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spreading the Dharma, but also for his own training. 

If we see his calligraphy this is obvious and clearly revealed, 
also the texts that he wrote show his intelligent brilliance 
and are of great help to all of us in our training. During his 
own training, this same Hakuin Zenji, had many very, very 
painful experiences. Using these experiences he left behind 
great wisdom and knowledge and this becomes a great 
help and guide for all of us. In the Zazen Wasan of Hakuin 
Zenji, which we have read together and also in the Idle Talk 
on the Night Boat, we can see clearly our own training’s 
inner essence, helping our ki energy and offering many, 
many treasures from which each of us can learn.

The title, Idle Talk on the Night Boat,was used because 
the people who were on the night boat do not get bored 
even if they talked together meaninglessly. With this title, 
Hakuin is humbly saying that his words are wasteful and 
meaningless.

First we will read together the preface of the Idle Talk on 
the Night Boat. The original text is very difficult to read for 
most people. Today it is translated into modern Japanese 
and that is version I would like to read.

Preface to Idle Talk on a Night Boat, compiled by 
Hunger and Cold, the Master of Poverty Hermitage

In Spring of the seventh year of the Hōreki era 
[1757], a Kyoto bookseller by the name of Ogawa 
dispatched an urgent letter to the Shōin-ji in far-off 
Suruga Province. It was addressed to the monks 
who attended master Kokurin [Hakuin]:

It has come to my attention that there is lying buried among your 
teacher’s unpublished writings a manuscript bearing some such 
title as Idle Talk on a Night Boat. It is said to contain many se-
cret techniques for disciplining the vital ki-energy, sustaining the 
seminal force, filling the defensive energy and nutritive blood to 
repletion, and in particular for attaining long life—in short, it 
contains the ultimate essentials of “refining the elixir” that were 
known to the divine sages.

Superior men of today who have a strong interest in such matters 
would be as eager to read it as someone in the midst of a parch-
ing drought would be seeking signs of rain. Zen monks may occa-
sionally be permitted to make copies of the manuscript for their 
own private use, but they keep them hidden away as their most 
precious possessions, and they never show them to others.

To respond to the yearnings of these superior religious seekers, 
I would like to have the manuscript printed and ensure that it 
will be passed on to future generations. I have heard that your 
teacher, as he grows older, takes a constant pleasure in helping 
his fellow men. Surely if he believed publishing this work would 
benefit people, he would not refuse my request.

My fellow attendant and I showed Mr. Ogawa’s letter 
to the master. As he read it, his mouth formed into 
a faint smile. We took this as a sign of consent. We 

got out the old box containing the manuscripts, 
but when we opened it, we found more than half 
of the pages were already gone, digested inside 
the bellies of the bookworms. The monks in the 
master’s assembly thereupon brought together the 
copies they had made. From them, we were able 
to compile a fair copy of the text. In all, it came to 
some fifty pages of writing. We wrapped it right up 
and sent it off to Mr. Ogawa in Kyoto. Being slightly 
senior to the other monks, I was urged to write 
something to introduce the work to readers and 
explain how it came to be written. I accepted the 
task without hesitation.

Hakuin Zenji wrote the Preface for the “Idle Talks” in 
this style, so that it would be helpful for humankind, for 
the world, and as his great hope and vow he sent it to a 
publisher as he explains it here.

In every era, good health and living a long life is something 
for which everyone hopes and wishes. Today, with the 
many challenges in the world that are making our old age 
chaotic and unknown, we have have no idea when we will 
lose our health - it is all so unclear and undependable. 

Of course the medical field has made great progress but 
keeping the essence of our physical and mental health is 
something on which we all must work. In oriental medicine 
our physical keeping and daily life activity are all based on 
ki and life energy. Since these have no form, the world of 
western medicine does not recognize them, but in oriental 
medicine their imbalance is considered the source of illness. 
ki and life energy are issue of balance, and the Idle Talks say 
this very clearly.

