"Not es on Gassho and Bow ng"
Tai zan Maezum Roshi with John Dai shin Buksbazen

Visitors to the Zen Center often ask about the gassho and about
bowi ng. What, they inquire, is the neaning of these gestures? Wy
are they done? And why is it necessary to do them so precisely and
uni form y? These questi ons deserve careful consideration

Al t hough we are Zen Buddhists, it should be noted that the gassho
and the bow are common to all sects of Buddhism both Mahayana and
Theravada. These two gestures date fromthe earliest days of
Buddhi sm or even earlier than that, and they have noved from

I ndia throughout the Orient, finally arriving recently in the
Western worl d.

When Shakyamuni Buddha's enlightennment occurred, he went to see
five of his former conrades with whom he had practiced vari ous
austerities and spiritual disciplines prior to his enlightennment.
These five nen, who were very devout nonks, felt that their
conpani on had gone astray when he abandoned their customary
practices. "Come," they said to each other, "Let's not pay any
attention to poor Gautanm, he no longer is one of us." They were
di smayed to find that he had seem ngly stopped his spiritua
practices, going so far as to even drink mlk and take a bath (two
forbi dden acts according to their tradition). They could not

under stand why he seened only to sit quietly, doing nothing of any
val ue.

But when the Buddha approached them it is reported that these
five nonks were so struck by the transformation of their forner
friend, by his serenity and the radi ance of his personality, that
t hey spontaneously placed their pal nms together and greeted him
with deep bows. Perhaps it is alittle msleading to say that they
greeted HM More accurately, it should be said that they were
bowi ng not to their old friend Gautama, but rather to the Buddha
-- the Enlightened One.

What the Buddha had experienced was the Suprenme G eat

Enl i ghtenment (in Sanskrit, anuttara samyak sanbodhi): the direct
and conscious realization of the oneness of the whole universe,
and of his own unity with all things. This is what enlightennment
means. This very realization is actually in itself the act of
bei ng the Buddha. And it was to this enlightened state that the
five nmonks bowed.

When t he Buddha was enlightened, the first thing he said was:
"Winder of wonders! Al sentient beings have the sane
(enlightened) nature!" What this inplies is that in bowing to the
Buddha, the monks were actually bowing to thenselves, and to al
bei ngs. These nonks were recogni zing the great unity which their
former conpanion had directly and profoundly experienced.

Let us examine the gassho and the bow nore closely.
GASSHO

The word GASSHO literally means "To place the two pal ms together".
O all the nmudras (synbolic hand-gestures or positions) we use, it
i s perhaps the nost fundamental, for it arises directly fromthe
depths of enlightenment. Its uses are many, but nmpbst comonly it
is enmployed to express respect, to prevent scattering of the m nd
to unify all polarities (such as left and right, passive and



domi nant, etc.) and to express the One Mnd -- the total unity of
Bei ng.

Al t hough there are nmany types of gassho, in the Soto sect we are
primarily concerned with these four

1. THE FI RM GASSHO. The npbst formal of the gasshos, this is
the one nmost commonly used in our daily practice. It is the gassho
we use upon entering the zendo, and upon taking our seats. W al so
use it at least sixteen times in the course of a formal neal, and
during all services. It is made by placing the hands together
palmto palmin front of the face. The fingers are placed
toget her, and are straight rather than bent, while the palns are
slightly pressed together so that they neet. The el bows are held
somewhat out fromthe body, although the forearns are not quite
parallel with the floor. There is about one fist's distance
between the tip of the nose and the hands. Fingertips are at about
the sane height fromthe floor as the top of the nose. This gassho
has the effect of helping to establish an alert and reverenti al
state of m nd.

2. THE GASSHO OF NO- M ND. This is the next mpbst commonly used
gassho. It is basically used in greeting one another or our
teachers. In this position, the hands are held a little nore
| oosely together, with a slight space between the pal ns, although
the fingers still touch. The elevation of the el bows fromthe
floor is not so great as in the Firm Gassho; forearns should be at
approximately a 45-degree angle to the floor. This gassho has the
ef fect of deepening one's state of sanadhi

3. THE LOTUS GASSHO. This gassho is used primarily by
officiating priests on special cerenonial occasions. It is nmade
like the GASSHO OF NO-M ND, except that the tips of the niddle
fingers are held one inch apart. Its nanme derives fromthe
resenbl ance of this hand position to the shape of a just-opening
| ot us bud.

4. THE DI AMOND GASSHO. This gassho is al so known as the
GASSHO OF BEING ONE WTH LI FE. Like the LOTUS GASSHO, it is used
by officiants in services. Al though the hands and arns are in
basically the sane position as in the GASSHO OF NO-M ND, the
DI AMOND GASSHO is made with the fingers of each hand extended and
interlocking, and with the right thunb on top of the left.

In each of these gasshos, we keep the eyes focused upon the tips
of our middle fingers. But regardless of the style or variety of
t he gassho, and in whatever setting it is being used, the
fundanment al point of the gassho is to be one with the Three
Treasures: Buddha, Dharnma, and Sangha.

