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In memory of Monsignor Joseph Bailey and Gloria with love and deep respect
~ ~ ~
Buddha said,
“There is that sphere wherein is neither earth nor water, fire nor air: it is not the infinity of space, nor the infinity of perception; it is not nothingness, nor is it neither idea nor non-idea; it is neither this world nor the next, nor is it both; it is neither the sun nor the moon. It neither comes nor goes, it neither abides nor passes away; it is not caused, established, begun, supported; it is the end of suffering”.[1]
~ ~ ~
PART 2: THE PRACTICE OF RELIGION AS A QUEST
CHAPTER 3: ZEN AND THE CLOUD OF UNKNOWING
CHAPTER 4: THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN LIES WITHIN
CHAPTER 5: THE CHRISTIAN AND BUDDHIST DARK NIGHT OF THE SOUL
PART 3: ON SUFFERING AND GUILT
CHAPTER 6: IF YOU KNEW HOW TO SUFFER
~ ~ ~
I would like to introduce a new way to look at religion. Lately religion has been receiving bad press, and the latest attempt to debunk it is Richard Dawkins’ book The God Delusion[2]. The book is a diatribe against all religions. It comes out of an atheistic trend that is gaining momentum in our society, and a trend for which Richard Dawkins has become the self-appointed spokesman. I will show that Dawkins’ view is too simplistic and misses the essence of religion.
Undoubtedly, The God Delusion will have an appeal to those who have become frustrated by the excesses of the fundamentalists of both Christian and Muslim persuasion, and perhaps have been stunned by the continuing epidemic of self-destruction on the part of religious zealots. The problem is that Dawkins, among others, has chosen these fundamentalists as being typical of religious followers everywhere. He is like a gardener who, having found weeds in his garden, pulls up all the flowers as well.
Why has religion been, and is still, such a pervasive, and for some an all-consuming influence throughout human history? Dawkins tries to explain this but he arrives at some very lame conclusions. He would have us believe that, one way or another religion is useful in the struggle for existence. He suggests, for example, that religion might be “a placebo that prolongs life by reducing stress.”[3] Elsewhere he says that it is a by-product of something else. “The religious behavior may be a misfiring, an unfortunate by-product of an underlying propensity which in other circumstances is, or once was, useful.”[4] Later he wonders, “Could irrational religion be a by-product of the irrationality mechanisms that were originally built into the brain be selection for falling in love?”[5] None of this is at all convincing as a way of explaining the religion of Gandhi, Albert Schweitzer, Mother Theresa or the many other spiritual luminaries that have lit up our world.
Dawkins’ and other similar explanations, including the rather radical ideas of a God gene or of a God module of the brain, all assume that religion is homogenous and that the question of its origin can be reduced to a reductionist ‘nothing but.’ They believe that if one were to ask, say, the German mystic Meister Eckhart and Jerry Falwell, what they mean by religion they would say more or less the same thing. But of course, far from being homogenous, religion is like a diamond with many facets. The Hindus are well aware of this and recognize a number of different kinds of yogas or religions: raja, jnana, bhakti, hatha and laya yoga among others. The question, therefore, that one must ask before embarking on answering the question why religion is so widespread across all civilizations and societies, is what religion are we talking about?
One way among many others, to distinguish among religions, is to see that two entirely different kinds of religions exist: a religion that takes the form of a set of beliefs centered on a unique dynamic center, and a religion that takes the form of a quest. Moreover, because most of the content of the beliefs that people hold is derived from the reports of those who have been engaged in the religious quest, a study of religion could well start with making a distinction between these two kinds of religion.
The religion of belief:
The Catholic Church, as its teachings are most widely understood, is a very good example of a religion based on belief centered on a dynamic center. Basic to the ceremonies of the Church are two credos, or statements of belief, the Apostolic creed, used at baptism, and the Nicean creed, used during the Mass. Both credos begin in more or less the same way, “I believe in one God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible; and in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God.” They both go on to add similar refinements of this basic belief, but the Apostolic creed adds, “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting.” This kind of belief spelled out in the credos is felt to be incontrovertible and based upon the highest authority. The Catholic religion is not only based upon beliefs but also upon the assurance that it is unique. The uniqueness of Church was reaffirmed as recently as 2007 when Pope Benedict XVl approved the clarification made by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith of the meaning of the credo. This clarification was given in its Responses to some questions regarding certain aspects of the Doctrine of the Church. This document makes it quite clear that the Catholic Church is the only true church of Christ. It is written in the form of five questions and responses.
The beginning of the response to the second question, “What is the meaning of the affirmation that the Church of Christ subsists in the Catholic Church?” states Christ “established here on earth” only one Church and instituted it as a “visible and spiritual community that from its beginning and throughout the centuries has always existed and will always exist, and in which alone are found all the elements that Christ himself instituted” “This one Church of Christ, which we confess in the Creed as one, holy, catholic and apostolic [...]. This Church, constituted and organized in this world as a society, subsists in the Catholic Church, governed by the successor of Peter and the Bishops in communion with him.”
With perhaps the exception of Vatican ll, the Vatican has always affirmed a belief in the uniqueness of the church and expressed it as Extra Ecclesiam nulla salus (outside the church, there is no salvation). To be saved, and so avoid hell, one must be subject to the Pope. Buddhists, Muslims, and Hindus, as well as those of other non-Christian religions are, or at least were, destined for Hell.
