How to Sit.
Rev. Master Jiyu-Kennett
When sitting, one should take care that one’s spine
follows the natural curvature of a healthy spine, as seen in
any good medical book, as much as possible. It is very
important for a person learning to sit to get this right. What
happens with the feet is not important; what happens to
one’s spine is of the utmost importance. If the spine is not
correct for the individual concerned, stiffness, pain and
perhaps even hallucinations may result. The weight of the
body is carried easily by the lower back muscles if this position is correct; one does tend, however, to develop something of a bulge in the front, popularly called a “Zazen pot.”
This cannot be helped and should not be worried about. It
sometimes happens that a person may have had a back injury
of some sort during his or her earlier years and this may
make sitting with a spine exactly right extraordinarily
difficult. You should know that what we are attempting to do
is to find the place where a person can sit best so as to have
the very best results possible.
One never sits completely back upon the cushion or
chair. When sitting on the floor, only the tip of the base of
the spine should actually be on the cushion itself so that
there is a slight slope from the buttocks, just seated on the
edge of the cushion, to the floor where the knees rest
comfortably. This posture prevents anything from pressing
upon the thighs which may restrict the blood flow. If one sits
fully upon the cushion, without allowing this free space for
the thighs, it will be impossible to move from the cushion
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without considerable pain at a later date. The head should
feel naturally comfortable and weightless upon the shoulders, with the ears in line with the latter and the nose in
line with the navel. No two people are exactly the same
physically so it is very important to experiment carefully for
yourself so that you can be certain that you have found the
right place for your head and the right place for your feet. If
your ears are not exactly in line with your shoulders as a
result of a back injury of some sort, do not feel that you
cannot meditate. Find that place in which you are most
comfortable, i.e. the place where you are most weightless,
and commence your meditation in that position. One sways
one’s body from left to right, after the correct sitting position
has been achieved, starting with large sways and ending with
smaller and smaller ones; one can do circular swaying
instead of this if one wishes. These types of movement
enable a person to find the best position of rest for him or her
as an individual; the place at which all his or her weight
seems to drop straight down the spine and into the cushion or
onto the chair.
The hands must not be pushed together but held in the
lap with the thumbs lightly touching the ends of each other
as in the illustration [on page 25]. A left-handed person
places the right hand over the left, and a right-handed person
the left hand over the right, for the following reason:– one
side of the body is always slightly more active than the other,
usually the side that one uses most, therefore, during seated
meditation, one puts the hand of the less active side over the
hand of the more active one since it is believed that this
helps to equate the unevenness of the body’s activity.
No one should ever close their eyes completely. They
should be lowered so that they rest upon a spot on the floor
that the meditator can see comfortably. No two people are
ever comfortable at exactly the same distance of focus,
therefore, although it is customary to say that it is best to
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allow the eyes to rest upon the floor at a distance of about
one metre, it should be understood that this is not a hard and
fast rule. Neither a short-sighted nor a long-sighted person
could achieve this. One does not sit in meditation to do that
which is unnatural for oneself, therefore, if it is normal for
a person to wear spectacles, he should continue to do so
whilst meditating; he should not remove them. The natural
inheritance and right of all of us is to know our True Selves,
that is, to be peaceful and at one with the Eternal; in order to
achieve this we must not do something that is unnatural for
us, as individuals, simply because meditation instructions
that have been written for the perfect body say that we
should.
Question:– I am near-sighted, should I still wear my spectacles?
Answer:– As I have just said, it is important that your eyes
shall be able to focus normally and naturally on a spot that is
comfortable. If a person is facing a wall which is, at most,
six feet or so away from him, and happens to be nearsighted, he may not need to wear his spectacles; if he is farsighted he probably will need them.
Question:– What should I look at?
Answer:– It is important to do much the same thing with the
eyes that one does with one’s mind. One must neither try to
see anything specific, such as the patterns on the wall or
floor, nor try to make such things blurry and indistinct. One
should simply keep the eyes downcast and in focus. One
keeps one’s eyes open so as to be able to stay awake and
alert. A person is not trying to see and, at the same time, he is
not trying not to see.
It is important to breathe through the nose and not
through the mouth. This is achieved quite simply by keeping
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the mouth shut and nothing more. It is not a hard, tight shutting that may cause the teeth to grind; it is just a simple,
comfortable closing of the mouth.
When breathing, a person must not do anything that is
unnatural. There are many and varied forms of so-called
meditation, all of which give varying degrees of spiritual
comfort. There is no form that gives greater spiritual comfort, and deeper understanding and awareness, than serene
reflection meditation as far as I am concerned; however,
these benefits can only be achieved if one breathes naturally.
It is important to synchronise one’s breathing with the
natural state of one’s own body. If the breathing is rough, i.e.
strained or made unusual by the individual concerned, there
can be no harmonisation whatsoever of body and mind.
