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(Before we begin, I want you to know that I’ll be using a kong-an to illustrate some of 
Nagarjuna’s teachings. Maybe you’ve passed it; maybe you haven’t. Either way, I hope this 
talk gives you a deeper appreciation of Nagarjuna’s influence on Zen. For any of you who have 
passed this kong-an, please refrain from saying anything that will give away the answer.) 

Sooner or later, when you walk into our interview room, you’ll be asked, “Is this a stick  
or is it not a stick?” 

Simple question, right? Of course it’s a stick. Everyone knows that.

Then, with the kindest of smiles, the teacher will add, “If you say it’s a stick, this stick 
will hit you 30 times! If you say it’s not a stick, this stick will still hit you 30 times!”

At this point, you’re probably thinking that this is some kind of cruel game. But it’s not. 
It’s an act of compassion. 

If you say it’s a stick, you’ve already fallen into a dangerous trap. There is something here,  
but not in the way most of us think. As soon as you say “stick”, what’s right in front of you has 
been replaced by an idea of a stick, and you’ve mistaken reality for a conceptual projection.

If you say it’s not a stick, you’ve fallen into another equally dangerous trap. Maybe you’ve 
heard or read about something called “emptiness” in which “all things are one.” Yet here 
you are with this stick right in front of you. And this blue mat. And this yellow floor, this 
room, and the sun shining outside of the windows. How can all of these things be “one?” 

If you’re caught by either of these two choices, you’ve misperceived reality, and the seeds of 
suffering have been sown. There’s got to be another way. That other way is what we’re going 
to talk about today: Nagarjuna’s teachings of the Two Truths and The Middle Way. 

The Two Truths  
Buddha recognized two aspects of reality: the Relative and the Absolute. 400 years later, 
Nagarjuna expanded on this teaching and called it the Two Truths. He was convinced that 
the Two Truths is the heart of Buddha’s teaching, and without a deep understanding of this 
teaching liberation is impossible. 



As he wrote in this verse:

 The Buddha’s teaching of the Dharma 
 Is based on two truths: 
 A truth of worldly convention 
 And an ultimate truth.

 Those who do not understand 
 The distinction drawn between these two truths 
 Do not understand 
 The Buddha’s profound truth.

 Without a foundation in the conventional truth 
 The significance of the ultimate cannot be taught. 
 Without understanding the significance of the ultimate, 
 Liberation is not achieved.

 Mulamadhyamakakarika, Verses 24.8, 9, 10 (trans. Jay Garfield) 

Relative (or day-to-day) truth is important because it keeps us in touch with conventional reality. 
It also allows us to communicate with each other through shared language and concepts. 
For example, if someone is thirsty and asks you for water, you’ll know exactly how you can 
help them.

Absolute truth is important because it reveals the ultimate nature of day-to-day phenomena,  
and frees us from the limitations of language and concepts.

When we perceive these two truths in balance, we are in touch with reality as it is. 
When we ignore either of them or they are out of balance, we suffer.

The Two Truths are, in fact, two aspects of reality. They’re inseparable. As we chant in  
the Heart Sutra, “form is emptiness; emptiness is form.” We only talk about them separately  
because we usually form attachments to the Relative and are unclear about the Absolute.

Zen Master Seung Sahn used an analogy of a cookie factory to illustrate their intimate  
relationship. He said that cookies appear in all sorts of shapes and flavors. But they are all 
made of the same substance, so both the cookie itself and the dough it’s made from are 
equally real. 

This holds true for all things in the universe: me, you, animals, plants, rocks, air, stars,  
galaxies, dark matter, and on and on. Nothing is exempt.
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This has profound implications for how we perceive ourselves in relation to the world 
around us. We are not separate from anything in the universe. There is no so-called “I”  
that is separate from what we call “them” or “that.” These are only conventions of  
language and habits of mind. 

Wisdom and compassion. 
Seeing the Absolute in the midst of the Relative is what is meant by Buddhist wisdom. And 
compassion is the natural result of this wisdom. It doesn’t come from trying to be a good 
person or follow rules of polite conduct. It comes from finding our fitting function through 
the awareness of Inter-being. This so-called “I” helps so-called “others” without distinction 
or preference.

