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A CHRISTIAN LOOKS AT ZEN

Dr. John C.H. Wu is in a uniquely favorable position to in-
terpret Zen for the West. He has given courses on Zen in
Chinese and in American universities. An eminent jurist and
diplomat, a Chinese convert to Catholicism, a scholar but also
a man of profoundly humorous simplicity and spiritual free-
dom, he is able to write of Buddhism not from hearsay or
study alone, but from within, Dr. Wu is not afraid to admit
that he brought Zen, Taoism and Confucianism with him into
Christianity. In fact in his well-known Chinese translation of
the New Testament he opens the Gospel of St. John with the
words, “In the beginning was the Tao.”

He nowhere feels himself obliged to pretend that Zen
causes him to have dizzy spells or palpitations of the heart.
Nor does he attempt the complex and frustrating task of
trying to conciliate Zen insights with Christian doctrine. He
simply takes hold of Zen and presents it without comment,
Anyone who has any familiarity with Zen will immediately
admit that this is the only way to talk about it. T approach
the subject with an intellectual or theological chip on the
shoulder would end only in confusion. The truth of the tnatter
is that you can hardly set Christianity and Zen side by side
and compare them. This would almost be like trying to com-
pare mathematics and tennis. And if you are writing a book
on tennis which might conceivably be read by many mathe-
maticians, there is little point in bringing mathematics into

First published as preface w John C.H. Wu's The Golden Age of Zen,
Commirtee on Compilation of the Chinese Library.
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the discussion—best to stick to the tennis. That is what Dr.
Wu has done with Zen.

On the other hand, Zen is deliberately cryptic and discon-
certing. It seems to say the most outrageous things about the
life of the spirit. It seems to jolt cven the Buddhist mind out
of its familiar thought routines and devout imaginings, and no
doubt it will be even more shocking to those whose religious
outlook is remote from Buddhism. Zen can sound, at times,
frankly and avowedly irreligious. And it is, in the sense that
it makes a direct attack on formalism and myth, and regards
conventional religiosity as a hindrance to marure spiritual
development. On the other hand, in what sense is Zen, as such,
“religious” at all? Yet where do we ever find “pure Zen” dis-
sociated from a religious and cultural matrix of some sort?
Some of the Zen Masters were iconoclasts. But the life of
an ordinary Zen temple is full of Buddhist piety and ritual,
and some Zen literature abounds in devotionalism and in con-
ventional Buddhist religious concepts. The Zen of D.T. Su-
zuki is completely free from all this. But can it be called
“typical?” One of the advantages of Dr. Wu’s Christlan treat-
ment is that he, too, is able to see Zen apart from this acci-
dental setting. It is like sceing the mystical doctrine of St. John
of the Cross apart from the somewhat irrelevant backdrop of
Spanish baroque. However, the whole study of Zen can bristle
with questions like these, and when the well-meaning inquirer
receives answers to his questions, then hundreds of other ques-
tions arise to take the place of the two or three that have been
“answered.”

Though much has been said, written and published in the
West about Zen, the general reader is probably not much the
wiser for most of it. And unless he has some idea of what Zen
is all about he may be mystified by Dr. Wu's book, which is
full of the classic Zen material: curicus anecdotes, strange hap-
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penings, cryptic declarations, explosions of illogical humor, not
to mention contradictions, inconsistencies, eccentric and even
absurd behavior, and all for what? For some apparently
esoteric purpose which is never made clear to the satisfaction
of the logical Western mind.

Now the reader with a Judeo-Christian background of
some sort (and who in the West does not still have some such
background?) will nawrally be predisposed to misinterpret
Zen because he will instinctively take up the position of one
who is confronting a “rival system of thought” or a “com-
peting ideology” or an “alien world view” or meore simply
“a false religion.” Anyone who adopts such a position makes
it impossible for himself to see what Zen is, because he assumes
in advance that it must be something that it expressely refuses
to be. Zen is not a systematic explanation of life, it is not an
ideology, it is not a world view, it is not a theology of revela-
tion and salvation, it is not a mystique, it is not a way of
ascetic perfection, it is not mysticism as this is understood in
the West, in fact it fits no convenient category of ours. Hence
all our attempts to tag it and dispose of it with labels like
“pantheism,” “quietism,” “Hluminism,” “Pelagianism,” must
be completely incongruous, and proceed from a naive assump-
tion that Zen pretends to justify the ways of God to man and
to do so falsely. Zen is not concerned with God in the way
Christianity is, though one is entitled to discover sophisticated
analogies between the Zen experience of the Void (Sunyara)
and the experience of God in the “unknowing” of apophatic
Christian mysticism. However, Zen cannot be properly judged
as a mere doctrine, for though there are in it implicit doctrinal
clements, they are entirely secondary to the inexpressible Zen
experience.