On the dynamic centre:
Why does the Church hold to this view that it is unique? This question is vital and calls for some explanation.[6] We should not, as does Dawkins, reject the Church’s claim unequivocally. The essence of my explanation lies in an understanding of the center and of the great importance it has in our lives. By ‘the center’ I do not mean a geographic center, but a dynamic center that has an all-pervasive and powerful influence on our lives, even though most of us are quite unaware of it doing so. A principal characteristic of the dynamic center is that it is unique: only one center at a time is possible.
To give a mundane example in support of saying this: the leader of a group is its center, and common knowledge tells us that only one leader at a time is possible if the group is to remain cohesive. Mircea Eliade, the mythologist, has pointed out in several of his writings how important the center is in the ecology of being. For example, he says, “Every human being tends, even unconsciously, towards the Center, and towards his own center, where he can find integral reality – sacredness. This desire, so deeply rooted in man, to find himself at the very heart of the real – at the center of the world, the place of communication with Heaven – explains the ubiquitous use of ‘Centers of the World.’[7]
Later in the same book Eliade refers to, “The nostalgia for paradise. By this we mean the desire to find oneself always and without effort in the Center of the World, at the heart of reality; and by a short cut in a natural manner to transcend the human condition, and to recover the divine condition – as Christians would say, the condition before the fall.”[8] The result of this is, “Every microcosm, every inhabited region, has what may be called a ‘Center;’ that is to say a place sacred above all. It is there, in that Center, that the sacred manifests itself in its totality.”[9]
To go to the center is to go up; this is why Eliade says, “The summit of the Cosmic Mountain is not only the highest point on earth; it is the navel of the earth, the point at which creation began.”[10] This helps explain in part the shape of the pyramids, why heaven is up, and why bowing is widespread in religious ceremonies. In lowering myself in the bow I reciprocally raise up that to which I bow. The ancients used idols, megaliths, and sometimes trees as ways of investing the center in a form, but another important way was the sacred mountain. The fact, therefore, that Moses met God on top of a mountain and that Jesus was crucified on the top of another should not cause surprise. The churches of England are invariably found at the crossroads of the village and were often built on the ancient megalithic sites. Many of them were equipped with steeples, which enables them to tower over the surrounding countryside. In both ways they proclaim themselves as world centers.
C.G. Jung was fascinated by the role of the center in the ecology of being, and many of his writings are concerned with the mandala and the cross, both of which are symbols of the center. The cross is a very ancient expression of the center and as such predates Christianity but was adopted by the Church as its central symbol. Jung explains,
“The cross [is] the antithesis of the formless multitude: it is, or it has, ‘form’ and its meaning is that of a central point defined by the crossing of two straight lines. The cross signifies order as opposed to the disorderly chaos of the formless multitude. It is, in fact, one of the prime symbols of order. In the domain of psychological processes it functions as an organizing centre, and, in states of psychic disorder caused by an invasion of unconscious contents, it appears as a mandala divided into four. The definition of the cross or centre as the boundary of all things, is exceedingly original, for it suggests that the limits of the universe are not to be found in a nonexistent periphery but in its centre. There alone lies the possibility of transcending this world. All instability culminates in that which is unchanging and quiescent, and in the self all disharmonies are resolved in the ‘harmony of wisdom.”[11]
Some churches, Chartres Cathedral for example, are equipped with labyrinths. Labyrinths have been found in Neolithic carvings on cave walls, Egyptian tombs, and even in the children’s game of hopscotch. Spirals and rudimentary labyrinth-like forms appear on prehistoric cave walls in Scotland; ancient Egyptian tomb passages were labyrinthine in construction, and were believed to be passages to the underworld. The terms ‘labyrinth’ and ‘maze’ are sometimes used interchangeably, but labyrinths, for the most part, are unicursal,[12] whereas mazes are usually multicursal, having more than one way into or out of the center, some of which lead to dead ends.[13]
In modern human beings the cosmic center has been internalized and is now the center of the personality with the name ‘I.’ The process of internalization of the center accompanies the evolution of consciousness because consciousness is essentially centered on the ‘I.’[14] An idea of what it would be like should the center be lost is given in this very graphic account.
“Psychosis leaves you with fear; you lose all sense of yourself as a person among other persons. You feel yourself dissipating; your distinctiveness vanishes. No voice in the universe sounds like your voice; yet all voices sound like your voice. You see yourself as a vast multitude; and all these millions in the multitude become you. This voice, this multitude that is me, has a detached quality to it without substance or body. This multitude drowns me; it swallows me up. With its persistent hollowness, the voice blots out any sense of an I and this hollow sound, like drums beating in a huge cavern, encircles me and paralyzes my thoughts.”[15]
The ‘I’ as center can be invested[16] and that in which it has been invested then becomes ‘mine.’ This investment can be in an object, but also in a symbol such as the flag, or even in an ideology. It can also be invested in a person such as a leader, fuehrer, or saint. That in which the center is invested then becomes unique and is the central value. The importance of the flag is illustrated by the fact that it was the object most protected by an army. The standard bearer was often the bravest of the warriors and because its loss caused panic and chaos in the army whose standard it had been. That a group can have only one leader is shown in the fact that even in the space capsules that originally carried only two people, one was appointed leader. Furthermore, the very careful designation of the next in command should the leader of a group of soldiers fall in battle, is another indication of how important it is to have one unique center. A natural investment of the center is religion. For the Christian, Jesus, as the leader, the cross as the symbol, and the Church, built on the rock, are all ways of ensuring that the center is securely invested.