Some of us breathe more quickly than others, others more
slowly. Each person must breathe in his or her own normal,
natural rhythm so that no unusual stresses or strains are
caused. Again, the accent is on not being unnatural.
One must not deliberately try to think nor deliberately
try not to think. Thoughts come and go in our heads and
we can either play with them or just sit there and allow them
to pass. Too many of us allow ourselves to be hijacked by
our thoughts whilst some try to deliberately push them
away; both of these activities are completely incorrect. The
Japanese distinguish between deliberate thought and natural
thought. There is absolutely nothing wrong with natural
thought. Because our ears are not plugged up during meditation, it is normal for us to hear cars passing on the roads
and birds singing; because our eyes are not closed, it is only
reasonable that we will notice patterns on the carpet, floor or
wall: these things will only disturb us if we permit ourselves
to discuss them in our own minds. If one merely notices that
a car is going by there will be no problem however, if one
notices that a car is going by and becomes annoyed or
pleased about it, then meditation has already ceased. All that
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is required in meditation is that one sit with a positive
attitude of mind, knowing that, if one does so, one will
indeed find the True Buddha within oneself.
I have often used the example of sitting under a bridge
to illustrate the above. One sits beneath a bridge across
which traffic is travelling in both directions. One does not
climb upon the bridge to hitch a ride in one of the cars, nor
does one chase after them; one also makes no attempt to
push the cars off the bridge. One cannot ignore that the cars
are there; one does not have to be bothered by them. If a
person does get caught by his or her thoughts which, in the
beginning, is quite likely, it is important not to worry about
it. One merely accepts the fact that one was caught and continues to sit, without worrying about the fact that one was
caught or being guilty about it. No matter what one does, one
cannot change the fact that one was caught and, if one
worries about it, one just does not become peaceful enough
to return to meditation. One should avoid guilt at all costs
concerning this; there is nothing so destructive as guilt in
this regard.
When the meditation is over, one sways the body from
side to side or in a circular motion, exactly as one did at the
beginning, except that one commences with small sways and
ends with large ones.
It is important not to wear anything that is either tight or
constricting. It is equally important to dress adequately so
that one is neither too hot nor too cold. Great Master Dogen,
when speaking of excesses, i.e. too much warmth, too much
clothing, too much food, not enough warmth, not enough
clothing, not enough food, makes the following comment:–
“Six parts of a full stomach support the man, the other two
support his doctor.” One must make sure that one is
adequately fed and clothed, with just the right amount of
rest, and thereafter not indulge oneself. Great Master Dogen
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gives a very important warning concerning what he calls the
three lacks, i.e. lack of sleep, lack of food and lack of
warmth. Unless these three are exactly right, neither too
much nor too little of any, the harmonisation of body and
mind is impossible.
Question:– What happens if a person is halfway through a
meditation period and cannot continue to hold the same
sitting position?
Answer:– It is advisable to move and not worry about doing
so. Seated meditation is not an endurance test. If a person
feels that he or she cannot maintain the meditation position,
there is nothing whatsoever wrong with changing it. Should
it become necessary to move, it is very important to
remember that the spine shall again be correctly aligned. It is
also important to discipline oneself to a certain extent. I have
always maintained that a person who feels that he can sit for
ten minutes should push himself to sit for twelve minutes
and that, when he is able to sit for twelve minutes, he should
push himself to sit for fourteen minutes. He should continue
in this way until he can maintain the same position during
the full forty-five-minute sitting period without discomfort.
By such means the body is disciplined gently and naturally
whilst recognising that it has rights. If it is not done in this
way, sitting may become something that is dreaded; I know
of nothing worse than this.
Question:– What about fidgeting?
Answer:– If a person wishes to progress in meditation, it is
very important for him or her to learn to sit still. Fidgeting, if
the body is not uncomfortable, is a sign of a person’s dislike
of discipline and is a measure of the ego that is, as yet,
unconverted. The debate of the opposites in our minds is not
always as clearcut as we think, and the urge to fidget is
sometimes a reaction to our unwillingness to do something
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about ourselves. If a person finds himself suffering from the
urge to fidget, he should take two or three deep breaths and
again realign his body since he will probably have become
tense and stiff in the shoulders.
If we were all short, fat, thin or tall, had exactly the
same eyesight or were in exactly the same state of health, it
would be extraordinarily easy to teach meditation. However,
each one of us is totally different, and this means that it is
impossible to write a chapter on the mode of physical sitting
necessary for meditation which will be exactly the same for
everyone. It is important for a person to have himself or
herself checked carefully by a competent teacher to find
what is exactly the right position for him or her as an
individual. Too many people try to keep the letter of the
physical Rules for Meditation without realising that the
purpose of them is to help them learn to meditate, not to
cause them physical pain and unnatural discomfort.
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