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“Ordinary mind is itself the Way.”


—Mazu Daoyi


Discover the extraordinary nature of your own “ordinary” self.








In Master Ma’s Ordinary Mind, you will learn the true nature of enlightenment from one of classical Zen’s great teachers. Master Mazu’s teachings help us to see how our own “ordinary mind,” just as it is, also functions as the mind of enlightenment—the very expression of buddha nature. 


Master Mazu’s sayings, with all their timeless insight, are here presented and unpacked for beginners and advanced practitioners alike. Each chapter offers Nick Bellando’s crystal-clear translation of one of Mazu’s classic dialogues and then follows it with Dr. Fumio Yamada’s gentle, encouraging commentary. Together, they guide us through the many layers of meaning, showing us what Mazu can mean for us today.
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Translator’s Preface


Fumio Yamada’s personality comes out in his writing. He’s the sort of person who gives you room to explore, room to fail, room to succeed—room to be yourself. Whether or not you agree with his interpretations or ideas is beside the point; his aim is to learn with you, not to teach you.


Fumio and I have spent many hours discussing Zen and related topics together, exploring old things and letting them become new. The conversation always takes on a life of its own, wandering off the path, and sometimes ending up somewhere altogether different. As you walk through this text, you’ll enjoy a similar dialogue. His own natural insight and sense of curiosity, coupled with his nearly forty years of working with Zen and classical Chinese, will bring out the human side of the sayings of Master Mazu—which is often lacking in English-language literature on the subject.


It is precisely this human side that makes Mazu such an attractive figure. While mulling over his dialogues with Fumio, I discovered a side of Zen that hadn’t been so explicit in collections I’d read of other masters. Mazu isn’t just about smacking people into reality and confounding them with riddles; instead, he speaks like someone who truly cares about the people who have been entrusted to him. He wants them to know that they are valuable just as they are—and once they understand that, he wants them to go even further, breaking down every obstacle and hindrance so that their personality flourishes fully, so that they can be truly alive.


That “life” that Mazu wants to nurture is still present in the text—which only really comes alive when you find yourself in it. Only then can the “past” contained in the text truly become “present.” In reading this book, you will come into conversation with both Mazu Daoyi and Dr. Yamada—and hopefully with yourself as well.


Overall, this translation was made with the attempt to preserve the vibrancy of the original Zen dialogues as well as the dynamic between them and Dr. Yamada. Zen history is one of endless and layered encounter, from the one between Bodhidharma and the first Chinese Zen disciples to the ones you will have with this very text. These are your encounters. Whether they bring laughter, joy, warmth, or bewilderment, above all, may they inspire and draw out the wondrously valuable life that’s in you.


Nick Bellando






Author’s Preface


I wanted to make a map that would serve to guide people through the world of Master Mazu.


Whether a map is actually useable or not depends on the scale you use. If you try to draw it in perfect detail, it ends up growing to a scale of 1:1. Such a life-size map can hardly be said to be useable; on the other hand, if you make it as general and undetailed as a standard desktop globe, it doesn’t prove to be of much practical use either.


If you walk along through the world of Master Mazu, using my map as a guide, you’ll see all of the important sights without missing a thing. However, mine is not a conventional tourist map. When the popular sights don’t seem very interesting, we simply pass them by. On the other hand, when we come to a place that I like, we take our sweet time, regardless of whether it’s actually deemed a “sight” or not.


While walking along with Mazu, for instance, I’ll lead you on several detours to visit people like Nanquan and Zhaozhou. We take a little breather with these gentlemen, and before we know it Mazu will already be walking way up ahead of us, so we must scramble and stumble along to catch up.


Make no mistake: This is not meant to be an analytical, academic work. If you are looking for source criticism and historical analysis, there are plenty of other texts that address these issues very skillfully. This book contains the personal reflections of an ordinary person—­written for ordinary (and extraordinary) people.


My prayer is that, like a butterfly crossing the Sakhalin Strait, the words in this book will somehow reach the heart of the reader.


Fumio Yamada










 

  Part I  


Ordinary Life Is the Way









  1  


The Salt and Miso Are Not Lacking


Huairang, hearing that Mazu had begun teaching in the Jiangxi region, asked his disciples about it.


“Is Daoyi really expounding the Dharma for the masses?”


“Indeed he is.”


“And no one came to tell me about it!”


Huairang sent one of the monks to see Mazu, telling him to wait until Mazu entered the Dharma hall to deliver his Dharma talk and then to ask him simply, “How’s it going?” The monk was to remember whatever Mazu said in reply and then report back.


The monk went to see Mazu and did as he had been instructed. Mazu replied, “It’s been thirty years since my dubious start; at present, salt and miso are not lacking.”


The monk returned to Huairang and reported what he had heard.


Huairang approved.





譲和尚、聞師闡化江西、問衆曰、道一為衆説法否。衆曰、巳為衆説法。譲曰、総未見　人持箇消息来。遂遣一僧往彼、俟伊上堂時、但問作麼生、待渠有語記取来。僧依教往問　之。師曰、自従胡乱後三十年、不少塩醤。僧回挙似譲。譲然之。


Mazu’s response that “at present, salt and miso are not lacking” is quite interesting; it’s perhaps as if he’s saying, “I started out without any idea of what I was getting into, but thanks to your training, I’m not going hungry.”


