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  Introduction




  ‘Some years ago,’ William Johnston suggests, ‘Arnold Toynbee declared that when the historian of a thousand years from now comes to write the history of our time, he will be preoccupied not with the Viet Nam war, not with the struggle between capitalism and communism, not with racial strife, but with what happened when, for the first time, Christianity and Buddhism began to penetrate one another deeply’ (Johnston 1979, 1). This was written by William Johnston in the late 1970s; since then, the interest in Buddhism on the part of Western theologians has grown. Johnston describes his dialogue with Buddhism from a limited perspective: ‘I have called this little book Christian Zen, but the contents are less ambitious than the pretentious title might suggest. Rather than treating of the confluence of two vast traditions of East and West, I simply try to say something about how Zen and Christianity have met in me, setting down some practical conclusions that this meeting has evoked’ (Johnston 1979, 1).




  I am not interested in examining in any theological depth the meeting of the Western and Eastern mind. I approach the issue of Eastern spiritual techniques strictly as a pragmatic pastor in a postmodern culture. Furthermore, I am concerned with the finding of the calm mind in these days of anxiety. Most often, Western Christians view mysticism and meditation as a type of esoteric practice that seems strange to the ordinary person. As a pastor, it is my calling to dispel this serious misconception.




  This book is divided into three sections. Part One builds on the existential awareness of no-thing and the relationship between the Zen concept of Mu and the Christian mystical practice of Via Negativa. Part Two develops the fundamental existential concept of will (volition), the practice of Christian Zen and the discovery of hope. Part Three merely lays out some suggested methods of Christian Zen style meditation.




  Part One




  Christian Zen, the Existential Center


  and No-thing
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  The Practice of Self Realization




  Philip Kapleau, in the preface to The Three Pillars of Zen, clearly holds that:




  Briefly stated, Zen is a religion with a unique method of body-mind training whose aim is Self Realization … At the profoundest level Zen, like every other great religion, transcends its own teachings and practices, yet at the same time there is no Zen apart from these practices. Attempts in the West to isolate Zen in a vacuum of the intellect, cut off from the very disciplines which are its raison d’etre, have nourished in places a pseudo-Zen that is little more than a mind tickling diversion. I believe that the Japanese school of Zen Buddhism has perhaps for thousands of years remained the most faithful to the original mindfulness practice of the Buddha that leads to enlightenment (satori).




  (Kapleau 1980, 69)




  Kapleau’s book is about the closest a Westerner might get to a sense of the teachings of Zen Buddhism. Even people who have practiced a combination of various forms of Eastern and Western meditation find it difficult to read. It serves to give a genuine insight into Zen, while simultaneously portraying how difficult it is for a Western left-brain person to comprehend.




  Kapleau’s explanation of Zen, I have found, fits well with my heart, mind and most of all my existential wondering soul. In terms of existential philosophy and therapy, we wander and worry about the lack of meaning in postmodern society. Without meaning in our life, we are driven by our anxiety-based nature and all of its manifestations in the ego. In existentialism, the solution to our anxiety-driven wandering is found by reaching into the deepest elements of humanity. When we explore our being, the existentialist always returns to the core person that recognizes a call to live courageously:




  A chief characteristic of this courage is that it requires centeredness within our own being, without which we would feel ourselves to be a vacuum. The emptiness within corresponds to an apathy without, and apathy adds up, in the long run, to cowardice. This is why we must always base our commitment in the center of our own being, or else no commitment will be ultimately authentic … Courage is not a virtue or value among other personal values like love or fidelity. It is the foundation that underlies and gives reality to all other virtues and personal values. Without courage our fidelity becomes conformism.




  (May 1975, 13)




  In an existential analysis, our higher power is the discovery of mind.




  Kapleau explains Zen as a religious practice. He does not say religious beliefs or institutions; rather it is a religious practice. It is a religious practice because in Zen there is a belief in the dharma, i.e. the proven way of Zen. Furthermore, Zen has a faith in the power of satori (enlightenment); in other words, it has a belief in the higher mind. In Zen, like existentialism, there is no unconscious mind; there is only the mind. If you ask a true Zen master where the mind is, then he will tell you, ‘The mind is where you focus.’ In Zen, there is a salvific belief in the discovery of the ‘Original Mind.’ It is where we go to find our true nature, and it is by means of our Original Mind that we find the solution to pain, suffering and anxiety:




  If you would free yourself of the sufferings of samsara (the law of causation), you must learn the direct way to become a Buddha. This way is no other than the realization of your own mind. Now what is this mind? It is the true nature of all sentient beings, that which existed before our parents were born. This mind is intrinsically pure. When we are born, it is not newly created, and when we die, it does not perish. It has no distinction of male or female, nor has it any coloration of good or bad. It cannot be compared with anything, so it is called Buddha nature. Yet countless thoughts issue from this self-nature as waves arise in the ocean or as images are reflected in the mirror.




  To realize your own mind you must first of all look into the source from which thoughts flow. Sleeping and working, standing and sitting, profoundly ask yourself, ‘What is my own mind?’ with an intense yearning to resolve this question. This is called ‘training’ or ‘practice’ or ‘desire for truth’ or ‘thirst for realization.’




  (Kapleau 1980, 193)
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  The Existential Center




  What we have here from the perspective of an existential analysis is the courageous pursuit of meaning that awaits us at the center of our existence. Perhaps the existential core that is discovered in contemplation, art, music and poetry is somewhat similar to this Zen Mind. It takes a courageous effort of time and practice to come to enlightenment and belief in the dharma of the ‘Original Mind.’ It takes a courageous belief in the teachings of the Zen masters to trust them and enter on the journey to the Original Mind. In Zen, the true self is like the moon that cannot be seen because it is covered by the clouds. The Zen clouds are the three delusions of anger, greed and ignorance.