In the preface Hakuin sent to the publisher he also added 
this statement, 

Unable to suppress his feelings any longer, he finally 
“descended from the cloudy summit” and began 
to explain the essential secrets of Introspective 
Meditation to his students: he was like an elderly 
mother wringing the last drops of stinking milk 
from her paps to nourish a beloved son.

First he writes,

The master has resided at Shōin-ji for almost forty 
years now. Monks intent on plumbing the Zen 
depths have been coming to him ever since the 
time he first hung up his travel pack to stay. From 
the moment they set foot inside the gates, they 
willingly endured the venomous slobber the master 
spewed at them. They welcomed the stinging blows 
from his stick. The thought of leaving never even 
entered their minds. Some stayed for ten, even 
twenty years, totally indifferent to the possibility 
they might have to lay down their lives at Shōin-
ji and become dust under the temple pines. They 
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were, to a man, towering giants of the Zen forest, 
dauntless heroes to all mankind.

They took shelter in old houses and abandoned 
dwellings, in ancient temple halls and ruined 
shrines. Their lodgings were spread over an area 
five or six leagues around Shōin-ji. Hunger awaited 
them in the morning. Freezing cold lurked for 
them at night. They sustained themselves on greens 
and wheat chaff. Their ears were assaulted by the 
master’s deafening shouts and abuse. Their bones 
were hammered by furious blows from his fists and 
stick. What they saw furrowed their foreheads in 
disbelief. What they heard bathed their bodies in 
cold sweat. There were scenes a demon would have 
wept to see. Sights that would have moved a devil 
to press his palms together in pious supplication.

Here Hakuin, tells about his disciples training and we can 
see clearly how they all trained so honestly. At Shoinji 
Hakuin’s grave is there and all around his grave are buried 
two hundred nameless monks. All these graves are monks 
who died without completing their training. They died 
there and left this world..it is their cemetery. When we see 
this we can know clearly what the era of Hakuin Zenji was 
like. In his time it was like the ancient Chinese who would 
also put their life on the line and seek the training with the 
master at his source. Because they want to know the true 
essence they gathered there.

 But Shoinji was truly a small country temple so inside 
the temple so many many could not live there together 
because there was not enough room. Today, if it is too 
narrow they build a whole new temple and deal with it 
like that, but this was a very poor era and building a new 
temple like this was impossible. Instead, they met as “one 
time, one opportunity” and worked on deeply opening 
their mind-awakening to the truth the Buddha taught and 
for this they all gathered. If there was no place for them to 
live they went to the neighbors and borrowed a place to 
sleep under the eaves or in a leaky house, in an old shrine 
or in their various places they lived and cobbled a life 
together.

During the day they went to hear Master Hakuin’s Dharma 
talks and receive sanzen and each and every one made 
great efforts to collect food, doing takuhatsu and somehow 
putting together that days food. If there was no luck or 
food karma there were many who would have no food for 
a day or two and so they were regularly malnourished and 
therefore frequently sick. 

Hakuin writes further,

When they first arrived at Shōin-ji, they possessed the 
beauty of a Sung Yū or Ho Yen, their complexions 
glowing with radiant health. But before long, they 
were as thin and haggard as Tu Fu or Chia Two, 

their pallid skin drawn taut over their bony cheeks. 
You would have thought you were witnessing Ch’ü 
Yüan at the river’s edge, about to leap to his death.

Would a single one of these monks have remained at 
Shōin-ji even a moment if he had not been totally 
devoted to his quest, grudging neither his health 
nor life itself?

In their utter dedication to their training, these 
monks cast aside all restraint and pushed 
themselves past the limits of endurance. Some 
injured their lungs, causing them to be parched of 
their natural fluid; this led to painful ailments in 
the abdominal region, which became chronic and 
serious and difficult to cure.

