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“Free from dogmatism, Habito offers a vision for tackling the religious, ecological, and social issues of a world in deep crisis. This work provides inspiration for anyone seeking a


spiritual path in global perspective.”


—Professor Mark Unno, advisor to the 


Journal of Buddhist-Christian Studies


and author of Shingon Refractions


“This book is a pioneering example of interspirituality: the experiential exploration of another tradition while remaining committed to one’s own. Finding the common ground between the two traditions, Habito plunges into the depth of Zen and sheds new light on Christian faith. This is a very valuable book.”


—Brother Wayne Teasdale, author of


The Mystic Heart and A Monk in The World






 


              LIVING


              ZEN,


              LOVING


              GOD




[image: ]




Wisdom Publications


199 Elm Street


Somerville MA 02144 USA


www.wisdompubs.org


© 2004 Ruben L.F. Habito


All rights reserved.


No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photography, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system or technologies now known or later developed, without permission in writing from the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Habito, Ruben L. F., 1947-


Living Zen, loving God / Ruben L.F. Habito ; foreword by John P. Keenan.


p. cm.


Includes bibliographical references and index


ISBN 0-86171-383-4 (pbk. : alk. paper)


ISBN 978-0-86171-896-2 (ebook)


1. Spiritual life—Zen Buddhism. 2. Spiritual life—Christianity. 3. Christianity and other religions—Zen Buddhism. 4. Zen Buddhism—Relations—Christianity. I. Title


BQ9288 .H34 2004


261.2’43927—dc22


2003021351


ISBN 0-86171-383-4


08  07  06


5    4    3    2


Chapter nine is a revision of an essay previously published under the title “Zen and Human Existence,” in a volume edited by Hermann Haering and Johann Baptist Metz, entitled The Many Faces of the Divine (SCM Press, 1995).


Other portions of this appeared in a different form as Total Liberation.


Cover design by Bob Aulicino


Interior design by Jane Grossett, Mindpage Design. Set in Garamond MT 11/13.


Wisdom Publications’ books are printed on acid-free paper and meet the guidelines for permanence and durability of the Committee on Production Guidelines for Book Longevity of the Council on Library Resources.


Printed in the United States of America.






 


To my father, Dr. Celestino P. Habito,




and mother, Faustina F. Habito (1921–1993),




with boundless gratitude for this gift of life.







Foreword




RUBEN HABITO IS A FINE SCHOLAR, well-trained and perceptive. More than that, though, he is an authentic practitioner of both Christianity and Zen. Even beyond that, Ruben has achieved a higher status — as quite an ordinary human being who loves his wife, plays with his young sons, and enjoys the good company of friends.


In a certain way, this book about living Zen and loving God maps the depths of Ruben Habito’s ordinariness. As the Zen koan declares, “The ordinary mind is the path of awakening.” Yet the claims of this book are bold. This is not a book about Buddhism and Christianity, or about emptiness and theism. Habito witnesses here to his experience of enlightenment through Zen practice. He also witnesses to his Christian faith. In another account, he has described his deep experience while a young man of expanding his awareness of God beyond the godfather figure that is so often mistaken for ultimate reality.1 In this volume, he tells, simply and forthrightly, of the experience of awakening through the practice of Zen.


Remarkably, two recognized masters of the Japanese Sanbo Kyodan Zen lineage—Koun Yamada Roshi and Hakuun Yasutani Roshi—have validated this Christian Zen practitioner’s enlightenment as authentic. As the famed German Jesuit and Zen master Father Hugo Enomiya-Lassalle observes in the foreword to the first and quite different edition of this book, Ruben Habito is the first Catholic whose experience of enlightenment was authenticated by recognized Zen masters. All of which certainly blurs the lines between being Christian and living Zen. A Jesuit practitioner immerses himself in Zen meditation practice and experiences not only deep and moving insight but instantiates the central, Buddha-making experience of enlightenment. This is a bold endeavor and an extraordinary claim, the more so when it is validated by the Zen masters assigned by the lineage to validate such experiences.


Usually things like this do not happen: Muslims rarely have visions of Vishnu. Jews do not encounter Jesus in the depths of their prayers. And even when people do claim to have cross-traditional religious experiences, they often remain suspect to the practitioners of those traditions. When the Yogi Yogananda Paramahamsa in his Autobiography of a Yogi recounts parallel visions of his teacher Iri Kukteswar and Jesus Christ, Christians tend to be highly skeptical—because Yogananda, in the context of his yogic metaphysics, describes the figures in his vision as astral bodies.2 No Christian is likely to recognize him as a Christian on the basis of this vision.


