
INTRODUCTORY LECTURES (1)  

 
(Sôsan no Hanashi)  

 
Preface  

“Sôsan no hanashi” is a series of six introductory lectures for 
newcomers to the San’un Zendo in Kamakura, Japan, given during the bi-

weekly zazenkai. Each lecture, lasting about an hour, is conducted in a 
separate room by a responsible senior member of the zendo. Each zazenkai 

offers two lectures, one in the morning and the other in the afternoon. So it 
takes three zazenkai to finish all six lectures. Since the zazenkai is held 

twice a month at the San’un Zendo, a month and a half are needed for the 
newcomer to finish all the introductory lectures.  

In these lectures the necessary preliminary information concerning 
zazen practice, as done in the Sanbô-Kyôdan line, is briefly and 

systematically presented. Moreover, as the whole series requires one and a 

half months, the newcomer is also able to amply observe the zendo, its 
atmosphere, the roshi (while he gives his teisho), and the assembled 

members. In this way the newcomers are given plenty of time to decide 
whether or not they really want to practice in this sangha or to go 

somewhere else. If the newcomer does decide to join the zendo after the six 
lectures, the ceremonial shôken follows, where he or she humbly petitions 

the roshi to be his or her own master and receives the first individual 
instruction. Thus, the formal practice starts.  

Therefore, the tradition in the San’un Zendo considers this lecture 
series to be an important and integral part of the introduction into the 

sangha and into the form of practice specific to it. What follows is the English 
translation of the “Sôsan no hanashi,” which was originally composed by 

Yasutani Haku’un Roshi, the founder of the Sanbô-Kyôdan. A translation is 
found also in P. Kapleau (ed.): The Three Pillars of Zen. Teaching, Practice, 

and Enlightenment, Tokyo (John Weatherhill) 1965, pp. 26-62. The following 

is a newly revised version of the edition that has been used in the San’un 
Zendo for decades.  

The Sanbô-Kyôdan Society  
 

LECTURE ONE  
1. Introduction  

 
1.1.1. Harada Roshi’s Device  

 
You are now going to listen to the “Sôsan-no-Hanashi,” the 

introductory lectures that originally derive from Dai’un Harada Sogaku Roshi 
(1871-1961). He, as a Soto monk, looked earnestly for a truly enlightened 

teacher in his own School for a long time. But he was unable to find anyone; 



therefore, he went to Shôgen-ji (Gifu Prefecture), a temple of the Rinzai line, 

to receive training in) the Rinzai tradition. It was, however, at Nanzen-ji 
(Kyoto), another famous Rinzai temple, that he met his ultimate master, 

Toyoda Dokutan Roshi (1840-1916), and grasped the deepest reality of Zen. 
Through these formative years Harada Roshi was able to appreciate the best 

parts of Zen training in both schools and eventually create his own unique 
way of guiding people in Zen.  

 
1.1.2. How to Listen  

 
Prior to his lectures Harada Roshi would give his listeners an 

admonition. First, everyone must listen with his or her eyes wide open and 
directed upon him. That is, the listener must encounter the teaching with his 

or her entire being, not simply with the ears. Second, although the listeners 
must receive the lectures in a small group, each person must listen to it as 

though it was directed only to him or herself. It happens very often that, 

when two people listen to something, each person feels only half responsible 
for what he or she hears. Therefore, if ten people listen at the same time, 

each person may feel responsible only for one tenth. In fact, you must listen 
to the lectures as if you were totally alone in the room and the lectures were 

exclusively directed toward you, so that you are personally answerable for 
all things you receive.  

 
1.1.3. Intention of the Lectures  

 
The following teaching is composed of thirteen units, which are 

classified into six sessions. It starts with the basic notion of zazen, followed 
by the practical method of zazen. Then come special pieces of advice in 

practicing zazen.  
 

 Next, you will hear more in-depth presentations of the world of 

zazen, accompanied by certain important problems pertaining to practice.  
 

