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JUNG, BUDDHISM, and the 
INCARNATION of SOPHIA

“That Henry Corbin was one of the great religious thinkers of the 20th century will be apparent to all who delve into this brilliant collection of his previously unpublished writings on Carl Jung and Buddhism, the gnostic Sophia, and Sufism. Corbin’s insights into the profound roots of Jung’s teachings make this essential reading for those who ponder the ties that bind psychology and spirituality and all the great religious traditions to one another.”

JEFF ZALESKI, EDITOR AND PUBLISHER OF PARABOLA MAGAZINE

“Jung, Buddhism, and the Incarnation of Sophia is where two astounding explorers of the inner cosmos, Henri Corbin and Carl Jung, meet in their insights—an intriguing octagon of mirrors surrounding the illuminated soul.”

CHRIS H. HARDY, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE SACRED NETWORK, DNA OF 
THE GODS, AND WARS OF THE ANUNNAKI
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PREFACE FROM THE EDITOR

I am publishing these documents just as Stella Corbin kindly entrusted them to me. And specifically in the form in which she suggested they be presented.

Readers will not then be surprised to find two pieces by me that open and close this volume—something that I would never have undertaken on my own—but, once again, the publication entrusted to me has required me to do so!

In the same way, I know quite well—and Daniel Proulx (a religious and philosophical scholar specializing in Henry Corbin’s thinking) pointed it out to me at length—that Corbin’s study of the connections between Jung and Buddhism (Buddhism as it was presented by D. T. Suzuki) has been organized in various ways. I decided on this point to conform strictly to the manuscript that was typed by his own hands and provided to me by Mrs. Corbin, so that I would be respecting her wish to publish this research together with Corbin’s various texts on the aspects of Sophia that are found in Jung’s work.

Regarding also the documents appearing in the appendices, which she gave me with specific instructions as to their placement: I know very well that the sequencing of this collection could be contested, but I would like it to be understood that, if I bring to light and put forward these facts, it is certainly not in a spirit of trying to place elsewhere the responsibility for any part of it but simply to delineate a faithful adherence imposed by the passing of the person whom we are dealing with here.

Finally, I cannot end without recognizing once again the invaluable collaboration of Daniel Proulx who not only gave me the necessary encouragement, but above all supported the proper publication of these texts through his painstaking research in storage boxes of Corbin archives at the École pratique des hautes études.*1

MICHAEL CAZENAVE

 

MICHAEL CAZENAVE (June 9, 1942–August 20, 2018) was a French philosopher and an expert on the work of Carl Jung. He was a prolific writer with more than fifty books to his credit and was longtime advisor to the head of programming for the prestigious France Culture, a French public radio channel featuring historical, philosophical, sociopolitical, and scientific content.
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HENRY CORBIN, PHILOSOPHER OF THE SOUL

MICHEL CAZENAVE

It will soon be three years since Henry Corbin departed this life.*2 His excessive modesty as a researcher and thinker perhaps prevented him during his lifetime from occupying his legitimate position at the horizon of French thought—and doubtless beyond: European thought and Western thought as well. An enormous misunderstanding developed around him: as an orientalist 
for the philosophers and a philosopher for the orientalists, no one quite knew 
where to place him, nor was it understood that it was moreover this very 
indefinable character that doubtlessly legitimized the unfolding of his work. And his work was specifically elsewhere than at the philosophical dead end in which we have been imprisoned now for nearly fifty years.

Philosopher in actual fact, Henry Corbin was indeed that to the very depths of his soul—and I use the word soul deliberately, because Corbin had quite rightly understood, and was among the first to understand, that a philosophy of being was also, and necessarily so, a philosophy that posited the rigorous reality of the soul. Several of Corbin’s books have recently appeared one after the other:
Temple et contemplation (Temple & Contemplation; Flammarion, 1980), Le Paradoxe du monothéisme (The paradox of monotheism; L’Herne, 2003), 
La Philosophie iranienne islamique aux xviie et xviiie siècles (Islamic Iranian philosophy of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; Buchet-Castel, 1994), as well as the monumental and, for the foreseeable future, indispensable 
Cahier de l’Herne: Henry Corbin (Herne notebooks: Henry Corbin; L’Herne, 1981) edited by Christian Jambet.