Sung Ya or Soryoku was a poet in the Sengoku period in 
China, he was supported by the emperor and Soryoku was 
a disciple of the poet Ho Yen or Kutsugen

Soryoku was very handsome and known for his looks and 
was in the world know widely. Kutsugen was in the Gi 
country during the Sengoku era. He was very brilliant and 
very handsome and he even received the princess’s hand. 
Because he was a person like this he had a very vigorous 
and bright face and it was this example that Hakuin gives 
for all the monks when they first came there. He says 
that they were “with shining bright great faces and then 
at the end, they were dying from tuberculosis, and with 
running noses, skinny with dehydration and becoming 
like a bamboo stick, they would die - malnutrition worked-
over those youthful forms. While they came as brilliant and 
shining as the two famous poets, this is how they would 
end up.

These monks did sanzen with their lives on the line or 
there was no reason or possibility to stay there, so those 
who were there were willing to die in order to do this true 
training and actually awaken. They would refuse to leave 
until they were awakened no matter what. It was a steep 
and difficult time they had. but they would not retreat. 
This is what kind of a young person would stay there and 
the only kind that could stay there.

Those who here there were often sick in their bellies, 
with tuberculosis, and dehydration. Because it was so 
hard to see, Hakuin could no longer bare this, and he 
gave in to his grandmotherly kindness and taught them 
the internal meditation so that their great passion and 
burning motivation would not be lost. These young 
people were daily becoming more and more pathetic, yet 
the training they were doing meant they could not be 
indulgent. Neither could they lose their training energy 
and motivation, so this paradox troubled Hakuin. Finally, 
he could not endure seeing them like that and decided in 
a fatherly way to do whatever he could to help them and 
taught them the way of the Introspective Meditation.
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So what are the secret points of this meditation?

He said: “If one of you superior religious seekers 
who are vigorously engaged in Zen training finds 
that his heart-fire is mounting upward against the 
natural flow, draining him physically and mentally 
and upsetting the proper balance of his five organs, 
he may attempt to correct his condition by means 
of acupuncture, moxacautery, or medicines. But 
even if he could enlist the aid of a physician as 
illustrious as Hua T’o, he would find it impossible 
to cure himself.

“Fortunately, I have been entrusted with a secret 
technique, perfected by the divine sages, for 
returning the elixir to the sea of vital energy 
below the navel. I want you to try this technique. 
If you do, you will see its marvelous efficacy for 
yourselves: it will appear to you like a bright sun 
breaking through a veil of cloud and mist.

“If you decide to practice this secret technique you 
should, for the time being, cease your practice of 
zazen. Set aside your koan study. First of all, it is 
important that you get a sound night’s sleep. Before 
you close your eyes, lie on your back, put your legs 
together, and stretch them out straight, pushing 
downward as hard as you can with the soles of your 
feet. Periodically observe the following thoughts:

1.	This elixir field located in the sea of vital energy, 
the lower back and legs, the soles of the feet—it is 
all my true and original face. How can that original 
face have nose holes?

2.	This elixir field located in the sea of vital energy, 
the lower back and legs, the soles of the feet—it is 
all the home and native place of my original being. 
What news or tidings could come from that native 
place?

3.	The elixir field located in the sea of vital energy, 
the lower back and legs, the soles of the feet—it is 
all the Pure Land of my own mind. How could the 
splendors of that Pure Land exist apart from my 
mind?

4.	The elixir field located in the sea of vital energy—it 
is all the Amida Buddha of my own self. How could 
Amida Buddha preach the Dharma apart from that 
self?

“Turn these contemplations over and over in your 
mind. As you do, the cumulative effect of focusing 
your thoughts on them will gradually increase. 
Before you even realize it, all the primal energy 
in your body will concentrate in your lower body, 
filling the space from the lower back and legs down 
to the soles of the feet. The abdomen below the 
navel will become taut and distended—as tight and 

full as a leather kickball that has never been used.

“Repeat these contemplations over and over. Perform 
them assiduously in the same way. In as little as five 
to seven days, and in no more than two or three 
weeks, all the infirmities that have been afflicting 
your vital organs and making you physically and 
mentally weak will disappear completely. If by then 
you are not totally cured, this old neck of mine is 
yours for the taking.”

