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INTRODUCTION

There are questions that cannot be answered by reading books or listening to lectures—unless they lead us into practices or exercises—which exhaust the question, allowing the answer to spring forth from the very secret of our being and our breath . . .

Even more valuable are encounters with individuals who use various skillful means to undermine our own most clever responses. They introduce us to a path, which demands of us that we verify for ourselves, day-by-day, moment-by-moment, that the Real is indeed present in our experience. Then we see that the source of our deepest suffering is our habit of always being somewhere else.

After many wanderings and blind alleys, I had the good fortune to encounter such people and their teachings. I have recounted this in my earlier book in French, L’Absurde et la Grâce (Absurdity and Grace).

Today, the question I am most often asked is this: in our contemporary world, what kind of practice is most essential and most capable of helping us to make sense of this world? My reply is unhesitating: the marriage of meditation and compassion. Without compassion, meditation tends to become a form of self-hypnosis, a subtle form of narcissism and escapism. And without meditation, compassion tends to degenerate into an activism with good intentions but lacking in depth and discrimination.

When I point this out, people often respond with the cliché that the practice of meditation belongs to Buddhism, and the practice of compassion belongs to Christianity—as if silence or love could be considered a kind of “territory” belonging to one religion or another! In this view, the practice of meditation together with compassion is reduced to a kind of syncretism: “Buddhism combined with Christianity.”

One of the first fruits of the regular practice of meditation and compassion is freedom from undue concern regarding the reductionist opinions and judgments of others. Nevertheless, we must insist that Christianity is also a tradition of meditation, and that Buddhism is an ancient practice of compassion.

I wish to thank the Philosophy Religion International Network for their work in the transcriptions of the cassettes of some of my lectures, which have been used in this book: at the Dojo Zen in Paris, on meditation; and those given at the Franciscan convent, Chant de l’Oiseau, in Brussels.

Thus in Buddhist contexts, I have spoken of Christianity, and in Christian contexts, of Buddhism. In doing this, my ground has always been the teachings and practices I have learned from those who have guided me in these two traditions. Therefore, I wish to express once more my gratitude and appreciation to these teachers. We can only transmit what we have received . . . never forgetting that what we have been able to receive is far less than the totality of what we have been offered.

The transcribers have deliberately preserved the informal style of oral communication and have avoided weighing down the text with the scriptural references that would have been appropriate in a more scholarly work. The goal of this work is to invite the reader toward a life of more silence and more love, inhabited by that wisdom and compassion, which are not the province of any particular religion but the ground of being of all humans, whatever their doubts or beliefs.

It is in this spirit that I have also been happy to participate in the conferences and pilgrimages of the OTU (Organisation des traditions unies),1 in desert surroundings, at Bodhgaya in India, and on the shores of Lake Tiberiade in Israel. As the Archbishop Anastasios, Primate of the Orthodox Church of Albania, once said: “More time and more means must be found to bring about true and spontaneous meetings so as to generate Friendship . . .”

The Dalai Lama has also said: “From my own experience, I have learned that the most effective method for overcoming conflict is close contact and exchange between people of different beliefs—not only on an intellectual level, but also through deep spiritual experiences. This is a powerful means of developing mutual understanding and respect. It is through such exchange that a solid foundation can be established to bring about true harmony.”a

Before we celebrate this understanding between our different sages, honesty compels us to briefly recall some of the quarrels and confusions of our different scribes. The history of relations between Christianity and Buddhism is of interest here, and we do not have to go very far back in time in order to find the most sectarian invective, as well as the most simplistic syncretism.

In 1735, J. B. du Halde, in his Description of the Empire of China, wrote of Buddhism as “an abominable cult.” P. Parennin, in his letter to M. de Mairan, went further: “It is a plague and a gangrene. Chinese philosophers were right to combat it, not only as an absurd doctrine, but as a moral monster, which overturns civil society.”

To Christians who claim that everything of value in the teaching of the Buddha was taken from the Law of Moses, Buddhists retort that, on the contrary, it was Jews and Christians who plagiarized Buddhist scriptures.

