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The Simple but Profound Practice of Zazen

The place for zazen

In Shōbōgenzō Zazengi, Dōgen Zenji wrote:

“Sanzen is zazen. A quiet place is suitable for zazen. Put down a thick
mat. Do not allow drafts or mist to enter; do not allow rain or dew to
leak in. Protect the place where you put your body. There are
historical traces of ancient sages sitting on a diamond seat or on a
large rock. They all laid down thick grass and sat on it. Keep the
place where you sit well lit; it should be dark neither by day nor by
night. It is essential to keep it warm in winter and cool in summer.”

Although it is ideal to find a quiet and warm place in the winter and
a cool place in the summer, this is not always possible. Sometimes we
need to practice the perfection (paramita) of patience as we experience
traffic noise, neighborhood activities and so on. But whenever possible,
we try to find a comfortable place to sit.

The place for zazen should be kept clean and neat. It is good to create
an altar with a Buddha or Bodhisattva image. In the formal sōdō or
monks’ hall where monks practice zazen in a Zen monastery, the statue
of Manjusri is enshrined on an altar at the center of the hall. A candle,
flowers, and incense are offered to create a sacred and peaceful
atmosphere. When we sit, the space is also practicing zazen with us. Our
zazen and the place we sit are one. The same is true of our lives and our
environment.

Posture, breathing and mind in zazen

Posture, breathing and mind are the basis of zazen. This book discusses
all these fundamental aspects of practice. Dōgen Zenji described three
ways to harmonize breathing in zazen: breath counting (or susoku-kan);
watching the breath, (zuisoku-kan); and neither counting nor watching
the breath. 

I heard an American Sōtō Zen teacher say that Shunryū Suzuki Roshi
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(founder of San Francisco Zen Center) taught breath counting, Dainin
Katagiri Roshi (the founder of Minnesota Zen Meditation Center)
taught watching the breath, and Kōshō Uchiyama Roshi (in his book
Opening the Hand of Thought) taught doing nothing but breathing
naturally as we forget breathing. How is one to choose among these
approaches?

Sōtō Zen teachers practice and teach in various ways. Each teacher
practices his or her own style. Since I am a disciple of Uchiyama Roshi,
my own instruction is based on his approach to zazen—neither counting
nor watching the breath. It seems to me this is what Dōgen Zenji
describes in Eihei-kōroku when he says that inhaling or exhaling are
neither long nor short. Whichever practice one follows, it is important to
breathe through the nose deeply, smoothly and quietly as the air goes to
the tanden (lower part of abdomen) and rises with one’s exhalation. 

What does it mean to concentrate if one doesn’t count or watch the
breath? Uchiyama Roshi often compared sitting zazen to driving a car.
When we drive, it is dangerous to sleep or to be caught up in thinking. It
is also dangerous to concentrate one’s mind on an object like the brake
pedal, the gas pedal, or the steering wheel. We concentrate our entire
body and mind on the whole process of driving a car. Our sitting is the
same. We don’t set our mind on any particular object, visualization,
mantra, or even our breath itself. When we just sit, our mind is nowhere
and everywhere. Then we can say that our body and mind is
concentrated in just sitting. Sitting mindfully, whenever we deviate from
upright posture, deep and smooth breathing, awakening and letting go of
thought, we just return to the point. 

Beyond thinking

In his Fukan Zazengi (“Universally Recommended Instruction for
Zazen”), Shōbōgenzō Zazengi (“Instruction for Zazen”) and Shōbōgenzō
Zazenshin (“Acupuncture Needle of Zazen”), Dōgen Zenji quotes a
dialogue between a monk and Chinese Zen Master Yakusan Igen
(Yaoshan Weiyan, 745–828). And he said that this koan expresses the
essential art of zazen. The dialogue is as follows. 
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As Yakusan was sitting, a monk asked, “What is thinking (shiryō ) in
steadfast immovable sitting?”
The Master replied, “Thinking (shiryō ) of not-thinking (fu-shiryō ).”
The monk asked, “How is thinking of not-thinking?”
The Master said, “Beyond thinking (hi-shiryō ).”

