
Shokunin Kishitsu & The five elements of true mastery
From Garr Reynolds, Presentation Zen

Garr Reynolds has a wonderful blog called Presentation Zen. This week he talked about 
the documentary Jiro Dreams of Sushi, and five elements of mastery he identified in the 
film. I’m sure you have all heard about this film, that documents a famous Japanese 
sushi chef and his pursuit of excellence in his tiny sushi shop. Although sushi is a 
common dish you might find in thousands of restaurants, renowned chefs come from all 
over the world just to taste Jiro’s sushi. He is elderly now, and his sons assist him, but 
he continues to strive for excellence every day, and considers himself still learning 
about his craft. 

We do not talk much about craft and mastery in this society. Most people are too 
impatient to spend years of painstaking apprenticeship learning to do anything. They 
want their genius confirmed early so they don’t have to work too hard, face their own 
mistakes and ignorance, humble themselves over and over again. They don’t want the 
tedium of being ordinary or mediocre for years on end. Or they want to blow the whole 
thing off as not worth their time. In traditional cultures, it would often take 20 years to 
learn such skills as navigation over the ocean, or hunting, or basket weaving. Age was a 
big advantage, because of the years of single-minded practice that developed true 
mastery of a craft. The elders were valued for their wisdom and experience. The days 
unfold into years, years into decades of everyday attention, effort, care, and willingness 
to learn. You need a capacity to be humbled over and over again by what you do not yet 
know, and still willing to keep at it. We Americans prefer the things that give us 
immediate gratification without much effort: television, shopping, fast food, as though 
escaping the slow, attentive process of learning to master a craft—writing, cooking, 
painting, even leadership and teamwork in a business—is somehow the point of our 
lives. There is no real satisfaction in it. 

In Zen, we often bring the same impatient set of assumptions. We want immediate 
evidence of our “success,” and we are impatient in our practice. We struggle and feel all 
that our conditioning sets us up to feel: that we “can’t get it,” or that it is “too hard,” or 
that it “takes too long.” We try to “quiet our minds,” but are dismayed to find more 
distracting thoughts and sensations constantly arising. So it is worth reflecting on the 
ways we might bring a sense of craft to our practice, and a recognition of the process of 
engaging it, rather than some imagined outcome. 

http://feedproxy.google.com/~r/PresentationZen/~3/DzY_LVJRIFI/the-five-secrets-to-mastery.html
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B007UW9WOQ?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creativeASIN=B007UW9WOQ&linkCode=xm2&tag=garrreynoldsc-20
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Garr’s provided a marvelous post, as a starting point, and I wanted to talk about how 
exploring these five elements of true mastery might help us in our Zen practice. I’m 
grateful that he has set things out so clearly. 

Shokunin Kishitsu 
Shokunin kishitsu translates roughly as the “craftsman spirit." The movie, in spite of its 
title, is not about sushi, it's really about how to be a master shokunin, how to become 
truly great as a master craftsman.

In our practice, we too are mastering a craft. It is is not the craft of “Zen” as something 
to be learned and practiced, but rather the craft of living the life we aspire to, being the 
person we want to be right in our own lives. After all, as Flint sometimes says, we are 
not practicing to become professional meditators. We are practicing to be awake in our 
lives, and to express wholeheartedly—everywhere and with everyone—mindful, 
energetic care. 

Five elements of Mastery 
There are many lessons from the film, but Garr focuses on five main points that the film 
makes early on. Food critic Masuhiro Yamamoto speaks of what makes Jiro a true 
master at his art. "He sets the standard for self-discipline," Yamamoto says. "He is 
always looking ahead. He's never satisfied with his work. He's always trying to find ways 
to make the sushi better, or to improve his skills. Even now, that's what he thinks about 
all day, every day."    

Your life in general, is something worthy of an obsessive pursuit of excellence. No 
matter how good you are today, you can get better. 

Here are the five attributes, according to Yamamoto, that are found in any great chef. 
We can think about how each one of us—and the sangha—can apply these to our own 
Zen practice. 

1. Majime. A true master is serious about the art. He or she strives for the highest 
level possible always. The commitment to hard work is strong. The level of 
dedication is constant. As Jiro's older son says in the film, "We're not trying to be 
exclusive or elite. The techniques we use are no big secret. It's just about making 
an effort and repeating the same thing every day."  
 
This is our fundamental Zen approach. There are no secret teachings, no special 



Page �  of �3 6

expertise that is required, no equipment or magic environment. Everybody faces 
the same conditions in Zen, sitting on a cushion and settling into stillness and 
silence. Jiro’s approach may be simple but his dedication and execution is what 
sets him and his sons apart. Daily sitting practice is the key. 

2. Kojoshin. Always aspire to improve oneself and one's work. There is an old Zen 
adage that says once you think you have arrived, you have already begun your descent. 
One must never think they "have arrived." One of the shokunin at the fish market 
touches on this theme in the film while searching for the perfect fish. "...Just when you 
think you know it all, you realize that you're just fooling yourself," he says. One must 
always try to improve. "I do the same thing over and over, improving bit by bit, says Jiro. 
"There is always a yearning to achieve more."  
 
There is no way to explain what keeps us coming back to practice, but I think this 
yearning is an important engine for it. When we begin to take our own practice seriously, 
it creates a kind of hunger that can only be nourished in sitting. So we must never settle 
into a kind of dull torpor that is no different from zoning out in front of the TV. We need to 
be constantly paying more and more attention to our own habits, patterns, beliefs, and 
thought systems, to our relationships, our environment, and the world we inhabit. We 
can always aspire to expand our own awareness even further, to brighten our awake 
being in the world even more, to extend our capacity for open-hearted intimacy with 
more and more beings, more and more of life. 

