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Eiheiji Temple

Eiheiji Temple is one of Japan’s two head temples of the S6t0 school of Zen Buddhism.
Since its establishment by Zen Master Dogen (1200-1253) in 1244, Eiheiji has been the
foremost temple of the S6t0 school in Japan and a place of pure Zen practice. The
temple still operates just as it did centuries ago, and dozens of monks live and practice
there.

In 1227, Dogen returned to Japan from China, where he had spent some years studying
and practicing under Zen Master Nyojo (Ch. Rujing; 1163-1228). For several years
after his return, Dogen lived in the region around Kyoto, where he founded Koshoji
Temple and wrote a treatise on the correct form of zazen (seated Zen practice) titled
Fukan zazengi (Universally Recommended Instructions for Zazen). In 1243, Dogen
moved to Echizen Province (now Fukui Prefecture) at the invitation of Hatano
Yoshishige, a samurai who was lord of Echizen at the time. It was there that Dogen
would eventually found Eiheiji Temple.

Dogen was motivated to leave the capital by Master Nyojo’s dying words: “Do not live
among the crowds of a town, but rather stay in a glen deep in the mountains, receiving
very few people, and work to continue our true teachings.” Dogen spent his first year in
Echizen practicing zazen at Kippdji Temple, where he preached and composed some of
his lectures and commentaries on Zen practice and Buddhist teaching that would later
be collected under the title Shobogenzo (Treasury of the True Dharma Eye). After a year
at Kippdji, Dogen established Eiheiji Temple in the same area.

Eiheiji Temple is an active monastery where monk-trainees (unsui) devote themselves
to Buddhist practice according to Dogen’s ideals. In one of his works, titled Shoji (Life
and Death), Dogen gives the following directive: “Just let go and forget about both your
body and mind. Throw yourself into the house of the Buddha.” Dogen considered
Eiheiji Temple to be perfectly suited for this task. He envisioned the temple as the
Buddha’s abode, the mountains as the Buddha’s body, and the flowing streams as the
Buddha’s voice. Dogen’s successors rigorously follow his teachings, and the
wholehearted practice of zazen is still the central focus of life at Eiheiji Temple.

The temple receives visitors from around the world, but it is much more than a tourist
destination. Though many people come to Eiheiji to see its beautiful grounds and attend
Buddhist sermons, the temple is primarily a living, breathing Zen monastery for S6td Zen
practice, and over 130 trainees reside there.
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Zen Practice at Eiheiji Temple

Eiheiji Temple is an active religious center where monk trainees (unsui) engage in daily
training from dawn to dusk. Life for the unsui is structured according to the principles
described by Zen Master Dogen (1200-1253), the founder of the S6td school of Zen
Buddhism in Japan. Accordingly, the monk trainees follow a demanding day-to-day
routine and live an austere monastic lifestyle.

For the unsui at Eiheiji Temple, an average day begins at 3:30 a.m. (4:30 a.m. during the
winter), when they wake up for the early-morning zazen session. This is followed by the
daily morning service held in the Hattd (Dharma Hall), where the monks chant sutras and
make offerings. After breakfast, which consists of a simple vegetarian meal, the unsui
clean the entire temple’s corridors by hand, a process called zokin-gake. When the
cleaning is finished, they split into groups to work on individual tasks, such as
maintaining the temple grounds, preparing meals, or receiving visitors at the temple’s
reception desk. The unsui also spend time practicing important ceremonies and attending
lectures on Buddhist teachings. After a brief break for the midday service and meal, the
unsui continue their tasks in the afternoon. At the end of the day, there is an evening
service, meal, and zazen session lasting until 9:00 p.m., after which the monks and
trainees go to bed. From dawn to dusk, working or eating, the unsui treat each moment as
an opportunity for the wholehearted practice of Zen.

KEFEABITELS (BK) FMRAGHNSYENEFTHENN(CEBBETCHDESNRE
B THd. BIKOERG. BRICBIFTZIERFROME THDIE AT (1200-1253) HEL
TERABICEDVWTEDRDSNTVD . (EITEIEDIEITE. B 2 BUWZT S 1—)LOFIBEICHREL.
R BASTEORTITNN TS,

KEFORITEOFIINR—HIE. 481 3 B 30 0 (R348 4 K 30 93) ([C8FD. 2=
DO THZRETI . ENNSEETRIB5E3EE 2H T, FOSENDHH S, HEE
BOFIRRE. TKLEEFHROETOE F2FEETIRRZI 5. NEMAEMANT IELTHIS
NTUVBEETHD, IWEMEDZETIN—TICHINT, FROBROHRF. BEO%EMR,. H5F
DR THEBORIFANRE, 842 DHAFLCEDBODTHD. BKEEFSSIC, EEMEN
DFIFRALB DA DFER(CSHUE B ZEPLTVWS. IEFOHEID. BREDIEVMAEDE.,
FREGKDTHD. 1 HOEDDICE, ROBEND. Y B, TUTLHEFE 9 BFETHS, TN
M5, BE5EIEIIRT 20 THD. REAINSYEN. ALE. Ll BFLLBORENTFE 9
BFETHE . LOVPCHIRT 2D THD. WIAINSYBNICEDF T, (B LTV RE%ZL
TWBEFE, BKEBEE—Bi—BiZ 02 THZRILTEMMRLIRA TS,



Shajin Ryori (Temple Cuisine)

Shojin ryori is a type of vegetarian cuisine that is based on the Buddhist precept of ahimsa,
or nonviolence, which prohibits killing or harming animals. Shojin ryori was originally
introduced to Japan along with Buddhism during the sixth century, and it grew in
popularity with the spread of Zen Buddhism during the thirteenth century. Zen Master
Dogen (1200-1253), the founder of the So6t6 school of Zen Buddhism in Japan, played a
key role in establishing the cuisine as it is known today.