This outpouring of published works is meaningful in itself. If Corbin’s thought has really not yet reached a wide audience, I have often been led to realize how it has been influencing more and more, and more and more deeply, new generations of young philosophers—or researchers—those seeking knowledge in the neighboring domains of psychology and anthropology; for example, where Corbin provides them with operative conceptual tools. The time has come today for such a magnetic pole to break the wall of silence so the fruits of an entire life devoted to the search for Knowledge might flood restless souls with Light.

It has been a long time—a very long time now—that Western philosophy has split at its very core and given rise to two antithetical pairs that are connected by their respective terms: intellectualism and empiricism, idealism and materialism. The result we can see then is the wall that present-day philosophy is up against, the dead end it has come to, and its dramatic inability to bridge the divisions that it has itself created. This philosophy has come to a place where the reality of the soul, in its turn, has sunk; it has been emptied of any possibility of existing within the pitiless struggle between the world’s opacity and endless concepts.

It is specifically this fratricidal struggle that Henry Corbin wants to go beyond, and he does so by rising above it in such a way that dogmatisms shatter and ideologies fall from the false thrones they have accorded themselves. Within the kingdom of the soul thus reconquered, as an intermediate world between our perceivable universe and the divine unintelligible, there can finally develop—or be redeveloped—a philosophy of the Active Imagination, which has been in all ages that of true mystics, poets with hearts aflame, lovers, and those crazed with God.

It is in fact patently clear that official Western philosophy has failed in its mission, which was to think Being. Because, if Being “is,” it is clearly of absolute transcendence—and to skirt this obstacle, 
metaphysics has all too often positioned, at the core of its thinking, a supreme Be-er, an extreme Exister if you like, which when all is said and done is an idol, instead of this absolute God the source of which all thirsty souls are searching for. “On my bed, at nighttime, I sought him whom my heart loves”*3—to which respond the words of Teresa of Ávila in her poem “Aspirations toward Eternal Life”: “I live without living within myself, / and in such a way I hope, / I die because I do not die.”

Because the essential problem is right there for any real contemplative who tries to think about the relationship of man to being: How does one maintain transcendence in its proper aspect while at the same time allowing the soul to enjoy what that transcendence produces?


The Soul and Imagination

To respond to this project—and respond in a strictly philosophical way that is thoughtful and critical at the same time—there are, Corbin tells us, two essential conditions and a required method.

The conditions are simple: We must restore to the soul its complete integrity, which is to say that we must definitively allow once again its intrinsic and undeniable reality, and that must be the place where the divine appears. From this, the second condition follows logically, which is to restore to imagination its status, which is to be a mediator between the world and God, between creation and the Creator. (But take care! It’s not just any imagination and certainly not the imaginary that we usually designate by this term.)

This means moreover that the creature—that is, man in this case—avails himself of an Active Imagination, an imagination as agent that fills the space of the soul. By engendering its own world of visions and illumination, the soul rediscovers the too often forgotten angel as divine manifestation. The “interworld” created in this way was sought above all by Henry Corbin—this imaginal world, whose name he adopted from high medieval philosophy. It is a world where spirit is incarnated and the body is spiritualized, an interworld that we can also call, according to tradition, the world of subtle bodies or the world of bodies of glory. As for Henry Corbin, he sought this world in Iranian Islam and in Sufi and Shi’ite mysticism from Ibn ‘Arabi in Andalusia to Suhrawardi in Persia.

However, it is important not to think that he was intent on leaving the West behind. In fact, quite the contrary I am sure. It is simply the case that in the history of philosophy it is the Iranian mystics and thinkers who ventured along this path and therefore mapped or “delimited” the land as was done by the explorers of unknown continents in the past two or three centuries.




A Real Ecumenism

Now Corbin’s concern has always been that of a real ecumenism that builds bridges between the spiritual flowerings of different traditions from the moment that they did not devour the Divine in History. Thus, respecting a plurality of meanings, they kept the soul in its domain, which ought to be that of making a connection between secular history and the Being in Being itself. “Philosophy,” said Jambet, in speaking of this enormous task, “is a logic of being which becomes transformed into a burning in the soul, within the luminous love of the angel.”