A rich lifestyle doesn’t guarantee that you’ll have peace of mind; too many possessions tend to invite suffering. But salt and miso are basic staples, so it would be acceptable to read this as the common sentiment that the happiest life is that of honest poverty. However, considering Huairang’s interest in his former student, there may be something a bit deeper going on in the details.


In his response, perhaps Mazu is simply revealing his mind: “I’m just living everyday life. To live without artificial problems is Zen itself. No need to say anything more.”


I suppose a Zen priest would be expected to have such an attitude, but those in the secular world might not find it so easy. A teacher in the midst of the bustle of worldly life, concerned with helping a hard-­working student to find a job, might be tempted to say something to the tune of this: “‘Just live naturally’ is a nice ideal, but it won’t put food on the table. You need to be practical. Settle for a desk job.” But remembering Mazu’s words, he restrains himself, instead giving the following advice: “Go for it! Set your sights high, follow your dreams. It may be tough at first, but go ahead and live out the life that’s in you.” Perhaps Mazu’s road to becoming a Zen master with his own temple wasn’t easy, and that’s what he calls his “dubious start.” Thirty years later, he’s made it—he’s living his life to the fullest and hasn’t failed to put food on the table.


A realized being seeks nothing, not even enlightenment. He or she can be completely satisfied with a simple diet of brown rice, miso soup, and vegetables. In Japan, this natural, no-problem way of being is popularly expressed in the Zen maxim byojo shin, kore michi nari, or “ordinary mind is the Way.” Most people don’t realize it, but these words belong to Mazu Daoyi.












  2  


Keep Yourself Unstained


“There’s no need to trouble yourself with mastering the Way. It’s enough if you just take care to keep yourself unstained. We become stained by being overindulgent in life, fearing death, striving, and chasing after goals. If you want to grasp the Way directly, it is none other than your ordinary mind.”


道不用修。但莫汚染。何為汚染。但有生死心、造作趨向、皆是汚染。若欲直会其道、平常心是道。


If you turn the Way into an object to be grasped, into a goal or a thing to be sought for, you end up having the opposite effect: contaminating the Way. So how do we keep from setting goals and seeking? “In whatever you do, just live ordinary life,” says Mazu.


So does this mean we can take “ordinary mind is the Way” at face value and just piddle on with our daily life? Not quite. That amounts to no more than a lazy sort of self-satisfaction.


The saying “ordinary mind is the Way” owes its fame to Mazu, but it is almost equally famous for its appearance in a dialogue that takes place between Nanquan, a disciple of Mazu, and his disciple Zhaozhou:




Zhaozhou asked Nanquan, “Just what is the Way?”


“It’s your ordinary mind.”


“So that’s what one should aim for?”


“Aiming for it only puts it further away.”


“Without aiming for it, how can you know the Way?”


“The Way has nothing to do with knowing and not-knowing. To say that you know it would be error; to say that you don’t would just show indifference. When you truly attain the Way of no-aims, everything clears up like the cloudless, empty sky. There’s no need to scrutinize everything for right and wrong.”


Zhaozhou immediately awakened to the most profound truth, and his heart shone like the clear, bright moon.





When Zhaozhou asks, “What is the Way?” he is concerned only with the goal of enlightenment, seeing the process leading up to it as secondary. So Nanquan admonishes him: “Your ordinary way of being is itself the Way.” In the Zen school, the act of walking itself is more important than arriving at the destination. Moreover, the experience of seeing plants and wildflowers along the road and listening to the birds’ voices floating in the air is enjoyable, too, Mazu says.


Zhaozhou’s objection to the ordinary being the Way is something like this: “That may be so, but you can’t walk without having the will to walk.” In other words, it’s all well and good to enjoy things along the way, but no one just starts walking without first deciding to do so.


“Hang on,” says Nanquan. “You don’t need to make such a big deal of it, this business of ‘making decisions’ just to go out for a stroll. If you have to grit your teeth and say, ‘Okay. Now I will put one foot in front of the other and in so doing go over there,’ or fix your gaze on a certain point ahead saying, ‘Right. Just a little further,’ it stops being simply walking.”


Zhaozhou still insists, “If you don’t know where you’re going, how do you even start walking? It’s not like we’re sleepwalking, recklessly stumbling about.”


But, according to Nanquan, when you find yourself unable to abide in your ordinary mind—if you start striving and making all kinds of effort to get back to it—you end up losing it even further. Trying to “abide in your ordinary mind” is not abiding in your ordinary mind.


Zhaozhou still refuses to give up. “If that’s the case, then ordinary mind being the Way loses all its meaning.” Here Zhaozhou’s complaint actually makes some sense. A path, a way, is something that you can stray from; it is also something that you can return to. There must be something that can objectively be called “the Way.” To Zhaozhou, “ordinary mind” doesn’t seem to satisfy these conditions.





The rather serious Zhaozhou sees things as being related in terms of means and ends. If you think in those terms, anything that doesn’t fit into the means-ends relationship becomes incomprehensible, meaningless, and useless. Is zazen really nothing but a means to attain enlightenment? If you don’t get enlightened, does that mean that sitting zazen was without meaning?
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