According to an anonymous work from 1881, revealingly entitled Jesus-Buddha, both the Essenes and the prophets of Israel are “obviously” Buddhists: the first prophetic schools were Buddhist monasteries. This Buddhism was altered by Esdras, but soon the Essenes restored the pure doctrine, in which they exalted Jesus in their monastery, rescuing him from ostracism. In this view, it was understandable that Jesus was opposed by the Pharisees as a “bastard product of the ancient Law of Moses and the new Law of Buddha.” Having preached this syncretism, Jesus became a Buddha after his death, exalted by his disciples. Another way of stating it is that “Buddha became Jesus” for Westerners.

What these different points of view all have in common is an air of dogmatic self-assurance whose degree of certainty is in direct proportion to the absence of any foundation for their claims. There are those who would reject both the polemics and the facile syncretism of these writings in favor of a subtler syncretism that is full of good intentions, yet, which remains a caricature of both religions. In The Perfect Way, another anonymous work from 1882, we find the following:

Buddha and Jesus are both necessary to each other. Thus in the complete system, Buddha is the intellect, Jesus is the heart; Buddha is the general, Jesus is the particular; Buddha is the brotherhood of the universe, Jesus is the brotherhood of man; Buddha is philosophy, Jesus is religion; Buddha is the circumference, Jesus is the center; Buddha is the system, Jesus is the point of radiance; Buddha is manifestation, Jesus is spirit. In sum, Buddha is man, or intelligence, and Jesus is woman, or intuition. . . . No one can be a true Christian unless he is first of all a Buddhist. Thus the two religions constitute, respectively, the exterior and the interior of the same Gospel. Buddhism is its foundation (for it includes Pythagoreanism), and Christianity is its illumination. Just as Buddhism is incomplete without Christianity, so Christianity is incomprehensible without Buddhism.

One would suppose that the twentieth century, with its deeper knowledge of the founding texts of both civilizations, would be less prone to indulge in assertive judgments regarding the “other.”

This is unfortunately not the case with Paul Claudel:b

For a human being to whom God has shown and offered himself, it is all too true that the temptation of Buddhism is to choose the silence of a creature withdrawn into a total refusal, into the incestuous tranquility of a soul anchored in its essential singularity. Man carries within him a natural refusal of any spirituality that falls short of the Absolute, and the desire to free himself from the dreadful circle of vanity. But if he thinks he can succeed in this endeavor by following in the footsteps of [the Buddha]—no doubt the most profound of those spiritual beings left to the sole resources of their own lights—he denies the faith he has received from above. In this, he will only succeed in “perfecting the pagan blasphemy.” This apostasy is also a form of mental regression.2

Let us also quote two famous twentieth-century theologians, beginning with Henri de Lubac:

Human religions and wisdom traditions are not like diverse paths winding in different ways up toward the peak of a unique mountain. A better comparison of their different ideals would be that of separate mountain peaks, with chasms between them. The pilgrim who has strayed from the only true direction leading to the highest of these summits risks ultimately finding himself even further from that summit. Finally, it is between these high peaks that the flash of the greatest conflicts breaks forth.3

And Romano Guardini:

The Buddha is a great mystery. He lives in a frightening, almost superhuman freedom; yet he is also a powerful source of goodness, like a cosmic force. Perhaps Buddha is the ultimate religious genius with which Christianity will have to deal. No one has yet elucidated the Christian significance of the Buddha. Perhaps the Christ not only has precursors in the Old Testament and in John the Baptist, last of the prophets, but also two others: one in the heart of ancient civilization, namely Socrates; and another whose teaching is the summation of Oriental philosophy and religious asceticism: namely, Buddha.4

These theological quotations are significant, because they lucidly articulate thoughts that many Catholics and Protestants still harbor today. This being said, we must not underestimate the great change of attitude in many contemporary Christians who refuse to content themselves with reading secondhand opinions about Eastern traditions, but dare to encounter “the others” directly, and experience their spiritual practices. This category includes Christians such as Enomiya Lassalle, A. M. Besnard, Kakichi Dadawaki, Pierre-François de Béthune, as well as their precursors: Thomas Merton, R. Pannikar, Karl Graf von Durkheim, W. Johnston, Father Bede Griffiths, and others.