In this research program experienced as a mixture of erudition and contemplation, there is thus a new career opening in Western thought, which is revivifying it both from the inside and from the outside. (Let us not forget Denys, Scotus Erigena, and certain flashes of insight in Leibniz.) It is in this way that a new philosophy is being built that is no longer in contradiction with or foreign to spirituality, but which rather is essential to it and which, while proclaiming its autonomy, helps spirituality not to fall into already set traps of facile sentimentality or of being reduced to History, which ends up emptying religious reality of all its meaning.

LA CROIX, FRANCE, 


MAY 1981





PART I
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CARL GUSTAV JUNG AND BUDDHISM

 

 

 





 

 

 

 

Publisher’s Note on Sources and Corbin’s Commentary

As noted in the preface by Michel Cazenave, these pages are presented as they were passed on to him by Henry Corbin’s wife, Stella—including the order of the material as well as unfinished asides and musings from the author. As part 1 of this book was never published prior to Corbin’s death, there are a number of unpolished or unifinished reflections, becoming more and more frequent throughout part 1. These are indicated in parenthesis in the italic font shown here.

Most of Corbin’s original sources were in German, as Jung’s work had not been translated at the time Corbin was writing. The French edition of his work updated citations to French editions of the German texts where possible. For our readership we have further updated citations to English editions where possible, or else returned the citation to the author’s original German source.

Notes from Michel Cazenave, the editor of the French edition, have been clearly indicated as such, as have notes from the English translator to distinguish from Corbin’s own notes.

All of this was done in an effort to preserve insights into the author’s private musings as well as to ensure a clear and smooth reading experience.
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INTRODUCTION TO PART I

The sequence of the four studies is a meditative order—simply one possible choice. They could have been presented in another order. It is not in any way a rational systematization. The invisible connecting thread guiding us here was the condition of Awakening as found in the Buddhism of the Great Vehicle (Mahāyāna 
Buddhism).*4 We found this condition presented in the most striking way—even a 
most (literally) brutal way. The connecting thread had us study as well the 
training that must prepare for that Awakening and the exercises that must extend 
the results of it to every perspective of life and to the things of life. Every 
sphere of consciousness must be penetrated, ceaselessly reactivating the Awakening, while at the same time keeping in the awareness, from the sphere of transcendence, the energy which in the first place abruptly transformed the student’s mode of being and of seeing.

A few years ago in a country that is for the most part an Islamic land, I had the occasion to give a talk on one of the great spiritual figures of Sufism. Perhaps it was that a scholarly man, for whom learning would be in vain without the experience of the heart, had heard about the talk on this occasion. What followed a few days later was that I was visited by two young men who came to “interview” me on behalf of their master who was a great enemy of Sufism—one of these strange personages about whom one cannot be sure whether they are fanatically 
modern or whether their “modernism” isn’t an especially “modern” fanaticism. They were alarmed enough to probe the aim that I was pursuing. Was I something of a historian, or was I a kind of religious agitator or reformer? A concern for truth required me to explain that history as such did not interest me. Delineating what a spiritual greatness manifested in the past means for us “in the present” is doing something other than history. And at the same time, the feeling of my own strengths required me to confess that I had no aptitude for the role of reformer. I tried to explain that I was doing “phenomenology.” But it was radically impossible to translate the word and the concept directly into my visitors’ language, let alone evoke in a few sentences what such a word can mean for us, what transformation it induces in the state of our problems, and what perspectives it overturns in our consciousness. I watched a kind of mounting stupor in the two young men, as if, faced by these incomprehensible words, they were realizing that the situation was even worse than they could have ever imagined. I do not know if afterward their master’s worries continued—as it happened, the poor man was assassinated a few months later.