As a matter of fact, it is not at all required that you know the 

“theory” of zazen before you start practicing it. If you go through the 

training under the guidance of an authentic teacher, you will naturally learn 

those “theories” too as your practice matures. However, people in modern 

times are quite intellectual by nature, and they always demand to know the 

reasons underlying the instructions they are given. This makes it necessary 

to take care of some theoretical aspect of the practice to avoid unnecessary 

set-backs and remove obstacles for the modern mind. But please know that 

theories are always conceptual and abstract, and therefore, far from the real 

fact itself. Buddhist scriptures, teachings, and philosophies are nothing but 



intellectual and insufficient expressions of the true world experienced and 

practiced in Zen. What we are going to do now is to extract what is of some 

assistance to you from the vast ocean of theoretical teachings accumulated 

in Zen Buddhism.  

 

1.1.4. Shakyamuni Buddha as Founder  

 

We consider it proper to begin with the Buddha Shakyamuni (463 

BCE-383 BCE, according to a modern chronology). You know how he first 

underwent an extremely difficult period of ascetic practice, with self-

mortification unparalleled by his predecessors. However, this method never 

brought him to enlightenment. In total exhaustion, almost starved to death, 

he realizes that this way is utterly fruitless, leading you only to wretched self 

destruction.  

 

Therefore, he changed his mind and drank the milk given to him by 

a friendly hand, thus gradually regaining his physical strength. He opted 

himself for the so-called “middle way” between extreme austerity and sheer 

laxness, giving himself totally to sitting in meditation. At last, early in the 

morning of December 8, at the moment when he saw Venus twinkling in the 

east, he came to the great and perfect realization.  

 

The words and phrases that sprang out of Shakyamuni’s mouth at 

this very instance are recorded in many ways in the Buddhist writings. 

According to the Kegon Sutra, Shakyamuni “roared” when he was thus 

enlightened: “O how wonderful! All living beings are essentially equipped 

with wisdom and virtue of the Tathagata; yet on account of their minds 

turned upside down because of their delusive perceptions, they cannot 

realize this!” This utterance came out of the deepest awe for the solemn fact 

he had now discovered. In fact, it is simply wonderful that all human 

beings – no matter whether they are intelligent or foolish, pretty or 

ugly, female or male – are complete and perfect just as they are. 

Truly, they are intrinsically whole and flawless without any defect, 



are exactly the same as any of the Buddhas in history. What 

Shakyamuni exclaimed is therefore the ultimate conclusion of Buddhism. 

However, regrettably we are blinded by topsy-turvy delusions from the 

moment we acquire self-consciousness, becoming always anxious without 

real peace of mind. Therefore, what we need to do is come back to our 

intrinsic state of original perfection, casting off the deluded images 

of being imperfect, sinful and wretched, to be awakened to the 

purest reality of our innermost being.  

 

1.1.5. Significance of Zazen  

 

The most effective way to reach this goal is the practice of 

zazen. It was through zazen that not only Shakyamuni Buddha himself, but 

all his disciples and succeeding “ancestors” of the Way attained satori. It was 

through this method that, in the 2400 years after the passing of 

Shakyamuni, countless practitioners in India, China and Japan have come to 

the solution of the most urgent question, “What is life and death?” Today 

too, through the way of zazen, many people have been able to liberate 

themselves from their anxiety and fear arising from this fundamental 

question, thus attaining ultimate peace of mind in their daily life.  

 

This indicates that there lies no difference whatsoever in substance 

between Shakyamuni Buddha, who is superbly perfected, and us, who are 

totally commonplace.  

We can take water as a metaphor for this “substance.” Let us say that the 

mind of Shakyamuni is serene, deep and transparent water, upon which the 

“moon of truth” is reflected in perfect clarity. The mind of the ordinary 

person, on the other hand, is a murky and troubled water, incessantly 

disturbed and churned by the uncontrolled movements of delusive thoughts 

and passions, so that the “moon of truth” cannot be reflected upon it as it 

should. Nevertheless, the moon falls upon the water without fail; simply 

because of the troubled surface the moon cannot be recognized as such. 

Therefore, so many people live a frustrated and disoriented life, not knowing 

where to find true peace of mind.  



