than other animals, different than all the different types 

of birds, or all the different types of insects, or the plant world, and in that unique society strive 

to make a peaceful world.   

 So Buddhism says that human beings even as they are right in the midst of the dharma 

activity itself they must manifest the wisdom which knows that they must  do for themselves a 

special kind of human dharma activity which is different than the general dharma activity, 

although not in violation to the general dharma activity. (人間は、dharmaの働きに違反して、

違反するわけではないが、dharmaの働きの中にありながら、一般のdharmaの働きと違っ

た独特のここにdharmaの働きをしなければならんという智慧をmanifestしなければなら

んのだとこういっているのが仏教の立場である .)  Human beings are so smart, and 

Buddhism says that because we are so smart we have to manifest a special kind of way of 
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knowing, different than the other animals, completely independent from the other animals, and in 

order to do this we have to manifest a unique way of knowing which doesn’t violate the dharma 

activity, but looked on in comparison to the other animals it looks as if human beings are just 

egotistical, or self centered.  In Buddhism we say “gaken 我見”; to look at everything in terms 

of your self.  Human beings are the things which have developed into a kind of being which 

lives emphasizing, asserting, highly valuing the human opinion; our own opinion about 

everything, that is “gaken.”  We must manifest a unique kind of wisdom.  Without manifesting 

this unique kind of wisdom the human world cannot be formed.  But if you are manifesting a 

unique kind of wisdom without manifesting within the dharma activity itself then it is no longer 

Buddhism.  We very severely caution you about this.   

 So, we must manifest this unique kind of wisdom to form the human world, and yet the “I 

am” self who manifests that wisdom must also dissolve, must also disappear.  If that self 

doesn’t disappear then it becomes in violation of the dharma activity.  This is a very difficult 

point.  

 Within the process of the “I am” self manifesting the complete self, the complete dharma 

activity, the perfect self in which the “I am” self disappears, the “I am” self inevitably will also 

appear.  And this “I am” self which appears within the process of the manifestation of the 

complete self: there are many different kinds of that “I am” self.   

 Buddhism says it is the nature of the “I am” self to have a limit.  And when that “I am” 

self arrives at its limit then it does the activity of negating itself and the complete self appears.  

What I’m asking you to do is to contemplate carefully this principle for yourself.  The 

incomplete “I am” self inevitably appears.  And as I just said that “I am” self inevitably reaches 

a limit.  And then the way of thinking appears when it reaches this limit of negating the self.  

And this negation of the self is the same as the unification of subject and object.  It is the true 

activity of compassion.  But I think that the meaning of compassion in English and the meaning 

of compassion in Buddhism are very different.  The Buddhist compassion I am talking about is 

the kind of compassion, the kind of activity of heart which only a mother can really experience, 

or maybe fathers can too. 

 But the caution we give you is that when you are manifesting your incomplete “I am” self 

if you, before you reach the limit of this manifestation of your “I am” self, simply immediately 

start imitating a caterpillar or a butterfly or a cat or a dog, that’s a mistake.  It’s a mistake in the 

human world to, before one reaches the limit of one’s “I am” self to think about equality, and 

think that one wants to become mother or want to become father (in the same way as an 

animal?). (ですから、自己の限界にまだ達するという、そういう経験をしないで、同じ

ように平等だ、同じようにお父さんになりたい、お母さんになりたいというに考えるこ

とは、これは、人間としては誤りだとこう言っているである）（動物と同じように？？

）When you do arrive at the limit of the manifestation of the self inevitably compassion appears.  

What I’m saying is that through male-female relationships inevitably compassion is born.  But, 

conversely,  a kind of male-female relationship which does not give birth to compassion is in 

violation of the dharma activity, is not any good, so be careful. 

 So finally we can get in to Joshu’s question.  Nansen answered Joshu’s first question 

about what is the Way by saying, “To manifest ordinary mind is the Way.”   

 The dharma activity which forms the entire cosmos, which forms everything, is the same 

activity as the activity which forms your self.  That’s is why in Buddhism when we talk about 

our world view and our view of human life we are talking about the exact same principle.  And 

Buddhism further teaches us that the complete self, the complete dharma activity, or we could 

say, complete heart, complete mind, has plus and minus activities as its content.   