This experience allowed me to measure to what extent, in such a milieu of a given spiritual culture, it is difficult to propose to an audience or to an individual an exchange on a spiritual subject without speaking either in a historical mode or in a dogmatic mode. The first offers you comfortable excuses—you are interesting and curious but in the past and therefore inoffensive. The second puts you immediately into harmony with the collective norms of the audience chosen beforehand, and your situation is similarly inoffensive. When you try to reach the individual soul, to provoke in him the shock that may awaken him to himself, to the truth of his own being that is his alone to assume in this world, without any consideration of other interests than his personal destiny, which he must take on by himself, then in such a case your endeavor will turn out to be threatening for a whole heap of reasons, of which in your simplicity you did not suspect either the existence or the danger. Conversely, the call addressed to the individual with a view to an experience that must transform his whole mode of being and understanding, without targeting a profession of faith or a triumph of propaganda—such a call is one of the most striking traits in the teaching of Buddhism such as it is dispensed by a Suzuki. (However, it is what is the most striking in the spiritual teaching of Buddhism. For Suzuki, sects. Then the passage by Jung, 32.) The Buddhist sects coexist perfectly well without any of the denominational rivalries that weigh down our past. Would it then be the state of our spiritual culture that has not prepared, or foreseen or admitted, the call to “become oneself”? It would be a paradox to sustain this call. But it would not be a paradox to realize that anyone professing that such a call is the supreme “religious” goal for a human being will find himself at best not being understood and at worst denounced by the existing “religions”—especially those religions that have been “laicized,” the result of pseudo-transformations that extend the misunderstanding, sometimes in political attire, sometimes under a so-called esotericism that is even more intransigent and dogmatic than the dogmas it claims to rise above.

Now, it is such a call and such a faith that we recognize in the teaching and practice of Carl Gustav Jung—the process of individuation. A passage such as the following formulates the reason and the consequences of his encounter with Buddhism: “I have no doubt the satori experience does occur also in the West, for we too have men who scent ultimate ends and will spare themselves no pains to draw near to them. But they will keep silence, not only out of shyness but because they know that any attempt to convey their experiences to others would be hopeless. For there is nothing in our culture approaching these aspirations, not even the Church, the custodian of religious goods. It is in fact her function to oppose all such extreme experiences, 
for these can only be heterodox. The only movement within our culture that 
partly has—and partly should have—some understanding of these aspirations is psychotherapy. It is therefore not a matter of chance that this foreword is written by a psychotherapist.”*5 What motivates this passage of text is specifically the desire to illustrate this encounter with Buddhism.



1
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ZEN

On The Book of Great Deliverance

An acquaintance with Zen Buddhism is 
accessible to Western readers in part thanks to the translations and admirable 
studies by Suzuki. We have all seen clearly that Zen is neither a psychology nor a philosophy in the senses that we usually give those words. The shock that Zen intends, operating within a soul—which then is transformed—comes to fruition in a totally irrational process, unconnected to the data and provisions of logic and dialectic. (Perhaps a general overview on the use of the word soul here. Buddhist meaning. Jung’s meaning. Synthesis between negation and negation of negation.) The implications of this process, and the discovery that on completion creates the initial reality of a new mode of being and perception, are specifically what bring the Zen school of Buddhism and Jung’s psychotherapy into harmonious relationship. We would like to take up this harmony here as the initial theme of our “paraphrase.”

From the outset, we might wonder if such a theme doesn’t tend toward a contradictory initiative. What forms the essence and raison d’être of Zen is the central intuition that is designated by the Japanese term satori, which we can attempt to translate by “enlightenment.” Here we have a mysterium ineffabile. Between the famous and very strange anecdotes with their often absurd wording that Zen offers for contemplation by its adepts, and the enlightenment that blossoms abruptly and brutally, there yawns an abyss that cannot be bridged with rational contemplation or explanation. As Jung says,*6 all you can do is to maneuver through the neighboring proximity, and the maneuvering is all the more difficult because you are then going counter to the spirit of Zen. The impression that seems to emerge is one of an experience a nihilo, which corresponds to an inner movement of what in astrology or cosmology is called creatio ex nihilo. What rejects this, setting itself in opposition to emanationism, is specifically the train of thought that begins by positing something based on which there would be derived or emanated—necessarily—all the superabundance of being. This being said, we do not mean to imply that the creationist doctrines were aware of this—far from it. But instead: the legendary brutality with which certain famous Zen masters replied to their students’ questions, by hitting them with their stick or their fist, responds to the necessity to create pure, naked fact, before and beyond all affirmation and all negation, before and beyond all preexisting material support on which it might repose. The explosion of an encounter, the injunction “Show me—or discover, or study—your face as it was before you were born, before the creation of the world.” Absolute initium. Urerfahrung. Experience that is ab initio and ab imo, initial and of the void. That which supports the intuitive understanding of what the void (śūnya) 
is—this concept about which so many misunderstandings have arisen and which has 
led so superficially to talk of Buddhist “nihilism.” It is a question of 
expunging from consciousness all representations of objects, the assemblage or configuration of which are imposed on consciousness as data that it sustains, as well as expunging along with those representations all the laws of physics and history. One must put oneself back to the origin, pierce through to the mind whose own law alone assembled these objects and their representations. And then, finding this original void, which is absolute power, the principle of contradiction will also have been surmounted, since things and beings once again will be there but in a transformed sense.