Perhaps we should henceforth set aside the use of “Christian” or “Buddhist” labels, in favor of entering more deeply into the question: What is a human being? What is this profundity that goes by so many different names, yet whose highest yearning is to experience being fully human, and thereby become transformed, liberated from fantasy and illusion, and more present with what is?

At the end of a Zen sitting, a Buddhist friend had just explained to me that for him the essential things that he had learned from Zen meditation practice were: non-attachment; the unreality of the subject (anatma); emptiness (shunyata); and attention to the present, without goal or profit. He asked me four questions:


	Is it possible for a Christian to be without attachment, without desire, without dependency, even with regard to God and Christ?

	Can a Christian accept the nonreality of the subject?

	Can a Christian integrate the experience of ultimate reality as emptiness?

	Can a Christian live with discontinuity, moment by moment, without memory and without plan?



My response was to invite my friend to come for a week of practice in Hesychast meditation in an Orthodox monastery. But I first explained to him that for me, the most important elements of the Hesychast teachings are: inner freedom; giving of oneself (which is the same as self-renunciation); the sense of mystery; not worrying about tomorrow; and not being preoccupied with the past. And I had these four questions for him:


	Can a Buddhist be free of all attachment and desire, even with regard to the Dharma and the Buddha?

	Can a Buddhist accept the relative reality of the human subject and relinquish his attachment to beliefs about what is ultimately self or nonself?

	Can a Buddhist integrate the experience of the ultimate reality as Fullness (pleroma), and as Mystery (or “supraluminous darkness,” as Dionysius the Theologian would say)?

	Can a Buddhist live both in the present moment and in history without losing openness to the Eternal (i.e., nontemporal)?



Sometimes the best answer to a question is another question. Is it not by asking questions that we stimulate each other to reach more deeply into our own source and, thereby, approach the Source, both together and in our different ways?


[image: image]


ONE
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ZEN AND HESYCHASM

I have been invited to a conference that is taking place in a Zen dojo, a place where men and women come together to practice meditation. The setting is simple, without being austere. We are all sitting in proper meditation posture, and the faces are serious, but relaxed . . .

I have been asked to speak about the Hesychast practice of meditation in Christianity. I will be discussing its origin, its transmission from the early centuries of the Christian era to our time, and will offer a description of the practice itself. I would also like to deal with the question as to whether it has an aim, and what its fruits might be.

I do not take this as an invitation to simply give a lecture, but to share my experience and bear witness to the tradition in which my experience is framed.

We are not here to compare Buddhism with Christianity. It is not our aim to weigh the life, philosophy, and wisdom of Siddhartha Gautama Shakyamuni, known as the Buddha, against that of Yeshua ben Yoseif of Nazareth, known as the Christ. Neither are we here to compare our methods of meditation and discuss their advantages and disadvantages from our different points of view.

Our real purpose is to meditate together: to sit, breathe deeply, and to be quiet both outwardly and (if possible) inwardly. If the Spirit that inhabits us is not a tormented spirit, then in a few hours we may find ourselves the better for it. An indescribable loving-kindness is thus embodied in the world, and we can return to it—not only from a desire for our own well-being but also in a desire to incarnate something of this well-being for others.

Clearly, meditation and compassion are not separate. What you call the Bodhisattva ideal is also the ideal of every Christian. But instead of speaking of ideals, let us speak of the realization to which every human being is called: the actualization of their true being. In this meditation and practice it is important for us to become, not just better Buddhists or better Christians, but more authentic human beings. There are many greedy and clever human animals in this world, but few human beings. Authentic human beings are so rare that I would even go so far as to say that we do not live in a truly human world.

I am not here with you today in the hope that you will become a Christian, nor that I will become a Buddhist. We are here in order to become more human, more awake, more loving. The only use of theory is to clarify and stimulate our practice, to restore its place within the traditions we cherish, and establish a dialogue between us, with resonance that fertilizes our becoming, and that of the world in which we live.


TWO
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TRANSMISSION

In Christianity, as in Buddhism or Sufism, the goal of meditation is to purify our hearts and minds, so that we become receptacles, or spotless mirrors, for pure light.