After arriving in China, Dogen met the tenzo (head cook) of Ayuwang Temple, and he
could not comprehend why the monk was troubling himself with cooking instead of
focusing on his Zen practice. The monk explained that Dogen did not yet understand what
it meant to wholeheartedly engage in Zen practice. This exchange had a strong influence
on Dogen’s views of Buddhist teaching, and he would later write the following in 7enzo
Kyokun (Instructions for the Zen Cook): “The job of the tenzo is Zen practice itself—to
pursue the task at hand with single-minded intent. Furthermore, the act of cooking should
be done with the joyful mind (kishin) of creation, the nurturing mind (roshin) of a parent
feeding their child, and the magnanimous mind (daishin) that is tall like a mountain and
broad like the ocean, with equal appreciation for every ingredient.”

Cooking and eating with a mindset of deep gratitude and respect for any food is central
to shojin ryori. Although the cuisine is vegetarian as a rule, it is contrary to the precepts
given in Tenzo Kyokun for monks to refuse any food—even fish or meat—that they
receive as alms. A typical meal uses seasonal produce and soybean-based foods, such as
tofu, in place of animal or fish products. Certain particularly pungent vegetables, such as
onion, leek, and garlic, are also forbidden, as they are historically thought to stimulate
human passions. Similarly, with the exception of salt, sugar, soy sauce, and ginger, spices
and seasonings are generally not used in order to bring out the ingredients’ natural flavors.

Flavors have great significance in shojin ryori, and Tenzo Kyokun contains specific rules
for how they should be handled. Each meal must harmoniously include the six flavors
(rokumi) of bitter, sour, sweet, salty, mild, and spicy and must also possess the three
virtues (santoku) of “light and flexible,” “clean and neat,” and ‘“conscientious and
thorough.” In other words, a meal must be balanced between those six flavors, be simple
and easy to eat, be prepared hygienically and neatly, and be prepared following the proper
methods and procedures. In order to achieve this, a tenzo must be thoroughly familiar
with the qualities and correct preparation methods of each ingredient.

When shaojin ryori is eaten in a temple setting, monks begin the meal by chanting the Five
Contemplations (Gokan no ge), which were included in a work by Dogen titled Fushuku
hanpéo (Principles for Meals):

“We reflect on the effort that brought us this food and consider how it comes to us.

We reflect on our virtue and practice, and whether we are worthy of this offering.



We regard it as essential to free ourselves of excesses such as greed.
We regard this food as good medicine to sustain our lives.

For the sake of enlightenment, we now receive this food.”
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The Seven-Hall Temple (Shichido Garan)

Eiheiji Temple is famous for the layout of its core temple complex, called the garan. In
Zen Buddhism, temples are organized around seven fundamental structures that form the
main spaces in which the monks live, eat, sleep, and practice Zen. These seven buildings
are referred to as the shichido garan, or “seven-hall temple.” The word garan itself is
derived from a Sanskrit word that referred to a garden where monks gathered to engage
in Zen practice.

Conventions about which specific buildings are included in the shichido garan differ
depending on a temple’s affiliated school and era of construction. Eiheiji Temple’s
shichido garan is modeled after that of Tiantong Temple in China, where Zen Master
Dogen (1200-1253) studied before returning to Japan to spread Sotd Zen Buddhism. The
seven buildings of Eiheiji’s garan are the:

Sanmon (Main Gate),

Butsuden (Buddha Hall),

Hatto (Dharma Hall),

Sodo (Monk’s Hall),

Daikuin (Kitchen and Administrative Building),
Yokushitsu (Bathhouse), and

Tosu (Toilet).

The buildings of the shichido garan are all interconnected by a network of covered
corridors and stairs.
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Hatto (Dharma Hall)

The Hattd, or Dharma Hall, is used for daily morning services, sermons on the teachings
of the Buddha, and for certain other important occasions. It has been rebuilt several times,
most recently in 1843. The Hatto at Eiheiji Temple is notably one of the largest such halls
that survives from the Edo period (1603—1867).