But the Sanbo Kyodan headquarters, San-un Zendo (the Zen Hall of the Three Clouds) in Kamakura, where Habito began his Zen practice, is in some ways unique. It has a radical understanding of the Zen teaching that enlightenment is beyond words and is thus transmitted from person to person wordlessly—taking this to mean that such an experience of awakening is not restricted to persons who have a Buddhist affiliation. Jews and Christians, indeed anyone, can practice and can experience the depths first experienced by the Buddha Shakyamuni. This is indeed radical openness—rather like Christians offering to share their sacred Eucharistic communion with Buddhists, or recognizing the equal depths of grace and sanctity among Jews, Muslims, or Hindus. Not all would agree with such a bending of boundaries.


As Ruben Habito describes his experience of enlightenment, it was nested within its native Zen context in Japan and tested by Koun Yamada Roshi in the traditional private interview. It was further tested by Hakuun Yasutani Roshi, Yamada Roshi’s teacher, and again declared to be authentic Zen enlightenment. Other non-Buddhists have since followed the same path, and there is now a small phalanx of Jewish and Christian Zen teachers trained in the Sanbo Kyodan lineage who have had similar experiences.


This is entirely different from the Zen that was exported to the West in the 1960s. A colleague once mentioned in conversation that he had asked revered Zen scholar D. T. Suzuki how many westerners had attained satori, enlightenment, during his many years of teaching in America. “Not one!” Suzuki replied. He felt that Zen was part and parcel of Japanese culture, outside of which it was difficult to practice and almost impossible to practice effectively. That would be the typical attitude of most traditions—that people first have to be culturally prepared to hear and practice the true path. Indeed, Christians often identify their (Western) culture with the gospel itself.


But in this volume we do not read about boundary theory at all. We do not talk about Buddhism and Christianity. Rather we read about living and loving, as interwoven in a Catholic Christian culture and Church and a Zen Buddhist lineage and meditation hall. We read about life-transforming experiences, about enlightenment that goes beyond boundaries and religious affiliation.3


Yet there is no mixing of traditions here. Each remains clear and distinct, even though interwoven in the practices of loving God and living Zen. Each tradition enriches the other without either turning into some sort of bastardized mutation of itself. Ruben Habito likes to describe his understanding of these two traditions as the mutual indwelling of living Zen and loving God. The term he employs comes from a Greek theological word, perichoresis, which is used in Christian theology to describe the complete and total indwelling of each of the persons of the Trinity in the other persons, so that Father, Son, and Spirit—while distinct from one another—fully dwell within the one encompassing reality described as the Trinity. So here, Zen remains Zen and Christian faith remains Christian faith. Neither is watered down. Neither is confused or bent out of shape. Rather each interweaves with and dwells within the other.


The Zen practice of Ruben Habito is not the ethereal Zen of the popular imagination that lies somehow beyond any concrete religious practice or teaching. It is the Zen taught in the Sanbo Kyodan by the Japanese masters Yasutani and Yamada, as learned and practiced by a number of North American teachers—Sister Elaine MacInnes, Bernie Glassman, Father Robert Kennedy, and others. Likewise, the Catholic faith expressed here is not a diminished faith somehow made to fit into the Zen patterns of teaching. That is not what Living Zen, Loving God is about. Quite the contrary, each tradition here is driven toward its most gut-wrenching experience, and all practice is aimed at witnessing the inner reality of the tradition. The Chinese Zen master Wu-men in his Gateless Gate comments on the koan “Three Pounds of Flax” by saying that Old Man Tung-shan has really exposed his innards, just as an opened clam exposes his liver and intestines. Wu-men is not offering a doctrinal teaching here about Buddha-nature but pointing directly to the gut-wrenching experience of living enlightenment, of living Zen, of loving God.


And such gut-wrenching experience, in its turn, coaxes forth insights into doctrinal truths. When Ruben Habito speaks of loving God and explains that God is at the same time subject, object, and the very act of loving, he references not only Augustine, but even more Wu-men, for such an experience describes a trinity of non-discriminative circumincession, wherein the one all-encompassing, and yet empty, love of God drives us toward enlightenments that reengage us in this concrete world.