 

How is it possible to let the moon shed its supreme light upon our life 

and our personality? For that, we first have to still the wild billows and 

restless waves of our heart by stopping the activities of our dualistic and 

discursive thinking. The “conceptual thoughts of the human being,” 

according to an expression in the Kegon Sutra, must first be emptied out. In 

our daily life, the ability to think discursively and abstractly is very highly 

valued, but the tradition of Zen teaches us that it is this dualistic, “I”-driven 

thinking which is at the bottom of our fundamental delusion. A saying goes 

that “discriminative thinking is the illness of all human minds.” Of course, a 

logical and discursive thinking power is important and is of great avail when 

properly applied – i.e., when we are correctly aware of its limitations and 

weaknesses. But as long as we are enslaved to and constantly at the mercy 

of our own intellect, and yet do not even know that we are thus enslaved, 

we can rightly be called fatally “ill.”  

 

What is “human thought”? First it means a “stream” which never 

remains but is destined to change, with a beginning and an end, as we 

ourselves are fleeting beings in time and space. This is true not only 

concerning an individual person, but also about an époque or an era. 

However, these random thoughts are rather harmless, because they are like 

bubbles that have no substance. Harmful would be the so-called fixed 

concepts, ideologies, religious beliefs, established opinions – in short, the 

cherished accumulations of knowledge and intelligence, which since our 

childhood have thickly shadowed our heart and troubled our mind, thus 

darkening the light of the moon of truth.  

 

As long as the wild winds of thought and knowledge trouble our 

heart and distort the surface of our true self, we cannot tell true reality from 

superficial realities. Therefore, we must somehow calm these winds and still 

their activities. If they die away once and for all, then the waves disappear 

and the water becomes pure, so that we can recognize right away that the 

moon of true reality has always been shining from the very beginning. The 

sudden experience of this reality is commonly called kenshô or satori, 

namely the clear insight into the substance of our true self. Unlike the 



ordinary “concepts” in the field of philosophy or ethics or science, this true 

understanding, once realized, never fades out of your life. For the first time 

we can live a life of peace free from anxiety and frustration, in full harmony 

with the world around us.  

 

1.2. How to Sit in Zazen  

 

1.2.1. The Postures  

When you start zazen at home, the first thing you must do is to 

choose a quiet room to sit in. Then spread out a rather big mat of about 1 

meter square. If you do not have such a mat, a blanket folded like a mat is 

just as good. Then place on it a small round cushion (zafu, with kapok 

inside), or use a square cushion folded into two. No matter whether you sit 

at home or in the zendo, you should not wear very tight trousers, 

because they (would) make it difficult to keep the proper leg positions.  

The best recommended way of sitting is the full-lotus posture 

(kekka-fuza). You put the foot of the right leg upon the left thigh and the 

foot of the left leg on right thigh. The biggest advantage of this way of 

sitting is that it guarantees the utmost stability with the both knees directly 

touching the ground, so that a broad, solid foundation is created. If the 

upper body is fixed this way, bodily movements are controlled and thoughts 

are more effectively made quiet.  

If this way of sitting is too difficult on account of the pain in the legs, 

you should try half-lotus (hanka-fuza): you put the foot of the left leg over 

the right thigh. But if you are not used to crossing your legs when you sit, 

even the half-lotus can be exasperating. Your knees may not equally touch 

the cushion, and you may experience constant pain. (In either the full-lotus 

or the half-lotus position, you may reverse the upper foot if the legs become 

too tired.)  

If you find the lotus-sitting totally unbearable, a different suggestion 

would be to put one leg underneath the thigh of the other leg, which now 

simply lies in front of you on the mat (“Burmese” sitting). A still different 

way would be to use the traditional Japanese sitting posture with the 



buttocks on the heels and calves. This way could be still easier if you use a 

cushion between the heels and the buttocks. Or you could use a small bench 

to sit on while you fold your legs under the bench. If any of these methods 

does not work, you could use a chair. The most important point is that 

you keep your back erect, just like an empty chimney that stands upright.  

 

1.2.2. Other Pointers for Right Sitting  

 

Next, you put your right hand in your lap, palm upward, and place 

the left hand, again palm upward, on top of the right palm. Try to touch the 

tips of the thumbs to each other so that the palms and thumbs form an oval 

or a “chestnut” placed upside down. The thumbs should not be 

separated, as it almost always is a sign of failing concentration.  

