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Ten Buddha Names - Jūbutsumyō - 十佛名  
Chanted before meals as a part of the meal sutra as well as before other 
services/ceremonies, including ordination and jukai ceremonies.  In 
monasteries, it is also chanted on 3 and 8 days for ‘nenju’ ceremonies before 
hosan. 

The mindful recitation of various buddha names is a common practice in 
Mahayana Buddhism.  Though the practice is most often associated with Pure 
Land Buddhism, Japanese Zen is an heir to the Chinese Buddhist traditions of 
the Song, Yuan, and Ming dynasties, in which the mindful recitation of 
buddha names was routine practice for all monks.   

In the below translation, the Japanese names are used, with Sanskrit names 
in parentheses.  

Shin jin pashin birū sha no fu 

清淨法身毘盧舍那佛 
en mon ho shin rushā no fu 

圓滿報身盧遮那佛 
sen pai kashin shikyā mu ni fu 

千百億化身釋迦牟尼佛 
to rai asan mirū son bu  

當來下生彌勒尊佛 
ji ho san shi ishî shi fu  

十方三世一切諸佛 
dai jin myo harin ga kin 

大乘妙法蓮華經 
dai shin bun jusu ri bu sa 

大聖文殊師利菩薩 
dai jin fuen bu sa 

大乘普賢菩薩 
daihi kan shiin bu sa  

大悲觀世音菩薩 
shi son bu sa mo ko sa  

諸尊菩薩摩訶薩 
mo ko ho ja ho ro mi 

摩訶般若波羅蜜 

Birushana (Vairochana) Buddha, pure 
dharma body. 

Rushana (Lochana) Buddha, complete 
enjoyment body. 

Shakamuni Buddha, of trillions of 
transformation bodies. 

Miroku (Maitreya) Buddha, of future 
birth. 

All buddhas of the ten directions and 
three times. 

Mahayana Sutra of the Lotus of the 
Wondrous Dharma. 

Monjushiri (Manjushri) Bodhisattva, 
of great wisdom. 

Fugen (Samantabhadra), Bodhisattva 
of the great vehicle. 

Kanzeon (Avalokiteshvra) Bodhisattva, 
of great compassion. 

All honoured bodhisattvas, 
mahasattvas (great beings). 

Great perfection of wisdom. 
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Taking Refuge  
Taking refuge in the 3 treasures (Buddha, Dharma and Sangha) is, and always 
has been, a basic, central, core part of all forms of Buddhism – including Zen. 
In Pali, the words are Saranam Gacchami – which literally means, “I go for 
refuge”. Saranam refers to a shelter or sanctuary, like finding a safe harbour. 
In sino-japanese the words are “Namu Kie Butsu” for I take refuge in the 
Buddha. 

Various translations exist for the word “namu”.  ‘Namu’ is often translated as 
“hail” – such as in the Sotoshu translation which follows of the verse of 
Threefold Refuge.  Translations like “Veneration to”, or “We Honour” are also 
common, as in “we honour the buddha”.   The word is actually somewhat of a 
hearty and reverent approval, or an expression of dedication to something. It 
implies homage and veneration. It fills rather the same niche as ‘amen’ or 
‘hallelujah’ or ‘oh yes!’ and thus it can be translated rather freely.  

The word “KIE” is refuge. It consists of two characters Ki, 歸 and E, 依– “Ki” 
means to return to, to dive in, or to plunge in without reservation and the “E” 
means “to rely upon”.  So, taking refuge is returning to or plunging in and 
relying upon the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha.   

Ki - You can’t plunge into something part way, you can’t leap off of a diving 
board just a little bit, this speaks to wholeheartedness.  So,  to plunge in and 
rely upon is like taking a leap of faith – trusting that Buddha, Dharma and 
Sangha will hold you.  E - to rely upon, is about faith, or trust.  Oh yes! With 
wholehearted faith/trust, we find our refuge in Budhha, Dharma and Sangha.   

