Zazen, Rituals and Precepts
Cannot Be Separated

By Shunryu Suzuki Roshi
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I WANT TO TALK WITH YOU about some problems you may have
when you come to Zen Center. I think you understand pretty well why we
practice, Why we observe rituals is perhaps more difficult to understand.
Actually, it is not something to explain [laughs]. If you ask me why I
observe rituals, it is difficult to answer.

First, I do it because I have been doing it for a long time so there is no
problem. 1 tend to think that because 1 have no problem in observing my
way, then you must not have a problem [laughs]. But you are Americans,
and I am Japanese, and you have not been practicing the Buddhist way for
so long, therefore there must be various problems [laughs).

These problems are almost impossible to solve. But if you actually fol-
low our way I think you will have some understanding of our rituals. What
I want to talk about is the precepts.

Precepts for me includes rituals. And when we say “precepts,” it is
another name for our zazen practice. For us, zazen practice and observation
of rituals are not two different things. How to observe the rituals is how to
observe the precepts. Qur practice, especially in the Soto school, puts
emphasis on everyday life, including rituals, eating, and going to the rest-
room. All those things are included in our practice.

So the way we practice zazen, the way we practice rituals, and the way
of life of a Buddhist or Zen student is fundamentaily the same. But when
we talk about our way of life or rituals, we come face to face with some
rules. The rules of observing ceremonies are rituals, and the rules of our
everyday life are our precepts.

When we say “precepts,” we usually mean some rules, but that is just a
superficial understanding of precepts. Precepts are actually the expression of
our true nature. The way we express our true nature is always according to
the place or situation in which you live. So to practice zazen is to be your-
self and to observe our precepts is just to be yourself.

As you have some way of sitting on a black cushion, we have some way
of observing our rituals or ceremony in the Buddha Hall. The point of our
zazen practice is to be free from thinking mind and from emotional activi-
ty. In short, that is the practice of selflessness. In our observation of rituals,
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