They say that the right side of the body represents the “active” side 

of the human spirit, while the left side the “passive” aspect. Therefore, all 

through our practice we are supposed to control the active side through 

putting the left-side member (foot, hand, etc.) over the right-side member, 

in order to bring calm our spirit. However, if you look at a Buddha figure, 

you will notice that the order of the members is exactly the opposite. This is 

because a Buddha, completing the process of self-salvation, is now ready to 

be “active” for the sake of saving all beings.  

Now, after crossing the legs, you bend deeply forward, thrusting 

your buttocks out. Bring your trunk gradually up to an upright position. 

Observed from the side, your ears should be in a straight line with your 

shoulders, and the nose should be in line with your naval. Your upper body 

should be totally relaxed, with no stiffness in the shoulders. Your eyes 

should always be open; if you close your eyes, you are liable to fall into a 

dozing situation. You should, however, lower your gaze, so that it falls about 

a meter and a half away from your body, without focusing on any particular 

object. It is said that our mind becomes still easily when the eyesight is 

lowered in this manner. Furthermore, your mouth should be closed, and the 

tip of your tongue ought to lightly touch the upper gum.  

Check that your spine is erect, and it must remain so at all 

times during zazen. Take special care that your head is erect, not leaning 



forward or backward or sideward. This does not mean, however, that you 

should be sternly erect, showing off your inner pride. Rather, you should be 

naturally and calmly upright. Do not take a slouching form either, as it 

reflects self-pity, another form of your ego. Besides, the slumping body 

would place improper pressure upon the organs in the body, affecting the 

nerves and causing unnecessary strains in the entire system. As you know, 

body and mind form one single entity; an incorrect physical position 

influences the mind in a negative way and mars the desirable one-pointed 

concentration in zazen.  

Once the formal posture is correct, you take a deep breath, hold it 

so for a moment, then let it quietly out. Do this a couple of time, always 

using your nose and not your mouth. After that, you start breathing 

naturally.  

Then, bend your body to the right and to the left, about seven or 

eight times (sayû-yôshin) – first rather large swings, then gradually smaller 

and smaller, until your upper body becomes centered at a still point. This is 

the beginning of your zazen.  

 

1.2.3. “Counting Breaths” (sûsoku-kan) (1)  

You now start with the concentration of your mind. There are many 

methods for this, prescribed by our predecessors. The easiest method for 

the beginners (but also for the advanced too) is “counting breaths”: you 

count incoming and/or outgoing breaths (sûsoku-kan). Through this very 

simple practice all your discursive reasoning can be shunted out and 

your discriminatory mind put to rest. Then the mind is emptied out 

but at the same time a sharp, clear state of deep absorption will 

follow.  

This is how you start this method: You count both inhalations and 

exhalations. When you inhale, you count in your mind “one”; when you 

exhale, you count “two”; when you inhale again, you count “three”, and so 

forth, until you come up to “ten.” When you reach “ten,” you go back to 

“one,” counting up once again to “ten.” When you are not quite 

concentrated, you might keep going on “eleven,” “twelve,” ….. Never mind. 

If you notice that, you calmly go back to your original “one,” “two,” …. It is 

so simple – almost disappointingly simple.  



 

1.2.4. How to Deal with Random Thoughts  

 

Let me elaborate the last point a bit more. Floating ideas, coming 

and going in your mind, are not bad things at all. They do not 

constitute any real impediment in your practice. Regrettably, this fact is not 

widely known. Even among the practitioners who have practiced more than 

10 years or so there are quite a few people who think that they have to stop 

their consciousness altogether in their practice of Zen. Of course, there is a 

special kind of zazen that aims at such a state of mind, but it is not the 

zazen practiced in Zen Buddhism we know. You must know that, as long as 

you live, regardless of the intensity of your counting breaths, you will notice 

what is in front of you since your eyes are open. You will hear sounds around 

you since your ears are not plugged up. Your mind lets various thoughts and 

images pass through since you are not sleeping. Please notice, however, 

that all these perceptions or thoughts do not form an obstacle to or 

lessen the value of your zazen at all – unless you label them “good” 

or “bad” and try consciously to chase them or to drive them out. This 

is an important point. If you want to pursue any of the sensations or 

ideas, then you stick to them. And that is indeed a distraction and your 

concentration is broken. If you try to expel the perceived objects or ideas, 

this also constitutes adherence to them, thus impeding your due 

concentration. Therefore: let all random perceptions and thoughts 

come up and go as they will. They are like clouds in the sky. Never 

keep company with them nor try to chase them out. Just keep 

concentrating upon counting your inhalations and exhalations. That 

is all you need to do.  