"F'rue, we cannot really understand Chinese Zen if we do
not grasp the implicit Buddhist metaphysic which it so to
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speak acts out. But the Buddhist metaphysic itself is hardly
doctrinal in our claborate philosophical and theological sense:
Buddhist philosophy is an interpretation of ordinary human
experience, but an interpretation which is not revealed by God
nor discovered in the access of inspiration nor seen in a mysti-
cal light. Basically, Buddhist metaphysics is a very simple and
natural elaboration of the implications of Buddha's own ex-
perience of enlightenment. Buddhism does not seek primarily
to understand or to “believe in” the enlightenment of Buddha
as the solution to all human problems, but seeks an existential
and empirical participation in that enlightenment experience.
It is conceivable that one might have the “enlightentment”
without being aware of any discursive philosophical impli-
cations at all. These implications are not sccn as having
any theological bearing whatever, and they point only to the
ordinary natural condition of man. It is true that they arrive
at certain fundamental deductions which were in the course
of time elaborated into complex religious and philosophical
systerns. But the chief characteristic of Zen is that it rejects all
these systematic elaborations in order o get back, as far as
possible, to the pure unarticulated and unexplained ground of
direct experience. The direct experience of what? Life itself.
What it means that I exist, that I live: who is this “I” that
exists and lives? What is the difference between an authentic
and an illusory awareness of the self that exists and lives?
What are and are not the basic facts of existence?

When we in the West speak of “basic facts of existence”
we tend immediately to conceive these facts as reducible to
certain austere and foolproof propositions—logical statements
that are guaranteed to have meaning because they are em-
pirically verifiable. These are what Bertrand Russell called
“atomic facts.” Now for Zen it is inconceivable that the basic
facts of existence should be able to be stated in any proposition
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however atomic. For Zen, from the moment fact is transferred
to a statement it is falsified. One ceases to grasp the naked
reality of experience and one grasps a form of words instead,
The verification that Zen secks is not to be found in a dialect-
cal transaction invelving the reduction of fact re logical
statement and the reflective verification of staternent by fact.
It may be said that long before Bertrand Russell spoke of
“atomic facts” Zen had split the atom and made its own kind
of statement in the explosion of logic into Sasors (enlighten-
ment). The whole aim of Zen is not to make foolproof state-
ments about experience, but ta come to direct grips with reality
without the mediation of logical verbalizing.

But what reality? There is certainly a kind of living and
nonverbal dialectic in Zen between the ordinary everyday ex-
perience of the senses (which is by no means arbirrasily re-
pudiated) and the experience of enlightenment. Zen is not
an idealistic rejection of sense and matter in order to ascend
to a supposedly invisible reality which alone is real. The Zen
experience is a direct grasp of the unity of the invisible and the
visible, the noumenal and the phenomenal, or, if you prefer,
an experiential realization that any such division 1s bound
to be pure imagination.

D.T. Suzuki says: “Tasting, secing, experiencing, living—
all these demonstrate that there is something common
enlightenment-experience and our scnse-experience; the one
takes place in our innermost being, the other on the periphery
of our consciousness. Personal experience thus seems to be
the foundation of Buddhist philosophy. In this sense Bud-
dhism is radical empiricism or experientialism, whatever dia-
lectic later developed to probe the meaning of the enlighten-
ment experience.” (D.T. Suzuki, Mysticism: Christian and
Buddhist, N. Y., 1957, p. 48)

Now the great obstacle to mutual understanding between
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Christianity and Buddhism lies in the Western tendency to
focus not on the Buddhist experience, which is essential, but
on the explanation, which is accidental and which indeed Zen
often regards as completely trivial and even misleading.

Buddhist meditation, but above all that of Zen, seeks not
to explain but to pay attention, to become aware, w0 be mind-
ful, in other words to develop a certain kind of consciousness
that is above and beyond deception by verbal formulas—or
by emotional excitement, Deception in what? Deception in its
grasp of itself as it really is. Deception due t ¢iversion and
distraction’ from what is right there—conscio™ <ticas itself.

Zen, then, aims at a kind of certainty: tus it is not the
logical certainty of philosophical proof, still iess ine religious
certainty that comes with the acceptance of the word of God
by the obedience of faith. It is rather the cersminty that goes
with an authentic metaphysical intuition which is also exis-
tential and empirical. The purpose of all Buddhism is to
refine the consciousness until this kind of insight is attained,
and the religious implications of the insight are then variously
worked out and applied to life in the different Buddhist
traditions.

In the Mahayana tradition, which includes Zen, the chief
implication of this insight into the human condition is Karuna
or compassion, which leads to a paradoxical reversal of what
the insight itself might seem to imply. Instead of rejoicing in
his escape from the phenomenal world of suffering, the
Bodhisattva clects to remain in it and finds in it his Nirvana,
by reason not only of the metaphysic which identifies the
phenomenal and the noumenal, but also of the compassionate
love which identifies all the sufferers in the round of birth
and death with the Buddha, whose enlightenment they poten-
tially share. Though there are a heaven and a hell for Bud-
dhists, these are not ultimate, and in fact it would be entirely
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ambiguous to assume that Buddha is regarded as a Savior who
ieads his faithful disciples to Nirvana as 10 a kind of negative
heaven. (Pure Land Buddhism or Amidism is, however, dis-
rinctly a salvation religion.)

It cannot be repeated too often: in understanding Bud-
dhism it would be a great mistake to concentrate on the “doc-
trine,” the formulated philesophy of life, and 1o neglect the
experience, which is absolutely essential, the very heart of

‘Buddhism. This is in a sense the exact opposite of the situation

in Christianity, For Christianity begins with revelation.
Though it would be misleading to classify this revetation
simply as a “doctrine” and an “explanation” (it is far more
than that—the revelation of God Himself in the mystery of
Christ) it is nevertheless communicated to us in words, In
statements, and everything depends on the believer’s accept-
ing the truth of these statements.

