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As mentioned earlier, Dōgen is well known for two propositions that are al-
ready present in his first doctrinal exposition, the “Discourse on Negotiating 
the Way.”:

 1. Practice is one and the same with enlightenment;   
 
 2.  Seated meditation (zazen) is the “wondrous gate” or method  
  in which insight is immediately realized.

Both are strongly related.

The main idea supporting this proposition that enlightenment is one with 
practice, and specifically, seated meditation, has its basis in Esoteric Bud-
dhism, and ultimately, Indian thought. It is the idea that a sacred entity, such 
as the Buddha, can be invoked to mysteriously join with the practitioner 
by aligning three things: the position of the body, the contemplation of the 
mind, and the formation of words. Now, in the case of seated meditation, 
there are no words spoken. But the Zen tradition has always regarded silence 
as a powerful mode of conveying highest insight—often more powerful than 
words.

Dōgen states in the “Discourse” that sitting in zazen means to form the “seal 
of the Buddha,” another expression for the signature posture that invokes his 
presence. When this is done in the right way, the Buddhas of all times and 
worlds come together to join that person, who then attains all the merits the 
Buddhas have ever accrued. However, Dōgen cautions, this is not something 
one becomes necessarily aware of. Zazen to Dōgen is not about experiencing 
something. It is about performing the practice of the Buddhas and ancestors. 
Dōgen’s language in this regard is not psychological, it is juridical: By doing 
zazen, one testifies or verifies insight.

So what does one do when doing zazen? The “Discourse” points to the “Ma-
nual of Seated Meditation,” which exists in three versions. Two are written 
in literary Sinitic, one in 1233 and one sometime around 1240. There is also 
a version in the composite Japanese style in the “Treasury.” All three version 
are identical in their description of the physical side: they maintain that za-
zen should be performed in a quiet place with moderate temperature and 
light. 
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One should not be hungry or thirsty, but also not overfed. Clothing should fit 
well, without constricting the body by being too tight. One should use a sea-
ting cushion and not simply sit on the ground or floor. In other words, zazen 
is not an ascetic practice, and it should be performed in an environment that 
does not challenge one with extreme stimuli.
The position is sitting upright with the legs crossed, either in the full lotus 
position with the feet placed on the opposite thigh, or in the half lotus posi-
tion, with one foot on the ground below the other leg and one foot placed on 
top of the other upper leg.

The left hand is placed on the right leg and the right hand in the palm of the 
left hand. Both thumbs touch each other, and are aligned with the navel.
The back should be straight, neither leaning right nor left nor backward nor 
forward. “The ears must be in line with the shoulders and the nose in line 
with the navel; the tongue must be held lightly against the back of the top 
teeth with the lips and teeth closed.”

At the beginning of zazen, one exhales deeply and sways the body to the left 
and right. After that, one sits strait and breathes calmly, but naturally throu-
gh the nose. The eyes remain open, again in a natural way. The idea is to open 
them slightly more when one feels sleepy, and less when feeling agitated. 
Concerning the mind or the mode of contemplation during zazen, the texts 
differ partly in their description. They agree that in preparing for seated me-
ditation, one should cease to think of one’s daily affairs or arguments about 
what is right and what is wrong. Also, zazen should not be done with the goal 
of becoming a buddha.

For meditation proper, the older version of 1233 proposes that one let go of 
all thoughts. If a thought arises, one should be come aware of it and let it pass. 
Over time, one will become unified. The later versions say that during medi-
tation, one should think the ground of not thinking. What this means is the 
subject of considerable debate. Dōgen offers one hint by quoting the Chinese 
ancestor Hongzhi, from whom he has taken the expression. When Hongzhi 
was asked, how one would think the ground of not thinking, he answered: 
“Non-thinking.” 

That expression indicates a mode of thought that is without the characteri-
stics of thought. In a different fascicle of the treasury, Dōgen offers another 
hint. There, he states that “leaving home and entering the woods” (that is, 
leaving secular life and taking up life as a monastic) meant to think at the 
ground of not thinking. The reason one can gather from his writings is that 
monastic life is a life not guided by personal wishes and desires, but by the 
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rules set by the Buddha and the ancestors of the tradition. Looking closer at 
the word for “thinking” used in this context may further help to explain. It 
is a compound of two characters, one read in Japanese omou and the other 
omonpakaru. 

Both words mean “thinking”, but with different nuances. Omou is thinking 
strongly imbued with desire. If a man does “omou” of a woman, he desires 
her, and vice versa. Omonpakaru indicates a planning or scheming mode of 
thinking, so again, this is not about a neutral mode of rational contempla-
tion. Thinking in the mode of non-thinking thus points to a mode of thought 
that is not driven by desire. Otherwise, the newer version leaves the method 
of zazen undetermined: both the method of the older version—to let go of 
thoughts once one notices them–or, for example, contemplation on a kōan, 
would fit the instruction. One method Dōgen seems to exclude in a later for-
mal talk is the one that I first learned for seated meditation, namely counting 
one’s breaths (Jap. sūsokukan). However, I would argue that he simply didn’t 
want zazen to be identified with one single method of contemplation.