In the Dhammapada we find this passage: 

 “Driven only by fear, do people go for refuge in many places – hills, 
groves, trees & shrines – this is no safe refuge, and by resorting to 
such, one is not released from suffering.  One who has gone for refuge 
in Buddha, Dharma and Sangha is filled with the wisdom of the 4 
noble truths. This is indeed the safe refuge where one can be released 
from suffering” 

In Shobogenzo (Kie Bupposo), Master Dogen wrote: 

“Taking refuge in” means returning and relying upon. “Returning” is 
like children returning to their parents. “Relying upon” is like citizens 
relying on the king. This phrase implies that you are liberated by doing 
so. You take refuge in buddha because he is a great master. You take 
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refuge in dharma because it is good medicine. You take refuge in 
sangha because it is an excellent friend. “ 

And 

“Thus, in becoming a disciple of the Buddha, you take refuge in the 
three treasures. Whatever precept you receive, you take refuge in the 
three treasures and then receive other precepts. In this way, you 
receive the precepts as a result of taking refuge in the three 
treasures.” 

Verse of Threefold Refuge - San Kie Mon - 三歸依文 
Also called “Precepts of Three Refuges (Sankikai 三歸戒).  This is specifically 
chanted before a precepts receiving ceremony (jukai/bodhisattva).  While 
many sutras chanted in Soto Zen are done to produce then dedicate merit, 
this (according to Griffith T. Foulk) along with Sange Mon (The repentance 
sutra) and Shiguseigan Mon (The Four Vows of the Bodhisattva) are complete 
in and of themselves as acts of devotion not requiring a dedication (eko). 
These verses are chanted in conjunction with sutra chanting and other 
services. 

Namu kie butsu 

南無歸依佛 
namu kie ho 

南無歸依法 
namu kie so 

南無歸依僧 
kie butsu mujō son 

歸依佛無上尊 
kie ho rijin son 

歸依法離塵尊 
kie so wagō son 

歸依僧和合尊 
kie buk-kyō 

歸依佛竟 
kie ho kyo 

歸依法竟 
kie so kyo   

歸依僧竟 

Hail refuge in buddha; 

Hail refuge in dharma； 
Hail refuge in sangha. 
 
I take refuge in buddha, honoured as 

the highest; 
I take refuge in dharma, honoured as 

the stainless 
I take refuge in sangha, honoured as 

harmonious. 
 
I have completely taken refuge in 

buddha; 
I have completely taken refuge in 

dharma; 
I have completely taken refuge in 

sangha. 
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On taking refuge from Hui Neng’s / Daikan Eno’s Platform Sutra  
From now on, let the Enlightened One (The Buddha) be our teacher; on no 
account should we accept Mãra or any false or illusory views. Ardently seek 
your own three treasures, for which compassion and benevolence are the 
shining witnesses. 

To take refuge in the Buddha is to take refuge in the enlightenment of your 
own mind, so that evil and delusive notions do not arise.  This is the 
culmination of punya (merit) and prajna (wisdom). 

To take refuge in the Dharma is to take refuge in the rightness of our own 
mind. If in your own mind you rely on truth (the Dharma), then, because 
there is no falseness in successive thoughts, there will be no attachments. 
The Dharma is called ‘the most noble doctrine which sets people free from 
desires’.  

To take refuge in the Sangha is to take refuge in the purity of our own mind, 
so that no matter what the circumstances, though passions and false 
thoughts are within your own natures, that nature is not stained or sullied. 
This is the noblest quality of humankind.  

To take refuge in oneself, one’s own essence of mind is to rely upon our own 
natures. There is nothing else on which to rely.  Having cleared up this point, 
let each of us take refuge in the three jewels within our own mind.  

The Three Refuges Prayer - San Ki Rai Mon - 三帰礼文 
Ji kie butsu 
to gan shujō 
tai ge dai do 
hotsu mujōi 

Ji kie ho 
to gan shujō 
jin nyu kyo zo 
chie nyo kai. 

Ji kie so 
to gan shujō 
tori daishu 
is-sai mu ge 

I take refuge in buddha. 
May all beings 
Embody the great way, 
resolving to awaken. 

I take refuge in dharma. 
May all beings  
deeply enter the sutras,  
wisdom like an ocean 

I take refuge in sangha. 
May all beings 
support harmony in the community, 
free from hindrance.   
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The Verse of Repentance - Sange Mon - 懺悔文  
This is a verse which comes from Samantabhadra Bodhisattva (Fugen 

Bosatsu) and his 10 vows as written in the Āvataṃsaka-sūtra.  The fourth 

reads “From beginningless time I have acted unskilfully, with craving, hatred, 

and ignorance, in actions of body, speech, and mind. Determined now to 

begin anew, I repent.”   In Buddhism, repentance is not about guilt or shame, 

which can keep us stuck in the past.  Repentance is about acknowledging the 

role we play in this world here and now.  This verse is about accepting 

responsibility for all our actions, returning to the present and moving forward 

with a clear mind.  