Therefore Christianity has always been profoundly con-
cerned with these statements: with the accuracy of their
transmission from the original sources, with the precise un-
derstanding of their exact meaning, with the elimination and
indeed the condemnation of false interpretations. At umes
this concern has been cxaggerated almost te the point of an
obsession, accompanied by arbitrary and fanarical insistence
on hairsplitting distinctions and the purest niceties of theologi-
cal detail.

This obsession with doctrinal formulas, juridical order
and ritual exactitude has often made people forget that the
heart of Catholicism, too, is a living experience of unity in_.
Christ which far transcends all conceptual formulations. What
too often has been overlooked, in consequence, is that Ca-
tholicism is the taste and experience of eternal life: “We an-
nounce to vou the eternal life which was with the Father and
has appeared to us. What we have seen and have heard we
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announce to you, in order that you also may have fellowship
with us and that our fellowship may be with the Father and
with His Son Jesus Christ.” (I John 1:2:3) Too often the
Catholic has imagined himself obliged to stop short at a
mere correct and external belief expressed in good moral be-
havior, instead of entering fully into the life of hope and love
consummated by union with the invisible God “in Christ and
in the Spirit,” thus fully sharing in the Divine Nature. (Ephe-
sians 2:18, 2 Peter 1:4, Col. 1:9-17, I John 4:12-12)

The Second Vatican Council has (we hope) happily put
an end to this obsessive tendency in Catholic theological inves-
tigation. But the fact remains that for Christianity, a religion
of the Word, the understanding of the statements which
embody God’s revelation of Himself remains a primary
concern, Christian experience is a fruit of this understanding,
a development of it, a deepening of it.

At the same time, Christian experience itself will be
profoundly affected by the idea of revelation that the Christian
himself will entertain. For example, if revelation is regarded
simply as a system of truths abour God and an explanation of
how the universe came into existence, what will eventually
happen to it, what is the purpose of Christian life, what are
its moral norms, what will be the rewards of the virtuous, and
so on, then Christianity is in effect reduced to a world view,
at times a religious philosophy and little more, sustained by a
more or less elaborate cult, by a moral discipline and a strict
code of Law. “Fxperience” of the inner meaning of Christian
revelation will necessarily be distorted and dimirished in such
a theological setting. What will such experience be? Not so
much a living theological experience of the prescice of God in
the world and in mankind through the mysterv of Christ,
but rather a sense of security in one’s own correctness: a feel-
ing of confidence that one has been saved, a confidence which
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is based on the reflex awareness that one holds the correct
view of the creation and purpose of the world and that one’s
behavior is of a kind to be rewarded in the next life. Or, per-

“haps, since few can attain this level of self-ussurance, then the

Christian experience becomes one of anxious hope—a struggle
with occasional doubt of the “right answers,” a painful and
constant effort to meet the severe demands of morality and
law, and a somewhat desperate recourse to the sacraments
which are there to help the weak who must constantly fall
and rise again.

This of course is a sadly deficient account of true Christian
experience, based on a distortion of the true import of Chris-
tian revelation. Yet it is the impression non-Christians often
get of Christianity from the outside, and when one proceeds
to compare, say, Zen experience in its purity with this dimin-
ished and distorted type of “Christian experience,™ then one's
comparison is just as meaningless and misleading as a com-
parison of Christian philosophy and theology on their highest
and most sophisticated level with the myths of a popular and
decadent Buddhism.

When we set Christianity and Buddhism side by side, we
must try to Aind the points where a genuinely common ground
between the two exists. At the present moment, this is no
casy task. In fact it is still practically impossible, as suggested
above, to really find any such common ground except in a
very schematic and artificial way. After all, what do we mean
by Christianity, and what do we mean by Buddhism? Is
Christianity Christian Theology? Ethics? Mysticism? Wor-
ship? Ts our idea of Christianity to be taken without further
qualification as the Roman Catholic Church? Or does it
include Protestant Christianity? The Protestantism of Luther
or that of Bonhoeler? The Protestantism of the God-is-dead
school? The Catholicism of St. Thomas? Of St. Augustine
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and the Western Church Fathers? A supposedly “pure”
Christianity of the Gospels? A demythologized Christianity?
A “social Gospel”? And what do we mean by Buddhism? The
Theravada Buddhism of Ceylon, or that of Burma? Tibetan
Buddhism? Tantric Buddhism? Pure Land Buddhism? Spec-
ulative and scholastic Indian Buddhism of the middle ages?
Or Zen?

The immense variety of forms taken by thought, experi-
ence, worship, moral practice, in both Buddhism and Chris-
tianity make all compariscns haphazard, and in the end,
when someone like the late Dr, Suzuki announced a study on
Mysticism: Christian and Buddhist, it turned out to be, rather
practically in fact, a comparison between Meister Eckhart and
Zen. To narrow the field in this way is at least relevant, though
to take Meister Eckhart as representative of Christian mysti-
cism is hazardous. At the same time we must remark that Dr.
Suzuki was much too convinced that Eckhart was unusual in
his time, and that his statenents must have shocked most of
his contemporaries. Eckhart’s condemnation was in fact due
in some measure to rivalry between Dominicans and Fran-
ciscans, and his teaching, bold and in some points unable to
avoid condemnation, was nevertheless based on St. Thomas
to a great extent and belonged to a mystical tradition that was
very much alive and was, in facr, the most vial religious
force in the Catholicism of his time. Yet to identify Christian-
ity with Eckhart would be completely misleading. That was
not what Suzuki intended. He was not comparing the mystical
theology of Eckhart with the Buddhist philosophy of the Zen
Masters, but the experience of Eckhart, ontologically and
psychologically, with the experience of the Zen Masters. This
is a reasonable enterprise, offering some small hope of interest-
ing and valid results.

