SHAKYŌ MANUAL

There are many different methods of shakyō. varying from temple to temple and from individual to individual. Some are quite elaborate. Every July at Enryakuji, head temple of the Tendai sect on Mt. Hiei, a Nyohō Shakyō Kai (session) is held. Based on the practice of Jikaku Daishi (Ennin: 794 – 864) for three days the Lotus Sūtra is copied according to a complicated ritual. Others are simple. At Tōdaiji in Nara, a ball-point pen or even a pencil may be used. The finished sūtras are stored inside the Great Buddha there. in the Nichiren school one must wear a mask that covers the nose and mouth and not touch the paper with the hands during shakō, and when tired or distracted one must chant the daimoku: namu myōhō rengekyō.

Individuals try to do some shakyo every day and in the past groups tended to do shakyo on one of the six fast days of the month: the 8th, 14th, 15th, 23rd, 25th, and 30th. Actually, any time or place is suitable.

The most popular sūtra is the one-page Mahā-prajnāpāramitā-hrdaya Sūtra, the Heart Sūtra. Versions in Sanskrit, Chinese, Tibetan, Korean, and English are given in this manual. Once one decides on the language and script the following procedure is recommended.

Completely clean and scrub the room and table that will be used for copying. Since one’s spirit should flow through the body and into the ink, it is better to use a fountain or script pen (or a brush if writing in Chinese) rather than a ball-point pen or pencil, although, as noted above, even these are permissible. Prepare fresh paper and make sure the writing instruments are clean and arranged neatly on the desk. Do not eat or drink anything for some time before starting, and do not eat, drink, or smoke while copying. If possible purify oneself with a thorough washing. Put on clean clothes, light incense, and sit quietly in meditation for a few minutes.

In classical shakyō practice one puts the palms of the hands together in gassho, and makes three great prostrations (touching the forehead to the ground), but a simple bow is sufficient. Read or chant the sūtra through one time. In Japan a stylized invocation is then read, often the Four Great Vows:

shujō muhen seigan do

bonnō mujin seigan dan

hōmon muryō seigan gaku

butsudō mujō seigan jō

Sentient beings are numberless, I vow to save them all

The passions are inexhaustible, I vow to cut them off

The dharma is unfathomable, I vow to master it

Buddha’s way is supreme, I vow to attain it

Any such resolution will do.

Keep the back straight, whether in a chair or sit ting Japanese style (seiza), relax the shoulders, breathe from the tanden (the physical and spiritual center of the body just below the navel), and hold the brush firmly but not too tightly. Write each stroke with full concentration of body and mind, as if swinging a heavy wooden sword. The strokes should be thick, strong, and clear, the bigger and more powerful the better. Copy the sūtra with the entire body, not just the hands. Each letter should be written with a feeling of gratitude for the teaching. Do not hurry or copy absentmindedly.

Work straight through without stopping. If a mistake is made (in shakyo a mistake is a sign of a lack of concentration) draw a single line through it (if writing in Chinese make a circle through the character); omitted characters should be written in the margin. Depending on the language and the script, it should take from forty minutes to 11/2 hours to make a copy of the Heart Sūtra. Upon completion, one may record the date and one’s name at the bottom of the page along with any special petition. A concluding invocation may be recited:

May the virtue of this sūtra enable all to have correct thoughts, hear the dharma, see Buddha, dwell in the Pure Land, and realize enlightenment.

Complete the session with a bow of gratitude. The copied sütra should be kept in a proper place. for example, within an altar or stupa if available. It should never be thrown away or used for any other purpose

The simple method described above is appropriate for groups or individuals. Variations include using gold or silver ink on blue paper, using different styles of calligraphy or inks, making three prostrations for each character or word, combining scripts— there are many possibilities.

It is best to use the Heart Sūtra exclusively at first, especially if the script is unfamiliar. Other popular Buddhist texts are the Diamond Cutter Sūtra. the Kannon Sūtra, (the twenty-fifth chapter of the Lotus Sūtra), and the Amida Sūtra. Shakyō of the entire Lotus Sūtra is done fairly often.
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120. The author doing shakyō in formal Japanese style (seiza).

Shakyō is not limited to Buddhist sūtras. Many of the Upanisads and the Bhagavad Gita make excellent texts for shakyō and, of course, Christian copying of the Bible has a rich tradition. Not is shakyō necessarily limited to ‘holy’ texts; poetry or other forms of literature may also be copied with great spiritual benefit.
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121. Each character of this shakyō was accompanied by three great prostrations. Muromachi period.
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122. Heart Sūtra Seal in ancient script (tensho). Actual size. Japan

SHAKYŌ MANUAL.doc