In this way the center becomes a false center; it is false because that which in which the center is invested becomes identified as the center. The center becomes apparently fixed as a form. This is the true meaning of idolatry. Even the name God is a form of idolatry, as the ancient Hebrews knew so well when they tabooed God’s name.
Even so, as we can see from this, the center is not simply an important aspect of life; it is the most important single aspect and much of human culture has been devoted to it. The early function of the Church was to provide protection, support and sustenance for the center. In short the Church provided salvation. One can understand the dismay of the Church when Galileo threatened the Ptolemaic cosmology. Galileo was not just offering another cosmological theory.
He was disrupting the very basis on which the doctrine of the Church was founded. Until Galileo, the earth was the center of the universe, and the human being stood at the pinnacle, the very center of the center, with the Church as the only legitimate salvation. We can also see why Darwin’s theory has had such a rough handling by Christian fundamentalists. Although Galileo may have dethroned us from the center of the world, until Darwin published his theory, we still were at least God’s creation and so still clung, somewhat uncertainly perhaps, to the pinnacle…. After all we were God’s special, that is unique, creation. With Darwin’s theory, even that seems to have been taken away.
As Jung points out, and as the example of the psychotic underlined, in the absence of the center chaos reigns. Thus, for many people, religion is not a luxury but a dire necessity. Moreover, when confusion and chaos begin to mount, the center comes to have greater significance and greater, sometimes heroic, efforts are necessary to ensure that in which it has been invested survives. After 9/11 not only did the approval ratings for the US president sore, but church attendance suddenly increased. In this age of rapid change that is disrupting traditional ways of life, we should not be surprised to find that fundamentalism plays such a strong role in society, particularly in the societies of the developing nations.
If we can understand the importance of the unique center in the ecology of being we will understand a great deal about why human beings are so often in conflict, why competition is so often encountered, and why religious intolerance so often accompanies a religion. But religion focused on a unique center that is buttressed and held in place by a set of incontrovertible beliefs is not the only kind of religion that is possible.
On religion as a quest:
In “The Origin of Human Nature”[17] I made a case for saying that life is essentially dynamic or intentional. I make no claim for originality in suggesting this. Indeed that life is intentional and dynamic is implicit in Darwin’s theory of evolution, and essential to it.[18] This intentionality, or dynamism, is a hallmark of life and accounts for the restlessness of living organisms: they are always seem to be walking, running, flying, swimming or moving around somehow. This dynamism also shows up internally in an organism with the beating heart and circulating blood, with the breathing and with digesting food.
Furthermore, the dynamism of life evolves. Starting as the struggle to exist, it becomes the struggle for autonomy. One way this struggle manifests is in the will to freedom. Animals caught in a trap, in order to go free, have been known to bite off the limb that has been trapped. Put a cat in a cage and it will try to find some way to escape. This longing for freedom is particularly evident among human beings and many have died because of their wish to preserve their autonomy.
From the striving for autonomy, the dynamism of life evolves into the striving to be unique, to be the alpha, or to use the word that we have used above, the need to be the unique center. Nietzsche called it the ‘will to power.’ If we cannot be the unique center then we want to own, or make it our own, by investing it in the way I described above. Our sense of self has evolved around this need.[19] Children will display this drive in a very open and often blatant fashion. Maturity means channeling this drive in socially acceptable ways.
The dynamism of life, at least in human beings, can evolve further yet. This further evolution gives rise to the quest for transcendence.[20] The religious impulse for transcendence, therefore, like the need for a center, has its origins in life itself, it is not added to life, and it is not a patchwork quilt of odds and ends thrown up in the evolution of the mind. This is why religion is universal and, in some form, will be found in all societies at all times. This need for transcendence, although coming to full maturity in the religious impulse, also accounts for the activity of the great scientists, artists and musicians.
Dawkins tries to recruit Einstein to the ranks of the atheists. However, in a famous speech given in Berlin Einstein said,
“Although I am a typical loner in daily life, my consciousness of belonging to the invisible community of those who strive for truth, beauty, and justice has preserved me from feeling isolated. The most beautiful and deepest experience a man can have is the sense of the mysterious…. To sense that behind anything that can be experienced there is something that our mind cannot grasp and whose beauty and sublimity reaches us only indirectly and as a feeble reflection, this is religiousness. In this sense I am religious.”[21]
Dawkins, who also quotes this passage, says, “In this sense I too am religious, with the reservation that cannot grasp does not have to mean ‘forever ungraspable.’”[22] When Einstein says, “To sense that behind anything that can be experienced there is something that our mind cannot grasp,” he is referring to transcendence, and transcendence, as I have shown in The Origin of Human Nature, does not necessarily mean supernatural, but it does mean forever ungraspable. This statement that Einstein makes is hardly the kind of speech an atheist would give.