But can one distill from religious or mystical experience
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certain pure elements which are common everywhere in all
religions? Or is the basic understanding of the nature and
meaning of experience so determined by the variety of doc-
trines that a comparison of experiences involves us inevitably
in a comparison of metaphysical or religious beliefs? This is
no easy question either. If a Christian mystic has an experience
which can be phenomenologically compared with a Zen expe-
rience, does it matter that the Christian in fact believes he is
personally united with God and the Zen-man interprets his
experience as Sunyata or the Void being aware of itselt? In
what sense can these two experiences be called “mystical”?
Suppose that the Zen Masters forcefully repudiate any attempt
on the part of Christians to grace them with the tites of
“mystics”?

It must certainly be said that a certain type of concordist
thought today too easily assumes as a basic dogma thar “the
mystics” in all religions are all experiencing the same thing
and are all alike in their liberation from the various doctrines
and explanations and creeds of their less fortunate co-religion-
ists. All religions thus “meet at the top,” and their various
theologies and philosophies become irrelevant when we see
that they were merely means for arriving at the same end, and
all means are alike efficacious. This has never been demon-
strated with any kind of rigor, and though it has been per-
suasively advanced by talented and experienced minds, we
must say that a great deal of study and investigation must be
done before much can be said on this very complex question
which, once again, scems to imply a purely formalistic view
of theological and philosophical doctrines, as if a fundamental
belief were something that a mystic could throw off like a suit
of clothes and as if his very experience itself were not in some
sense modified by the fact that he held this belief,

" At the same time, since the personal experience of the
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mystic remains inaccessible o us and can only be evaluated
indirectly through texts and other testimonials—perhaps writ-
ten and given by others—it 1s never easy lo say with any
security that what a Christian mystic and a Sufi and a Zen
Master experience is really “the same thing.” What does
such a claim really mean? Can it be made at all, without
implying (quite falsely) that these higher experiences are
“experiences of something”? Tt therefore remains a very
serious problem to distinguish in all these higher forms of
religions and metaphysical consciousness what is “pure expe-
ricnce” and what is to some extent determined by language,
symbol, or indeed by the "grace of a sacrament.” We have
hardly reached the point where we know enough about these
different states of conscicusness and about their metaphysical
implications to compare them 10 accurate detail. But there
are nevertheless certain analogies and correspondence which
are evident even now, and which may perhaps point out the
way to a berter mutual understanding. Let us not rashly take
them as “proofs” but only as significant clues.

Is it therefore possible to say that both Christians and
Buddhists can equally well practice Zen? Yes, if by Zen
we mean precisely the quest for direct and pure experience
on a metaphysical level, liberated from verbal formulas and
linguistic preconceptions, On the theological level the question
becomes more complex, It will be touched on at the end of
this essay.

The best we can say is that in certain religions, Buddhism
for instance, the philosophical or religious tramevork 1s of a
kind that can more easily be discarded, because it has in itself
a builtin “cjector,” so to speak, by which the mediator 15 at
a certain point flung out from the conceptual coparatus into
the Void. It is possible for a Zen Master to say ronchalantly
to his disciple, “If you meet the Buddha, kifi him!” But in
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Christian mysticism the question whether or not the mystic
can get along without the human “form” (Gestalt) or the
sacred Humanity of Christ is still hotly debated, with the
majority opinion definitely maintaining the necessity for the
Christ of faith to be present as ikon at the center of Christian
contemplation. Here again, the question is confused by the
failure to distinguish between the objective theclogy of
Christian experience and the actual psychological facts of
Christian mysticism in certain cases. And then one must ask,
at what point do the abstract demands of theory take pre-
cedence over the psychological facts of experience? Or, to
what extent does the theology of a theologian without experi-
ence claim to interpret correctly the “experienced theology”
of the mystic who is perhaps not able to articulate the meaning
of his experience in a satisfactory way?

We keep returning to one ceniral question in two forms:

the relation of objective doctrine to subjective mystic (or meta-

physical) experience, and the difference in this relationship
between Christianity and Zen. In Christianity the objective
doctrine retains priority both in time and in eminence. In Zen
the experience is always prior, not in time but in importance.
This is because Christianity is based on supernatural revela-
tion, and Zen, discarding all idea of any revelation and even
taking a very independent view of sacred tradiion (ar least
written), secks to penetrate the natural ontological ground
of being. Christianity is a religion of grace and divine gift,
hence of total dependence on God. Zen is not casily classified
as “a religion” (it is in fact easily separable from any religious
matrix and can supposedly flourish in the soil either of non-
Buddhist religions or no religion at all), and in any event it
strives, like all Buddhism, to make man completely free and
independent even in his striving for salvation and enlighten-
ment. Independent of what? Of merely external supports and
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authorities which keep him from having access to and making
use of the deep resources in his own nature and psyche. {Note
that Chinese and Japanese Zen both in fact flourished in ex-
tremely disciplined and authoritarian cultures. Hence their
emphasis on “autonomy” meant in fact an ultimate and hum-
ble discovery of inner freedom after one had exhausted all
the possibilities of an intensely strict and austere authoritarian
training—as the methods of the Zen Masters make abundantly
clear!)