Here are thinking (shiryō ), not-thinking (fu-shiryō ), and beyond-
thinking (hi-shiryō ). When we discuss the mind in zazen (shikantaza) we
need to understand these three words. Thinking is the function of mind.
Thinking or shiryō is not limited to intellectual, rational thought; it
includes feeling, emotion, and more. In Fukan Zazengi, Dōgen Zenji
said, “Put aside the operation of your intellect, volition and
consciousness.” The original words Dōgen Zenji used are shin (Pali:
citta), i (manas) and shiki (vijnana). In early Buddhism, these three words
are used alternatively as names for the discriminating mind that makes
distinctions among objects. Later, in Yogacara teachings, shin (citta)
refers to the eighth consciousness—alaya. I (manas) refers to the seventh
consciousness, mana. And the shiki refers to the first six layers of
consciousness that we think of as ordinary mind. 

In zazen we put aside the operation of all these layers of mind. Even
though we put them aside, the mind functions by itself in each moment,
even in our sleep. The stream of consciousness is like a waterfall. It
constantly flows but has no permanent nature or self.

As we sit in zazen posture, our stomach is digesting food we have
eaten. Our heart is beating and blood circulates. Our entire body
functions of its accord. And our brain is producing thoughts. Even in
zazen, thoughts arise naturally. 

When we sit facing the wall, there is nothing in front of us as object.
There is only the wall. We have no object in our mind because we don’t
visualize anything, don’t concentrate on a mantra, and don’t pay any
special attention to the breath. We just sit. Still many different kinds of
thought come and go naturally. It is very clear that thoughts, emotions,
and daydreams are illusions like bubbles rising in water. We let go of
them. No clinging to them, chasing after them, or pushing them away.
We really do nothing but sit.

This is what Dōgen Zenji meant when he says “thinking of not-
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thinking.” We cannot say that there is no thinking. And we cannot say
that we are thinking. “Thinking of not-thinking” is the precise
expression of the reality of mind in zazen. It is like a car engine idling.
When the transmission is in neutral, even though the engine is moving,
the car does not move. Even though thoughts are coming and going, we
take no action based on those thoughts. Thoughts are simply idling. We
don’t create karma. This is what Dōgen Zenji meant in Zuimonki when
he said zazen is the true form of the self and non-doing or not-action
(fui). 

According to the Yogacara School of Buddhist psychology, all our
experiences (karma) are stored in the alaya consciousness as seeds. Alaya
means storehouse. When we encounter an object, each of us conceives
the object differently and takes action in a unique way, depending upon
seeds which have been stored away in the past. Since we don’t have
objects in zazen, and we don’t grasp any thoughts rising from our
consciousness, we don’t make karma. We are not under control of the
seventh consciousness, which cling to the contents of the alaya as “me”
and influence the first six layers of consciousness to see and think in an
ego-centered way. The seventh layer of consciousness is considered to be
the source of egocentricity.

Another expression of what is going on in our mind is what the
monk said next, “How is thinking of not-thinking.” Dōgen Zenji
interpreted these words not as a question, but as a statement of what is
actually going on in zazen. Dōgen’s understanding of “how” is reality
itself, beyond any verbal or conceptual expression. We can only say,
“how,” “what.” 

Then Yakusan said, “Hi-shiryō” or “beyond thinking.” Both hi and
fu are negatives. Often fu is used to negate a verb and hi is used to negate
a noun. In the case of fu-shiryō, shiryō is a verb. And the shiryō in hi-
shiryō is a noun. Shiryō and fu-shiryō negate each other as an opposition
in a dichotomy. When we do “thinking,” we cannot do “not-thinking.”
When we don’t think, we cannot think. But hi-shiryō negates both, and
at the same time includes both. This is why I translate it as “beyond
thinking” instead of “non-thinking.”
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Coming and going within the realm of beyond thinking

In Shōbōgenzō Zazenshin, Dōgen Zenji said, “In order to think (shiryō) of
not-thinking (fu-shiryō), we use beyond-thinking (hi-shiryō). This means
that what is happening in our zazen is not a matter of thinking or not-
thinking. We “do” nothing; neither “to think” nor “not to think.” We
put our entire self on the ground of beyond-thinking. On that ground,
sometimes many thoughts come up, sometimes, no thoughts arise.