O course, we can |look at the Three Treasures from nany
perspectives, and with varying degrees of depth and clarity. At
per haps the nost superficial |level, the Three Treasures are seen
as external objects of suprene reverence for all Buddhists.
Unfortunately, in this view, the Three Treasures tend to be

percei ved as sonething other than onesel f. But as our vision opens
up, we experience that each of us is, in fact, the Buddha. W see
clearly that everything we encounter in the world is none other

than the Dharma -- the functioning of underlying enlightennent.
And, realizing the oneness of all beings, we come to realize that
the Sangha -- the all-enbracing brotherhood of practice -- is
simply all conposite things, including each of us. Having this
awar eness we becone -- or rather, we ARE -- one with the Three
Treasur es.

So, joining our hands palmto palm we simultaneously create and



express the absolute, the oneness which goes beyond al
dichotomes. It is fromthis perspective that we make the gassho,
and that we bow

It is no ordinary person who bows; it is the Three Treasures
recogni zing itself in all things. If anyone thinks of hinself as
"just ordinary", he is, in effect, defam ng the Three Treasures.
And as we place our palnms together we unite wi sdom and sanadhi
know edge and truth, enlightennent and del usion

BOW NG

Dogen Zenji once said: "As long as there is true bow ng, the
Buddha Way will not deteriorate.” In bowing, we totally pay
respect to the all-pervading virtue of wi sdom which is the
Buddha.

In maki ng the bow, we should nove neither hastily nor sluggishly
but sinmply maintain a reverent mind and hunble attitude. Wien we
bow too fast, the bowis then too casual a thing; perhaps we are
even hurrying to get it over and done with. This is frequently the
result of a lack of reverence.

On the other hand, if our bowis too slow, then it becones a

rat her ponpous display; we may have gotten too attached to the
feeling of bowi ng, or our own (real or imagined) graceful ness of
nmoverent. This is to have lost the hunble attitude which a true
bow requires.

When we bow, it is always acconpani ed by gassho, although the
gassho itself may not al ways be acconpani ed by bowi ng. As with the
gassho, there are nunerous varieties and styles of bow ng, but
here we will deal only with the two rmain kinds of bow which we use
in our daily practice.

1. THE STANDI NG BOWN This bow is used upon entering the
zendo, and in greeting one another and our teachers. The body is
erect, with the weight distributed evenly and the feet parallel to
each other. The appropriate gassho is made (see above). As the bow
i s made, he body bends at the waist, so that the torso forms an
angle with the | egs of approximately 45 degrees. The hands (in
gassho) do not nove relative to the face, but remain in position
and nove only with the whol e body.

2. THE DEEP BOW (FULL PROSTRATION). This bow is nost often
used at the begi nning and end of services, and upon entering and
| eavi ng dokusan. It is somewhat nore formal than the standi ng bow,
and requires a continuous concentration during its execution so
that it is not sloppily done.

The bow itself begins in the sane way as the STANDI NG BOW
but once the body is bent slightly fromthe waist, the knees ben
and one assunes a kneeling position. Fromthe kneeling position
t he noverrent of the torso continues, with the hands separating and
nmovi ng, palnms upward, into a position parallel with the forehead.
As the bowi ng novenent progresses, the backs of the hands cone to
rest just above the floor and the forehead is | owered until it
rests upon the floor between the hands. At this point, the body is
touching the floor at knees, el bows, hands, and forehead. The
hands are then slowy raised, palnms upward, to a point just above
the ears. Then the hands slowy return to the floor. This action
is a synbolic placing of the Buddha's feet above one's head as an
act of reverence and humlity. There should be no sharp, abrupt
nmovenments of the hands or arnms, no bending of the wists or
curling of the fingers when executing this gesture. \Wen the hands



have been raised and | owered, the body then straightens as the
person bowi ng gets to his feet once again and ends in gassho, just
as he began. In kneeling, actually the knees do not touch the
ground simul taneously, but in sequence; first, the right and then
the I eft knee touches the ground. The sane is true for the right
and |l eft hands and right and left el bows, in that sequence. In
practice, however, the interval between right and |l eft sides
touching the ground may be so minute as to be unnoticeable. In
bowi ng, noverent should not be jerky or disjointed, but should
flow snoothly and continuously wi thout either disruption or
arrested notion.

Mast er Cbaku, the teacher of Master Rinzai, was fanous for his
frequent adnonition to his students. "Don't expect anything from
the Three Treasures." Tinme after tinme he was heard to say this.
One day, however, Master Cbaku was observed in the act of bow ng
and was chal | enged about his practice.

"You always tell your students not to expect anything fromthe
Three Treasures," said the questioner, "and yet you have been
maki ng deep bows." In fact, he had been bowi ng so frequently and
for so long that a large callus had fornmed on his forehead at the
poi nt where it touched the hard fl oor. When asked how he expl ai ned
this, Master bhaku replied, "I don't expect. | just bow "

This is the state of being one with the Three Treasures. Let us
just nake gassho. Let us just bow
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