 

1.2.5. Kinhin  

After finishing a period of zazen, do not stand up abruptly. That 

would not be good for your inner state. Also, that might possibly damage 

your spine. So, first swing from side to side several times, beginning with 

small movements, then slowly to larger ones (sayû-yôshin). Please notice 

that your movements this time are in the reverse fashion compared to those 



at the beginning of your zazen. Then stand up slowly and begin quietly to 

walk around with the co-sitters in kinhin, a walking form of Zen.  

When walking in kinhin, you place the right fist, with thumb inside, 
on the chest (and not on the belly!) and you cover that fist with your left 

palm. Try to form a straight line with the elbows. The head should stay 
erect, just as it was during zazen, with the eyes resting this time about 1.5 

meters in front of you. Since this is walking Zen, you keep counting 

inhalations and exhalations as you walk slowly around the zendo. Start 
walking with your left foot, and walk in such a manner that your foot “sinks” 

into the tatami-floor, first the heel and then the toes. Walk calmly and 
steadily, as they say, “Your look should be like that of a tiger, your steps like 

those of an ox.” Kinhin should not be done carelessly, with a  wandering 
mind. Remember, this is walking Zen, so you keep concentrating on 

the counting practice. This practice of kinhin should last at least for five 
minutes, before you start sitting for another period of twenty to thirty 

minutes.  
There is a considerable difference between the Rinzai School and the 

Soto School as to their way of walking in kinhin. In the Rinzai tradition the 

walking is brisk and full of energy, whereas the Soto tradition prescribes that 

it be very slow and attentive. As a matter of fact, each breath carries the 

Soto practitioners only several centimeters forward. Harada Roshi preferred 

a speed somewhat between these two Schools, and that is how we practice 

kinhin in the Sanbô-Kyôdan tradition. Also the Rinzai School puts the left 

palm on top of the right hand, while the Soto tradition places the right hand 

upon the left hand. Harada Roshi thought that the Rinzai way of putting the 

left hand on the top was more appropriate for the kinhin movements of our 

line.  

Although the kinhin walking relaxes your legs, this effect is simply a 

by-product and should not be the main aim of kinhin. Consider that kinhin 

is another way of continuing the same practice as in zazen.  

This is the end of Lecture One. Please go on counting your breaths 

as instructed, until you come to the next lecture. 

 

 

 

 



LECTURE 2. 

 

1. Precautions to Observe in Zazen  

 

2.1.1. Facing the Wall  

There are several directives to follow when you do zazen alone at home. 

First is the principle of “facing the wall.” As the saying concerning 

Bodhidharma goes – “Facing the wall he sat nine years” [mempeki-kunen] – 

it is recommended to do zazen in front of a wall (or a curtain etc.) Do not sit 

too distant from the wall or too close to it; the best distance is about one 

meter or a little less. However, you should not sit in front of a glass window 

through which you can see outside; this would be too distracting and not 

serve the purpose of zazen. Sitting in front of a wall should make it 

easy for you to direct your attention inwards. Also, it is worth 

remembering that, although you should keep your eyes open, you 

should not actually try to see anything particular on the wall.  

2.1.2. Place  

If it is possible at all, try to sit in a room which is clean, orderly and quiet. 

Furthermore, if you can consider the room "sacred" in one way or 

another, it would be most desirable. However, it is not advisable to sit in 

zazen on a bed even if the room is clean and quiet. It is difficult to keep your 

mind attentive on a bed because of various reasons. If you are bedridden, 

then you have of course no other option.  

 

2.1.3. Sounds  

You will notice that natural sounds such as those of birds, insects, falling rain 

or running rivers will scarcely disturb you while sitting; but human voices do 

distract you, whether heard directly or on the radio or on TV. This is why you 

should choose a quiet place for your zazen as much as possible. But it 

is also true that, as your sitting gets deepened and matured, no noise, 

including human voices, will disturb you any more.  

