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Shajin Ryori (Temple Cuisine)

Shaojin 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 Sotd 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 Ddgen’s views of Buddhist teaching, and he would later write the following in Tenzo Kyokun
(Instructions for the Zen Cook): “The job of the fenzo 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 fenzo must be thoroughly familiar with the qualities and correct preparation methods of
each ingredient.
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When shojin 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 Ddgen titled Fushuku hanpo (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 Tradition of Prescribed Burning

Spring has arrived, and the slopes of the Hiruzen Highlands are burning—but there is no need to panic. These are
not raging wildfires, but controlled burns that help to preserve the biodiversity of the grasslands as well as the
local way of life.

A semi-natural grassland is an ecosystem where humans and nature strike a mutually beneficial balance.
Human activities such as mowing and livestock pasturing prevent grassland from reverting to forest, maintaining
a biosphere suitable for grassland plants and animals. Globally, the amount of semi-natural grassland is decreasing
as livestock husbandry moves away from natural grazing and former pasturage is converted into arable farmland.
Grasslands currently make up about 1 percent of Japan’s land area—only a third of what it was in 1960. This
means their preservation is particularly critical.

In Hiruzen, the local custom of controlled burns, called yamayaki, is maintaining semi-natural grasslands
where species like the balloon flower (Platycodon grandiflorus) and Siebold primrose (Primula sieboldii)—both
endangered in the wild—can still be found. These managed, low-intensity fires, which are carried out just after
the spring thaw, do not raise subsurface temperatures to the degree that wildfires do. As a result, the roots and
seeds of grassland plants survive, soon springing back to life in an environment cleared of light-blocking ground
cover and tree saplings. The blackened ground also absorbs more sunlight, raising the soil to temperatures
advantageous for germination and lengthening the growing season.

The tradition of controlled burns is deeply connected to life in Hiruzen. In the past, the grasslands served as
pasture for horses and cattle, and the grasses harvested there provided thatch for roofs and much-needed fertilizer
for agriculture. The grasses were also used to make yukigakoi, or “snow fences,” wooden slats interwoven with
reeds to protect dwellings from the weight of accumulating snow. The Hiruzen grasslands were managed as a
common community resource, so local people gathered each spring and worked together to maintain and preserve
them. Although the practice is no longer essential to residents’ survival, local volunteers still gather to carry out
the burns, both to continue a treasured tradition and to help preserve a fragile and unique ecosystem. Yamayaki is
usually performed in late March or early April, depending on the weather. Visitors are welcome to participate in
this important part of Hiruzen culture.
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