This perichoretic theology holds traditions in creative tension within the personal practice of an individual history. Its emptiness is grounded in the dependently arisen history of each and every practitioner. Ruben Habito was born in Asia, raised in the Catholic tradition of the Philippines, formed by the exercises of St. Ignatius Loyola, immersed in Japanese culture and philosophy, and trained in a Zen meditation hall to struggle with the koan “Mu” (A monk asked Chao-chou “Has the dog Buddha-nature or not?’ Chao-chou said, “Mu.” [Nah!]). That koan triggered an experience so authentic in Habito that it elicited the stamp of authenticity from Zen masters adept at discerning authentic insight from false states of awakening. This uniquely personal history of Ruben Habito gives rise to the tensions in this book—not unhealthy tensions but creative ones, the kind of tensions that might well arise within a Christian practitioner drawn to practice zazen and take his own Buddha-nature as an existential reality.


The theology I see in Living Zen, Loving God can rightly be termed “inchoate theology,” a theology of insights wrenched out of intense practice, engaged in the world, hesitant to reach final verbal statement, always driving one back toward the deepest core of what it means to be human. It refuses to rush toward conceptual clarity, for the great and constant danger of religions is to grasp in words what one has hardly even begun to experience in one’s innards. And although Zen does indeed have a verbal history and a developed tradition, as many scholars have pointed out,4 that tradition impels one toward total liberation, both personal and social, both ultimate and worldly.


This is a groaning theology, one that struggles through hours of practice and sitting to express what clear words often hide. The Zen tradition is rich in stories of disciples and masters who answer one another with shouts, blows, and grunts, with deep visceral images that do express things but refuse to circumscribe the Buddha mind within any easy grasp. Just so, Saint Paul writes that this world is groaning and struggling until it reaches its fullness, in Christ.


John P. Keenan
Steep Falls, Maine
Winter 2004


JOHN P. KEENAN is a Canon of the Anglican church and is one of the editors of Beside Still Waters: Jews, Christians, and the Way of the Buddha as well as The Gospel of Mark: A Mahayana Reading.
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1 “Close Encounters of a Certain Kind,” in Beside Still Waters: Jews, Christians, and the Way of the Buddha. Edited by Harold Kasimow, John P. Keenan, & Linda Klepinger Keenan (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2003).


2 Yogananda, Paramahamsa, The Autobiography of a Yogi (Self-Realization Fellowship, 1944), p. 475 ff. and 561 ff.


3 The reader is encouraged to delve into James W. Heisig’s provocative Dialogues at One Inch Above the Ground: Reclamations of Belief in an Interreligious Age (Crossroads, 2003).


4 Among others see Bernard Faure, The Rhetoric of Immediacy: A Cultural Critique of Chan/Zen Buddhism (Princeton University Press, 1991); Steven Heine, ed., with Dale W. Wright, The Køan: Text and Context in Zen Buddhism (Oxford University Press, 2000) and Steven Heine, Opening a Mountain: Køans of the Zen Masters (Oxford University Press, 2002); John McRae, The Northern School and the Formation of Early Ch’an Buddhism (University of Hawaii Press, 1986) and Robert H. Sharf, Coming to Terms with Chinese Buddhism: A Reading of the Treasure Store Treatise (University of Hawaii, 2001).




Foreword to the
First Edition




IT IS WITH GREAT JOY THAT I offer a foreword to the compilation of Zen material by Ruben Habito. When Ruben Habito arrived in Japan in 1970, he almost immediately became involved in Zen. He was, as far as I know, the first Catholic to have received confirmation of the opening Zen experience (kensho) under a Japanese Zen master. Since then he assiduously maintained his training under this true teacher, Koun Yamada Roshi of the Kamakura San-un Zendo.


During his formative years as a Jesuit in Japan, Ruben proved himself of high intellectual caliber by being admitted to the prestigious University of Tokyo, and acquitting himself honorably amid its erudition, completing doctoral studies in Buddhist philosophy.


Ruben Habito is eminently equipped to write this book. I refer not only to his knowledge of Buddhism and Christianity and his practical experience of sitting in Zen meditation, but more particularly to the deepening in his Zen practice resulting in the deepening of his social concern.


Reading this work, I am impressed by the way the he shows that our experiences in Zen are confirmed in the life and words of Jesus Christ as they are laid down in the Gospels. I am convinced that readers of this book will enjoy it and be helped to understand better the relation between Zen and Christian spirituality.


Hugo M. Enomiya-Lassalle, S.J.