The hall’s main image is a statue of the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara. The front altar is
guarded by four white shishi (Chinese guardian lions), creatures believed to ward off evil
spirits. The two shishi on the right have their mouths open, while the two on the left have
their mouths closed. Together, these two pairs represent the first and last sounds of the
Sanskrit alphabet, ah and un, which symbolize the beginning and end of all things. The
open and closed mouths of the shishi also represent the two sides to Zen practice: the
teachings of the Buddha are transmitted both through words (oral teaching) and through
actions (the daily practice of Zen).
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Butsuden (Buddha Hall)

Prayers for world peace are offered twice a day in the Butsuden, at the center of the main
temple compound (garan). The hall’s architecture is based on the Buddha hall at Tiantong
Temple on Mt. Taibai, where Zen Master Dogen (1200—-1253) studied during his sojourn
in China.

The hall’s central altar displays a set of three statues of Buddha. The central, principal
statue is Shakyamuni Buddha, who is flanked by Amitabha Buddha on the right and
Maitreya Buddha on the left. Together, these three Buddha represent the infinite,



continuous connection between the Buddha and all living beings that stretches across the
past, present, and future. Amitabha is the infinite, eternal, and omnipresent celestial
Buddha, Shakyamuni is the living Buddha of human history, and Maitreya is a Buddha
who will appear in the distant future. They are collectively referred to as the Sanzebutsu,
or “Buddha of the Three Worlds.”

The wooden panels above the altar are decorated with a series of intricate carvings. The
carvings depict scenes from the history of Zen Buddhism and its transmission from
Shakyamuni Buddha to the Chinese Zen masters.
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Sanmon (Main Gate)

The Sanmon is the official entryway to the Eiheiji Temple complex and the oldest of the
seven buildings of the main temple compound. It was constructed in 1749 by local
carpenters using only traditional wood-joining techniques; the gate is held together
without the use of a single nail. Monks at Eiheiji will only pass through the gate twice:
once when entering the temple, and again when their period of training is complete.

Statues of the Shitennd (Four Heavenly Kings)—Tamonten, Zochoten, Jikokuten, and
Komokuten—are housed inside the gate. They are known as the protectors of the four
cardinal directions and are said to live on the four continents surrounding Mt. Sumeru,
the towering mountain that stands at the center of the world in Buddhist cosmology. The
Shitenno are usually depicted with ferocious expressions, wearing armor, and holding
weapons and sacred objects. They are also shown crushing demons called amanojaku
under their feet as a representation of their power to defeat evil. It is said that after having
been trampled by the Shitennd, the demons repented, and they now carry lanterns to light
the way for the Buddha.

Although it is not open to visitors, the upper floor of the Sanmon contains a hall dedicated



to the 500 arhats, the immediate disciples of Shakyamuni Buddha. Twice a month, the
monks climb the steep staircase and chant sutras in the hall. Pilgrims were allowed to
enter the hall during the Edo period (1603—1867), and old graffiti marking the successful
completion of one pilgrim’s journey is still inscribed on the wall.
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S6do (Monk’s Hall)

The S0do is where monks eat, sleep, and perform zazen (seated Zen practice). It is one of
Eiheiji Temple’s three sanmoku dojo (“silent training halls™), areas where monks must
remain silent as part of their practice. The S0do is considered one of the most important
spaces at Eiheiji Temple. It was last rebuilt in 1901.

The altar at the center of the S6do bears a statue of Manjushri, the bodhisattva of wisdom.
He is often represented riding a lion and carrying a sword to cut through ignorance, but
he can also be depicted as a monk sitting in zazen.
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Daikuin (Kitchen and Administrative Building)

The Daikuin is a multipurpose building that contains the temple administrator’s offices,
the temple facility management office, and a lecture hall. The first floor is the kitchen,
where the temple’s head cook (tenzo) and his assistants prepare a type of Buddhist
vegetarian cuisine called shojin ryori. The Daikuin consists of three upper stories and a
basement. It was rebuilt in 1929 using wood and reinforced concrete by Morota Gumi, a
construction company that specialized in temple and shrine architecture.

An altar near the kitchen holds a statue of Idasonten, a guardian deity of temples and a
general who serves Zochoten, one of the Shitennd (Four Heavenly Kings). It is said that
after Shakyamuni Buddha died, a demon stole some of his cremated remains. Idasonten
chased after the demon to retrieve the relics, and he became known as a protector of
precious objects and a gifted runner. His name is still used to refer to someone who is
especially quick on their feet.

A huge wooden pestle hangs by the entrance to the Daikuin. The pestle was carved from
a tool used to pound and flatten the ground for construction work during the Meiji era
(1868-1912). The pestle, which is heavily worn, was kept to remind the monks to strive
to help others, even if it will require personal hardship. In recent years, it has become
popular to touch the pestle when visiting Eiheiji Temple, as this is said to improve one’s
cooking skills.
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Tosu (Toilet)

When visiting the Tosu, monks are required to follow the appropriate conduct, which is
laid out in a collection of lectures by Zen Master Dogen (1200-1253) called Shobogenzo
(Treasury of the True Dharma Eye). The Tosu is one of Eiheiji Temple’s three sanmoku
dojo (“silent training halls”), areas where monks must remain silent as part of their Zen
practice.
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Yokushitsu (Bathhouse)

Monks are required to follow traditional rules when bathing in the Yokushitsu. It is one
of Eiheiji Temple’s three sanmoku dojo (“silent training halls”), areas where monks must
remain silent as part of their Zen practice.
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