 



2.1.4. Conditions in the Room  

It is advisable to furnish your sitting room with flowers or to burn incense, 

as these elements may augment the sense of purity and sanctity of the 

space. In this way it becomes easier for you to make your inner state serene 

and to devote your attention to your zazen more quickly.  

2.1.5. Clothing  

Try to wear rather simple and comfortable clothing in which you can feel 

natural and pure. Avoid tight trousers, since your sitting posture as well as 

your breathing become unnatural and difficult. When you sit with other 

people, try not to wear loud clothing, because they tend to distract your co-

practitioners’ concentration.  

2.1.6. Lighting  

The room should be neither too light nor too dark. A kind of twilight is 

considered ideal. If you make it too dark, it dulls your spirit und may lead 

you to dozing, similar to the case in which you close your eyes during sitting. 

Real zazen will not lead you to an inactive state of mind, but to a 

highly activated dimension of your spirit amid a perfectly peaceful 

state of mind.  

2.1.7. Room Temperature  

The room should not be too hot in summer nor too cold in winter. Zazen 

does not intend to make you mortify your body and go through ascetic self-

torture; therefore, it is not necessary to fight with either the extremity of 

heat or cold. Too hot a temperature makes you sleepy. However, we can say 

from experience that you can sit better in a slightly cool condition. Of 

course, as your zazen power becomes stronger, you can sit almost 

anywhere, regardless of cold or heat.  

2.1.8. The Time of Day for Sitting  

What is the best time for sitting during the day? If you are eager and do 

have free time, any time of the day is fine. But if you work, the best 

time would be early morning or late evening, or even better: both. If 

you sit in the early morning, sit before you eat breakfast, and if at night, 

preferably right before you go to bed. If you can, sit only once a day, then 

the early morning hours might have greater advantages because of the 



following reasons: In the morning you are sufficiently rested and your 

stomach is rather empty, which is a desirable state for practicing zazen. In 

the evening, on the contrary, you tend to be tired because of the day’s 

work; maybe you have already had supper and your stomach is full, which is 

not ideal for sitting at least for beginners. Of course, as your eagerness to sit 

grows, it does not really matter whether in the morning or in the evening, or 

whether before or after the meal.  

2.1.9. Length of One Sitting  

Next, how long should you sit for one sitting? In fact, there is no fixed 

rule for this, since, as you can see, it depends entirely upon your ardor, 

maturity and methodological awareness concerning sitting. If you are 

a beginner, you might as well start with shorter periods. Then, after sitting 

earnestly for five minutes a day, let’s say, for a month or so, you will most 

probably want to prolong your sitting time a little longer – for ten minutes or 

more. When you are capable of sitting half an hour without having too much 

pain or difficulties, then you will start savoring the deep serenity of the 

heart-mind and profound peace generated by the sitting itself. Because of 

this process of gradual verification it is advisable that beginners should start 

sitting with shorter periods.  

If, on the contrary, beginners forced themselves to sit for longer 

periods, the pain in the legs would become simply intolerable torture. You 

would be discouraged from sitting anymore without ever coming to 

experience deep peace of mind through sitting. Regrettably, this happens all 

too often. On the other hand, even if you sit only for ten minutes a day, the 

brevity of your sitting time will be compensated by the intensity of sitting 

you bring to your practice, thus creating a very effective zazen period. That 

is, you should never sit with dull or absent-minded consciousness, as if you 

were mechanically carrying out your obligations.  

Even if you can continue sitting for more than an hour with a fine 

feeling of tranquility, it is better to reduce each sitting time to about half an 

hour, since  our spirit cannot maintain the same intensity longer than that 

and the quality of each sitting inevitably degenerates – even if you do not 

notice it. That is the reason why you should alternate a zazen period of 

about 25 to 30 minutes with a round of kinhin [walking Zen], thus refreshing 

your spirit for another period of intensive sitting. As a matter of fact, it is for 

the same reason that the Zen temples have always added the time for 



manual work [samu] to this routine practice. The principle is that you must 

always keep yourself mindful of your own practice during this samu. Laxity 

of the spirit mars the entire practice.  

2.1.10. Food  

As for food, you should not eat more than 80 % of your stomach’s capacity. 