On the other hand, let us repeat that we must not neglect
the great importance of experience in Christianity. But Chris-
tian experience always has a special modality, due to the fact
that it is inseparable from the mystery of Christ and the col-
lective life of the Church, the Body of Christ. To experience
the mystery of Christ mystically or otherwise is always to
transcend the merely individual psychological level and to
“experience theologically with the Church” (sentire cum Ec-
clesia). In other words, this experience must always besin
some way reducible to a theological form that can be shared
by the rest of the Church or that shows that it is a sharing of
what the rest of the Church experiences. There is therefore
in the recording of Christian experiences a natural tendency
to set them down in language and symbols that are easily
accessible to other Christians. This may perhaps sometimes
mean an unconscious translation of the inexpressible into fa-
miliar symbols that are always at hand ready for immediate
use.

Zen on the other hand resolutely resists any temptation to
be easily communicable, and a great deal of the paradox and
violence of Zen teaching and practice is aimed at blasting the
foundation of ready explanation and comforting symbol out
from under the disciple’s supposed “experience.” The Chris-
tian experience is acceptable in so far as it accords with an
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established theological and symbolic pattern. The Zen experi-
“ence is only acceptable on the basis of its absolute singularity,
and yet it must be in some way communicable. How?

We cannot begin to understand how the Zen experience
is manifested and communicaied between master and disciple
unless we realize what is communicated. If we do not know
what is supposed to be signified, the strange method of signifi-
cation will feave us totally disconcerted and more in the dark
than we were when we started. Now in Zen, what is com-
municated is not a message. It is not simply a “word,” evep
though it might be the “word of the Lord.” It is not a “what.”
Tt does not bring “news” which the receiver did not already
have, about something the one informed did not yet know.
What Zen communicates is an awareness that is potencially
already there but is not conscious of itself. Zen is then not
Kerygma but realization, not revelation but consciousness,
not news from the Father who sends His Son into this world,
but awareness of the ontological ground of our own being
here and now, right in the midst of the world. We will see
later that the supernatural Kerygma and the metaphysical
intuition of the ground of being are far from being incom-
patible. One may be said 1o prepare the way for the other.
They can well complement each other, and for this reason Zen
is perfectly compatible with Christian belief and indeed with
Christian mysticism (if we understand Zen in its pure state,
as metaphysical intuition).

If this is true, then we must admit it is perfectly logical to
admit, with the Zen Masters, that “Zen teaches nothing.” One
of the greatest of the Chinese Zen Masters, the Patriarch, Hui
Neng (7th century AD.), was asked a leading question by a
disciple: “Who has inherited the spirit of the Fifih Patriarch?”
(i.e., who is Patriarch now?)

Hui Neng replied: “One who undersiands Buddhism.”
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The monk pressed his point: “Have you then inherited
ite”

Hui Neng said: “No.”

“Why not?" asked the monk.

“Because 1 do not understand Buddhism.”

This story is meant precisely to illustrate the fact that
Hui Neng #ad inherited the role of Patriarch, or the charism
of teaching the purest Zen. He was qualified to transmit the
enlightenment of the Buddha himself to disciples. If he had
laid claim to an authoritative teaching that made this enlight-
enment understandable to those who did not possess it, then
he would have been teaching something else, that is to say a
doctrine about enlightenment. He would be disseminating the
message of his own understanding of Zen, and in that case he
would not be awakening others to Zen in themselves, but im-
posing on them the imprint of his own understanding and
teaching. Zen does not tolerate this kind of thing, since thus
would be incompatible with the true purpose of Zen: awaken-
ing a deep ontological awareness, a wisdom-intuition (Prajna)
in the ground of the being of the one awakened. And in fact,
the pure consciousnes of Prajna would not be pure and im-
mediate if it were a consciousness that one understands Prajna.

The language used by Zen is therefore in some sense an
antilanguage, and the “logic” of Zen 1s a radical reversal of
philosophical logic. The human dilemma of communication
is that we cannot communicate ordinarily without words
and signs, but even ordinary experience tends to be falsified
by our habits of verbalization and rationalization. The con-
venient tools of language enable us to decide beforehand what
we think things mean, and tempt us all too ersily Lo see things
only in a way that fits our logical preconceptioas and our
verbal formulas. Instead of seeing zhings and fact: as they are
we see them as reflections and verifications of the sentences we
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have previously made up in our minds. We quickly forget
how to simply see things and substitute our words and our
formulas for the things themselves, manipulating facts so that
we see only what conveniently fits our prejudices. Zen uses
language against itself to blast our these preconceptions and
to destroy the specious “reality” in our minds so that we can
see directly. Zen is saying, as Wittgenstein said, “Don’t think:
Look!”

