
LECTURE FIVE 

 
5.1. Dokusan  

 
5.1.1. Individual Instruction It is now time to speak about dokusan, 

which literally means “coming to [the master] alone.” This is the time in 
which a practitioner may privately bring up all questions concerning the 

zazen practice to the roshi. This tradition of individually coming to the 
teacher started with Shakyamuni Buddha himself, and has continued until 

today. We know of this fact because Chisha Daishi (538-597), an 
outstanding master of the Tendai School who systematized all the sutras, 

speaks about “secret teaching,” which is considered equivalent to dokusan 
today.  

 
We cannot say that our Zen practice is truly authentic if we do not 

have this private and personal instruction. However, in the Soto School this 

dokusan tradition has virtually disappeared since the time of the Meiji Period 
(1868-1912); only the Rinzai School has maintained this practice until today.  

 
You could compare the way of zazen to a journey. People make 

different types of journey: some set out quickly, then go on slowly, some 
start very slowly, then accelerate smoothly, others follow a totally 

disorganized type of itinerary, etc. Besides, all people carry different kinds of 
luggage, that is, their own individual ideas and thoughts which preoccupy 

them. This might give you an idea why it is necessary to have a personal 
“travel” guidance, which is called dokusan in the Zen journey.  

 
5.1.2. Privacy in Dokusan  

 
You may ask why it is necessary to have individual dokusan with the 

roshi in a private space; as there is nothing unethical in the dialogue, why 

can it be made public? First, we must know that most of us are ordinary, 
ego-centered people, so that we tend to show ourselves better than we 

really are in front of other people. It is extremely difficult to show our real, 
naked souls when other people are watching us. Even if we do not try to 

stand out among others, we might try not to tell the whole truth for the fear 
of being laughed at. This makes it necessary to have a privacy-secured 

space for an authentic guidance. 
 

There is one more reason why dokusan must be strictly private. After 

experiencing the so-called kensho, you go through a series of koans. If other 

people were there in the dokusan room, they would learn how you presented 

your answer to the roshi and how the roshi responded, so that they would 



capture intellectually what the koan intends to say – “ Aha, that’s the 

answer!” – without having any real experiential understanding of the koan. 

This would actually destroy their Zen practice, since if they are stuffed with 

intellectual understanding of the koans, they would never come to authentic 

realization.  

For these concrete reasons you should remain silent concerning your 

dokusan dialogues with the roshi and never discuss them with other people, 

not even with your best friends or family members. The koan system has 

been surrounded with the walls of secrecy in order to guarantee the 

authentic encounter with the true experience for the Zen students.  

It was the violation of this principle of secrecy that gradually deteriorated 

the Rinzai training. Not a few monasteries house monks who are simply 

there to finish the period of service required to inherit the priesthood in a 

temple somewhere. Those monks often create problems, especially in 

monasteries where the discipline is not rigid enough: It could happen more 

often than not that the so-called answers to the koans are leaked out to the 

junior students from the senior ones. Normally, the roshi can tell whether 

the answer truly comes from the disciple’s direct experience, but if the roshi 

is not strict enough, he may accept the memorized answers which did not 

spring up from the guts of the disciple himself. If the disciple finishes the 

entire course of the koan study more or less with the abominable attitude 

such as this, it would mean that someone with no authentic experience 

becomes “qualified” as a Zen teaching person to guide other people. It is not 

difficult to see that this is one of the processes how living Zen dies out.  

5.1.3. What to Ask / What Not to Ask  

Next, we have to know what questions are proper to ask in dokusan and 

what are not. All questions directly related with your concrete zazen 
practice are appropriate in dokusan. This means that purely 

philosophical or theoretical questions are excluded. Also, very private 

problems – e.g. how you should educate your children, whether you should 
marry him or her, whether you should change your present job, or whether 

you should rent or buy an apartment etc. – are outside the dokusan issues. 
Maybe you feel that the strict privacy of Dokusan offers an ideal place for 

discussing all your private problems, but please remember that the roshi is 
not your psychological councilor or job advisor, and that the dokusan 

room is not a place for those problems.  
 



Of course, if, for instance, you are troubled by the phenomenon that your 

stomach growls each time when you sit in zazen, then you may ask the roshi 
about it. Or if you do not know why your teeth feel strange whenever you do 

zazen, you may bring up that question too. Also,it is all right to ask about 
the annoying visions you always have while you sit in zazen. Simply, you 

should not ask about purely private matters without any relevance 
to your concrete zazen practice.  