Dawkins feels that the mystery can be solved. In fact, in his book The Blind Watchmaker, he claims that the mystery of life has been solved and that Darwin and Watkins have solved it.[23] Einstein had more humility because he finished his address by saying, “To me it suffices to wonder at these secrets and to attempt humbly to grasp with my mind a mere image of the lofty structure of all that there is.” The mystery is the province of transcendence, and transcendence by definition transcends experience and so cannot be ‘solved’ by experience.
Let me try to convey what I mean by ‘transcendence.’ When we are at the movies we become involved in the film. If it is a good film we ‘get lost’ in the action, in the love affairs, the misunderstandings, the bewilderments, and the triumphs of the characters. We live their lives with them. At the end of the film all that is left is a white light shining on the screen and we say the film is over. Yet all that we saw and experienced was the result of modifications of the white light. We did not see the light during the film because it ‘transcended’ the film. In a similar way all our experience is the modification of the dynamism that gives rise to our lives. We do not know this dynamism because it transcends our experience.
Immanuel Kant thought of transcendence in this way, “… all life is really noumenal only, not subject at all to temporal changes—neither beginning in birth, nor ending in death; that the life of change and birth and death is phenomenal only—a mere representation, through the senses, of a purely spiritual life—that the whole world of sense is only a picture hovering before us, formed by our present mode of knowledge—a dream lacking any objective reality in itself. Indeed, we may say that, if we could see ourselves as spiritual beings whose connections with the spiritual world of noumena did not begin with our birth and will not end with our death—both birth and death being mere appearances.”[24]
The mystery of which Einstein speaks is the cause and object of the quest. The quest takes many different forms but the one with which I am most familiar is Zen Buddhism. I propose to show that the religious quest does not arise out of our experiences in life but is intrinsic to life itself. To support this idea I will show how the quest has some specific and recognizable characteristics. I will also show that these characteristics are not just features of Zen Buddhism, but they are also to be found in Christianity. Thus we shall see that we can arrive at an understanding of the quest through three different routes: my personal experience, the texts from Christianity and the texts from Zen Buddhism, two quite different religions. Furthermore I shall use three different Christian texts: two from Catholicism and one from a quite different Christian tradition, the Eastern Orthodox Church.
The characteristic of the quest:
The following are the principle characteristics of the quest:
1. One is propelled on to the path by suffering, that is to say by some profound malaise that could be accompanied by depression, anxiety, or profound dissatisfaction, yet one is also drawn by some indefinable hope.
2. A discipline is necessary, a discipline that is not imposed from outside but is imposed by the nature of the quest.
3. Although the metaphor of a spiritual path is often used, no path exists and each step is in the nature of an exploration.
4. Because of the difficulty and uncertainty of the quest, a guide is most often necessary on the way.
5. A ‘death and rebirth,’ or death which is a rebirth, is a necessary stage on the way. The death is the death of the illusory values and beliefs on which the personality is founded.
6. Because of the ‘death’ considerable anguish and doubt is experienced on the way.
7. The rebirth takes the form of a new way of perceiving existence.
8. The difficulty on the way comes from the resilience of the beliefs.
9. The way transcends experience and so any verbal or conceptual description of it is vain, and any beliefs, even holy ones, or any prejudices are obstructions on the way.
In what follows I will be amplifying considerably these characteristics and showing in practice what they mean.
About this book:
Although I am somewhat dismayed to see religion trashed by its critics in such blunt ways, and although this undoubtedly has prompted me to get moving and write this book, nevertheless my prime reason is to explore the view that I am presenting here. Normally religion is given to us as an immaculate conception, handed down from on high in a final form that is in someway to be inserted into life. The implication that Dawkins and other religious detractors draw from this is that because religion is apparently added to life, life could therefore just as well continue without religion. The teachings of Christianity, for example seem to have been inserted into life by the teachings of Christ. The view that I want to explore is that life is a quest, which, as I have said, starts as a quest for survival, evolves into a quest for autonomy, evolves further into a quest for a unique self and finally into a quest for transcendence. In other words, religion is not an addition to life but its natural flowering. I have written elsewhere at greater length about evolution[25] and will not dwell on it now, but I use this evolutionary paradigm as my starting point.
Nostra Aetate proclaimed by his holiness Pope Paulh in 1965 was a most remarkable statement and, in the following way expressed well the basics of what I am calling a religion that is a quest. He said, “Men expect from the various religions answers to the unsolved riddles of the human condition, which today, even as in former times, deeply stir the hearts of men: What is man? What is the meaning, the aim of our life? What is moral good, what sin? Whence suffering and what purpose does it serve? Which is the road to true happiness? What are death, judgment and retribution after death? What, finally, is that ultimate inexpressible mystery which encompasses our existence: whence do we come, and where are we going?” Beyond all of these questions, and providing them with their vitality is a deeper unaskable question, a question that is more in the nature of a profound longing or yearning.
The quest is difficult, arduous, and long and has little or no value for the personality. This means that few people take up the quest and fewer still complete it. Most try to convert the longing into specific desires. Nevertheless, the longing for transcendence is fundamental to human life, and so many of those who are not inclined to devote their lives to this quest dwell in its products. They find nourishment in the writings, talks and counsel of those who are on the way, or have been on the way, as well as in the ceremonies and rituals that have grown out of these teachings. In this way a religion of beliefs is born.
This teaching can also be subverted to an earlier quest, the quest for a unique self, and in this way a dogmatic, fundamentalist religion is born. If, therefore, we are to undertake a study of religion, it should be of religion in its purest form: religion as a quest for transcendence. This book is an attempt to introduce this viewpoint and to find justification for it.