Since the Zen intuition seeks to awaken a direct meta-
physical consciousness beyond the empirical, reflecting, know-
ing, willing and talking ego, this awareness must be imme-
diately present to itself and not mediated by either conceptual
or reflexive or imaginative knowledge. And yet far from being
mere negation, Zen is also entirely positive. Let us hear D.T.
Suzuki on the subject:

“Zen always aims at grasping the central fact of life, which
can never be brought to the dissecting table of the intel-
lect. 'To grasp the central fact of life, Zen is forced to
propose a series of negations. Mere negation however is
not the spicit of Zen . . .” (Hence, he says, the Zen
Masters neither affirm nor negate, they simply act or speak
in such a way that the action or speech itself is a plain
fact bursting with Zen. . . .} Suzuki continues: "When
the spirit of Zen is grasped in its purity, it will be seen
what a real thing that (act—in this case a slap) is. For
here is no negation, no affirmation, but a plain fact, a pure
experience, the very foundarion of our being and thought.
All the quietness and emptiness one might desire in the
midst of most active meditation lies therein. Do not be
carried away by anything outward or conventional. Zen
must be seized with bare hands, with no gloves on.” (D.T.
Suzuki, Introduction to Zen Buddbism, London. 1960,
p. 51)

It is in this sense that “Zen teaches nothing; it merely
enables us to wake up and become aware. Tt does not teach,
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it points.” (Suzuki Introduction, p. 38) The acts and gestures
of a Zen Master are no more “statements” than is the ringing
of an alarm clock.

All the words and actions of the Zen Masters and of their
disciples are to be understood in this context. Usually the
Master is simply “producing facts” which the disciple either
sees or does not see.

Many of the Zen stories, which are almost always incom-
prehensible in ratiopal terms, are simply the ringing of an
alarm clock, and the reaction of the sleeper. Usually the mis-
guided sleeper makes a response which in.efecr turns off the
alarm so that he can go back to sleep. Sometimes he jumps out
of bed with a shout of astonishment that ;i s w0 late. Some-
times he just sleeps and does not hear the aja:m alll

In so far as the disciple takes the fact to be a sign of
something else, he is misled by it. The Master may {by mezns
of some other fact) try to make him aware of this. Often i
is precisely ai the point where the disciple realizes himself to
be utterly misled that he also realizes everything else along
with it: chiefly, of course, that there was nothing to realize
in the first place except the fact. What fact? If you know the
answer you are awake. You hear the alarm!

But we in the West, living in a tradition of stubborn ego-
centered practicality and geared entirely for the use and
manipulation of everything, always pass from one thing to
another, from cause to effect, from the first to the next and i
the last and then back to the first. Everything always points
to something else, and hence we never stop anywhere because
we cannot: as soon as we pause, the escalator reaches the end
of the ride and we have to get off and find another one.
Nothing is allowed just to be and to mean itself: everything
has to mysteriously signify something else. Zen is especially
designed to frustrate the mind that thinks in such terms. The
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Zen “fact,” whatever it may be, always lands across our road
like a fallen tree beyond which we cannot pass.

Nor are such facts lacking in Christianity—the Cross for
example. Just as the Buddha’s “Fire Sermon” radically trans-
forms the Buddhist’s awareness of all that is around him, so
the “word of the Cross” in very much the same way gives
the Christian a radically new consciousness of the meaning
of his life and of his relationship with other men and with the
world around him.

In both cases, the “facts” are not mercly impersonal and
objective, but facts of personal experience. Both Buddhism and
Christianity are alike in making use of ordinary everyday
human existence as material for a radical transformation of
consciousness. Since ordinary everyday human existence is
full of confusion and suffering, then obviously one will make
good use of both of these in order to transform ane’s awarcness
and one’s understanding, and to go beyond both to attain “wis-
dom” in love. Tt would be a grave error to suppose that Bud-
dhism and Christianity merely offer various explanations of
suffering, or worse, justifications and mystifications built on
this ineluctable fact. On the contrary both show that suffering
remains inexplicable most of all for the man who artempts
to explain it in order to evade it, or who thinks explanarion
itself is an cscape. Suffering is not a “problem” as if 1t were
something we could stand outside and control. Suffering, as
both Christianity and Buddhism see, each in its own way, is
part of our very ego-identity and empirical existence, and the
only thing to do about it is to plunge right into the middle
of contradiction and confusion in order to be transformed by
what Zen calls the “Great Death” and Christianity calls “dying
and rising with Christ.”

Let us now return to the obscure and tantalizing “facts”
in which Zen deals. In the relation between Zen Master and
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disciple, the most usually encountered “fact” is the disciple’s
frustration, his inability to get somewhere by the use of his
own will and his own reasoning. Most sayings of the Zen
Masters deal with this situation, and try to convey to the
disciple that he has a fundamentally misleading experience of
himself and of his capacities.

“When the cart stops,” said Huai-Jang, the Master of
Ma-Tsu, “do you whip the cart or whip the ox?” And he
added, “If one secs the Tao from the standpoint of making
and unmaking, or gathering and scattering, one does not
really see the Tao.”

If this remark about whipping the cart or the ox is ob-
scure, perhaps another Mondo (question and answer) will
suggest the same fact in a different way.

A monk asks Pai-Chang, “Who is the Buddha?”
Pai-Chang answers: “Who are your”

A monk wants to know what is Prajna (the metaphysical
wisdom-intuition of Zen). Not only that, but Mahaprajna,
Great or Absolute Wisdom. The whole works.

I'he Master answers without concern:

“The snow is falling fast and all is enveloped in mist.”

The monk remains silent.

‘The Master asks: “Do you understand?”

“No, Master, I do not.”