We chant this verse whenever we take on something very important, such as 

receiving the precepts or ordination, in the same way that we wash cloth 

before we dye it.  

Dogen Zenji (Shobogenzo: Keisei Sanshoku )wrote: 

“This is the exact point of a realised Buddha.  With repentance you 
will certainly receive invisible help from Buddha ancestors.  Repent to 
the Buddhas with mind and body.  The power of repentance melts the 
roots of unwholesomeness.  This is the single colour of true practice, 
the true heart of trust, the true body of trust.” 

 

Gashaku shozō shoaku go 

我昔所造諸惡業 
Kai yu mushi ton jinchi 

皆由無始貪瞋癡 
ju shin kui shisho sho 

從身口意之所生 
is-sai gakon kai sange 

一切我今皆懺悔 

All my past and harmful karma 
(ancient twisted karma),  
born from beginningless greed, hate 
and delusion,  
born through body, speech and 
mind,  
I now fully avow. 
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The Precepts 
In receiving the precepts, we become a child of the Buddha – we make a 

public commitment to practising the Buddha Way, to practising with Buddha, 

Dharma and Sangha.   Precepts may be received many times during one’s 

practice life, each time is a joyous event, but the first time is usually 

considered the most auspicious.  Additionally, one formally receives the 

precepts before tokudo ordination (nun/monk), when receiving dharma 

transmission, and even at one’s own funeral.  

The 16 precepts conferred in Soto Zen consist of the 3 refuges, the 3 pure 

precepts and the 10 grave precepts.  They originated from the Bonmo-kyo, 

the Brahma Net Sutra, composed in China in 5th Century CE.  The founder of 

the Japanese Tendai School (9th Century) decided it was necessary to confer 

only the Mahayana precepts (3 pure, 10 major, 48 minor).  As our 13th 

century founder, Eihei Dogen Zenji, was originally ordained as a Tendai monk, 

it is these precepts he received and it is the 16 precepts that he conferred to 

lay and ordained disciples.  

According to Dogen Zenji, when practising the Buddha Way, one ought to 

maintain Sixteen Precepts (Shobogenzo: Jukai) They are Precepts of Three 

Refuges, Three Categories Of Pure Precepts and Ten Grave Prohibitions. 

Koshu Itabashi Zenji said: 

 “The basis of the Bodhisattva precepts is the reality of all beings to 

which the Buddha awakened. In other words, impermanence, 

egolessness, and the interdependent origination of all things. When 

we awaken to the reality that we ourselves and all other things are 

impermanent and ego-less, we see that we cannot cling to anything. 

…  When we awaken to the fact that each thing is interconnected to 

every other thing, like all the knots in Brahma’s net, we see that we 

are supported by everything and live together with everything.” 

Yasuaki Nara Roshi said:  

“The Precepts of Three Refuges, sankikai or Ti-sarana (in Pali), are the 

basis for everyone who thinks himself to be a Buddhist and require 

taking refuge in the Three Treasures, i.e. Buddha, Dharma and 
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Sangha. It is the beginning as well as the final declaration of one’s 

faith in the Buddha’s teaching” 

Dogen Zenji wrote (Shobogenzo: Jukai): 

“In India and China, wherever transmission has passed between the 

buddhas and patriarchs, when entering the path of Dharma, at the very 

beginning one take precepts. Without receiving the precepts, we are 

never the offspring of the buddhas and never the descendants of the 

ancestral masters because for them 'departing from misconducts and 

guarding against wrong' was 'practicing zazen and inquiring into the 

truth.' The words 'they made the precepts foremost themselves’ are 

already Treasury of the True Dharma Eye.” 

It is important to remember that simply obeying all the precepts single-

mindedly is not enough for those wishing to practice the Buddha Way.  Dogen 

Zenji emphasised the practice of zazen.  It is sometimes said, in our sangha, 

that “zazen is the highest precept” – in the light of the radical non-duality 

that is common in our school, the practice of zazen and practising the 

precepts are not two, but one.  One way of stating this is that we manifest 

the precepts naturally, automatically and unconsciously when we practice 

zazen.  Yasuaki Nara Roshi put it this way: 

“When we make the practice of zazen the axis of our life, then 

whatever we do is supported by wisdom and compassion shining out 

from our real Self. This embodied inner energy is nothing else but 

observing the precepts. Considering this problem from the perspective 

of our practice, we do zazen on the basis of precepts-observing life. 