Preface




THE ESSAYS IN THIS COLLECTION are my attempts to address the following questions: What is the nature of the Zen enlightenment experience? How does this experience help guide our actions in the world, laden as it is with conflict and violence and suffering? How does the experience of enlightenment ground a socially engaged spirituality? And coming to Zen practice as one born and raised in a Christian (specifically Roman Catholic) tradition, I address a question that comes out of my own inner struggle over many years: How am I to understand and articulate the Zen experience in the light of my own Christian faith?


A tentative answer to this last question is suggested in the title of this new edition of this book: Living Zen, Loving God. To venture a very short version here, living the life of Zen in an authentic way is to experience what Christians refer to in using the phrase “loving God.” However, it must be made clear again and again that the term God used in this context is not to be taken merely as an object of the verb loving. In fact it is the subject, the object, as well as the very act of Loving itself. But again the Buddhist in me immediately jumps in with a rejoinder: In making such a claim, one needs to realize, and emphasize, that the subject, the object, and the act, are all empty!


The above “answer” is obviously unsatisfactory in its awkward formulation, so I invite the reader to walk with me through these essays for a glimpse of what I would like to convey.


May these essays, culled from my own Zen talks and writings over the years, and now revised extensively for Wisdom Publications, help the reader toward a better understanding of the possibilities as well as the perils and pitfalls of Zen practice and its implications for daily life in our troubled world. May they call attention to an aspect that has largely been left undeveloped in many treatments of Zen, namely its empowering significance for socially engaged praxis. And finally, may they enable the reader to see resonances with themes in Christian spirituality, so that those who come from or find their home in the Christian tradition may be able to rediscover and celebrate the underlying treasures therein.
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Introduction




THE JAPANESE TERM kensho is often translated as “enlightenment experience”—though in Japanese, it is written as a compound of two characters meaning “to see” and “one’s own nature.” Thus, enlightenment in the Zen context is understood as an experience of “seeing into one’s own nature,” that is, seeing through, and seeing clearly, the reality of everything as not separate from oneself, of everything as it really is.


Kensho is the pivotal second “fruit” of the “three fruits” of zazen, or the practice of seated meditation. The first fruit, the deepening of the power of concentration (joriki), paves the way for enlightenment, and the third, personalization of this enlightenment—described as the “bodily manifestation of the peerless way” (mujodo no taigen)—flows out of it.


The essays in this collection are attempts at unpacking these experiences and examining them from different angles.


The first essay, entitled “Seeing into One’s Nature,” is an account of my own initial glimpse of the world of Zen, describing an experience of kensho that was confirmed by my teacher, Yamada Roshi. This essay also reflects my early attempts at articulating the Zen enlightenment experience in terms of the Christian faith tradition that I was raised in and continue to belong to.


The second essay, “Emptiness and Fullness,” focuses on how one’s experience of enlightenment affects and throws light on our entire worldview and our relationship to world events. The Buddhist scriptural image of the mirror as a way of describing the awakened mind, presented in this chapter, offers a clue as to how Zen enlightenment can ground a socially engaged spirituality, which in turn can empower a person to plunge effectively into the world of suffering beings and seek ways to attain liberation with them.


The third essay, “The Heart Sutra on Liberating Wisdom,” offers a reading of the Heart Sutra, a short scriptural text regularly chanted in Zen halls throughout the world, as a way of articulating the Zen enlightenment experience. The Heart Sutra is highly regarded throughout Mahayana Buddhist history as a succinct expression of the nature, structure, and “content” of the Buddha’s enlightenment—and of reality itself. Its central message is cached in the phrase “Form is no other than emptiness, emptiness no other than form.” This essay examines the experiential dimension of this phrase. The first part looks at the cause of our suffering, our clinging to finite realities of “form,” and the source of our liberation from suffering, namely realizing the emptiness of all form. The second part of this essay describes a return to these finite realities in a way devoid of attachment. This is the return of the bodhisattva, with a heart of compassion that embraces all beings, to this world of suffering.


The fourth essay, taking a straight look at the mystery of suffering, explores a famous koan from Master Yunmen that appears in the Blue Cliff Record: “Every day is a good day.” Usually the treatment of a koan is reserved to the one-to-one encounters between a Zen student and a qualified Zen teacher, but this open treatment of a particular koan may serve to elucidate what “working with a koan” involves, without revealing material reserved for oral transmission.


The fifth essay elucidates Hakuin’s “Song of Zazen,” a work popular especially in Rinzai Zen circles. We will recall Christian themes as we explore Hakuin’s meaning. The poem’s opening line and central theme, that “all sentient beings are originally Buddhas,” articulates the content of the Great Faith (or Great Trust) that, together with Great Doubt and Great Resolve, form a threesome to serve as the keys to the realization of enlightenment.