These were different secrets even from the Taoist hermits, 
these were from the divine sages, he writes like this, and 
Hakuin Zenji tells his own secret hints clearly.

Among the many advanced and superior people of 
training, if there are any who have trouble, for example, 
your heart may be beating too fast, or your mind and body 
are tired, or your lungs and heart and liver and kidneys and 
other organs are not in balance and harmony, then usually, 
this is cured by Chinese herbal medicine, or moxibustion 
or acupuncture. But the psychological and spiritual 
essence centered symptoms cannot be cured with those 
techniques. In this case the three doctors who are very 
famous and are mentioned in the text, even if they were to 
appear they would not be able cure these problems.

But the hermits secrets, even the most advanced hermits 
who have worked on recharging life-energy and know 
deep, profound secrets. Hakuin continues, from the point 
of zen I was taught these and used them myself and 
experienced them and made use of them so I can teach 
them without fear. If you really use them, this drowning 
sense and difficulties that you are facing everyday will be 
cured like the sun’s coming up and everything around you 
will be mysteriously healed. In this way Hakuin told them 
he could help them from his own experience.

First of all, it is important that you get a sound night’s 
sleep. Before you close your eyes, lie on your back, put 
your legs together, and stretch them out straight, pushing 
downward as hard as you can with the soles of your feet. 
Periodically observe the following thoughts:

1.	This elixir field located in the sea of vital energy, 
the lower back and legs, the soles of the feet—it is 
all my true and original face. How can that original 
face have nose holes?

2.	This elixir field located in the sea of vital energy, 
the lower back and legs, the soles of the feet—it is 
all the home and native place of my original being. 
What news or tidings could come from that native 
place?

3.	The elixir field located in the sea of vital energy, 
the lower back and legs, the soles of the feet—it is 
all the Pure Land of my own mind. How could the 
splendors of that Pure Land exist apart from my 
mind?

4.	The elixir field located in the sea of vital energy—it 
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is all the Amida Buddha of my own self. How could 
Amida Buddha preach the Dharma apart from that 
self?

Here Hakuin tells this deep secret in detail.

Usually people of training are everyday from morning to 
night, from night to morning are working on their koan as 
the base of their daily life. For those who are doing Joshu’s 
mu, standing is mu,sitting is mu waking is mu, sleeping is 
mu. Seeing is mu, hearing is mu, smelling is mu, tasting is 
mu, feeling is mu. Everything we hear is mu, everything we 
see is mu, everything we smell is mu, everything we taste is 
mu, everything we sense is mu. All the phenomena in our 
mind that are always appearing are mu.

In this way from morning to night, from night to morning 
our mind focusses and concentrates on mu and our mind 
does not go scattering externally. It is well-aligned and we 
become constantly full and taut within. We use this creative 
way, although sometimes humans break their balance, and 
concentration is difficult and we may get zen sickness, so 
then we put away the koan for a while and work on the 
damaged body and pressured mind.

First, we deeply rest, getting plenty of sleep, until our 
eyes open naturally. Then just before we fall asleep we put 
our legs a shoulder’s width apart and put our ki into the 
very bottoms of our feet and into the toes, and feel that 
ki which is the source of heavens and earth. We rest this 
damaged body and mind until our deep healthy energy 
and ki return and are gathered in our abdomen and put 
our awareness in the belly and move this energy down 
thighs, our calves, our ankles and all the way through our 
feet bones to the toes and bottoms of our feet.

With this introspective meditation we continue to bring the 
awareness to our lower back and tanden in our abdomen, 
all the way down to the bottoms of our feet we bring this 
full energy ki to all the way down while using these words:

1.	This elixir field located in the sea of vital energy, 
the lower back and legs, the soles of the feet—it is 
all my true and original face. How can that original 
face have nose holes?