Maintaining the precepts serves as fertile soil on which our practice of 

zazen is well-grounded and sitting itself, in turn, allows us to realise 

the meaning of the precepts.” 

Dogen Zenji said (Shobogenzo Zuimonki, Book 1, 1-2, Translated by Shohaku 

Okumura): 

“The meaning of reciting the Precept Sutra day and night and 

observing the precepts single-mindedly is nothing other than 

practicing shikantaza, following the activities of the ancient masters. 



 

8 

When we sit zazen, what precept is not observed? what merit is not 

actualised? 

Finally, when considering the precepts, particularly the 10 grave precepts, it’s 

important to remember that these are “sila” – guidelines for ethical 

behaviour, rather than vinaya – rules of conduct.   

 Yasuaki Nara Roshi said : 

“The aim of the Precepts is to guide one to respond to a situation 
independently and in accordance to what one believes is right. One 

makes such a judgement based on one’s own self-knowledge. One 

makes an independent decision which corresponds to the given 

situation. “ 

Because precepts are much more subjective than rules, we cannot try to take 

them as black and white, yes or no. It is virtually impossible to observe them 

100%; we can only do our best and take them seriously.  This is evident, for 

example, when one considers the precept of Not Killing.  It may seem clear 

that taking the life of another person is a bad and unwholesome action.  

However, is it as bad to take another person’s life if they are trying to take 

yours?  What if they are about to blow up an airplane?  Maybe your answer is 

still yes.   Perhaps also it is fair to say that sometimes a bodhisattva will break 

the precepts if doing so benefits beings – but far from being absolved of the 

act – accepts the consequences of doing so. We can never hide behind 

precepts to try and escape consequences of our actions. 

To address a common example, not killing is often cited as a reason why “all 

Buddhists should be vegetarian”.  Certainly, there is a case for eating a diet 

which leads to less suffering, but again this cannot be seen in black and white.  

Countless insects, worms, slugs, mice, rats, rabbits, pigeons etc. must be 

eradicated in the ploughing, cultivating, and harvesting of a field, meaning 

that even a carrot is not devoid of suffering.  As we are all responsible for our 

own actions, we are all also responsible for observing the precepts using our 

own judgement and attentive concern, being constantly vigilant against the 

arising of self-righteousness, and any tendencies we have towards holding 

rigidly to our various understandings of the precepts.  
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With the understanding that all of our actions are directly connected to 

consequences, we must each make our own decisions, in each instant, as to 

what choice we make and what consequences we accept.   The precepts that 

we receive can guide us towards choosing actions in our daily life which, 

generally, may result in more wholesome outcomes and less suffering for self 

and others.  

From Comments on Teaching and Conferring the Bodhisattva 

Precepts - Kyojukaimon - 教授戒文  - Keizan Jokin Zenji 

(translation: Shohaku Okumura et.al.) 
 

The great precepts of the buddhas have been protected and maintained by 

buddhas. Buddhas conferred them upon buddhas, and ancestors transmitted 

them to ancestors. Transmission of the Dharma transcends the boundary of 

the three times - past, present and future. The identity of [masters’ and 

disciples’] verification is continuous from ancient times to the present. Our 

great teacher Shakyamuni Buddha conferred them upon Mahakashapa. 

Mahakasyapa transmitted them to Ananda. 

In the same way, [these precepts] have been legitimately conferred from 

teacher to disciple for fifty-four generations, the transmission reaching to the 

present abbot of [this monastery.] Now, I confer [these precepts to you]. You 

should repay the deep favor of the buddhas and ancestors by making [these 

precepts] the most essential teachings for human and heavenly beings 

forever.  This is because you can succeed to the Buddha’s wisdom-life 

[through transmitting these precepts.] Respectfully in the testimony of the 

ancestors, you should take refuge [in the Three Treasures], receive the 

Precepts, and repent [of your misdeeds] In all sincerity, make repentance (…) 

Next, take refuge in the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. 