The book is divided into three parts. The first part deals with the nature of religion as a quest. The second part deals with the nature of the practice of such a religion. The third part deals with suffering and guilt, the two principal spurs that gird us to undertake the quest. The book is not intended to be a systematic theological presentation. Throughout I have tried to tie what I am saying about religion to my own practical experience of the quest and to the concrete experience of others who have been on the way.
*Chapter One: This chapter gives a very brief introduction to Zen Buddhism as a paradigmatic religion that is a quest and so will help us gain a firmer grasp on what such a quest means. As I point out at the beginning of the chapter, Buddhism had its inception with the quest of its founder Shakyamuni. Although it is theoretical, I have tried to keep the chapter light and of general interest.
*Chapter Two: This chapter is based on a very remarkable and moving book written by a Jesuit priest, Father Ciszek. He was imprisoned by the Russians at the beginning of the World War ll and interrogated regularly. He eventually broke down and confessed to being a spy. However the shock of his encounter with the interrogators, and his supposed failure, drove him to despair and from there to a very deep moment of transcendence. The point of the chapter is to show how although Father Ciszek was a priest nevertheless his description of his experience, his attitude towards prayer, and his need to subjugate the ego, come directly out of his life experience, not out of his Christian beliefs.
*Chapter Three: If the quest for transcendence is a natural flowering of the quest of life then the practice of this quest should show common characteristics regardless of the time or the culture in which it is undertaken. I have given these characteristics above. In this chapter I show how they manifests with remarkable similarity in methods, difficulties, aims and results that can be found in a 14th Century text, The Cloud of Unknowing, and in 7th - 10th century Zen [26] practice in China.
*Chapter Four: This chapter is similar in intent to Chapter three but this time I make the comparison between Zen practice and the practice of prayer according to the Desert Fathers. The Desert Fathers were a group of Christian monks who were disenchanted with the extravagances of Alexandrian society and retired to the desert to pray. Many of the texts that came out of this period are to be found in the books called the Philokalia. A Russian priest made a collection of extracts from these, and also from the teachings of some modern Russian monks, to instruct his monks in the art of prayer. I refer to this collection in this chapter.
*Chapter Five: Chapters three and four have given the practice of religion as a quest from the point of view of the one undertaking the quest. Chapter five takes the point of view of a teacher or guide and so shows the kind of difficulties, pitfalls and obstacles on the way. I have chosen the teaching of St John of the Cross and I show the great value that the wisdom and compassion contained in his teaching has for anyone, even those living in the 21st century, who teaches a form of religion as a quest. In this way I give support to the universal character of the quest, and to the view that the quest arises out of human nature and is not added to it.
*Chapter Six: An ancient Christian hymn contains the lines, “If you knew how to suffer, you would have the power not to suffer.” According to Nostra Aetate, “whence suffering and what purpose does it serve” is one of the unsolved riddles of the human condition that human beings expect a religion to answer. Suffering and guilt are the two great burdens we carry with us through life. Without a doubt, all religions, whether as a set of beliefs or as a quest, are intimately bound up with these burdens. In chapter 6 I consider the question of how a religion that is a quest is involved with them.
*Chapter Seven: This chapter is concerned with the question of guilt and remorse. It is based upon a very remarkable, moving and ethically challenging book. Simon Weisenthal wrote it and called it The Sunflower. In it Weisenthal poses a direct, practical and challenging moral question: “Should one forgive someone a heinous crime committed upon others, if that person asks for forgiveness and says he sincerely repents?” The book also includes a number of responses to that challenge, written by spiritual leaders and thinkers drawn mainly from those practicing religion as a set of beliefs centered on a dynamic center.
*Epilogue: In the epilogue I review and sum up what I have said in the book
~ ~ ~
~ ~ ~
Let me expand on the comments that I made about religion in the Introduction by briefly discussing Buddhism. Buddhism is a good example of a religion that takes the form of a quest, and a short discussion of Buddhism, particularly Zen Buddhism, will help us to understand what is involved in this kind of religion. Buddhism had its origins in the quest and subsequent teachings of Gautama Siddhartha, an Indian prince, who lived about twenty-five hundred years ago. Tradition tells us that he was propelled into the quest after having had three soul shaking encounters: the first with a sick man, the second with an old man and the third with a dead man. He finally left home to begin his search after he had met a monk.
The story of these encounters is a concrete way of saying that Buddha was in despair due to the realization of the transience of life. This transience was brought home to him by seeing how vulnerable we all are in the face of sickness, old age and death. On the other hand the presence of the monk helped him be aware of a transcendent possibility that lies beyond this transient life. With these encounters the stage is set for the quest. He was driven by anguish and drawn by the promise of something greater. Tradition tells us that Buddha spent six years as a wandering mendicant undergoing profound austerities until he came close to death. He finally decided to abandon his austerities and to meditate instead. After doing so for a while he came to deep awakening.