 
5.1.4. Formal Procedure of Dokusan  

 
We cannot emphasize too strongly that dokusan is not a frivolous matter, 

and that it should never be taken lightly. Although everyone can freely 
practice zazen and openly listen to the roshi’s teisho in sesshin and 

zazenkai, the basic nature of dokusan is quite different. Its purpose is to 
create and deepen a personal tie between teacher and student, 

which is the foundation for the student to deepen his or her practice 

in an authentic way. Therefore, it is no exaggeration to say that 
without dokusan there is no Zen.  

 
Futhermore, we know that the dialogue between the roshi and the student in 

dokusan handles problems of ultimate concern, so that only the truth must 
be uttered between the two. In public we may hesitate to say things directly 

which might offend other people, but this is not the case with dokusan, 
where only the ultimate truth must be focused upon.  

 
It has traditionally been considered proper to wear ceremonial dress when 

you come to dokusan, but nowadays this is not required in the same style as 
before. You may wear any clothes you want to wear, provided that they look 

presentable.  
 

When dokusan is announced by the leader of the zendo, go out of the zendo 

to a spot where the dokusan line is formed (the place is called kanshôba), 
and take a position in line behind the gong. When you come up to the top of 

the dokusan line, you wait with the hammer in hand, ready to strike the 
gong in front of you any time. When you hear the roshi’s small bell ring 

inside the dokusan room, strike the gong in front of you twice and go to the 
door of the dokusan room with gassho.  

 
Still in gassho you wait for the previous person to open the door and come 

out. Then you step inside. The person who has just finished dokusan will 
shut the door behind you. If you happen to be the very first person to go to 

dokusan, you must hit the gong in the proper way: When you hear the 
roshi’s bell telling you that the roshi is going to start dokusan, you hit the 
gong as follows: ▌ ▌ ▌ ▌ ▌▌▌▌  



 

Then you hear the roshi’s bell again. This time you hit the gong twice and 
open the door by yourself, go into the room and then close the door behind 

you.  
 

Once you are inside the dokusan room, you make your first prostration 
(deep bow) near the threshold of the entrance door. First, you bow to the 

roshi in gassho, then kneel down so that you touch the floor with your 
forehead, with your hands extended in front of your head, palms upward.  

 
Then, bending your arms at the elbows, raise your hands, palms upward, 

above the level of your ears. This gesture means to receive the Buddha’s 
feet, the lowliest members of the Buddha’s body, and to raise them higher 

than you yourself. This action symbolizes humility and grateful acceptance of 
the Way of the Buddha into your own life. Unless you have submerged your 

ego, you feel difficulties doing this. Bear in mind also that the roshi in the 

dokusan room is not simply a deputy of the Buddha but actually stands in 
his place. In making these prostrations you are in fact paying respect to the 

Dharma and to the Buddha just as though he himself were sitting there.  
 

Then walk straight to the roshi, always in gassho. About 1.5 meters away 
from the roshi, you stop and make your second prostration. Next, you slide 

closer to the roshi, taking a position about 30 centimeters in front of the 
roshi, with your hands held in the same manner as during zazen. Then you 

announce what your present practice is. For example, “I am counting my 
breaths,” or “I am doing Mu,” or “I am with Case 4 of the Hekiganroku.” 

Bring up any questions you have, but they must be brief and to the point. 
Do not come to dokusan and waste time wondering what to talk about; 

deliberate well beforehand what you are going to say. Of course, please 
recall once again that the questions must be directly related with zazen.  

 

The roshi’s ringing of the bell is the signal for you to leave the roshi. Make a 

slight bow and slide back a little. Stand up and walk backward in gassho to 

the spot where you made your second prostration. Then turn around and 

walk normally to the exit, always in gassho. Near the door you turn around 

and do the third prostration. Then you open the door and step out. You let 

the next person get in, and close the door behind him or her.  

Even if you suddenly recall what you further had to say to the roshi when 

leaving the dokusan room, do not go back to him; you will have to wait for 

the following dokusan and bring it up then.  