Those of you who have been trained by Sōtō School teachers may miss men-
tion of shikan taza in my account so far. Shikan taza, literally just and only 
sitting is an expression Dōgen sometimes uses when he speaks of zazen. It is 
today in the Sōtō School also taught as a method of seated meditation, one 
where you fully concentrate on your sitting posture, but that is not a method 
described in Dōgen’s texts— although it would also fit with his instruction on 
“thinking the ground of not-thinking.”

In modern religious studies, Dōgen is often likened to other famous founding 
figures from his era who proposed a single and simple practice as the way of 
salvation, like invoking the name of Amida Buddha in Hōnen’s Pure Land 
Buddhism, or reciting the title of the Lotus Sutra in Nichiren Buddhism. This 
has provoked some to believe that he opposed other practices such as reci-
ting sutras, doing prostrations, and so forth.

However, if we look at what Dōgen actually wrote, it is clear that these practi-
ces all have their place in his vision of monastic life. Some of them even 
belong to the ritual performance of seated meditation itself, as one may le-
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arn from his “Method of Negotiating the Path” (Jap. Bendōhō). A very infor-
mative text concerning ritual in his monasteries is the “Treasury” fascicle 
on “Reading Sutras.” This text is not concerned with the individual perusal 
or study of canonical texts. It is about the public recitation of sutras as it 
was performed in the monastery on certain occasions, and when a patron 
demanded it. Here I would like to mention as a side note, that Dōgen had 
several female patrons and disciples, and that he allowed female monastics 
into his congregation, although we do not know their number. What is clear 
from the fascicle is that this ritual was performed regularly, that it was a 
complex and elaborate affair, and that it involved smaller ritual acts like 
prostrations, burning incense, and so forth.

Further famous texts from the treasury demonstrate that in Dōgen’s vision 
of monastic life, every act could be ritualized and thereby become part of 
the performance of insight or “thinking the ground of not- thinking.” For 
obvious reasons, the text on using the toilet has attracted attention. Another 
example is that on washing one’s face, which includes a part on cleaning the 
teeth–a hygienic technique that Dōgen introduced to Japan. This part once 
more also demonstrates that his ritualization of daily activities conforms 
to the fundamental pattern of Esoteric Buddhism in bringing body, speech, 
and mind together. For example, Dōgen instructs his followers to recite a 
passage from the Kegon Sutra before cleaning their teeth with a toothstick 
which formulates the wish that “all sentient beings obtain the tooth of tem-
perance and harmony with which to cut off their desires.” Rules for eating 
followed a similar pattern.

That said, seated meditation held a central place in monastic life. A daily 
schedule can be derived from the “Method of Negotiating the Way.” The 
text tells us that there were four major zazen sessions, one in the evening 
after sunset, one in the small hours of the morning before sunrise, one after 
breakfast, and one in the late afternoon. Each lasted two hours at least, but 
could also go on for up to three hours. In other words, eight to twelve hours 
per day were dedicated to seated meditation, and everything else was fit in 
between. Sleep, on the other hand, was restricted to six hours maximum, 
and often four hours, and one can only speculate what that did to the minds 
of those who lived that schedule.



Questions

Tollini: Going back to shusho ichinyo, I wanted to ask if this is a complete 
identity or, as you said, they are two but not different, and they are dif-
ferent but not two. They are the same, but they are two. They are one, but 
they are different, and so on. This means that in Japan and also in China, 
they have not aristotelic logic which distingues identity and difference? 
I don’t have so much interest in philosophy, but I want to point out that, 
in most cases, identity of pratice and enlightment is somewhat misun-
derstood in the West, because identity, for us, means “exactly the same, 
with no difference”, and this may cause some very important problems, 
in the understanding of Dogens shusho ichimyo

Steinbeck: “I would agree with the characterization that you gave, that they are 
one but they are different, in the sense that, for Dogen, they are inseparable, there 
is no insight outside of practice. But you can, for example, describe the practice of a 
given moment, then it has different characteristics from another moment of practi-
ce, but still, insight is what is real right there. As He says in Bendowa, this practice 
connects you with all the Buddhas and ancestors, so this term of realization just 
points to a different realm of meaning that is not immediately implied in practice. 
How that relates to aristotelian logic? I’m more hesitant to see a big difference 
there, because I don’t think that western logic, aristotelian or otherwise, has such 
a simple view about identity and difference, but maybe that is a discussion we take 
elsewhere, at some point. It’s not really a discussion about Dogen, I think...”

Tollini: But, you know, Dogen says, for example, speaking on the Heart 
sutra, that the sutra says:”Form is the void, and the void is form”. But he 
also says: “The void is the void, and form is the form”. In other words, it 
gives the tetralemma, the four possibilities: phenomena are phenomena, 
and void is the void, but in the same time, phenomena are the void and 
void are phenomena. This is very interesting.

Steinbeck: “Yep! That is certainly something one could talk about, for a long time. 
I mean, there are obviously different traditions within buddhism on how to read 
and undestand this formulas. My impression is that Dogen goes in the direction 
of saying: “Emptiness is the way things that have form are”. And so, he, in a way, 
describes things in a manner that really emphasizes that correlation, but “to have 
form” it refers to different characteristics instead to say that “form is empty”. 
I think that is what you were pointing at. So, he maintains the difference between 
form and emptiness, but, in the same time, he says, they belongs together”.
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