Buddhism as a way to awakening:
The word Buddha is a Sanskrit word that means ‘awakened.’ Sanskrit, like Latin, is now a dead language, but was once used in everyday life. The word ‘Buddha,’ that is still alien to most Westerners’ ears, was then very familiar and was used by ordinary people in everyday language. One sleeps, one wakes up—that was Buddha.[27] Another translation of the word Buddha could be ‘coming to,’ as after a faint one ‘comes to’. Later this word, Buddha, ‘awakening,’ or ‘come to,’ meant spiritually awakened, that is to say awakened to transcendence, and it referred to someone who had ‘come to’ in a spiritual sense. Then later still it was a title conferred on a particular man, Gautama Siddhartha who had ‘come to’ in a very deep way. He is now known as ‘The Buddha.’
I emphasize the homely, ordinary feeling of this word to remind us that the possibility of taking up the quest, and so the possibility of awakening to transcendence, is the birthright of all—women and men, whites and blacks, dull and intelligent, east and west—and it is not simply reserved for people who practice a form of Buddhism. I prefer to use the word ‘awakening’ rather than the word ‘enlightenment,’ a word often used by scholars in their translations. Enlightenment has an esoteric ring that suggests that it belongs to a particular group, a very religious group of people, and that it is denied to people such as you and me.
As awakening is, and always has been, the birthright of all, despite region or epoch, despite religion or creed, Buddhism is as old as humankind. Indeed, since the very beginning of time people, including, of course, those who had never even heard the word ‘Buddha,’ have undertaken the search for ‘something’ beyond experience and have awakened. Periodically, someone attains to a very deep awakening and so, with the new circumstances that this awakening can create, he or she inspires a whole epoch. Because of this, renewed faith as well as new ways of ceremonial expression, new ways of thinking, new ritual and art forms are brought into being. And, as the reverberations of this great inspiration inevitably die down, so the religion to which it gave birth declines, and the world must then await a new light, another call. This means that not only the Buddhist religion, but other religions too, would have been inspired and kept alive by men or women who had undertaken the quest and so come to deep spiritual awakening.
Why Awaken?
As Pope Paul pointed out people have always asked, “What is the meaning, the aim of our life? What is moral good, what sin? Whence suffering and what purpose does it serve? Which is the road to true happiness? What are death, judgment and retribution after death? What, finally, is that ultimate inexpressible mystery which encompasses our existence: whence do we come, and where are we going?” We tend to look for either a dogmatic or a speculative response to such questions, or, what is more likely, we tend to bury them, and the anguish that they inspire, under a pile of dreams, desires and ambitions. But some seek an alternative Way.
For someone, for whom the quest for transcendence is vital, the dogmatic and speculative or, to give these responses their more familiar names, the traditional religious or philosophic responses, are unsatisfactory. Even the very questions, “What is the meaning of my life?” “What is Reality?” are just poor ways of asking a deeper but inarticulate question. Anyone who has experienced the existential anguish that comes from this ‘overwhelming question’ knows that these accessible, verbalized questions, and the stereotyped responses to them, are hollow and miss the mark. A monk once asked a Zen master, “What is the most fundamental question?” The master replied, “A question that one does not ask with the lips.”
Any response that is simply addressed to answering particular questions will not touch the core of the problem. You may easily verify this for yourself. Suppose that you had the good fortune to meet the wisest of all people and you could ask but one question. A moment’s reflection will show that, although a question might well arise, and an answer be given, this answer would only set the mind at rest for the briefest of spells. Then another question would arise to take its place and, furthermore, a question that would have grown all the more hardy by having fed upon the unfulfilled hope of its predecessor.
This is why in Buddhism, at least in Zen Buddhism, the chief concern of the teacher is not to give the student answers, but instead to deepen the question, that is to say, to enrich the quest. This is why a Christian mystic once said, “Do not quench your thirst.”[28] Any answer will simply breed another, tougher question. This is also why Zen Masters give such enigmatic responses to their students’ questions; they are pushing the student towards finding truth for himself, or herself, a truth not in words or forms but in transcendence itself.
The suffering of life:
All of us are divided against ourselves; all of us attempt to avoid the dilemmas that this entails, and so ward off the pain of life, brought on by these dilemmas by clinging to a unique center and by building walls of prejudice and opinion to protect it. We try to live in comfort and to lose ourselves in forgetfulness. Some, sooner or later, get bored, restless or disturbed and so try to find ways to escape the boredom, to pacify the restlessness. These ways simply makes the situation worse and so, overcome by anxiety and restlessness, they can, eventually, be forced to face the three most profound fears... the fear of sickness, old age and death.
After we have encountered the suffering of our vulnerability, and have opened ourselves to the dark anguish of uncertainty that accompanies it, we are ready for the call of an authentic religious life, and to begin the quest for what lies beyond. We cannot rest in beliefs that come from the teaching of another, but must ourselves press on, through pain and difficulty up to, if needs be, the gate of death, to find a resolution of this uncertainty. Through deep meditation and prayer we are brought to the point where we can penetrate to a realm that is beyond all realms, to the truth itself beyond all words and forms.
Buddhism is not fundamentally different from Christianity in its message that life is based on suffering. Buddha gives this message clearly in the first of the four noble truths that he taught in his very first sermon. He said then, “Life is suffering.” The central symbol of Christianity is a suffering person, suffering on the cross. Nor is Buddhism fundamentally different from Judaism, the basis of which is the fact of exile, suffering through separation from one’s true home. The story of human expulsion from paradise, where suffering was unknown, is the first story in the Old Testament. Thus, to understand the religious life we must understand suffering, and from this understanding will come the response to the question, “Why awaken?”