As the contemporary American Zen Master Steve Hagen puts it, you and I are “two and 
also not two.” Logically this sounds like a paradox, but it’s true.

Let’s talk about what happens when we become attached to the Relative truth. 
When we begin to practice Zen, most of us are only aware of the Relative truth. So if we 
say, “This is a stick,” that’s true from a relative point of view. But it’s not the whole story. 

By the time we’ve said, “This as a stick,” our brain has already made 10,000 calculations.  
It has turned the seamless whole that our eyes initially perceived into discrete objects,   
and then it has isolated this one particular object from the rest. 

When we identify it as an object, we see it as a permanent “thing.” And we believe that 
this “object” is separate from us and all other “objects.” So unless we’re paying close  
attention, we’ve become victims of a bait and switch perpetrated by our own mind. 

We then assume things about this stick that don’t conform with reality, and when our  
assumptions collide with reality, we suffer. Let’s look at these two assumptions one by one.

First, seeing this stick as a permanent object ignores Buddha’s insight into Impermanence.
(Holding up the stick) This looks pretty solid, right? Permanent. But it’s not. Like all 
things, it’s in a constant state of flux, based on constantly changing conditions. When we 
forget this, and it changes in a significant way, we suffer.

Granted, you probably wouldn’t shed any tears if I were to take a blowtorch to this stick, 
right? But let’s up the ante a little. Instead of a stick, let’s say it’s a very old music box 
that was brought here from the old country by your great-grandmother. She passed it down 
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to your grandmother who passed it down again and finally to you. It’s the only physical 
connection you have to your family heritage. If it’s lost when your house catches on fire, 
you’re likely to suffer. People die all the time trying to save things like this by rushing back 
into a burning house. 

When we include the Absolute truth into our perception, we know that all things are  
impermanent. Through our Zen training, we keep this in mind and we treasure the fleeting 
beauty of all things precisely because we know they will change. 

We may still suffer when something that is dear to us changes form, but we are consoled 
by knowing that this is the nature of all things.

Next, seeing this stick as an object separate from other objects ignores the Absolute 
truth of non-self.

We forget that this “so-called stick” is in no way separate from anything else. In fact, 
nothing is separate from anything else. It’s only our cognitive thinking that separates the 
interconnectedness of all things into “this and that.”

This has a profound effect on how we perceive the world around us. When our mind  
turns the seamless web of inter-being into separate objects, we become convinced that 
we’re also separate. Our mind begins to lean toward things that we hope will complete us, 
and desire appears. This misunderstanding contains the seeds of anger, greed and hatred.

When we include the Absolute truth into our perception, we see that all things are  
intimately inter-connected. 

As Thich Nhat Hanh says, this stick is made up exclusively of non-stick elements.  
If we look deeply into the Absolute truth, we can begin to see that this stick is made of 
a tree, the tree is made of sunshine, water, nutrients from the soil, and on and on, until 
everything is included. If any of these non-stick elements were taken away, there would be 
no stick. 

The same holds true for you. You are not separate from anything in the universe.  
There’s nothing to desire because you’re already intimately connected to everything.  
And there’s nothing to defend or protect because everything is already yours.

When we perceive this deeply, our mental walls are replaced by bridges. 
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Now let’s talk about what happens when we become attached to the Absolute truth. 
If you say this isn’t a stick, you may have become enamored with an idea about the Absolute 
where “all things are one.”

As Zen practitioners, we hear Zen stories that have been handed down to us over the centuries. 
Many of them are enlightenment stories; moments when an ancient monk or nun has   
some kind of direct, visceral awareness of emptiness. 

These experiences are important because they allow us to directly experience the Absolute 
unencumbered by our ideas. But if we become overly attached to them our lives can become 
stunted. We can convince ourselves that we’ve attained a “higher truth” and that everyday 
reality is inferior. 

In some traditions, this is thought of as transcending reality. But in our tradition, and 
according to Nagarjuna, this is a mistaken view. Because the Absolute and Relative are two 
aspects of reality, there’s nothing to transcend.

For many people, the desire to “attain” the Absolute and “become one” is really a desire to 
escape the complexities of our lives and cast off aspects of ourselves that we don’t like. 