Thereupon the Master composed a verse for him:

Mabaprajna

It is neither taking in nor giving up.

If one understands it not,

The wind is cold, the snow is falling.
{Suzuki, Introduction, p. 99-100)

The monk is “trying to understand” when in fact he
ought to try to look. The apparently mysterious and cryptic
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sayings of Zen become much simpler when we see them in
the whole context of Buddhist “mindfulness” or awarencss,

which in its most elementary form consists in that “bare at-
tention” which simply sees what is right there and does not
add any comment, any interpreiation, any judgment, any
conclusion. Tt just sees. Learning to sce in this manner is the
basic and fundamental exercise of Buddhist meditation. (See
Nyanaponika Thero-Colombo, The Fewt of Buddhiss Meds-
tation, Celon, 1956)

If one reaches the point where understanding fails, this
is not a tragedy: it is simply a reminder to stop thinking and
start looking. Perhaps there is nothing to figure our after all:
perhaps we only need w0 wake np.

A monk said: “I have been with you (Master), for a long
time, and yet I am unable to understand your way. How is
this?”

The Master said: “Where you do not understand, there
is the point for your understanding.”

“How is understanding possible when it is impossible?”

-The Master said: “The cow gives birth to a baby elephant;
clouds of dust rise over the ocean.” (Suzuki, Introduction,
p. I16)

In more technical language, and therefore perhaps more
comprehensibly for us, Suzuki says: “Prajna is pure act, pure

experience . . . it has a distinct noetic quality . . . but it is not
rationalistic . . . it is characterized by immediacy . . . 1t must
not be identified with ordinary intuition . . . for in the case of

prajna intuition there is no definable object to be intuited. . . .
In prajna intuition the object of intuition is never a concept
postulated by an elaborate process of reasoning; it is never
‘this’ or ‘that’; it does not want to attach itself 10 one particular
object.” (D.T. Suzuki, Studies in Zen, London 1957, i.j- 82-9)
For this reason, Suzuki concludes that Prajna intuition is dif-
ferent from “the kind of intuition we have generally n reli-
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gious and philosophical discourses” in which God or the
Absolute are objects of intuition and “the act of intuition s
considered complete when a state of identification takes place
between the object and the subject.” (Suzuki, Studies p. 89)

This is not the place to discuss the very interesting and
complex question raised here. Let us only say that it is by no
means certain that the religious, or at any rake mystical, in-
tuition always sees God “as object.” And in fact we shall see
that Suzuki qualifies this opinion quite radically by admitting
that the mystical intuition of Eckhart is the same as Prajna.

Leaving this question aside, it must be said here that if
anyone tries to spell out a philosophical -or. acctrinal interpre-
tation for the Zen sayings like those wehuve < soted above, he
s mistaken. If he seeks to argue that when Pai Chang points
to the falling snow as answer to a question about the Absolute,
as though to say that the falling snow were identified with
the Absolute, in other words that this intuition was a reflexive
pantheistic awareness of the Absolute as object, seen in the
falling snow, then he has entirely missed the point of Zen. To
imagine that Zen is “teaching pantheism” is to imagine that
it is trying to explain something. We repeat: Zen explains
nothing. It just sees. Sees what? Not an Absolute Object but
Absolute Secing.

Though this may seem very remote from Christianity,
which is definitely a message, we must nevertheless remember
the importance of direct experience in the Bible. All forms of
“knowing,” especially in the religious sphere, and especially
where God is concerned, are valid in proportion as they are a
matter of experience and of intimate contact. We are all familiar
with the Biblical expression “to know" in the sense of to possess
in the act of love. This is not the place to examine the possible
Zenlike analogies in the experiences of the Old Testament
prophets. They were certainly as factual, as existential and as
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disconcerting as any fact of Zen! Nor can we more than indi-
cate briefly here the well-known importance of direct experi-
ence in the New Testament. This is of course to be sought
above all in the revelation of the Holy Spirit, the mysterious
Gift in which God becomes one with the Believer in order
o know and love Himself in the Believer.

In the first two chapters of the first Epistle to the Corin-
thians St. Paul distinguishes between two kinds of wisdom:
one which consists in the knowledge of words and statements,
a rational, dialectical wisdom, and anather which is at once a
matter of paradox and of experience, and goes beyond the
reach of reason. To attain to this spiritual wisdom, one must
first be liberated from servile dependence on the “wisdom of
speech.” (I Cor. 1:17) This liberation is effected by the “word
of the Cross” which makes no sense to those who cling to
their own familiar views and habits of thought and is a means
by which God “destroys the wisdom of the wise.” (1 Cor. 1:
18-23) The word of the Cross is in fact completely bailling
and disconcerting both to the Greeks with their philosophy
and to the Jews with their well-interpreted Law. But when
one has been freed from dependence on verbal formulas and
conceptual structures, the Cross becomes a source of “power.”
This power emanates from the “foolishness of God” and it also
makes use of “foolish instruments.” {the Apostles). (1 Cor. 1:
27 ff.) On the other hand, he who can accept this paradoxical
“foolishness” experiences in himself a secrer and mysterious
power, which is the power of Christ living in him as the
ground of a totally new life and a new being. (1 Cor. 2:1-4, ct.
Eph. 1:18-23, Gal. 6:14-16)