Dōgen Zenji said in Genjōkoan, “Conveying oneself towards things
in order to carry out practice/enlightenment is delusion. All things
coming forth and carrying out practice/enlightenment through the self is
realization.” This is what I mean by placing our entire being on the
ground of beyond-thinking. Such action is not personal activity to fulfill
desire.

In our zazen, thoughts are like clouds. Sometimes, peaceful white
clouds appear, moving slowly, changing shapes, and eventually
disappearing into the blue sky. Sometimes we have gloomy sky covered
with thick gray clouds. Sometimes the sky is completely covered with
black clouds. Sometimes, there are storms and lightning. Sometimes the
sky is completely blue. Depending upon causes and conditions, we
experience many different kinds of weather in our mind when we sit. 

But we don’t control the weather. In zazen, our body and mind is
like the vast sky, receptive to all change. We just keep an upright posture
and let go of any kind of thoughts. We don’t identify any of the clouds
as “myself.” We understand that no cloud stays forever. And we trust
that above the clouds, there is always a blue sky and bright sun. But we
need to live beneath the clouds. We need to experience different kinds of
weather. We try to live without being overwhelmed by any condition.
This is what we learn from zazen.

Thought is like a map

“Thought” is an incomplete copy of the reality created by our mind. We
don’t see reality as it is. When we see something we like, it looks much
bigger than it is. When we see something we hate, it also looks bigger
than it is. When we see something we don’t much care about, it looks
smaller than it is. At times we don’t even see what is right in front of our
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eyes. Our view of the world is created by mind and distorted by our likes
and dislikes, the degree of our interest, the side or the position we feel we
occupy.

In Japanese schools, we studied geography using an atlas made in
Japan. In this map of the world, Japan is always in the center. On the
right side of the atlas, there is the Pacific Ocean, North and South
Americas. On the other side of the map, there is Eurasia and Africa.
When I came to the United State in 1975 and settled in Massachusetts, I
felt like I was on the edge of the world because New England is really the
right edge of a Japanese atlas. Everyday, when I saw the sun set in the
west, I thought of Japan. Japan was also at the center of my psychological
world. I spent entire lifetime there. All good and bad experiences, joyful
or sorrowful memories were part of my Japan. It was very difficult to let
go of this image of the world. 

A few years later, I had a chance to visit a Japanese family in the U.S.
Their two children went to an American public school. In the children’s
room, I found a world atlas made in America. I was surprised. The center
of the world was the USA. Right then, I understood that wherever we are
now is the center of the world. Because the earth is a sphere like a ball
there is no center or the edge. Or we can say anywhere we are now is
really the center of the world. Each and every one of us is the center of
the world. It is important point to remember that not only “me, ” but
also all other peoples are the center of the world. 

But because an atlas or a map is flat, it has only two dimensions, so
something is always distorted. In some maps, Green Land is bigger than
the USA. The shape of Antarctica is completely distorted. The world
created by thought is the same. The shape, size, or directions are not like
the real thing. 

Our view is distorted by our egocentricity. If we think the map is real
and accurate, we make a mistake. Our own view is an incomplete copy of
the world we experience. If we grasp our view as the absolutely right
view, we make a mistake. We cannot live harmoniously with others
whose maps of the world are created by their own karma or conditioned
experiences.

When we study how an atlas is made and how it is distorted, it
becomes a useful tool for understanding reality. We study how our views
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are formed. Then we can try to correct the distortion. We also learn by
listening to others, working together, and sharing experiences. That is
how we can make our worldview more accurate, flexible, and realistic.