Twoness and one-ness:
The roots of suffering are separation, division, conflict, and alienation: in short, suffering is twoness. The Sanskrit word for suffering is duhkha. Duhkha is a most meaningful word and consists only of a prefix and a suffix, with nothing between. The prefix, Duh is similar to the Latin duo and the Greek dys meaning two. Kha, the suffix, which could be translated roughly as ‘ness,’ may denote either a substantive (a noun) or an activity (a verb.) Duhkha is ultimate duality, ultimate division.
The richness of the word ‘duhkha’ can also be illustrated with the help of the etymology of the word. The opposite of duhkha is sukha, which came to mean happiness but originally meant a well-centered axle of a wheel. Duhkha means a wheel whose axle is off center, a wheel that has two centers: the center of the wheel and the center created by the axle. One can imagine how painful it must have been to ride in a wooden cart with wooden wheels that were off center, bumping along the rough highways.
The cross also symbolizes the conflict inherent in duality; the vertical traverses the horizontal, the heavenly crosses the earthly. The infinite at odds with the finite is one way that the torment of being human can be seen. The cross, according to Thomas Merton, is the only way to mystical prayer, which prayer “is precipitated by crisis within crisis, anguish within anguish and which is born of spiritual conflict.”[29] Furthermore, sin is separation. For some this is the meaning of the story of Adam and Eve; in this case separation is the original sin. For others it means separation from the infinite ground of spirit through becoming identified with the finite and temporal world. Either way what is involved is a separation, a split or exile.
Redemption through unity:
The American philosopher and psychologist, William James, said that the religious life begins with the cry for help. We seek help to free ourselves from the suffering of being human. Another way of saying this is that we cry out for unity to give us relief from that inarticulate anguish which comes from our being divided against ourselves. The way in which this Oneness is expressed and sought after is different in different religions. We differ from one another in temperament and type, and so the way we react to so profound a problem as separation will differ accordingly. Even within the major religions themselves differences arise. In Buddhism a difference exists between Hinayana and Mahayana Buddhism, and a great difference exists between what is called the Pure Land School of Buddhism and Zen. On the other hand, similarities appear between schools belonging to entirely different religions. For example, the Pure Land school of Buddhism, which teaches that only through devotion to Amitābha Buddha can one be reborn in the Pure Land—a perfect heavenly abode in which enlightenment is guaranteed, has many, very close, parallels with some forms of Christianity; on the other hand are schools of thought in Christianity which closely parallel Zen Buddhism. Among these are St. John of the Cross, Meister Eckhart, as well as parts of the Philokalia, a collection of writings by the 4th century Desert Fathers.
Truth is one, but, because each authentic religion is a complete and satisfactory expression of that truth, those who follow the religion may feel that other religions are at best wrong, at worst evil. Paradoxically, our yearning for unity causes religious conflict because the unity we seek is confused with the way it is sought.
Mahayana and Zen Buddhism:
What is the Zen Buddhist’s Way? Before we can begin to answer such a question we must first note the split in the Buddhist religion. Just as in Christianity a split occurred between Catholic and Protestant, so a split occurred between Hinayana and Mahayana.
The word yana in Sanskrit means vehicle. Life can be regarded as a bitter ocean of suffering, and the Buddha’s teaching, or the Dharma as this teaching is called, was seen as a vehicle, even a raft, by which to cross the ocean of birth and death. Hina means small, so Hinayana means small vehicle; Maha on the other hand means great, and Mahayana means great vehicle. My first Zen teacher, Yasutani roshi, used to say that the Hinayana was like a bicycle because it could only carry one person, while the Mahayana was like a train because that it could carry all. The Hinayana school is also often called the Theravada school or school of the Elders. Zen Buddhism is derived from Mahayana Buddhism, and in particular from the Prajnaparamita school.
At about the beginning of the Common Era a school of Mahayana Buddhism arose called the Prajnaparamita School. Prajna, which became the primary virtue, is often translated as ‘wisdom,’ although this is somewhat inadequate. In one of the sutras, the Diamond Sutra, we are told to ‘arouse the mind without resting it upon any thing.’ This is closer to the meaning. Prajna is made up of two word: pra and jna. ‘Pra’ means aroused, ‘jna’ means primordial or basic awareness. ‘Paramita’ means, roughly, a virtue. Prajna, therefore, means to arouse the mind beyond, to transcend, all kind of experience: beyond all thought, belief, opinion and prejudice.
Several sutras give the basic teaching of the Prajnaparamita, and these were condensed into the Prajnaparamita hrydya or the Heart Sutra because it gives the heart or essence of the teaching. Towards the end of this sutra it says:
the Bodhisattva,
Holding to nothing whatever,
but dwelling in prajna wisdom,
is freed of delusive hindrance,
rid of the fear bred by it.
By dwelling in prajna wisdom, that is to say by transcendence, we may find an end to suffering.
“Holding to nothing whatever,” and “seeing into emptiness,” seem surprising culminations to spiritual practice. John Paul ll seems to be justified in his criticism of Buddhism when he said, “[As a Buddhist] one must free oneself from the world, necessitating a break with the ties that join us to external reality—ties existing in our human nature, in our psyche, in our bodies.”[30] I spoke earlier about our cry for help and of our urgent need for unity, but now we find that this unity has apparently been replaced by emptiness. What is happening? Is not the fear of emptiness the very basic fear of human beings? Is it not fundamentally the fear of annihilation, of nothing or blankness that is at the bottom of all our fears? And yet the Prajnaparamita seems to be saying that emptiness, prajna, is the highest wisdom.