Here it is essential to remember that for a Christian “the
word of the Cross” is nothing theoretical, but a stark and
existential experience of union with Christ in His death in
order to share in His resurrection. To fully “hear” and “re-
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ceive” the word of the Cross means much more than simple
assent to the dogmatic proposition that Christ died for our
sins. It means to be “nailed to the Cross with Christ,” so that
the ego-self is no longer the principle of our deepest actions,
which now proceed from Christ living in us. “1 live, now not
{, but Christ lives in me.” {Gal. 2:19-20; see also Romans
8:5-17) To receive the word of the Cross means the acceptance
of a complete self emptying, a Kenosis, in union with the
seli-emptying of Christ “obedient unto death.” (Phil. 2:5-11)
It is essential to true Christianity that this experience of the
Cross and of self-emptying be central in the life of the Chris-
tian so that he may fully receive the Holy Spirit and know
(again by experience) all the riches of God in and through
Christ. (John 14:116-17, 265 15:26-27; 16:5-15)

When Gabriel Marcel says: “There are thresholds which
thought alone, left to itself, can never permit us to cross. An
experience is required—an experience of poverty and sickness
... (Quoted, A. Gelin, Les Pauvres de Yakvé, Paris, 1054,
p. 57) he is stating a simple Christian truth in terms familiar
w Zen.

We must never forget that Christianity s much more
than the inrellectual acceptance of a religious message by a
blind and submissive faith which never understands what the
message means except in terms of authoritative interpretations
handed down externally by experts in the name of the Church.
On the contrary, faith is the door to the full inner life of the
Church, a life which includes not only access to an authorita-
rive teaching but above all to a decp personal experience which
is at once unique and yet shared by the whole Body of Chris,
in the Spirit of Christ. St. Paul compares this knowledge of
God, in the Spirit, to the subjective knowiedge that a man
has of himself. Just as no one can know iy inner self except
my own “spirit,” so no one can know God except God's Spirit;
yet this Holy Spirit is given to us, in such a way that God
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knows Himself in us, and this experience is utterly real, though
it cannot be communicated in terms understandable to those
who do not share it. (See I Cor. 2:7-15.) Consequently, St
Paul concludes, “we have the mind of Christ.” (1 Cor. 2:16)

Now when we see that for Buddhism Prajra is describable
as “having the Buddha mind” we understand that there must
surely be some possibility of finding an analogy somewhere
berween Buddhist and Christian cxperience, though we are
now speaking more in terms of doctrine than of pure experi-
ence. Yet the doctrine is about the experience. We cannot push
our investigation further here, but it is significant that Suzuki,
reading the following lines from Eckhart (which are perfectly
orthodox and tradidonal Catholic theology), said they were
“the same as Prajna intuition.” (D.T. Suzuki, Mystcism:
East and West, p. 40; the quotaten from C. de B. Evans’ trans-
lation of Eckhart, London, 1924, p. 147)

“In giving us His love God has given us the Holy Ghost
so that we can love Him with the love wherewith He loves
Himself.” The Son Who, in us, loves the Father, in the Spirit,
is translated thus by Suzuki into Zen terms: “one mirior
reflecting another with no shadow between them.” (Suzuki,
Muysticism: East and West, p. 41)

Suzuki also frequently quotes a sentence of Eckhart’s:
“The eye wherein I see God is the same eye wherein God sees
me” (Suzuki, Mysticism: Eust and West, p. 50) as an cxact
expression of what Zen means by Prajna.

Whether or not Dr. Suzuki’s interpretation of the text
in Zen terms is theologically perfect in every way remains o
be seen, though at first sight there seems to be no reason why
it should not be thoroughly acceptable, What is important
for us here is that the interpretation is highly suggestive and
interesting in itself, reflecting a kind of intuitive athnity for
Christian mysticism. Furthermore it 1s highly significant that
a Japanese thinker schooled in Zen should be so open to what
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is basically the most obscure and difficult mystery of Christian i
theology: the dogma of the Trinity and the mission of the ;
Divine Persons in the Christian and in the Church. This
would seem to indicate that the real area for investigation of
. analogies and correspondences between Christianity and Zen

might after all be theology rather than psychology or asceti- 3!-
cism. At least theology is not excluded, but it must be theology
as experienced in Christian contemplation, not the speculative’
theology of textbooks and disputations.

The few words that have been written in this introduction,
and the brief, bare suggestions it contains, are by no means
intended as an adequate “comparison” between Christian
experience and Zen experience. Obviously, we have done little
more than express a pious hope that a common ground can
some day be found. But at least this should make the Western
and Christian reader more ready to enter this book with an
open mind, and perhaps help him to suspend judgment for a
while, and not decide immediately that Zen is so esoteric and
s outlandish that it has no interest or importance for us. On
the contrary, Zen has much to teach the West, and recently
Dom Aelred Graham, in a book which became deservedly
popular (Graham, Zen Catholicism, N.Y., 1963), pointed out
that there was not a little in Zen that was pertinent to our
own ascetic and religious practice. It is quite possible for Zen
to be adapted and used to clear the air of ascetic irrelevancies
and help us to regain a healthy natural balance in our under-

standing of the spiritual life.

But Zen must be grasped in its simple reality, not ration-
alized or imagined in terms of some fantastic and esoteric
interpretation of human existence.

Though few Westerners will ever actually come to a real
understanding of Zen, it is still worth their while to be exposed
to its brisk and heady atmosphere.
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