 



It was the original custom to make nine prostrations in a dokusan. The first 

three at the threshold, three in front of the roshi, and then three more near 

the doorway before leaving the dokusan room. But this has now been 

reserved only for the very first dokusan, called shôken; on other occasions 

the prostration procedure is abbreviated to three bows altogether, one at 

each of the places mentioned.  

When you go back from dokusan to the zendo, you always walk in the kinhin 

style in the corridor. You enter the zendo with gassho and a bow, and go 

back to your seat in the kinhin style. When dokusan is finished, the 

attendant answers the roshi’s bell in the following way with the gong to 

announce the end of dokusan: ▌ ▌ ▌ ▄ ▌  

5.2. “Just Sitting” (shikan-taza)  

Up to this point you have been doing zuisokukan, concentrating on your 

incoming and outgoing breaths. Now you are invited to practice shikan-taza. 

Of course it is neither normal nor ideal to switch so promptly from one type 

of practice to another. But please understand that we are trying to give 

you beforehand a notion of different modes of inner concentration 

which you will make avail of in due course.  

Shikan in Shikan-taza means “nothing but” or “just”, and ta means to 

“strike” and za to “sit”. Therefore, shikan-taza is a mode of practice in which 

your mind is solely dedicated to and absorbed in just sitting. In this mode of 

sitting you get all too easily distracted, since it is not assisted by any such 

methods as counting the breaths, watching the breaths or even a koan. A 

right and firm mind-set becomes, therefore, even more important.  

In doing shikan-taza your mind must be relaxed and at the same time solidly 

rooted and firmly composed, like Mt. Fuji, as they say. Yet it must also be 

fully alert, like a tautly stretched bowstring. Shikan-taza is, therefore, a 

highly elevated state of concentrated awareness, in which you are neither 

overstretched or restless or slackened. You might compare it with the state 

of mind of someone who is facing immediate death. 

It is not certain if the following is the best comparison, but for the sake of 

illustration let us suppose that you are engaged in a duel of swordsmanship 

(as in ancient Japan). When you face your opponent, you are fully alert, 

calm and watchful, ready for any action any time. If you relaxed your 

mindfulness even for a single moment, you would immediately lose your life. 



A mob comes together to see the duel. As your eyes are not closed, you 

notice the crowd from the corners of your eyes. As your ears are not closed, 

you hear the people mumbling constantly. Yet, not even a single second is 

your mind troubled by these perceptions.  

You cannot maintain this state of mindfulness for a very long period of time. 

As a matter of fact, you should not continue shikan-taza for more than 30 

minutes at one sitting. If you sit too long at one time, your mind gets 

naturally slackened, your body tires itself, and your efforts would not bring 

as much fruit as hoped for. So, after the lapse of about half an hour, you 

stand up and do kinhin for a while; after that you may go into shikan-taza 

practice again. Should you do authentic shinkan-taza, you would often see 

that you are sweating, even in a cold season, because of the temperature 

nurtured by this intense, single-minded concentration.  

Once again a comparison to the way of swordsmanship: An adept 

swordsman uses his sword freely and easily. However, this perfection was 

not there from the very beginning; he has experienced years of hard 

training, straining himself day in and day out because of the immature level 

of his swordsmanship. With shinkan-taza it is the same. When you try it for 

the first time, you cannot avoid getting over-tense, but as your zazen 

becomes mature and experienced, you will achieve the composed but fully 

alert level of deep concentration in shikan-taza. Like an adept swordsman 

who wields his sword so freely and without traces of efforts, you would be 

able to sit with the same attentiveness and absorption. But again, please 

remember that such a level of sitting is only possible after many years of 

strenuous and devoted sitting. 

 

LECTURE SIX  

6.1. The Degrees of Aspiration  

Although people do zazen in the same manner, their levels of so-

called “aspirations” are not identical, but quite different from individual to 

individual. We can divide these aspirations into four main categories of 

“degrees.”  

 



6.1.1. The 1
st 

Degree  

The simplest level does not presuppose any commitment in Zen 

Buddhism; it does not even expect a shallowest understanding of what Zen 

is. A person hears about Zen by chance and feels he or she wants to 

sit with a group or do a sesshin together. Nothing more. However, it is 

not at all an accidental but a karmic happening, as Zen Buddhism says, that 

out of some billions of people on earth who are completely ignorant of Zen, 

one particular person finds the way to this 2,400-year-old, uninterrupted line 

of Zen practice. Therefore, even this first degree of aspiration is of extreme 

spiritual significance.  