The sixth essay, “The Enlightened Samaritan,” is a Zen reading of a narrative from New Testament scriptures, the well-known Parable of the Good Samaritan, seeking to overcome the moralistic stereotypes associated with this story, and hoping to bring forth its message of an enlightened way of being and how this relates to living a life of compassion in this world.


The seventh essay explores the Four Vows of the Bodhisattva. It lays out the implications of these vows for a way of life that is characterized by a heart and mind that embraces all sentient beings, and actively works for their liberation. This is another classic expression of an awakened mind and compassionate heart that grounds a socially engaged spirituality and worldview.


The eighth essay looks closely at the Bodhisattva Kanzeon, “Regarder of the Cries of the World,” also known as Kannon (Kuan Yin or Guanyin in Chinese, Avalokiteshvara in Sanskrit). In Kanzeon we find a powerful inspiration for Buddhist social and ecological engagement, which in many ways parallels the figure of Mary in the Christian tradition.


The ninth essay, “Zen Experience of Triune Mystery,” examines the three crucial “moments” in the Zen way of life and notes resonances with a Christian theme of life lived in the inner circle of the Triune Mystery.


The final essay is a brief account of how Zen practice, centered on attunement with the breath, resonates with the central themes of an engaged Christian spirituality. Particular attention is given to the relation between Zen practice and the fulfillment of the mission of Jesus to bring light to those who cannot see, and to liberate the poor and oppressed of this earth. (Luke 4:16–31)


An appendix is offered, which is a transcription of a conversation between Koun Yamada Roshi and Father Hugo Enomiya Lassalle, S.J., two spiritual giants, now deceased, who continue to be a source of inspiration for the author. The issues addressed in this conversation with these two Zen masters, one a Buddhist, the other a Christian, relate intimately to the central themes of this volume.




Seeing into
One’ s Nature:




I WAS FIRST INTRODUCED TO ZEN in the spring of 1971, less than a year after arriving in Japan from the Philippines. A Japanese friend invited me to join a Zen retreat (called sesshin, literally, “encounter of the heart”) to be held at Engakuji, a Rinzai temple in Kita-Kamakura. Curious and fascinated, I found myself plunged into a four-day period of rigorous discipline, rising at 3:00 A.M. and continuing until 10 P.M., meditating in strict silence broken only by the sounds of bells and wooden clappers and the shouted calls to attention from the senior monks. Time was spent mainly just sitting in lotus position in a large hall, paying attention to my breath.


I came out of it with aching legs and a back sore from the trainer-monks’ “encouragement stick” (called keisaku or kyosaku, literally “warning device”). Yet my first retreat was a powerful and exhilarating experience that whetted my appetite for more.


It was auspicious that my then-current Jesuit spiritual director, Father Thomas Hand, S.J., was also practicing Zen, and it was he who introduced me to Koun Yamada, the roshi (Zen master) in charge of the lay community of practitioners who came to sit at the San-un Zendo in Kamakura.


At my initial interview or dokusan, as the roshi asked me what I sought in taking up this practice of Zen, I replied that I wanted to know the answer to the question “Who am I?” With this he gave me the famous mu-koan for my Zen practice. The mu-koan goes thus:


A monk asked Zen Master Chao-chou in all earnestness: “Has a dog Buddha-nature or not?” Chao-chou answered, “Mu!”


I was then instructed to set aside all thoughts about the dog, or of Buddha-nature, and just take Chao-chou’s response as my cue, repeating it with each outbreath as I sat in zazen facing a wall. Hold onto this mu, Roshi told me. Come back to it repeatedly and let it accompany me as I lay down to sleep.


It was only a couple of weeks after this, amid my intensified daily practice of zazen, that I was struck by an experience like an earthshaking flash of lightning. I burst into laughter and simultaneously shed tears of joy. The impact of that experience lasted for several days afterward. Yamada Roshi, probing me with the usual checking questions for kensho experience, later confirmed during dokusan that this was a genuine kensho or Zen enlightenment experience. Hakuun Yasutani Roshi, his predecessor and teacher, who was visiting Kamakura at that time, likewise made a similar confirmation in another interview, being satisfied with my answers to his questions about the character of the experience I recounted. This event, these teachers told me, marked my formal entry into the world of Zen. Nurtured by further sitting and years of additional koan practice, this initial experience continued to deepen, and to illuminate my whole existence in all its particulars.
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