Zazen is not correcting the distorted map

But our zazen is not simply a way to correct distorted views. We let go of
maps and sit on the real ground of reality with our whole body and
mind. In zazen, we even let go of thoughts about the Buddha’s teachings. 

As a karmic being, I am a Japanese Buddhist priest, my parents’ son,
my wife’s husband, and my children’s father. In zazen, I sit facing the
wall, letting go of all thoughts. I am not Japanese, not Buddhist, not a
priest, not a son, not a husband, not a father. I am just “who am.” This
“who am” is never grasped as an object. To see this “who am” without
grasping or without using concepts is manifesting prajna (wisdom), just
being present with “who am.”

This zazen itself is prajna—seeing the emptiness of all things as they
are, without our mind’s incomplete map of the world. The very first
sentence of the Heart Sutra says: “Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva, when
deeply practicing prajna paramita, clearly saw that all five aggregates are
empty and thus relieved all suffering.” We can clearly see that prajna is
something to practice. It is not a technique for using our brain. In this
practice of prajna, we have no subject and no object. Everything is just as
it is. Avalokitesvara is nothing other than the five aggregates. Five
aggregates see the five aggregates as empty. Avalokitesvara sees himself as
empty. When we let go of thought and put our entire being on the
ground of beyond-thinking, the great reality beyond separation into
subject and object manifests itself.

In our daily lives, we try to study from teachers and books to correct
the distortions of self-centeredness. But in zazen we let go of all thoughts,
even thoughts of making corrections.

Zazen as both negation and embrace

Our zazen is letting go of thought. As Dōgen said in Fukan Zazengi it is
the negation of everything arising from human mind. And zazen is also
embracing everything, including delusions and distorted thoughts. But
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because we let go of delusion, it cannot harm us. When we see delusion
as delusion, we are not deceived by delusion. 

Our practice of just sitting is the practice of bodhisattva vows and
repentance. Buddhas and ancestors’ zazen is the vow to save all living
beings. Dōgen Zenji recorded his teacher Tendō Nyojō (Tiantong
Rujing)’s teaching on zazen practice of buddhas and ancestors in
Hōkyōki. He said that the buddhas and ancestors practice zazen in order
to save all living beings with great compassion.

In buddhas-ancestors’ zazen, from the moment they first arouse
bodhi-mind, they wish to gather up the entire buddha-dharma.
Therefore in their zazen, they never forget or abandon living beings.
They always devote compassionate thoughts to beings, even to
insects. They wish and vow to save them and dedicate all the merits
[of their practice] to all living beings. For this reason, the buddhas
and ancestors always practice zazen and engage the Way in the realm
of desire. 

Dōgen Zenji urges us to practice in the same attitude with the
buddhas and ancestors.

Our zazen practice is also a practice of repentance. To see delusion as
delusion and not to cling to them is repentance. Whenever we are aware
of deviation from upright posture, abdominal breath, awakening and
letting go of thought, we simply return to the point. This act of
awareness and return is the practice of repentance. One of Dōgen’s
students, Kyōgō wrote in his commentary on the bodhisattva precepts:

In seeing and hearing buddha-dharma, practicing repentance is the
first attainment of buddha-dharma. In understanding the dharma of
repentance, you should know that ‘the buddha-seed arises from
interdependent origination’ means that ‘interdependent origination
arises from the buddha-seed.’ In doing so, we are in accord with
repentance of the true reality.

And Kyōgō introduced a verse from Samantabhadra-Sutra.
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The ocean of all karmic hindrances
arises solely from delusive thoughts.
If you want to make repentance,
sit in upright posture and be mindful of the true reality.
All misdemeanors are like frost and dews.
The sun of wisdom allows them to melt away.

Within reality as it is, delusion is included. Our practice is not a
technique to get rid of delusions. But by keeping an upright posture,
without either rejecting or chasing after anything, we are not controlled
by delusive thoughts. Enlightenment is not a matter of this deluded
person awakening to reality, but that reality itself awakens to reality. Our
practice of zazen is the bodhisattva practice of vow and repentance.


