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Love is the energy of the Universe.  Its nature is to always flow.  The experience of being 
loved, and loving another, is a function of never obstructing the natural flowing nature, of the 
Energy of the Universe - Love. 

What always obstructs the natural flow, as well as the experience of Love, is you, this “I”, “I” 
call “my self”!  Zen is described as the “study of the self”, the “study of the self” is the 
practice of “forgetting Your-self”. 

Bowing involves more than the mechanical process of bending at the waist in another 
person’s direction.  It is an expression of the physical and spiritual laws of the Universe.  It 
refers to the nature of the Universe, both the form and the order and a means of expressing 
Buddha-nature. 

The absence of an appreciation of bowing refers to an unreal perception of the world, a 
world without order or form.  It also refers to an unenlightened mind.   

The observance of all forms of etiquette, are a moral and ethical equation, and an 
instrument of liberation.  The practice of bowing leads to harmony between the individual 
heart, and the cosmos.  The challenge facing each individual is to know one’s own honshin 
(hone-sheen), “true” or “right heart”, and then learn to manifest the highest as most refined 
expression of one’s heart in the world. 

Lifelong conditioning is the only means toward loving relationships.  Harmony is 
Relationship!   

The first thing you have been instructed to do, when entering the entranceway, is to direct 
your attention towards the standing Buddha and bow. The practice of bowing is to condition 
the mind towards harmony.  We are a community, a sangha, an order or society, and a 
family, not just an organization or group of individuals.  It is also a communication, on the 
part of the individual, a vow, to forget one’s self upon entering the Temple, for the benefit of 
all beings. 

In the East, genuine fulfillment, or pleasure, is understood to be a function of living in 
harmony with all the many beings.  Whenever I act, as if my life exists apart from the rest -- 
suffering abounds.  What is required is a consciousness shift from, result-oriented mind, to, 
process-oriented mind.  Westerners are often heard to say, “I don’t care how you do it, just 
get it done.”  In Japan, where Soto-Zen finds its roots, they are heard to say, “Don’t act or 
speak, unless you are prepared to do it correctly.”   To “do it correctly” denotes that the 
action is strictly intended to benefit others. 

B O W I N G -  
T H E  G R E A T  

A V A T A R  
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Right Practice is the destination.  The destination is Right Practice. 

Refining and perfecting one’s practice should be a daily objective for each individual.  By 
refining and perfecting our practice daily, we change, and change leads to growth.   

The Way of God  

The Bow always begins with silence.  All mental and verbal conversation should cease.   
The activity of bowing is the harmonizing of the inner world and the outer world.   

There are three forms of bowing: 

 Formal - (which is always used between the student and the Roshi, or the Abbess, and 
bowing as an act of reverence towards a symbol, a religious site such as a stupa, or an 
Icon.) 

 Informal  

 Social 

The “formal” bow is practiced as such:  (when in a standing position) 

 First, Gassho.  Then place your hands on your thighs.  Slightly bow your head, and then 
sliding your hands along your thighs, while bending forward, commit your bow.  Your 
body should then form a kind of upside-down “L” shape. 

 Never allow your hands to go below you knees.  

 Never spread your fingers apart.  

 Never bow too low, or too fast. 

 Rising slowly, return to Gassho, and then proceed. 

 When sitting, as in zazen: 

 Gassho and slightly bend your head, bending forward, place the palms of your hands, 
(with your index fingers touching), on the tatami or floor.  Bring your forehead to the 
tatami or floor, touching it, (or as closely as possible). 

 When sitting in a chair, follow the above, except, and place your hands on your thighs 
instead of the tatami or floor. 

 The key is - “What do I want to communicate when bowing?” 

 

 