There are three aspects in the Three Treasures. These are: the Absolute Three 

Treasures, the Manifesting Three Treasures, and the Maintaining Three 

Treasures. 

The unsurpassable True Awakening (Annutara-samyak-sambodhi ) is called 

the Buddha Treasure. [The Reality that is] pure and free from defilements is 

the Dharma Treasure. The virtue of peace and harmony is the Sangha 

Treasure. These are the Absolute Three Treasures. 
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The one who was born in this world and realized awakening is called the 

Buddha Treasure. [The Reality to which] the Buddha awakened is the Dharma 

Treasure. Those who learned the Buddha’s Dharma are the Sangha Treasures. 

These are called the Manifesting Three Treasures. 

The [buddhas who] edify heavenly beings and guide human beings, or who 

appear in the empty space or in the dusty world, are the Buddha Treasure. 

[The truth] that expresses itself [in the form of the Buddha's teachings stored 

in] the ocean treasury and [recorded in the scriptures] on the pattara leaves 

in order to transform animate and inanimate beings is the Dharma Treasure. 

[Those] who relieve others of all different kinds of sufferings and release 

them from the burning house of the three worlds are the Sangha Treasure. 

These are the Maintaining Three Treasures. When we recite, “I take refuge in 

the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha,” we will acquire the great precepts of the 

buddhas. 

Consider the Buddha as your teacher. Do not become a follower of other 

ways. 

The Three Pure Precepts - San ju jo kai - 三聚淨戒  
(With excerpts from Keizan Jokin’s Kyojukaimon in parenthesis 
after each) 

1. Do no harm – [also translated as ‘renounce all evil’ or ‘observing 

guidelines’] - not harming self or others, refraining from ignorance.  
(The precept of embracing moral codes: This is the abode of the laws and 

codes of all buddhas. This is the root source of the laws and codes of all 

buddhas.) 

2. Do only good – acting skilfully, acting from our inherent awakened 

nature, from compassion, loving-kindness, patience, respect. 
(The precept of embracing beneficial actions: This is the dharma of 

Unsurpassable True Awakening (Anuttara-samyak-sambodhi). This is the way 

in which one should practice by oneself and the way in which one should 

lead others.) 

3. Do good for others - acting in a way that benefits beings. The 

liberated mind naturally and automatically gives rise to the 

bodhisattva way, where we save all beings.  
(The precept of embracing all living beings: One should transcend distinction 

between ordinary beings and sages, and save both oneself and others.) 
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The Ten Grave Precepts – Jūjūkinkai - 十重禁戒  
(With excerpts from Keizan Jokin’s Kyojukaimon in parenthesis 
after each) 

1. Not to kill – Respect and nourish life. We recognise that we are not 

separate from all that is.   
(Not killing: By not taking life, one nurtures the seeds of Buddha and is 

enabled to succeed to the Buddha's life. Do not kill life.) 

2. Not to steal – Share, be generous. Not taking anything which hasn’t 

been freely given. Being content with what I have, my needs met. 
(Not stealing: When mind and its objects are in thusness, the gate of 

liberation is open.) 

3. Not to misuse sex – Honour the body, do not yearn to possess 

something which is not yours. Encounter others with respect and 

dignity cultivating honest and caring relationships. 
(Not indulging in sexual greed: When the three wheels (body, speech and 

thoughts) are pure, there is nothing to be desired. The Way of all buddhas is 

the same.) 

4. Not to lie – Explore, cultivate and encourage truthful communication. 

Express truth in your behaviour; speak truth with wisdom and 

compassion.  
(Not speaking falsehood: Since the dharma-wheel has been turning from the 

very beginning, there is neither too much nor too little. When a drop of 

sweet dew moistens [all beings], reality and truth become revealed.) 

5. Not to become intoxicated – Cultivate a clear mind. Not clouding the 

mind by overindulging in drink or drugs, debate or doctrine, or any of 

the other intoxicants of the world. 
(Not selling intoxicating liquor: Do not bring intoxicants in. Do not let them 

come in. This is truly the great brightness [of wisdom]. Do not allow even 

that has not yet been brought in to trespass. This is truly the great 

brightness [of wisdom].) 