This is the sense of the very striking Image used by one of the masters whom Suzuki quotes: “Before a man studies Zen, mountains are mountains to him and waters are waters. But when he obtains a glimpse into the truth of Zen through the instruction of a good master, mountains are no longer mountains, nor waters waters; later, however, when he has really reached the place of Rest (that is, has attained satori), mountains are again mountains, and waters waters.”*7

The man who confronted the world of objects and the reality of objects was a man who was full of himself. What was this himself of which he was full and how, specifically, by giving way to illusion, does he “egoify” this “I”? How does he make it into ego by succumbing to the illusion of objects? An “I” that clearly has not been and could not have been set aside by a rational negation (that is, a negative, logical operation).

“If I came to see you with nothing, what would you say?”

“Drop it!”

“But I just told you I have nothing! How can I drop it?”

“So, pick it up!”

This nothing about which he has been thinking is still something affected by a negative sign, a nothing that is still rational, decreed by logic. It is not the void that is referred to by the teaching of the Great Vehicle, which is attained, “realized,” through a shattering of the “I” that clamps on to rational consciousness—the consciousness that is like a blinding and a limitation of consciousness itself. The experience of satori is the emancipation from that, and, by discovering your face before the initial instant of the creation of things (where all things are created in front of you and through you—the pure Thus), it gives you access to the Pure Land of transcendent consciousness. There we have a totality of the consciousness of life. “The world of the mind encloses the whole universe in its light . . . it is a cosmic life and cosmic spirit, and at the same time an individual life and an individual spirit.”*8

This emancipation of consciousness, which frees itself from its servitude and its misfortune by recognizing the nonconscious immensity limiting it and oppressing it, is specifically the emancipation that all of Jung’s psychotherapy specifically targets. Consciousness is limited and oppressed only as long as it refuses to recognize that immensity. The refusal of this recognition postulates the common confusion of the “I” with the “Self.” Furthermore, no matter what definition we propose, the Self is other than the “I,” and to the extent even where a higher or deeper penetration of the “I” takes one to the Self, it is that the latter is something more vast; its extent includes the experience of “I,” and consequently goes beyond it. “In the same way as the ego is a certain knowledge of my self, so is the self a knowledge of my ego, which, however, is no longer experienced in the form of a broader or higher ego, but in the form of a non-ego (Nicht-Ich).”†9

The fourth text of Jung, which we are going to analyze later on, will show us more exactly, on the occasion of Jung’s encounter with Buddhist meditation, the form assumed by the Self in his psychology. Without any doubt, one of the most attractive aspects of his immense body of work is how Jung outlines connections established among the data of experience. The constraints of our purely historical classifications and disciplines do not even allow us to approach this aspect. But, specifically, if these encounters are possible, if these “harmonizations” can be awakened, it follows that, from the outset, the question is posed because it has been made possible and is required by the premises! Is there among us in the West something that corresponds—closely or distantly—to the experience of satori? A question of such far-reaching resonance is something for which the conclusion of the Geleitwort can only suggest the outlines. In any case, to the extent that the event of satori is interpreted as the piercing of a consciousness formerly limited to its “egoified” “I” form (Ichform) and interpreted as opening access to the “non-egoified” “I” form of the Self (nicht-ichnaften Selbst), it is of prime importance to take note of its being identical to the teaching of Meister Eckhart—and specifically the extraordinary sermon of the master on the first beatitude: Beati pauperes spiritu—a long text in which Jung brings together images that are specifically identical to those familiar to Zen.*10 We must quote here in its entirety this long and admirable text.