 When we think things like, “I want to eat.  I want to drink. I just want to have fun.  I 

just want to avoid anything uncomfortable,” we can see the cause of these thoughts by 

investigating these two mutually opposing activities.  Man needs to make woman his content.  

Woman needs to make man her content. In the cases where the plus activity does not have the 
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complete minus activity it needs the minus activity.  In the cases when the minus activity 

doesn’t have the complete plus activity she needs the plus activity.  Because only when all of 

plus and minus are made content is the complete self manifest.  The reason I have appeared 

here today is to explain this point in detail.   

 When plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata man and woman completely are made 

content then in Buddhism we say the Complete Being, the Supreme Being, the position that is 

absolutely unique, and one and only, that’s when that condition appears.  And what I’m saying 

is that everybody will pass through the phase of life in which they are seeking the opposite sex, 

and because within the process of maturation and growth inevitably that phase will appear, then 

we affirm that, we say it’s a good thing.  But without understanding the principle of why that is 

a good thing, why that is a natural thing which inevitably occurs, without making relationship 

through the knowing of this principle, and simply following your desire like an animal, that is 

not acceptable, that is what we call being bound up by the worldly passions, being bound up by 

animalistic desire, so be very careful!   

 When plus and minus totally have been made content, that’s the complete self.  In 

philosophy they might call it the Absolute Being.  In religion they might call it God.  In 

Buddhism we call it the supreme condition.  So please open up your eyes and clearly listen to 

this talk! 

 The complete self because it has all of plus and all of minus as its content, as I always tell 

you, is neither man nor woman.  Or we can say it is both man and woman, because it has the 

perspectives of both man and woman as its content.  I’m always telling you in teisho that the 

supreme condition, the complete self does not belong to either guest or host, either object or 

subject. This is the principle I’m talking about here.   

 If there is this absolute God, this supreme being, this one and only singular condition, 

then it is not lopsided towards plus or minus, it neither leans towards plus or minus.  It’s not 

lopsided in the man direction or the woman direction.  But, in Buddhism we call this condition 

the dharmakaya, this God condition has both plus and minus as its content. And in Buddhism we 

say the dharmakaya completely has her husband.  Or we can say oppositely that the 

dharmakaya completely has his wife.  If you are in the religious world, therefore, you have to 

say that the true God, if you are saying God is a man, has a wife, and if you are saying God is a 

woman then you say that the true God has a husband.  That’s why Buddhism really cautions 

you and says that when you are talking about the absolute being, or God, or the dharmakaya, 

don’t talk about it unconditionally, uncritically, without analyzing it.  

 This condition where plus and minus are acting together is the state of the true loving 

couple.  The definition we give of the dharmakaya activity, the activity of God is that it is the 

activity of plus and minus facing one another and unifying over and over again. 

 Since I’ve come to America many times people have asked me to do a wedding 

ceremony for them, so I’ve done that, I’ve led many wedding ceremonies.  And during these 

wedding ceremonies the people participating must vow to do this activity of living together in 

one room as the plus and minus activities, mutually holding this one room.  I guess it’s fine to 

do that kind of activity without going through the wedding ceremony, but if you do that kind of 

activity you must become a couple.  But it seems as if there is a commonly held way of thinking 

that sex and marriage are utterly separate from one another.  And the difference in the way 

people understand this whole realm is because the way the “I am” self grasps things is different 

in different people.  Buddhism says that the arena of married life is to put in to practice, is to 

live the activity of the dharma, to live the activity of the source, the activity of the origin.  In 

that condition there is no “I am.”   

 As I always tell you, when plus and minus separate “I am” appears.  And the position of 

the bodhisattva Way is to know that when that “I am” self appears it is the Way of self negation, 

it’s the way of true compassion, which is the true dharma Way, the true bodhisattva Way.  

