
 Creating Your Altar 
Creating our home altars for Zen practice is quite easy. The first step is to pick a place were you would like your 
altar. Some people use an entire room, but you can also pick a corner or an area of a particular room of your 
liking. This room should be kept clean and tidy. There should be little light but enough so the room does not seem 
gloomy. 

For your altar you can use a low table or shelf. On this altar, you should place a candle, fresh flowers, incense 
bowl, cup of water, and a Buddha image. Each of these items have a symbolic value. They help us connect to the 
Zenpractice tradition and to a deeper sense of gratitude, generosity, and wisdom.  

The Buddha image will be placed in the center of your altar. The Buddha image is to remind us of the awakening 
of wisdom. You may substitute the Buddha image with a beautiful rock or other item that is suggestive to your 
spiritualpractice, if you wish.  

A candle will be placed on the right side of the altar. The candle represents the light of wisdom. One the left side 
of the altar, the same distance from the Buddha image as the candle, should be the fresh cut flowers, these 
represent impermanence. 

An bowl filled with rice, sand or ash is used to burn incense. The incense bowl is placed in front of the altar. The 
incense that is burned represents purity. Finally, the water cup is raised and placed directly in front of the Buddha 
image. The water cup should be kept about half-full. It is a symbolic gesture of giving to the "hungry ghosts," 
these being one's that suffer from worldly "thirsts" they can never satisfy. 

In Zen practice Zazen, seated meditation, is used. Zazen is a very simple practice. You sit in the proper Zazen 
posture and attend to the body, breath, and mind. In front of your altar you will place a Zabuton mat and a Zafu 
cushion for meditation. The Zabuton mat will help cushion your ankles and body during meditation. A Zafu 
cushion is placed on top of the mat to help hold a sustainable posture. 
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