When I came out from God, all things said, “There is a God!” But that cannot make me blissful, for with it I conceive myself to be a creature. But in the break-through [. . .] I am neither God nor creature: I am what I am, and what I will remain, now and forever! [. . .] I perceive what God and I are in common. [. . .] Here God no longer abides in man, for man through his poverty has won back what he has always been and will always be.*11

And perhaps then we must say that if the Buddhist concept of the void seems to us at first so strange and leads to so many misunderstandings, the closest we can come in speaking of this concept in Western languages is that of this poverty found in Eckhart and in the Gospels. One way or another, the experience described is that of a satori, as a “stand-in” of the “I” by the Self. It is to the Self that there belongs the buddhatā (Japanese: busshō), the “Buddha nature.”

Now, we would say that no doubt a little of this Eckhartian poverty will be needed to accept and draw profit from the way Jung intends to treat the issues here—that is, as psychological issues. We will even see in the end a retort to the trivial “It’s only psychology”—and perhaps what is only destitution and poverty in the eyes of the philosopher and theologian will appear to us like the core of a richness that escapes them. In summary, it is a question of understanding how these apparently absurd dialogues preserved in Zen books have been able to lead to such complete changes in consciousness. Let us not stop at the pitiful excuse that is content to claim that it is a self-created suggestion. Because, here too, is not an “imaginary” pain often more painful, more intolerable, than a “real” pain? Does it not have its own reality whose sole criterion is specifically the person undergoing it? Right from the start, we are confronted by the demand that reappears throughout the whole body of this work of Jung—the psychologist who dared to speak of soul—the demand of psychic reality and psychic events.*12 This is why we say “spirit of poverty”: because this reality of the soul is so tenuous, so fragile for modern man! Now here we affirm the primacy of that reality, allowing us to give up on the positive materiality of external, physical facts—such materiality cannot in any case furnish any criteria in determining whether an Enlightenment was real or imagined. After all, what kind of reality can it be if it were not “imagined” in the soul? Here we have a turning around of things such that, if this reality is implicated in satori, we would need to agree that, unless we take the path of our mystics, it will be difficult for us in the West to find any experience that corresponds to it.

A characterization of this turned-around view that is still partial could present it by substituting for the consciousness of the existence of an object, a consciousness of the consciousness of that object. This is already a reversal that is very difficult for the ordinary consciousness to grasp, since it must specifically renounce its ordinary nature. This is the mental operation that phenomenology accomplishes for philosophy, and it is why phenomenology already carries in itself a kind of initiation. The initiative is so difficult that we see, in our day, the title of “phenomenology” used in good faith by authors even when they are far from it, or in programs that are toto caelo distant. In fact, the total inversion proposed to the natural consciousness is best expressed in an Image that is really striking to see appear in Indian philosophy (in the Katha Upanishad) and in the Ornement des Noces spirituelles (Embellishment of spiritual marriage] of Ruysbroeck. It is the Image of a tree whose roots reach upward while its crown grows downward.†13

There is more here than a phenomenology, since far from proceeding from a uniquely intellectual need, the “upsetting” questions are rooted in an exercise that, originally at least, is religious. Their experimental phase reveals the effort of man to free himself from the egoified form (Ichhaftigkeit) 
of consciousness and to attain the reality of the inner man by discovering what makes and conditions the essence of consciousness. From then on, outer things and consciousness no longer confront each other like two greatnesses each enclosed in their own parentheses. The “empty” consciousness in Buddhist terminology, being of spiritual poverty according to Meister Eckhart, remains open to the action of an activity that is other, no longer felt to be egoifying, but as the action of the non-I that has consciousness as its object. It’s as if the original “I” had emigrated and found itself taken over by another subject taking the place of the “I.”*14 “My soul is infinite, I have swallowed the universe,” the Zen monk can say. But where and when is that heard? Only at “the point where the white cloud seems to emerge from the mountain and immediately disappear.” The essential has perhaps been said, for if this state corresponds to what Baader was pointing to with his unique word Cogitor, which overturns all Cartesian views, before intuition sets itself up permanently there will be a succession (a torrent) of discontinuous moments, fleeting as lightning. From one moment to the next, the way is nevertheless delineated, and it is the way that we will continue to follow step-by-step with our pondering of Jung’s Buddhist studies.

