On Saturday April 10th, the kusen online was presenting Master’s Keizan
recommendations on the way to feed oneself when one follows the Way of the
Buddha, as they appear in the Zazen Hôjinki.
The English version of this teaching can be found on the IZAUK website.
To complete this kusen, I am also including teachings given during meals at the Ojukai
ceremonies that took place in Kanshoji temple, the precept ceremony or the ordination
ceremony of the bodhisattva. It is customary that senior monks provide a reflection
during meal times, not only on food itself but also on a dharmic matter.
I hope you’ll enjoy reading these teachings from the Dining Room written and
expressed with a loving and simple heart.
Guy Mokukô
*Please, find below the Teachings of the dining room*

Guy Mokuhô Mercier
Translated by Hilary MacRae

‘Teachings for the dining room’
June 2019 at the Zen Monastery of Kanshoji,
on the occasion of the Ōjukai ceremonies, the receiving of the precepts.

***

Each one of our activities is the same as that of the Buddha
and should be seen and practised as such. When we are
aware of this truth, we can focus all our attention on making
sure that the action we engage in is beautiful, alive and
conscious and that it expresses the very mind of Buddha. We
eat our meal with this attitude.
It is for this reason that in the first verse of the meal sutra
there is reference to the life of Buddha Shakyamuni. He was
born in Kapilavastu, awoke at Magadha, taught at Varanasi
and entered Nirvana at Kushinagra. This reminder of the
great moments of his life invites us to consider and deepen
the link we hold with the Buddha and the sublime Way that
he taught. We are simply disciples and we learn, together.
So when we take this meal we open the bowls of the
Tathagata , of the Thus-Come one, “together”. Whatever the
container may be, plate, bowl or bento, we receive that food
with gratitude.
The practice of the Ōryoki is one of the most delicate and profound rituals of our school. It symbolizes
giving and non attachment. It is what is expressed at the end of this first verse:
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“May the one who gives, the one who receives and what is given be liberated from all
attachment and may this practice permit us to obtain liberation with all beings.”
Together! It’s always together. How could it be otherwise?
Together, liberated from the mind of personal greed, which wants to appropriate things, seize, judge
and reject.
The Ō of Ōryoki is the answer of the one who receives the offering that is made to him or her. We
receive life, food, the precepts. We are filled with gratitude and we also accept to give and transmit
without keeping anything for ourself. To give and receive, that is Transmission.
The Ryō of Ōryoki means ‘a measurement’. This is the amount we receive, which is just what we
need.
Ki is the bowl.
The bowl is a profound and powerful symbol, and it is also for this reason that it expresses the
Transmission between the Buddhas, this Transmission which becomes life itself by the offering of
food. We receive the Dharma itself.
The bowl receives the food and transmits life to us. Our body receives this food offering and we give it
to others with energy and love, by our activity itself.
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Master Dōgen said that the bowl is:
“The unheard of utensil, incomparable, miraculous, marvellous, in which is realised
this unheard of event, which is the gift of food, the exchange with another, with nature.”
And in order for this event to take on its unheard of and miraculous dimension, we can only
accomplish it in Presence, that’s to say in pure consciousness that it is truly this gift of nourishment
that we are receiving. We are ourselves like a bowl that receives life.
This bowl transcends matter and form themselves.
In the act of nourishing ourselves, we are invited to strip ourselves, to liberate ourselves from all our
stories, in order to abide in a presence filled with gratitude. We are invited to practise discernment,
moderation and contentment. These are the main qualities of the six paramitas which are the
foundation of the Bodhisattva practice.
Beyond being a symbol, this bowl becomes, by our attention itself, the place of Transmission where
practice and awakening are not two.
***
A friend had me listen to a Leonard Cohen song recently and I really like the words and music. I
would like to share with you the meaning of the experience he is talking about.
Leonard Cohen participated to a sesshin in a Rinzai monastery and wrote a poem dedicated to his
girlfriend.
He expressed how bored he was and how he would like to be with her. He was tense, not really
succeeding in meditation, just hoping that a miracle would occur (‘waiting for a miracle to come’) And
this miracle, we guess, would be that awakening would suddenly present itself to him.
Perhaps, like him, you wait in the same state of mind, for something special to be revealed in your life,
to reward you for your practice and effort.
But it’s useless to wait! No miracle with turn up at your demand.
Our daily life, our breath, our activities, our meals, are the very places where Awakening will surge up.
Waiting for a miracle to happen or for something special to be revealed to us, is to waste our time and
to delude oneself about awakening.
Do we wish to awaken? Of course!
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So we must take care of our lives, of our everyday activity and live with attention to an open
consciousness, welcoming and benevolent.
The Buddha taught :
“Whether you are walking, standing or lying down, stretching out your limbs or
folding them, eating or drinking, acting for yourself or others, allow yourself to do all
these things with attention, with all your heart. Whatever your place in the world,
allow yourself to be the person who sees emptiness and the ungraspable miracle of
things with attention.”
For indeed, there is a miracle constantly lying before our eyes : Emptiness expresses itself at every
moment in the daily movement of things, the activities of beings, in this food that we are offered and
in the smallest expression of life.
Buddha reminds us :
“The link we create with reality (with the Buddha) is not the result of the greatness of
what we are accomplishing, but of the authenticity of our heart. Our practice
demands that we are true in every act of our life.”
During the meal you are taking, remain attentive from moment to moment. No longer wait for a
miracle to appear soon, for the miracle is already in the process of revealing itself in your bowl.
The bowl is the place where the on- going miracle is revealed through the appearance of tastes and
flavours that the Tenzo has assembled for us in benevolence and gratitude. Don’t lose a single nuance,
not a colour, not a crumb.
This is how the ceaseless miracle of the appearance and disappearance of things reveals itself in us.
This miracle is expressed in the Hannya Shingyo by the little phrase “Ku soku ze shiki. Shiki soku ze
ku.” The unity of Ku and shiki, that is the truth of ourselves, in Presence, as Presence itself.