When human beings are able to welcome this clear light, which is the radiance and the presence of uncreated Being, it instills in them a state of peace, which is independent of circumstances (health, moods, environment, and so on). In other words, a state of peace that is not merely of the psyche but spiritual or ontological, as well. It is the experience of this reality that early Christians called hesychia, the origin of Hesychasm. It is the quest and embrace of a silence and peace that is not of this world. Yet we can feel premonitions of it. And far more importantly, we can live it.

Such an experience is the fruit of oral transmission, from heart to heart, from being to being. This is why Christians, Buddhists, and Sufis attach such importance to belonging to an authentic lineage, which transmits, without corruption, true praxis, or practice, and authentic gnosis, or contemplation.

In Christianity, we can distinguish two kinds of lineage:


	Historical lineage that is traced back to the apostles who founded the first Churches and communities. James is the founder of the Church of Jerusalem, John the founder of the Church of Ephesus, Thomas of the Church of India, and so forth—including of course Paul and Peter, founders of the Churches of Antioch and of Rome. “Apostolic succession” is considered to be the seal of authenticity and continuity.

	Alongside the historical lineage (important for institutional Churches) is another, more discreet lineage. It is less encumbered by the duty to define doctrines and rules of conduct for the good of communities, and more concerned with nurturing the practice of a form of prayer or meditation, which has the possibility of bringing about an awakening in each individual. This involves a quality of relation of intimacy with God. It was this relationship that Christ alluded to when he spoke of his Father: the Source, the uncreated Origin of all that lives, thinks, loves, and breathes.



Just as Zen monks formally swear their oaths by the genealogy of masters through which the practice has been transmitted to them, so in Hesychasm one invokes the lineage of the Holy Fathers through whom the true teaching has come—a teaching, which individuals must discover, live, and incarnate for themselves.

THE SAMARITAN WOMAN

When the disciples asked Jesus: “Rabbi, teach us to pray,” he transmitted to them the essence of Jewish prayer, now known as “The Lord’s Prayer.” Each of its verses is derived from Jewish tradition, in a distilled synthesis of the hopes and longings of the people of Israel, and of all the sages and prophets who preceded Jesus. It is a prayer “for the people,” which can be recited in the synagogue or in meetings—a prayer to be recited aloud and in public.

Nevertheless, it can also be recited “in secret” behind closed doors: “For the Father who dwells in secret knows what you need.” In Zen tradition this might correspond to the reading or chanting of sutras before entering into silent meditation.

The Lord’s Prayer became the official prayer of Christianity, for it was Jesus’s own prayer. It reveals to us his longing, and what is good and proper for us to ask for. In the form of liturgy it has been transmitted to us from apostolic times.

Along with this rabbinic prayer, transmitted for the most part to men, there is another prayer, which was transmitted to a woman. She was a Samaritan—which is to say that she belonged to a tribe considered as religious heretics by Jesus’s own tribe and religion. When she asked him: “How should we pray? On this mountain, or in Jerusalem?” Jesus answered, “Neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem . . . It is in spirit and in truth that true worshippers should pray.”

The literal translation of the Greek en pneumatic kais aletheia makes this much clearer: “It is in the breath (pneuma in Greek, ruakh in Hebrew, spiritus in Latin) and in wakefulness (a-letheia, meaning not-forgetting; etymologically from lethe, i.e., not being asleep) that they must pray.”

Aletheia is usually translated as “truth,” but might be better translated as “awakening.” Hence Jesus never claimed to possess the truth, but to be the truth. Literally, this means “I am in nonforgetfulness,” (ego eimi aletheia); in other words, “I am awake.” This is strikingly similar to the etymology of “Buddha” from bodhi: someone whose mind is awakened. Likewise, the Buddha never claimed to possess awakening, but to be awake. Once again, we are reminded that awakening, or enlightenment, is not the property of Buddhism, any more than Truth is the property of Christianity. Neither the Buddha nor the Christ belongs exclusively to the communities that were founded in their names. They belong to all people of goodwill, all who are attentive to the secret, which lives in the depths of their breath and their consciousness.