6.1.2. The 2
nd 

Degree  

The next level of aspiration represents a deeper degree of mindset 

than the first one. People try to do zazen in order to have better 

physical health or/and mental wellness. So they have a certain 

understanding of the effects of zazen, and they sit with a clear target. This 

level corresponds to the first of the five classes of Zen, as discussed before, 

i.e., bompu-Zen (Zen for ordinary people).  

6.1.3. The 3
rd 

Degree  

The third level of aspiration is for the people who are no longer 

content with simply strengthening their physical and/or mental health, but 
wish to follow the spiritual way of the Buddha. These people see, for 

example, the splendid value of the Buddhist cosmology, since, according to 

this view, human existence is not bound only by one lifespan, but comprises 
an endlessly evolving Buddhahood has been attained. The people on the 

third level esteem such a vision with deepest sympathy. Furthermore, they 
have acquired enough belief in enlightenment experience as well as in the 

significance of this experience for the Buddha way, and they are very willing 
and are proud to stay in the same line of practice. Although they have not 

yet made up their mind to personally attain the realization, their wish to 
follow the Buddhist way is clear and sincere.  

 

6.1.4. The 4
th 

Degree  

The people on the fourth level are those who are strongly 

determined to come to the ultimate realization of the true Self by 

themselves. They are convinced that this experience is a true and living 



reality, since they have seen people who had had this experience and are 

convinced of the overwhelming value of this experience. So, they earnestly 

wish to have the same experience, knowing that, if they follow the teaching 

of the roshi, they will surely attain it themselves. Therefore, when they come 

to their roshi in dokusan, they are always open and humble, prepared to 

accept and follow whatever instructions they get from the roshi, as they 

know this is the only way to come to their goal.  

6.1.5. Guiding the Practitioners according to the Degrees  

When you have finished listening to the six lectures above, you will 

be asked by the lecturer if you agree to the principal line of practice in the 

Sanbo-Kyodan and become a disciple of the roshi. If you do not agree or still 

have apprehensions, you are free to wait or leave the zendo without any 

trouble at all. If you agree to practice according to the Zen understanding of 

the Sanbo-Kyodan manifested in these lectures, you can come to the roshi 

for the so-called shôken (literally: “meeting each other”, that is, meeting the 

roshi in person for the first time). This is practically the first dokusan, and 

you will be asked by the roshi how you judge the degree of your own 

aspiration, that is, which category of the above four aspirations you 

feel you belong to. Please tell the roshi your honest feeling. Do not add 

anything guided by your pride, or subtract anything led by self-humiliation. 

Through your candid self-explanation the roshi will see your personal wish as 

well as the type and the strength of your personality, and will judge what 

kind of practice could be best suitable for your own purpose. Only if you are 

frank enough telling the roshi about your own state will the roshi be able to 

give you the best form of practice along the way. So, again: stay honest.  

Usually, if you consider yourself belonging to the first degree of 

aspiration, you may be assigned the practice of counting your breaths. If 
you fall into the second category of aspiration, you may be given the 

practice of following the breaths; the third degree may be accompanied by 
shikan-taza; the fourth, usually a koan – mostly, the koan Mu. You will also 

be given concrete and minute instructions how you further go on with your 
practice.  

 

 

 

 



6.2. The Three Essentials of Zen Practice  

The very last part of our lectures will take care of the three essential 

factors or status of mind, which are considered necessary for fruitful Zen 

practice.  

6.2.1. “Great Faith” (dai-shinkon)  

The first of the three basic factors of fruitful Zen practice is called 

“Great Faith” (dai-shinkon). This is more than a mere belief. The Chinese 

character for kon means “root” and that for shin, “faith, belief.” The 

expression designates, therefore, a very strong faith, which is deeply and 

soundly rooted in the Mother Earth like a huge tree, so that nothing can 

move it or deracinate it. It is entirely different from a blind and superstitious 

belief in the supernatural or occult phenomena. It is a faith with which 

you engage yourself totally and wholeheartedly in your practice.  

Buddhism has often been called a religion of “ratio” or “wisdom.” If it 

is still a “religion” at all, it is this element of “faith”; otherwise it is a mere 

philosophy. Since Buddhism started with Shakyamuni Buddha’s great 

enlightenment, our “faith” means nothing but a fundamental 

conviction in the reality and meaning of his experience. The core of 

his enlightenment is verbalized in his statement soon after the 

experience, namely that all beings – not only human beings but all 

beings in the universe – are intrinsically perfect, without any 

blemish or flaw, and are perfectly One from the very beginning. 