***
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Eating is an emotional and sensual experience which we repeat several times a day. And this repetition
can become the obstacle which prevents us from appreciating its colour, taste or qualities. Habit stops
us from considering food as the miraculous gift that has been given to us.
Hitotsu ni wa ko no tasho o hakari kano raisho o hakaru
We become aware of the manner in which this gift of food has come to us.

If we consider the act of eating as a secondary activity, we devalue food and we place ourselves into a
coarse and stupid indifference in relation to the Dharma itself. We forget the ensemble of causes and
conditions which have contributed to the appearance of this food, the germination, water and sun, their
growth and harvest, their transformation and cooking in the kitchen. Let’s not make it a substance
devoid of essence, energy and vitality, or just a means of filling the stomach.
This food becomes what we are and the way we think about it will influence all our physical processes,
our relationships, states of mind and moods. It brings health or sickness according to the way we see it
and consume it.
To truly appreciate food, we must feel it, look at it, taste it, chew it, digest it and savour its flavours
and textures. Eating with awareness is a practice of the buddhas. This demands our conscious presence
and total attention to what enters and disappears into our mouth. Thinking about the long road that this
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food has taken to arrive here with us, is to pay homage to the entire cosmos and to unite ourselves with
it. We express our gratitude in this way for what is alive and makes us alive too.
Futatsu ni wa omore ga tokugyo no, zenket – to hakat – tekuni ozu.
Let us consider our practice and our virtues. Are we worthy of this offering?
This reflection produces in us an awareness of the gift that we are receiving is not our due, and that our
attitude should align with the luck of receiving it. When the monk, begging for food, receives
something in his bowl, in the practice of Takuatsu, he recites a little formula that he addresses to the
donor :
Zai ho nise, kudoku muryo, dan bara mitsu, gusoku en man
“The two gifts, that of being fed and that of receiving the Dharma, produce immeasurable
merit. The perfection of giving is thus realised without limit.”
And even if there isn’t much in our bowl, we should allow the mind of gratitude to take seed.
Master Dogen says ;
“Dharma is identified with food and food is identified with Dharma. Thus, the meal that we
take is of the very nature of Dharma. Dharma is truth and food is truth. If Dharma is the
unique Mind, this meal is also the unique Mind. If the Dharma is awakening, the food is also
awakening.
In consequence, feeding oneself constitues the truth of all dharmas. Don’t make it an ordinary
practice, denuded of awareness and gratitude.
In the very instant that we eat, we manifest the truth of Dharma.”
***
The colour of a flower is always beautiful.
It’s a miracle. It’s a real one!
You might have seen the peonies coming into flower in the garden of the temple of Kanshoji in these
recent days, giving themselves to us without effort or ostentation.
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Flowers don’t open by themselves. They need
heat and sunlight, the water from clouds, the
passage of butterflies and bees and also, - we
often tend to forget -, our friendly regard. And
when they give themselves to us, it’s a miracle :
Dharma awakens in the form of a flower. Very
often we are not even impressed by this miracle!
Yesterday evening you received the Precepts.
There were many miracles. They were visible
on your faces, in your joined hands, in your
wide-open eyes and even in your hesitations.
Yesterday

evening

many

flowers

opened

themselves.
Miracles never stop. They are life itself, with its
joys and sorrows. What should we do?
Master Dōgen replies with a few simple, yet grandiose words:
Let life be!”
Don’t close your hand on things, don’t grasp with greed, don’t take for yourself more than you need
for practice, no more than your share. To “Let life be” you need to love it with love, without imposing
conditions nor covering it with a veil of habits and indifference.
Giving what we receive, receiving what we are given, that is the chant of Transmission, the teaching of
ōjukai, the meaning of the practice of the ōryoki.
“Each being, wrote Master Dōgen, “is endowed with all that he needs to realise the
Way. Each being has received a good quantity (Ryō). Each being is gifted with
intelligence and qualities, but it is by the support and the presence of others that he
progresses on the way.”
What would the bodhisattva vows be if you were alone?
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The Precepts are the path we follow to create harmony with others. It’s not always easy! We received
them together yesterday evening. Let us let them flower in our heart.
As we walk the Way, we should, together, with one mind, mobilise our energies and consecrate them
solely to our practice, wherever we are, whatever we do and we should truly consider ourselves a part
of the entirety that is the sangha of the disciples of Buddha, the sangha of beings.
“It is by polishing jade that we make a vase” said Master Dōgen.
A vase or a bowl. This same bowl where we eat the Dharma with our spoon or chopsticks!
It is in polishing our practice that we allow our virtue of humanity to flower. This virtue opens itself
like a flower, shows its colours and offers its perfume when we take care of it, simply by serving
others.
This is the miracle that spreads out in our heart when, having received the precepts, we practice them
and transmit them by taking care in our daily life and that of others.

***
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