This is the magical thinking. Our practice is to be in touch with reality, just as it is,   
moment to moment. As Zen Master Seung Sahn would say, “One more step is necessary.”

Correctly perceiving the unity of the Two Truths has deep implications about the 
nature of life and death, and existence and non-existence.

Thich Nhat Hahn uses an analogy of the wave and water to help us grasp this. A wave is 
the “relative” aspect of water. Water is the “absolute” substance of the wave. (Like Seung 
Sahn’s cookie analogy, both aspects of reality are equally true.)

If we only see the wave, we may think that each wave “dies” when it reaches shore. But 
when we’re also aware that the substance of water remains despite the appearance and 
disappearance of individual waves, we gain insight into our preconceptions about existence 
and non-existence. 

Buddha saw that one reason we suffer is because we cling to concepts like “birth” and “death.”

He said, “‘Everything exists.’ That is one extreme.  
‘Everything does not exist.’ That is a second extreme.  
Avoiding these two extremes, the Tathagata teaches the Dharma via the middle.”

 -from the Kaccayanagotta Sutta, Tipitaka (Pali Canon)
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Nagarjuna said, “Through knowing things and non-things,  
the Buddha negated both existence and non-existence…”

 -from the Mulamadhyamakakarika 15.7

 
This is called the Middle Way. And when we find the middle ground between these  
extremes, we touch the realm of reality and freedom.

Nagarjuna used a classical Indian philosophical form of negation to show that nothing in 
the phenomenal world: 
  1) Exists; 
  2) Doesn’t exist; 
  3) Both exists and doesn’t exist; 
  4) Neither exists nor doesn’t exist.

As I dug into Nagarjuna’s arguments, I found myself picturing a balloon tethered to the 
ground by strings. Each string was made of a belief, assumption or concept that kept the 
balloon from floating freely without limits. With each step in his negation, Nagarjuna’s 
sword of wisdom sliced another false view that tether us. 

So in the end, all we’re left with is a mind that is aware; spacious; before thought.  

Nagarjuna’s insights were crucial to the emergence of Zen. But they were  
all philosophical. Hundreds of years later, like Buddha’s original teachings, his  
wisdom had been codified into just another conceptual idea.

Listen to what the 12th Century Chan Master Ta-hui said about the need to cut through 
attachment to Nagarjuna’s philosophy: 

The Buddha said: Various cunning views proliferate when the mind is deluded and unsettled. 
If it doesn’t cling to existence, then it clings to non-existence. If it doesn’t cling to these two, 
then it generates theories that fall somewhere between existence and non-existence. Even 
when the mind is aware of this disease, it stops at the point of neither-existence-nor-non- 
existence and clings to that instead. 

Because of this, the ancestral sages were always admonishing us, that we should abandon 
these Four Phrases and their One Hundred Negations. Slice through each of these, without 
dwelling on the past or thinking about what lies ahead, and you will cut off the heads of a 
thousand sages!
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The Four Phrases are “it exists”, “it does not exist”, “it neither exists nor doesn’t exist” and 
“it both exists and doesn’t exist.” 

Having penetrated these four phrases, when I see someone saying that all the various dharmas 
really exist, I’ll go along with their saying that they exist, but I am not obstructed by this idea 
of really existing. 

If I see someone saying that all the various dharmas don’t really exist, I’ll go along with their  
saying they don’t exist, but that’s not the non-existence we mean when we say the world is empty. 

If I see someone saying that all the various dharmas both exist and don’t exist, I’ll go along with 
their saying they both exist and don’t exist, but this is not intellectual frivolity on my part. 

If I see someone saying that all the various dharmas neither exist nor don’t exist, I’ll go along 
with their saying they neither exist nor don’t exist, but this is not a logical contradiction on 
my part. 

This is what Vimalakirti meant when he said “Where the six heretical teachers go, go along 
with them.”

So, I ask you again, Is this a stick or is this not a stick? 
If you say it’s a stick, this stick will hit you 30 times! 
If you say it’s not a stick, this stick will still hit you 30 times! 
If you tell me about Nagarjuna’s Four Phrases, Ta-hui will hit you 60 times!

No explanations are allowed, but there’s a way to get to the heart of this question. 
To do so, you have to untether your mind. That’s our ongoing practice. 

______
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