6. Not to criticize others – Realise kindness, respect others’ way of 

being. Create wisdom from ignorance, do not only see the mistakes 

of others but see their perfections. 
(Not talking of the faults of others: Within the Buddhadharma, we all 

[approach] the same way, [learn] the same Dharma, [realize] the same 

verification, and [carry out] the same practice. Do not discuss faults of 

others. Do not cause disorder in the way.) 
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7. Not elevating the self at the expense of others – Cultivate and 

practise humility. Do not put others down in order to praise and take 

pride in the self. We see that there is no separation between self and 

other. Practicing sampai, prostrations, we raise others above 

ourselves over and over.  
(Not praising oneself nor slandering others: Buddhas and ancestors attain 

verification with the whole sky and the great earth. When the great-body is 

manifested, they verify inside the empty space. When the dharma-body is 

manifested, there is no inch of ground on the earth.) 

8. Not to be stingy – Be generous. Give without thought of reward, 

without keeping things back for yourself.  Share freely and do not be 

possessive, particularly with the dharma 
(Not begrudging the dharma or materials: Even one phrase or one verse of 

dharma is nothing but [the expression of the reality of] the myriad 

phenomenal beings and the hundred grasses. One dharma and one 

verification are buddhas and ancestors. [These] have never been 

begrudged.) 

9. Not to indulge in anger – Cultivate patience and equanimity 

(calmness and composure), do not dwell in anger or harbour ill-will.  
(Not being angry: Neither withdrawing nor setting forth, neither being real 

nor being void, [therein] you will see the ocean of bright clouds and the 

ocean of magnificent clouds.) 

10. Not to slander the Three Treasures – cultivate awakening, teachings 

and community. Living intimately with all beings, we recognise we are 

all expressions of oneness. Buddha, dharma and sangha manifest in 

all the phenomena of our everyday experience. Kodo Sawaki said: “if 

there is an ego outside the Buddha, then even if we study, practice 

and sit zazen, then we will break the precept not to disparage the 

three treasures”.   
(Not ignorantly slandering the Three Treasures: [The Buddha] manifested his 

body and expounded the Dharma. [These Three Treasures] are the crossing 

point of the world. The virtues [of the Three Treasures] return to the ocean 

of all-knowing wisdom and are immeasurable. We should respectfully 

accept, attend, and serve the Three Treasures.) 
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The Four Vows of the Bodhisattva - Shigu Seigan Mon 

- 四弘誓願文 
Shū jō mu hen sei gan do 

衆⽣無辺誓願度 

Bon nō mu jin sei gan dan 

 煩悩無尽誓願断 
Hō mon mu ryō sei gan gaku 

 法⾨無量誓願学 

Butsu dō mu jō sei gan jō 

 佛道無上誓願成 

Beings are numberless; I vow to free 
them. 

Delusions are inexhaustible; I vow 
to end them. 

Dharma gates are boundless; I vow 
to enter them. 

The Buddha way is unsurpassable; I 
vow to realise it.  

 

On the Four Vows of the Bodhisattva by Shohaku Okumura from 
his book: Living by Vow: A Practical Introduction to Eight Essential 
Zen Chants and Texts. 
A bodhisattva lives by vow. Vow is like a magnet or compass that shows us 

the direction toward the Buddha. There are two kinds of vow: general vows, 

taken by all bodhisattvas, and particular vows for each person. Each 

bodhisattva makes specific vows unique to his or her personality and 

capabilities. The four bodhisattva vows are general vows that should be taken 

by all Mahāyāna Buddhist practitioners. We must live by these vows. That is 

our direction. Our sitting practice should also be based on these vows. 

(...)  I see a basic contradiction between the first and second half of each 

sentence. “Sentient beings are numberless; I vow to save them”: but if 

sentient beings are numberless, we cannot possibly save them all—this is a 

contradiction. “Desires are inexhaustible; I vow to put an end to them”: if 

they are inexhaustible, how can I put an end to them? That’s logically 

impossible. “The dharmas are boundless; I vow to master them”: if they are 

boundless, then we cannot completely master them. The “contradiction” in 

the fourth vow is subtler: “The Buddha’s Way is unsurpassable; I vow to 

attain it”: if it’s so transcendent, can we really expect to realize it? These 

contradictions are very important and have a profound practical and also 

religious meaning.  