The Zazen Yôjinki (Precautions to Observe in Zazen), written about 650 

years ago by Keizan Jôkin Zenji (=Jôsai Daishi), founder of the Temple 

Sôjiji/Yokohama, maintains that the practitioner should not fill the stomach 

more than to two-thirds of its capacity. Furthermore, it suggests you prefer 

vegetables. It is true that many people today eat food that produces more 

acid in the blood especially from eating meat. Most vegetables are, however, 

alkaline in their nature. In olden times there was a notion of yang-yin diet. 

The yang was alkaline, the yin acidic. Many ancient books admonished that 

our diet should not be either too yang or too yin. Such care of our health is 

not unrelated to our Zen practice.  

(NOTE: A vegetarian diet is recommended but not a compulsory 

requirement for daily practice) 

2.1.11. Use of a Notebook  

When sitting by yourself it is advisable that you have a notebook and a 

pencil/ball-point pen near you, because during zazen very precious ideas or 

things you should not forget may flash into your mind. States of affairs 

which earlier seemed impossible to understand might suddenly be clarified; 

problems which were so difficult might find abrupt solutions. If you do not 

jot them down right away, they will frequent your mind and so interrupt 

your zazen concentration.  

2.1.12. Checking the Effect                        

Ayou may see, the effects of zazen do not have any clear forms. Even if  you 

have practiced for a reasonable period of time, therefore, you may not 

notice most of the effects of your sitting. Consequently, you may think that 

sitting seriously does not bring any remarkable results, and you may quit in 

frustration. Therefore, after having practiced zazen regularly for half a 

year or a year (let’s say, sitting for twenty to twenty-five minutes 

each time, two to three times a day), you might as well compare 

your every day conditions or/and your mental states with those 



before you started regular zazen. Most probably you will notice some 

kind of positive change in your conditions. Or you could ask your 

friends or family whether they have noticed any changes in your everyday 

life at all. They will certainly be able to point out some favorable changes in 

you, which will encourage you to continue your zazen. Actually, it is 

advisable to fix a rather short-term target, e.g. one month or two. If 

you have cleared the target, check the effects of zazen in the way 

mentioned above. If you have found something positive, then set up 

another goal. This way you may find it easier to continue zazen on a 

regular basis.  

2.2. The Three Aims of Zazen  

The aims of zazen are the following three:  

1) development of the power of concentration [jôriki no renma]  

2) experience of the supreme Way [mujôdô no taiken/kenshô-godô]  

3) actualization of the supreme Way in our daily lives [mujôdô no taigen].  

These three constitute a single unity, but for the benefit of explanation, we 

will speak about them one by one..  

2.2.1. Development of the Power of Concentration [jôriki no renma]  

Jôriki [literally: stabilizing power] is the mental power that is naturally 

generated when the heart-mind has experienced the state of “one-

pointedness” through deep absorption for a certain period of time. This is 

more than just an ability to concentrate your mind in an ordinary sense of 

the word. It is a deep, dynamic power of our mind that makes it possible for 

us in any unexpected situations to act instantaneously and in such a manner 

that is appropriate to the given circumstances.  

If you have developed jôriki, you are no more a slave of your random 

passions; nor are you subject to your own environment. You can  move and 

act with perfect freedom and equanimity, always in command of yourself as 

well as the circumstances given in your concrete life situations. The power of 

jôriki can be augmented and developed almost endlessly as we keep 

practicing zazen, but it will fade away if we stop regular sitting und 

eventually it will disappear.  



Another important thing to remember is that, although many 

marvelous and extraordinary capabilities will be cultivated out of jôriki, this 

power alone can never cut off the root of our delusive thoughts. Although 

jôriki is necessary, it alone is not enough to grant us the highest Wisdom; 

for this, we need the awakening experience of satori, which basically stems 

out of an entirely different dimension. In this connection, we should 

remember what a classical document maintains which derives from the 

Patriarch Sekitô Kisen (700-790), the founder of one of the early Zen lines: 

“In our school, realization of the Buddha-nature, and not mere devotion or 

strength of concentration, is of supreme importance.”  