From this point onward, the foreword to Suzuki’s book provides us with other essential indicators of consciousness that have undergone this metamorphosis. Here too, let us free ourselves from the rational objection that consists in saying: “In itself consciousness has not changed, it is seeing with the same ‘eyes’ but is looking at a different object.” Such an objection is an arbitrary and commonplace interpretation taking no account of the new dimension that the new spiritual state is witness to. It’s not a question of seeing something else but of seeing differently. When the Zen master questions, “Do you hear the murmur of the brook? That is the entryway,” it is very clear that the hearing that he is calling for is quite other than hearing through the perceptive faculties—a transmutation of perception and of objects is assumed. And that means already having overcome the rational intellect, having made one’s way to the Knowledge of the Knower. It is a process of transformation (Wandlung), the carrying out of which would be an insurmountable task for the pure, philosophical intellect. It is an exchange and a transformation of energies of the soul that Jungian psychology can analyze and in doing so can respond to the questions, “Is the application of such a process to a Western consciousness conceivable? Is it desirable? And in what way?”

Our modern philosophical situation knows of no connection that resembles the connection between the ancient philosophers and the mystery religions. On their own, Faust or Zarathustra do not present a single philosophy but something much more than that. Through a process of dramatic transformation, they propose not a single thought, but the “thinker of this thought,” and that through this action there must appear a radically transformed being “who not only looks upon a new heaven and a new earth, but has created them.”*15 In Christian terms, that would be called a “conversion,” and satori would correspond to an experience of religious conversion—we need still to specify the typology of that. In any case, it is in sharp contrast to the type of experience that a method such as the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius of Loyola tends to promote. The frequency of the allusions that Jung makes to this method is remarkable, since it marshals all the resources of the person’s imaginative powers. Regarding Jung’s interest, we detect here something of a double factor: there is a sense of the affinity with psychotherapy that specifically calls upon all the energies of Active Imagination, and there is the contrast that is felt with the Zen Buddhist method, which demands the emptying from the consciousness of all prior representations. Already in the history of Christian spirituality, the Ignatian method offers the extreme originality of a restoration of Images, in perfect contrast to the poverty of Meister Eckhart or the spiritual spareness 
of Saint John of the Cross.

 However, in spite of the nominal affinity between these two techniques (Ignatian and Jungian) in appealing to Active Imagination, I believe it is urgent to specify the difference, which is a measure of the affinity of Active Imagination with the Zen process—the paradox is an apparent one only.

Here is what we have: Loyola’s Exercises tend to produce the intense imaginative representation of scenes reproducing or anticipating events of a real, sacred history. The scenes impose a frame and predetermine the form and the outcome of the spiritual experience. There is a presupposition, the preponderant role of which contrasts with the void, the state of emptiness, which, by the way, is prescribed precisely to eliminate all presupposition. As well, the analogies of satori that can be identified in some of the Christian mystics tend always to express themselves in paradoxical formulations having already surpassed the limits of heterodoxy. One cannot even conceive of the possibility of bringing together the contemplation of a text such as the sermon of Meister Eckhart mentioned above or of the paradoxes such as “God is a Name,” with a contemplation of the Passion of the Savior delineated by the Exercises. In this type of experience or conversation, predetermined in this way by a collection of presuppositions, Jung certainly brings in the case of conversations arising in Protestantism (by faith, by prayer, by experience of the community). There will be an occasion to mention further along that Buddhist meditation, in the example chosen from the Pure Land sect, also provides the person meditating with presuppositions that lead him to an opening. Only here, it already is no longer a question reactivating imaginatively the real events of a sacred history but of conducting with Active Imagination a transmutation in symbols of perceptible data borrowed from the “real.” However, it is clearly the Zen spiritual practice that offers the most perfect contrast. But wouldn’t there then be this paradox: Zen discarding all Images and Jungian therapy bringing to bear all the resources of the Active Imagination? I think that we have here one of the most essential points in which our commentary might (xxxx).