 

14 

(…)As we said, there is a contradiction inherent in these vows: we vow to do 

things that are impossible. This means that our practice is endless and that 

we cannot completely fulfil the four vows. Our practice and study are like 

trying to empty the ocean with a spoon, one spoonful at a time. It is certainly 

a stupid way of life, not a clever one. A clever person cannot be a 

bodhisattva. We are aiming at something eternal, infinite, and absolute. No 

matter how hard we practice, study, and help other people, there is no end to 

it all. When we compare our achievement with something infinite, absolute, 

and eternal, it’s like nothing. 

(…)There is something deeply meaningful in our comparison with the 

absolute. Understanding ourselves in this way frees our practice from 

competition based on selfishness. This is a most important point. We cannot 

be proud of our practice, and we don’t need to be too humble about our lack 

of practice or understanding. We are just as we are. Our practice is to take 

one more step toward the infinite, the absolute, moment by moment, one 

step at a time. 

The Perfections of Wisdom - Paramitas 
These are the 6 perfections of wisdom, or the 6 practices of the bodhisattva. 

A bodhisattva vows to save all beings, and traditionally, a bodhisattva is 

defined as one who takes the vow to delay their own departure from the 

world of samsara, their own ultimate enlightenment, until all sentient beings 

do so.   This is the role of the shepherd.  Caring for others with wise 

compassion, putting others first.  We hear this in the daily verse which we 

chant – the 4 Vows of the Bodhisattva (Shigu Seigan Mon). 

The 6 paramitas, the 4 vows, the 8-fold path, the 16 precepts – there is a lot 

of overlap in ideas in these tenants of Zen and Buddhism. Of course, this is to 

be expected – important principals are repeated, and there are important 

things to do in this life. The bodhisattva path is a path of skilful /expedient 

means, doing what needs doing, and being creative to get it done. A 

bodhisattva exists like a lotus, rooted in the mud, or in the fire, ready to lend 

a hand.   
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Master Deshimaru said,  

“The bodhisattva is a living Buddha, in Mahayana Buddhism there is 

no fear of hell, in zen, if you have to go to hell, you go.  The zen 

monk/nun must leap in to hell to save those who are suffering – LEAP 

not FALL - bodhisattvas DIVE into the world (…) sometimes it’s 

necessary to rub your hands in impurities.” 

The 6 Paramitas: 
1. Fuse: dana-paramita - giving or generosity.  You can give material 

goods, money, labour, or you can give fearlessness (peace-of-mind) 

where needed and when needed, with no thought of return. You can 

also give the Buddha’s teachings. In the end the giver, the receiver 

and the gift all disappear. 

2. Jikai: sila-paramita - ethical conduct or wholesomeness. Right Views 

and Right Behaviour from the 8-fold path, in our zen way – we talk 

about the 10 precepts as already mentioned. 

3. Ninniku: kashanti paramita - patience. Sometimes called endurance 

or tolerance. This paramita urges us to be humble, and patient so 

that peacefulness can be realised. During zazen we can really learn 

patience. Remaining upright and still, remaining calm in the midst of 

whatever arises. Be patient with others, be patient yourself.  

4. Shojin: Virja paramita – ceaseless effort or perseverance. This can be 

thought of as enthusiasm or sustained intention. This practice 

reminds us to continue and keep going through difficulties we face 

during life, during practice, at the dojo etc. Can we demonstrate the 

strength and diligence to stay on the path, even when it becomes 

difficult or uncomfortable?  

5. Zenjo: Dhyana paramita – meditation.  Zazen is exactly the practice 

of dhyana paramita. Master Dogen said “If you want to attain 

suchness, you should practice suchness without delay”. 

6. Finally, Chie: or Prajna paramita - wisdom. This is what we chant 

about in the Hannya Shingyo – Prajna paramita is Hannya Haramita in 

sino-japanese. This is fundamentally having the wisdom to know that 

all things are inherently empty. Seeing reality as it is.  

Practising compassion without wisdom isn’t a good idea, it has a 

tendency to lead towards suffering, rather than away. You can’t actually 
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separate prajna from dhyana – and both wisdom and meditation require 

diligence and patience and they go hand-in-hand with ethical conduct 

and giving. So, each of the 6 perfections, are intertwined. 

The Robe Verse (Kesa sutra) - Takkesa Ge - 搭袈裟偈 
Dai sai gedap-puku 

大哉解脱服  
Musō fuku den e 

 無相福田衣 
Hi bu nyorai kyo 

 披奉如来教 
Ko do shoshu jo 

 広度諸衆生 

 
How great, the robe of liberation 

a formless field of merit. 