2.2.2. Experience of the supreme Way [mujôdô no taiken/kenshô-godô]  

The second aim of zazen is mujôdô no taiken, experience of the 

supreme Way, or kenshô-godô, realization of the essential World by seeing 

into your self-nature. It is an experience called satori or kenshô in Japanese, 

or self-realization or enlightenment in English. The term “supreme Way” is 

almost synonymous with the “essential World.” Satori is an experience of 

realizing this “Way” or “World” – in other words, the absolute 

Reality of you yourself. If it is authentic kenshô, its substance is always 

the same, no matter who experiences it, be it the Buddha Shakyamuni, one 

of the Ancestors, or any one of us.  

However, this does not imply that we all can experience satori to the same 

degree as Shakyamuni, since there are tremendous differences concerning 

the depth, clarity and thoroughness of the experience.  

Imagine, for example, that a person who was born blind starts to 

recover the eyesight. At the beginning the person may see an object right in 

front of him or her very vaguely and indefinitely. Then, as the person’s 

eyesight continues to get better, he or she can distinguish an object which is 

a couple of meters away. Then, the person can see things which are ten 

meters away, then fifty meters away, and in the end, the person may be 

able to see things which are up to a hundred meters away. At each level 

mentioned above, the person sees the same thing in substance, but the  

clarity and depth of the view can be as different as the distance between 

heaven and earth.  

One note concerning the connection between jôriki and kenshô: 

Although, as mentioned above, satori does not spring automatically out of 



jôriki, it is also true that many people will never be able to attain kenshô 

unless they have first accumulated a certain degree of jôriki. That is, without 

jôriki people may remain too uneasy and troubled in their mind to patiently 

practice their zazen. Also, unless you are strengthened by jôriki, your 

kenshô experience may be unable to exercise any positive effect upon your 

life; it is often reduced to a simple memory of “having had a kensho.” The 

kenshô experience certainly enables you to see through the Oneness of the 

universe with the eye of your mind, but without jôriki you simply cannot act 

freely enough in accord with your new vision revealed in your kenshô 

experience. Therefore, it is very important to cultivate jôriki as you 

constantly practice zazen.  

2.2.3. Actualization of the Supreme Way in Our Daily Life [mujôdô no  

taigen]  

The last of the three aims is mujôdô no taigen, the actualization or 

personalization of the supreme Way throughout our entire existence and 

daily activities. Of course, if you sit diligently without any trace of your ego 

according to the instruction of a competent teacher, your Buddha nature, 

intrinsically pure and without blemish, is perfectly unfolded, no matter 

whether you have had kenshô or not. However, we must emphasize here 

that it is only with authentic satori that you thoroughly grasp the reality of 

your Buddha nature and start to embody that truth through your actual 

being in your daily life. From this point of view you can safely say that this 

third aim of zazen is the ultimate goal of Zen. And it is easy to see that this 

aim is most difficult to actualize. It is even said that you need “more than 

one life” to fulfill it; in fact, there is a saying that goes, “Even Shakyamuni 

Buddha is still practicing.”  

The Rinzai School has a tendency to make the satori-experience their 

final target, passing quickly through the area of constantly strengthening 

jôriki as well as neglecting the ultimate goal of actualizing the supreme Way 

in our daily life. That is, they tend to minimize the need of seriously 

practicing after  enlightenment; the koan study, unaccompanied by constant 

zazen practice and by the need of actualization in the ordinary life, often 

becomes an intellectual game instead of an effective way of bringing the 

world of satori to its full realization.  

 



The way of practice professed by the Soto School, on the other hand, 

emphasizes the actualization of the highest Way from the very beginning; 

however, it is in reality scarcely more than just a mere accumulation of the 

concentration power, since they radically exclude any possibility of attaining 

satori. They do not hesitate to contend these days that kenshô is not 

necessary and that all you have to do is to get involved in your daily 

activities with the “Buddha mind.“ This is totally off the mark, since you 

remain unable to find out what “the Buddha mind” really is without the 

authentic experience of satori. These unhappy positions taken by both 

schools in modern times have unluckily lowered the level of Zen in Japan to 

a considerable degree.  

2.3. “Counting Breaths” (sûsoku-kan) (2)  

Now please change your breath-counting exercise a little. At the end of 

Lecture One you were asked to count “one” when you breathed in and “two” 

when you breathed out. From now on, count “one” only when you breathe 

out. You do not have to care about counting the inhalations; simply count 

“one,” “two,” “three,” etc. when you exhale. 

 

 

 

 

 