To resolve this paradox, we must begin from the essential character that Jung is pleased to point out in Zen Buddhism—its extreme individualism. It is present to such an extent that if the Buddhism of the Great Vehicle were to form something that resembled what we mean by a church, the Zen sect would then be an unbearable burden for it. (Because the paradoxical aspect in Zen Buddhism is that it is specifically there to provoke and welcome the experience of the “great liberation,” which can only be a horror for any church institution as we think of them. Such an institution could not survive it.) Satori is an absolutely intimate experience, the most individual of all—to such an extent that neither the secret of the way that leads to it nor the form that it takes are communicable.*16 And there is exactly a necessary connection between the radically individual configuration of the method and the imperative that demands an emptying out so as to liberate the consciousness from all preexisting images and from all originally conditioned representations; in short, from all received presuppositions. Whereas the final result of the Exercises, for example, is foreseen and expected, the koans*17 are so numerous that it is impossible to foresee the solutions, even when they are suggested. It is impossible to recognize, without objection, the rational connection with the data. In any case, no connection binds beforehand the liberty of the person meditating. The final result proceeds from nothing else but the most individual disposition of the adept. Because the emptiness produced by the elimination of all rational and conscious presuppositions leaves the depths free, or rather bottomless (Abgrund). From these depths, there will arise the absolutely individual, unforeseeable responses, meaning that the unconscious presuppositions are by definition neither abolished nor able to be abolished. They form the basic, present, and unconscious psychological disposition, which is whatever it may be, but it is not an emptiness and an absence of presuppositions. It is a factor given with and through Nature itself, and when Nature responds—and the experience of satori is such a response—it is the response of the deep nature of the adept, the nature that escapes the sway of Consciousness or whatever name one might give it: transconsciousness, supraconsciousness, or unconsciousness.†18 So that we can grasp the full import of the precept: “Look at the face you had before your birth,” because doing that is to deeply inspect what is absolutely one’s own nature, and it is one’s own nature that is, in Zen terms, the Buddha.

Thus, the radical absence of presuppositions that characterizes Zen in contrast to all other philosophical or religious meditation seems clearly to consist in this: that nothing else must be found there other than what, precisely, is to be found there—that is, man with all his nonconscious, spiritual presuppositions from which he can never separate himself, since they are not conscious! The response that seems to come from the void, the light that springs forth from deepest night, is always experienced as a marvelous and beauteous enlightenment.

From the process understood in this way, an initial difficulty is resolved, one that never fails to torment the rational, Western intellect engaging in a more or less profound reading of Buddhist texts. It is the affirmation of this void (śūnya) constantly repeated in the Great Vehicle and going hand in hand with the flowering of a metaphysical Imagination that develops a dizzying multitude of Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Pure Lands, aradis, and so on. It really seems that if imposed Imaginings are what do away with the Buddhist void—for example, within the framework of the Ignatian Exercises, meaning that they are provided immediately to the state of conscious information and make the result predictable—then, in contrast to that, the experience of the abyss (ab imo), an experience that this emptiness itself permits for the individual meditator, and that produces a transmutation of modes and objects of perception. Such an experience liberates from these depths the wellspring that produces symbols. In other words, what is being basically contrasted is, on the one hand, the predictable program that leaves the imagination subsisting in its state of copies of what is perceived and, on the other hand, the natural and spontaneous production of symbols, operating, through the newly blossoming consciousness, as a transmutation of the perceived data that it turns into symbols. It is up to each individual consciousness to develop its own symbol or symbols, its own symbolic universe. At the same time, the paradox that we were pointing out above also becomes resolved. In Jungian therapy, the bringing to bear of Active Imagination tends not to impose a previously established repertoire of images but instead allows the most intimate and innermost recesses of the soul to be freed through the configuration of the soul’s own symbols. And on this point, the affinity of the Active Imagination with the individualism of Zen Buddhism is affirmed through the positioning of this spontaneous production of symbolic images within what is targeted at the highest level and further is designated as a process of individuation that consists of becoming a total being.
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