That’s the bodhisattva Way.  But in the cases where one is not capable of self negation, but 
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instead affirms one’s self, asserts one’s self forever, then this kind of self centered, haphazard, 

arbitrary kind of thinking comes up which thinks that marriage and sex are utterly separate from 

each other. After coming to America I really deeply feel myself that modern people, this modern 

world, has been completely wrapped up in that kind of ideology, that sex and marriage are 

separate.  If you are standing on the position of affirming your self then you never will be able 

to truly negate your self.  And then the true bodhisattva Way, the true Way of self negation, of 

compassion won’t come up.  If you always fixate this perspective of affirming the self, and 

never affirm the perspective of negating the self, then this world will always be a world of 

opposition and conflict.  So what should we do?  Is it okay to stand up in the position of self 

affirmation only?  If you do that you will always be walking around in the world of conflict and 

opposition.  Somehow you have to find a way for your self to learn self negation, and if you are 

able to walk the path of both self affirmation and self negation, then inevitably the complete self 

will arise.   

 And when the complete self does appear we have to remember that in that process always 

the incomplete self will also appear.  When we clearly acknowledge the manifestation of the 

complete self and the manifestation of the incomplete self then we can see that it is natural for 

people to have to think about and create morality.  The kind of unique morality Buddhism 

preaches is a kind of morality which acknowledges as valid both the position of the complete self 

and the incomplete self, both the position of the self which is born, the self that appears, and the 

self which disappears, the self which is gone.  That’s is what the Vinaya, the laws of Buddhism 

are based on.  But who puts the Vinaya in to practice?  It’s you.  Originally the self is neither 

good nor evil, the self is incomplete, but originally neither good nor evil.  The self is pure, and 

therefore manifests itself as the sila.  Sila is usually translated as precepts in English, but it’s not 

really precepts.  It’s none other than your self that can obey these laws.  There is truly neither 

good nor evil when you approach the sila.  But the self which is born as the sila, which is born 

as the pure self, when it comes to think in a self centered way, always only acting out of its own 

convenience, then that is what is unacceptable.  So although originally there is neither good nor 

evil, if you are acting following only your own convenience, then we say “Don’t do that.”  

Originally there are no negative commandments like “Don’t do that.”  But, the appearance of 

this commandment “Don’t do that” appears because people tend to want to simply act following 

what is comfortable and convenient for themselves, and when they do that we say it is violating 

the dharma activity, so don’t do it.   

 When human beings make a relationship, whether it’s with a blade of grass or a tree or a 

dog or a cat or a bird, or another person, when that relationship is made this activity of mind 

called feeling, sensation, comes up.  The position of human beings, the position of all existent 

beings is to manifest this activity of feeling.  We are every single day manifesting ourselves 

making relationship with flowers and birds and dogs and cats.  And then as a result of the 

incomplete activity of mind this thing called feeling arises.  But whether the result is complete 

or incomplete these results are all arising from the activity of mind, and so truly there is no good 

or bad about them.  But the self is the kind of thing which immediately starts falling in to the 

kind of activity of consciousness which has likes and dislikes, “I love that.  I hate that,”  which 

acts according to its own convenience.  And that becomes the kind of consciousness which only 

wants to do those things which are convenient and comfortable to itself, and not those things 

which are not.  That’s why training your consciousness, doing the kind of training which trains 

your activity of consciousness is so important.  Zen practice is the training of your 

consciousness.  Mount Baldy Zen is not the teaching which is trying to develop that kind of 

consciousness which is just convenient for you.  (皆さんの都合のよい意識作用を教えてお

るのがこのマウント ボルヂ の禅ではないのだ).  If you want to learn about manifesting 

the kind of consciousness which is only convenient for you, which indulges your self, then go 

somewhere else.  You must do your study of Zen without making a mistake about this. 

 So, it should be clear that the dharmakaya, God, has a wife.  What do you think?  Or 
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we can say that the dharmakaya has a husband.  But who thinks that?  The one who thinks that 

is not the manifestation of zero, is not the manifestation of dharmakaya.  The dharmakaya, the 

Complete One is the perfect complete one, it has no need for thinking.  Especially in Tathagata 

Zen we emphasize that it’s only when God divides God’s body in two, only when the 

dharmakaya divides its body in two that the self appears.  God has both plus and minus as its 

content.  So when the dharmakaya, when God divides its own body in two plus and minus 

separate.  Over and over and over and over again I tell you that when plus and minus separate 

that is when all existences, that is when all selves appear.   