Wrapping ourselves in Buddha’s 
teaching, 

we free all living beings.  

 

A rakusu is the traditional garment worn around the neck by those who have 

received the precepts. In our family of Soto Zen we, generally, sew our own 

rakusus, by hand, in the “nyoho-e” fashion which follows a tradition 

reintroduced by Kōdō Sawaki Roshi and his disciples.  A rakusu is a miniature 

version of a kesa (also called ‘okesa’ to show reverence) with five panels.  

Sometimes it is not possible to sew a rakusu before one’s precepts ceremony, 

and in those cases, with the 

teacher’s permission, it is possible 

to purchase one which has been 

sewn by someone else.    

Before wearing a rakusu or an 

okesa, we place it upon our head 

and chant/recite the ‘kesa sutra’ 

three times.  This might be done 

out loud, with others, as a group, 

such as after morning zazen, or it 

may be done on your own, silently.  

In our tradition, a rakusu is sewn 

with black fabric for both 

bodhisattva and monk/nun 

ordination ceremonies. Brown, or 
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coloured rakusus are normally reserved for teachers. However, as this has not 

always been our rule, you will often see people who are not teachers wearing 

brown, grey, or other coloured rakusus. 

Once the teacher has chosen your name, it will be written on the back of your 

rakusu, along with the teacher’s name, the date and location of your 

ceremony and some other information.   

A rakusu is Buddha’s teaching, ultimately it is Buddha, and we are always 

certain to treat our rakusu with care and respect. A rakusu is never worn into 

the toilet or worn for samu which could cause it to get damaged or soiled.  

When not wearing it, we keep our rakusus in their envelopes, in a high, dry, 

safe place. We refrain from letting them carelessly touch the floor and should 

practice prostrations so that our rakusu doesn’t fall on the floor when we do 

sampai.  

“In the same way that the rakusu points follow one another to form a straight 

line, our concentration here and now, on each of our actions, forms a line, 

straight and true, through our life” 

~ Taisen Deshimaru Roshi 
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Lineage and Ketsumyaku - 血脉 
Ketsumyaku means “blood line” or “blood vein”, and in this context it refers 

to a document that connects the recipient to Buddha.  When someone 

receives the precepts, receives ordination as monk or nun, or receives 

dharma transmission, they also receive a ketsumyaku document which traces 

a path backwards through the teacher, the teacher’s teacher, etc.. back to the 

Buddha. Additionally, a line leads from forward from the recipient back to the 

Buddha.  A circle is formed with no beginning or end.   Like other blood lines, 

a lineage connects you to a family. 

In some places, a 

recipient of a lineage 

document will have 

drawn or traced their 

own, writing all the 

names except for 

their own – which is 

inscribed by the 

teacher.  In our 

tradition, the 

document is pre-

prepared for you and 

given to you when 

you receive your 

rakusu during the 

ceremony. 

In the case of the 

Bodhisattva 

ordination, an 

abbreviated 

ketsumyaku is given, 

showing Buddha and 

some of the major 

figures of Soto Zen transmission including: Bodhidharma, Daikan Eno, Tozan 

Ryokai, Tendo Nyojo, Eihei Dōgen, and Keizan Jokin. Finally, the line leads to 

Kodo Sawaki Roshi, who conferred the precepts to Taisen Deshimaru Roshi, 
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who conferred the precepts to Mokuho Guy Mercier, who conferred the 

precepts to yourself.  

The text on the upper right reads “Buddha ancestors direct lineage great cut 

blood vein”.  The text on the left reads “This is the essential bond for the 

disciples of the Buddha that the masters are successively charged to transmit. 

It has been passed on by Master Dōgen to me. Now this Dharma and these 

Precepts are transmitted to you. Please receive this Dharma with confidence 

and protect it completely, with energy and constancy, for eternity. 

Today, the monk Mokuho, entrusts and transmits this bond of the Dharma to 

these people of faith who are sincere and respect the precepts.” 

A Ketsumyaku is kept, like a rauksu, in a place that is high, dry, respectful, and 

in its protective envelope.  A rakusu and a ketsumyaku are Buddha, Dharma 

and Sangha and together they symbolise your commitment and connection 

to the three treasures.  