3. Seiketsukan. Cleanliness, freshness. "If the restaurant doesn't feel clean, the food 
isn't going to taste good," Yamamoto says. One can not prepare and perform well if the 
environment is cluttered, messy, or dirty. Garr notes: Some people say that a 
disorganized work space is liberating. I am not in that camp. For me at least, a dirty, 
cluttered office decreases my creativity and increases my anxiety. I am not a neat freak 
by any means, but when my office is cluttered, my mind is cluttered too (and often vice 
versa).  
 
I think this is why there is an emphasis in Zen on serene and simple practice places, 
why most of Zen practice in monasteries involves cleaning, why we create a simplified 
space with a dark zabuton and a zafu for our sitting. This provides a fresh place for our 
work as Zen students, a relief for our busy minds, and in the Zendo, the nourishment of 
the presence of others, working at the same craft. 
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4. Ganko. Stubbornness, obstinacy. The fourth attribute is...Impatience, Yamamoto 
says. "They are better leaders than collaborators. They're stubborn and insist on having 
it their way." Jiro is an individualist in pursuit of excellence rather than a team player in 
search of consensus. This does not mean he does not rely on his team or listen to 
them, but his team is hand picked and trained by him. In the end it is his vision and his 
responsibility. 

We need to be a bit stubborn in our practice, a bit impatient with ourselves for getting 
bogged down in conditioned thinking, or dullness, or depression, or ignorance. We need 
to take charge of our own lives and be responsible for our practice going forward. Those 
who are stubborn stick out the rough patches, the disappointments, the struggles in 
order to continue to refine their understanding and build their capacities. We need to be 
stubborn when distractions arise, when people question our practice, when we stumble 
and get off track. No one can do this practice for you, and no one will force you to do it. 
You have to come to the cushion and dedicate yourself whole-heartedly to your own 
practice. That’s just the reality. One of the things I learned about myself, was that when I 
encountered resistance in my practice, I could meet it with the same stubbornness that 
created it. In one sesshin at Joko’s, it appeared as a solid black marble cliff, smooth and 
implacable, too high to climb and no way around either end. What could I do? I decided 
I would just sit in front of it with the same mulish stubbornness that created it. 

5. Jyonetsu. Passion, enthusiasm. From the very first moments of the film: "Once you 
decide on your occupation...you must immerse yourself in your work. You have to fall in 
love with your work. Never complain about your job. You must dedicate your life to 
mastering your skill. That's the secret of success...and is the key to being regarded 
honorably." No passion, no art. 

I think this is absolutely essential in Zen practice. It is what continues to fascinate you 
and engage you year after year, in the discoveries to be found there. Your passion or 
enthusiasm may be stronger at different points of practice. Sometimes that enthusiasm 
is very high in the beginning, but wanes as the really effort of practice begins to be 
apparent. This is true for many other aspects of life too, and sometimes people even 
leave the practice because they are unwilling to make the effort and face the difficulties 
that are an inevitable part of the path. For others, their enthusiasm is tentative at the 
beginning—is this really for me?—and then slowly builds as something deeply in the 
practice resonates with their lives. For some it is a fog of confusion that slowly clears so 
that their long-dormant enthusiasm and passion can emerge. 
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In a new book by Cal Newport, So Good They Can’t Ignore You, the commonplace 
advice of “follow your bliss” is debunked. Thousands of failed entrepreneurs, artists, and 
other wannabe’s have discovered that this is actually terrible advice, and for many 
Americans it leads only to the Hagen Daz and the big-screen TV. Instead, Cal advises 
young people to focus on craft and skills, and through mastery, develop the work they 
love to do. This is what Jiro so beautifully teaches us. 

Your work, your art 
The spirit of the shokunin is the pursuit of perfection. The pursuit is hard and the journey 
long, never ending in fact. But you love what you do in spite of the hardships. The work 
is not at all about the money. "Shokunin try to get the highest quality fish and apply their 
technique to it," Jiro's oldest son says. "We don't care about money. All I want to do is 
make better sushi."  

We can always continue to perfect the quality of our attention, our care, our appreciation 
for all that life offers us to instruct and train us in the path of the Bodhisattva. 

In the book Linchpin: Are You Indispensable? famed business guru Seth Godin makes 
the case that many dedicated professionals are doing art: “Art isn't only a painting. Art is 
anything that's creative, passionate, and personal. And great art resonates with the 
viewer, not only with the creator." An artist, says Godin, "is someone who uses bravery, 
insight, creativity, and boldness to challenge the status quo. And an artist takes it 
personally." You must throw yourself into it, suggest, Godin, "Art is a personal act of 
courage, something one human does that creates change in another.”

"I'll continue to climb, trying to reach the top...but no one knows where the top 
is." — Jiro Ono

The final few lines from the film Jiro Dreams of Sushi sum up the lessons from the 
master shokunin. Always... 
look ahead and above yourself. 
Always try... 
to improve on yourself. 
Always strive to elevate your craft. 
That's what he taught me. 

These five elements are building blocks of character, and it takes real strength of 
character to withstand the storms of life, both those we make for ourselves and those 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1591844096?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1591844096&linkCode=xm2&tag=garrreynoldsc-20
http://www.sethgodin.com/sg/
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that are thrust upon us as teachings. We practice Zen so that we have the foundation 
for meeting everything with some stability and capacity to hold it. Through the efforts of 
mastering our craft, we continue to find new and fascinating dimensions of our world, 
both inside and outside. There is a profound satisfaction in that process, even in the 
most fumbling struggles as we are learning. You really can do this, and we are all here 
to support you in it. Let the practice itself teach you how to engage it, and don’t give up. 