 And I also always tell you that that self which is born is incomplete.  And I always tell 

you that when the self is born past and future also are born.  Mother and father appear 

simultaneously with the appearance of the self.  But you are all taught that your mother and 

father appeared first and then you appeared later, and you all have that kind of consciousness 

which recognizes that way of thinking, and that’s why you are so lost.    When you 

look at the modern world you might be able to say fairly that there are almost no people left who 

still are tied up with this way of thinking that their parents were born before them and they came 

after, but I think all the people who think that way must be here in America.   

 To manifest the wisdom which clearly grasps the principle that the self appears from the 

dharma activity simultaneously with mother and father, and disappears in to the dharma activity 

simultaneously with mother and father, that is Tathagata Zen.  This is really the time when I 

should explain the details of the relationship between mother, father, and child, between past, 

present, and future in more depth, but since we don’t have time we should just probably stop 

teisho here. 

   Buddhism is the teaching which says that when the dharmakaya, when God divides its 

own body, when plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata separate then the self appears.  

When God divides God’s body in two all existences appear.  In the old testament it says, “God 

created everything.”  And that’s fine to say, but it’s not as clear as Buddhism says it.  

Buddhism says God splits its very body in two, but why can God do that?  God has both plus 

and minus as its content.  So the splitting of God’s body in two is when plus and minus do the 

activity of facing and separating, tairitsubunri 対立分離.  And when they do this activity of 

separation of subject and object then the all existent selves appear.   

 God made the world, and that’s fine, but in order to make the world God must have 

needed a lot of stuff, a lot of materials, and even theologians bump up against this question of 

where did he get these materials from, and they can’t solve it.  But God is the Absolute Being.  

The dharmakaya is the Complete Being.  So when God, the dharmakaya gives birth to 

absolutely everything it already has all the materials in its very body needed to give birth to 

everything.   

 If you think “I have all of the plus activity, and she has all of the minus activity,” and 

mutually, vice versa, that’s when you should get married.  But thinking “He’s handsome,” or 

“She’s beautiful,” “So let’s get married,” thinking in this way that is just convenient for your 

thinking self, just indulges your “I am” self, in this sloppy haphazard, arbitrary way, it becomes a 

really ridiculous situation, and you see the husband crying, “She doesn’t even do the laundry.  

She doesn’t even know how to iron.”  (And the new bride will come to think) “He was so 

handsome.  I really thought he was so wonderful, but look at him.  He doesn’t even help in the 

kitchen.  He can’t even take a shower by himself.  This marriage is ridiculous.”  So if you’re 

thinking of getting married try at least living together for a night, or three days or so, and you 

might change your mind.  But I would hope that if both parties have as their ideal to make an 

effort, mutually, to walk this Way together, to manifest the wisdom which knows the dharma 

activity together, then a marriage will appear which is not full of mistakes.   

 Tathagata Zen does acknowledge that this phrase in the bible, “God created everything,” 

is a good thing.  But in that case we have to remember God is the Complete Being.  The 

Complete Being with a wife, don’t forget.  Or, we can say, with a husband.  Everybody says, 
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“We are all together with God.”  So, how do all of you create this world together with God?  

That’s a Zen koan.  It’s just wonderful that you all go around muttering, “I’m together with 

God.  I’m together with God,” but, why don’t you try manifesting the wisdom of how you can 

be God’s husband or be God’s wife?  So it should be clear now, how do you create this world 

with God?  So, today, this one day, how are you going to create this day as God’s husband or 

being God’s wife?  I know I’m not the greatest at English, but I think this word “create” isn’t a 

good word.  Let’s use “manifest” instead.   

 It’s fine to have a lover.  It’s a good thing.  But if you are not able to  manifest this 

one day together with your lover, then your love is just a fantasy, is just like a dream story.   

 It’s time to stop, so let’s stop.                                      

 

  