From our tanden all the way down to the bottoms of our 
feet it is a sea of ki, and this is the source of this energy 
which is our body. In this way we align our body and here 
is the source of life energy of our whole body and mind 
and although we cannot see it, we feel the full tautness 
and within there is the truth of our mind, we realize this.

2.	This elixir field located in the sea of vital energy, 
the lower back and legs, the soles of the feet—it is 
all the home and native place of my original being. 
What news or tidings could come from that native 
place?

In this body from our tanden down to the bottoms of our 
feet, this is the promised land. Our full taut mind is our 

heaven, the promised land, and there is nothing there that 
is adorning it but the full tautness is actual. 

3.	The elixir field located in the sea of vital energy, 
the lower back and legs, the soles of the feet—it is 
all the Pure Land of my own mind. How could the 
splendors of that Pure Land exist apart from my 
mind?

From this tanden down through our lower body, our 
thighs, knees calves and feet,

4.	The elixir field located in the sea of vital energy—it 
is all the Amida Buddha of my own self. How could 
Amida Buddha preach the Dharma apart from that 
self?

 Our body’s it is offered to that buddha which is our body, 
and there are no words for this but the buddha is offered 
here, again and again and again we concentrate on this, 
this is how it is taught.

Without resting from morning to night, from pm to am we 
continue to every degree, for as long as we can last, we 
use this all day long and our whole body’s bright energy 
returns from our tanden to our every extremity, and it is 
like we are full of gold, a full taut energy fills us and we are 
energetic and vivid. Will it take six, seven, ten days or three 
weeks, everyday we continue and if our aliments do not 
get resolved you can cut off my head and hand it to me, 
this is the truth of what Hakuin is saying.

Of course this is how Hakuju teaches it, it cannot be done 
with thoughts and gaps as you do it. Do it to where 
thoughts cannot enter, don’t let thoughts come in. If 
thoughts come in that scatters the full tautness. It may 
take three, five, seven days, or two weeks to bring this 
full tautness. If all of our organs, our dehydration and 
sicknesses are not cured then you can cut off my head, 
and here is the deep true teaching of Hakuin. Everyone 
prostrated in gratitude practiced this and were able to 
resolve their problems.

“Turn these contemplations over and over in your 
mind. As you do, the cumulative effect of focusing 
your thoughts on them will gradually increase. 
Before you even realize it, all the primal energy 
in your body will concentrate in your lower body, 
filling the space from the lower back and legs down 
to the soles of the feet. The abdomen below the 
navel will become taut and distended—as tight and 
full as a leather kickball that has never been used.

“Repeat these contemplations over and over. Perform 
them assiduously in the same way. In as little as five 
to seven days, and in no more than two or three 
weeks, all the infirmities that have been afflicting 
your vital organs and making you physically and 
mentally weak will disappear completely. If by then 
you are not totally cured, this old neck of mine is 
yours for the taking.”
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The master’s students bowed deeply to him, their 
hearts filled with joy.

They began to practice as he had instructed them 
to. Each one of them experienced for himself the 
marvelous effects of Introspective Meditation. 
For some, results came quickly; for others, it took 
somewhat longer. It depended entirely on how 
assiduously they practiced the technique. Almost all 
experienced complete recoveries. Their praise of the 
meditation knew no bounds.

“Once the infirmity in your hearts is cured,” said the 
master, “you must not rest content with that. The 
stronger you become, the harder you must strive 
in your practice. The deeper you penetrate into 
enlightenment, the more resolutely you must press 
forward.

In this way Hakuin Zenji writes this preface to the main 
section of his treatise. Don’t just hear it but use it and 
realize it for yourself. This is not only for people of training 
but for everyone who is so over stimulated by this always 
changing, high-pressure world. Use this to recharge within 
and realize the all-embracing mysterious energy, and if it 
doesn’t work this way you can cut of my head! Of course, 
this is said to get us to use it and experience it and here is 
the source of Master Hakuin’s great activity and wisdom. 
For each and every person to use it and give life to it, and 
hold it important.
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