Yeshua reminded the Samaritan woman that prayer is not dependent on any sacred place, whether in Jerusalem or on Mt. Horeb (the sacred mountain of the Samaritans). Thus he led her back to her own heart, the dwelling-place of I AM. Even more than an ontology, Christianity is an odology (from odos, path), a path, which not only leads outwardly, with rituals and righteous actions, but also inwardly, “where the rivers of the living waters flow”—where the tides of life and breath both support us and carry us beyond.

We noted that this practice was given by Yeshua to a woman, but it would be truer to say that it was addressed to “the Feminine,” i.e., to the contemplative dimension that lives in all men and women. In this most intimate dimension of our being, he offers the invitation to pray “in breath and in wakefulness.” In contrast, the Lord’s Prayer is addressed to the more masculine dimension of human beings in their public and active aspect.

This can help us to understand why Clement of Alexandria and St. Johannes Cassianus alluded to the practice of a secret tradition. They were not referring to some “esoteric” doctrine in the usual sense of that word, but to an awakening of the inner human being (eso-anthropon). St. Paul, the Desert Fathers (and much later, Meister Eckhart) also spoke of this secret. The practice itself is simple and natural. In bringing our attention to the breath and in being alert to the present moment, we can be led into the Presence, which is the source of our being and of our love. We are led to the living Image of God in us. This is what is meant by the Christ in me, which is deeper than the personal me.

This practice was developed further, with special postures and the invocation of the sacred Name, synchronized with the rhythm of breathing. But the essential, heart-to-heart transmission began when Yeshua spoke to the Samaritan woman. (In Zen tradition, this direct kind of heart-transmission is known as I shin den shin.) From her it was transmitted to St. John, who is the only apostle to speak of her in the canonical gospels. He then transmitted it to St. Mark, the first “Pope” of Egypt (whose contemporary successor is Shenouda III, Coptic Patriarch of Alexandria and Cairo). St. Mark also transmitted this practice to all the elders of Egypt. The list of those whose names we still know begins with Anthony and Paul; these hermits and anchorites then transmitted the practice to monks of different nations. From then on, the practice developed into a tradition called Hesychasm. It flourished especially on Mount Athos, that high holy place of Orthodox Christian spirituality.

It was there that a monk named Seraphim transmitted the tradition to me. He was that type of eccentric known in Russian tradition as “mad in Christ” and often barked loudly. He had been a disciple of the revered Staretz Silouan, whose saintliness has become known in the West through the works of Father Sophrony. Father Seraphim lived near the monastery of St. Pantelimon. During a voyage to England, where he was teaching the prayer of the heart, he spoke to me of the importance of the word of Christ, according to his Staretz: “Keep your mind in hell, but never despair.”

“Do not fear the darkest depths of the shadow,” he told me, “neither your own personal shadow, nor the collective shadow, nor even the cosmic shadow. But you must not go into those depths alone. Let the Christ and his Spirit accompany you. For he is the light, which no darkness can reach nor quench, the light spoken of in the prologue to the Book of St. John. Each of us carries a mouthful of light into our own night [this is an allusion to the story of Judas, who goes off into the night after having received a mouthful of bread from the hands of Christ], and this spark can never grow dim. It is by dwelling in it that we never despair of ourselves or of the world. This is called ‘having no support, but being supported.’”

His teacher, St. Silouan, spoke much like St. Thérèse of Lisieux.a She, too, had chosen “to sit at the sinners’ table,” meaning to dwell in hell: that place in us where we have lost contact with the divine Source. “Why have you abandoned me?” cried Christ to the Source of his Being, which he called “my Father and our Father.” Yet the Source never abandons us—it is we who lose the sense of its presence, that feeling or perception of Presence, which Christian theology calls the Holy Spirit: the link and incarnate relation between Son and Father.

What must be renounced is the “sensation” of this Reality, not the Reality itself. Then the Holy Spirit acts in secret, not only unseen by others, but by oneself as well. Sometimes this happens after undergoing those experiences of loneliness, abandonment, and inexpressible consolation, which cannot be imagined by those who have not lived them. “Where are you, my light? Lord, send your spirit!” Staretz Silouan implored constantly.
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