When we talk about “Great Faith,” we mean a fundamental faith or 

single-minded devotion in this very fact. You must earn this faith by one 

way or another as you go on practicing; otherwise it is not possible to go 

very far in your Zen practice.  

 

6. 2.2. “Great Doubt”(dai-gidan)  

The second factor necessary for fruitful zazen practice is called “Great 
Doubt”(dai-gidan). This is not a simple ordinary “doubt,” but a great mass of 

burning doubt. This is something that wells up from the Great Faith we 
talked about, for this faith tells us that we and everything are perfect from 

the very start lacking in nothing, and yet the reality we observe is 
exactly the opposite: we and the entire world seem so imperfect, 

filled with antagonism, anxiety, fear and suffering. It is as if we 



were born billionaires, and yet we lived in a wretched miserable 

state with no means whatsoever to sustain ourselves.  

 

Why is it like this? This “doubt” gives us no peace in our mind. It 

drives us forward to find the solution as soon as possible, by any means 

possible. Why do we have to suffer so much, when we believe that we are 

already Buddhas or saved beings from the very beginning? The deeper the 

basic “faith” is, the greater this “doubt” grows.  

We can use a metaphor to illustrate this spiritual situation. Suppose 

you have been looking at a nice picture of your dear family over a cup of 

coffee. Suddenly you find that the picture you held in your hand a minute 

ago has gone away. It certainly was in your hand, and no one was with or 

around you to take it. It could not have disappeared just like that. You of 

course start searching for it, since it is such an important picture. The longer 

you cannot find it, the more intensively you are determined to search for it, 

until you find it. This is somewhat similar to the inner situation of the “Great 

Doubt.”  

6. 2.3. “Great Determination” (dai-funshi)  

Out of the emotion of the Great Doubt springs up the third 

fundamental factor, “Great Determination” (dai-funshi: literally, “Great 

Indignant Will”). It is called “indignant” in the original wording since you are 

indignant about yourself that you have not yet exerted yourself to the every 

end of your energy to complete your pursuit. It is a desperate will to 

overcome this doubt and come to a solution at any cost, right here 

and right now. While trusting entirely the teaching of Shakyamuni that we 

are intrinsically equipped with the perfect Buddha-mind, and deepening your 

incessant doubt where your everlasting pain and suffering come from, you 

resolve to come to and experience the last truth at any costs in this life.  

6. 2.4. The Three Principal Factors of the Zazen Practice and Daijô-

Zen/Saijôjô-Zen  

Let us discuss briefly these three basic factors of zazen practice in 

their relation to daijô-Zen and saijôjô-Zen. Concerning daijô-Zen, we can of 
course say that all three elements are present in daijô-Zen; however, the 

element of the Great Doubt is most characteristic in daijô-Zen since this 

Doubt is the principal driving force on the way toward satori. If the Doubt 
is authentic, it will, as mentioned before, allow no rest until you 



really come to enlightenment and dispel your original Doubt. This 

element is evidently the most striking point in daijô-Zen.  
 

On the other hand, it is the factor of Great Faith that characterizes 

saijôjô-Zen. Although all three factors are more or less present also with 

saijôjô-Zen, the element of the Great Doubt does not touch us so severely 

any more; we are not constantly driven by this element since we sit with the 

firm conviction that we are originally perfect Buddhas. Different from daijô-

Zen, saijôjô-Zen, as the purest sort of zazen practice, does not emphasize 

the over-conscious efforts to attain satori by any means. It demands nothing 

but the purest devotion to the Way itself, expecting nothing as achievements 

or prize of the dedicated practice. In this sitting, therefore, the ripening of 

zazen comes naturally and as a matter of course, involving the so-called 

enlightenment experience when the time is fulfilled. But, because of that, 

saijôjô-Zen is the most difficult type of Zasen to realize. It is the most 

authentic form of zazen practice at all.  

As already mentioned before, however, both kinds of zazen comprise all 

three factors. Tradition holds that if these three elements are present 

at the same time in your practice, you are certain to come one day to 

your ultimate goal on your way of practice in Zen. 

 

 