  Anxiety is a combination of thoughts and feelings that comes from the ego driven by the need for self-esteem, affluence and the lack of courage to look for our true self. The three delusions clearly address the issue of anxiety and removing the anxiety clouds that keep us from the Original Mind. It has been my experience over the years as a pastor that anxiety and anger always go together. Why are people who have so much affluence in their life so angry? Why do Western Christians become increasingly angry at non-believers and the world? Why is anger and intolerance increasing? Anxiety is the driving emotion of the angry ego, and we fight in vain against anger with left-brain practices of rational insight and preaching. The overcoming of anger in Zen is achieved with the practice of Zazen.




  In the gospels, we meet a gut Jesus who fearlessly confronts the inner demonic voices of anxiety. Christians are often afraid of getting to the gut where it is messy because we look for a nice Jesus. When we read the gospels, most often Jesus presents us with ambiguities and paradoxes. Johnston writes,




  Zen is meant to drive conviction down into the guts. Here it is in contrast with Western prayer, which for the past couple of centuries has tended to be very cerebral and has not rooted itself deeply in the personality, with the result that many Christians, even nuns and priests, can jettison long held convictions in moments of emotional crisis. Probably they would not be able to do this if their convictions were lodged at the gut level through Zen.




  (Johnston 1979, 34)




  The practice of Zazen is to bring a follower a life of mindfulness. Being present is the meaning of mindfulness, and being present for Zen is living in the state of awareness. The key of Zen Buddhism is that the seeds of enlightenment are sown in mindful living.




  It will be fair to say that ‘presence’ is the cornerstone of all true spirituality, regardless of ethnic or cultural origin. Presence is something that Jesus emphasized over and over again. The Gospels are filled with statements of Jesus that begin with words like ‘Beware’ (be aware), ‘Look,’ ‘Hear and understand …’ In this sense, the teaching of Jesus is very close to that of the Buddha. After all, Buddhism is a culture of awareness. The word ‘Buddha,’ for example, means the ‘Awakened One.’ Similarly Jesus is called ‘The Light of the World’ in the Gospel of John. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus alerted his disciples to the importance of awareness, ‘The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is sound, your whole body will be full of light; but if your eye is not sound, your whole body will be full of darkness. If the light in you is darkness how great is the darkness!’ (Matt. 6:22–23).




  (Leong 1995, 48)




  From the teaching of Jesus and the Buddha, we learn that ‘Being Present in a state of Awareness’ is the foundation of the spiritual life both in Buddhism and Christianity.




  3




  No-thing




  As an existential Christian, I am particularly drawn to the practice of Zen and the method of Zazen by the concept of Mu.




  A monk came to Joshu, a renowned Zen master in China hundreds of years ago, and asked: ‘has a dog a Buddha nature or not?’ Joshu retorted, ‘Mu!’ Literally the expression means ‘no’ or ‘nothing,’ but the significance of Joshu’s answer does not lie in the word. Mu is the expression of the living, functioning, dynamic Buddha-nature. What you must do is discover the spirit or essence of this Mu, not through intellectual analysis but search into your innermost being. Then you must demonstrate before me, concretely and vividly, that you understand Mu as living truth, without recourse to conceptions, theories, or abstract explanations. Remember, you can’t understand Mu through ordinary cognition; you must grasp it directly with your whole being.




  (Kapleau 1980, 152)




  Here in the Zen teaching of Mu that the master explains to the student we face a similar issue in existential philosophy and therapy, and it is the issue of being and non-being. Irrational Man by William Barrett, A Study in Existential Philosophy, was published in 1958. Like many existential writings of the fifties and sixties, it is most applicable to the current state of Western culture and the American dream that has plunged into a deeply experienced age of anxiety. Barrett in this work gives a rather brilliant and concise analysis of the existential movement and its major philosophers, and the major themes of the Western existential movement, namely the phenomenon of nothingness (or, as the Zen master explains it, no-thing): ‘This philosophy embodies the self-questioning of the time, seeking to reorient itself to its own destiny. Indeed, the whole problematic of Existentialism unfolds from the historical fragility and contingency of human life; the impotence of reason confronted with the depths of existence; the threat of Nothingness, and the solitary and unsheltered condition of the individual before the threat’ (Barrett 1958, 36).




  Existentialism argues that it is no longer possible in an age of anxiety, by means of Western dogmatic and fundamental biblical language, to enter into the divine. Also, an understanding of truth, the future of the universe and global ethics is no longer achievable by means of the principles and methods of the traditional Cartesian method of science. This view of science finds no place for the subjective and emotive approach to truth; rather it leads to a world that is mechanical and grasped only through the propositions of left-brain mathematical and empirical observation. Gradually, without an existential perspective view of man and the universe, humanity is doomed to run feverishly from its increasing sense of anxiety.




  In Heidegger Nothingness is a presence within our own Being, always there, in the inner quaking that goes on beneath the calm surface of our preoccupation with things. Anxiety before Nothingness has many modalities and guises: now trembling and creative, now panicky and destructive; but always it is as inseparable from ourselves as our own breathing because anxiety is our existence itself in its radical insecurity. In anxiety, we both are and are not, at one and the same time, and this is our dread. Our finitude is such that positive and negative interpenetrate our whole existence.
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