The way to respond to these doubts is through a deeper appreciation of the meaning of the word prajna; after all the sutra is called the Prajnaparamita, and the key to its mysteries, as well as the key to Zen, lies in the word prajna. To understand, as Westerners, the import of this, we shall have to make a brief excursion through some philosophical terrain to find words that we can use to explore the connection of the sutra with Zen, and the connection of Zen with our Western traditions and above all the connection of Zen and the quest for transcendence.
A few words on Metaphysics and Ontology:
Fundamentally, when undertaken as a quest for transcendence, religious practice has two forms: prayer and meditation, although in this kind of religion the two are not very different. Whether we pray or meditate will depend upon our basic metaphysics, specifically our basic ontology. Just as one of the characters of the French playwright, Moliere, was surprised to find that he spoke and wrote prose, so most of us are surprised to learn that we have a basic metaphysics and ontology. As a young child each of us has to reach some very basic conclusions about the world, and most of us opt for some dualistic understanding. Why this is so is somewhat out of the range of this outline; let us just say that we most frequently decide that a world is ‘out there,’ and I am ‘in here.’ Normally, most of us do not reflect on the matter further and this view becomes our reality. That is, instead of saying, “ a world appears to be out there and an ‘I’ in here,” we say quite simply, “It is there and I am here.”
When we come to seek unity we feel we have to seek it either ‘out there’ or ‘in here.’ In Japanese Buddhism these two ways of seeking are called other power or self power two expressions to which I shall refer several times in the course of this book. When we seek it through other power, out there in a religious way, we seek it through a transcendent One or Whole that we conceive of as being out there. The transcendent One is sometimes called God, sometimes Brahman or Allah. In any case the transcendent One is conceived of as a being. Alternatively, when we seek unity through self power, ‘in here,’ we seek it through a transcendent Whole, a unified Self or supreme, subjective One. This is often called the Self with a capital S to distinguish it from the mundane, dualistic self of everyday experience. This too is conceived of as a being, as something. Praying could be looked upon as communion with the transcendent One ‘out there,’ and meditation as communion with the transcendent one in ‘here.’
Of course, this is a great oversimplification of a matter that can take on extreme complexity and subtlety. Everyone does not take his or her original metaphysics as an ultimate statement of truth, and many have subjected this metaphysics to subtle analysis. Even so these are, in the main, the two broad ways that human beings have perceived the religious situation.
Often, people believe that Buddhism prefers the second of these two alternatives: that unity is to be found ‘in here.’ Yet, this is not so. Although erroneous, this belief is not only held by non-Buddhists, but also by some Buddhists, including some Zen Buddhists. By meditating, these people believe, the Buddhist searches for transcendental unity through the Self or Subjective Unity, sometimes known as the Buddha Nature. Other Buddhists believe that Unity is to be found out there in the Pure Land or attained through the Buddha Amida. This too is not so - Buddhism is not based upon subjective Unity or objective Unity, nor upon a fusion of the two, nor even a denial of the importance of Unity.
The basic teachings of Buddhism concern impermanence, suffering, and no absolute self: An early sutra (Buddhist scripture) called the Anguttara-Nikaya sutra says that it is “ an unalterable fact, an unalterable condition of existence and an eternal law that all karmic formations are impermanent (anicca)... subject to suffering (dukkha)... and non-absolute (anatta i.e. without unchangeable or absolute ego-identity.)”
This means no world exists ‘out there.’ What we believe to be a fixed and permanent ‘something’ is an illusion. It would naturally follow from this that no Supreme Being, no fixed cause uncaused, to use a Thomist expression, no fixed and permanent God or absolute, can be found. God too is impermanent. Nor, moreover, is a Self ‘in here,’ no soul or Spirit, no Overself or Buddha Nature, and so no ultimate Subjective One or being. Anatta, or anatman in Sanskrit, means just that. Furthermore, the belief in an objective One and/or a subjective One is the cause of suffering.
So, it would seem that Buddhism is completely nihilistic or else is preaching a doctrine of total negation. But, to think this way means that one has yet to see how radical Buddha’s teaching is. The way out of this seeming impossible impasse is by way of awakening or transcendence.
Zen, Koans and awakening:
Koans are sayings or doings, which issue from Buddha or from the Zen patriarchs. They come from an ‘awakened mind.’ Possibly the most famous of these is, “You know the sound of two hands clapping. What is the sound of one hand clapping?” In all, Zen has about 1700 of these koans. In the tradition in which I work we use only about 200 of them. To understand a koan we must go beyond all words, thought and experience to their very source. This source is the awakened mind, or prajna.
All koans are calling upon us to arouse the mind without resting it upon anything: that is to go beyond, or transcend, experience. Koans are not nonsense statements designed to throw sand into the intellectual works, nor riddles. A riddle calls for a response at the same level as the question, “Why did the chicken cross the road?” is a riddle. It is not nonsense because it has an answer. “Because it wanted to get to the other side.” But, it is not a koan because the answer does not call for the mind to be aroused without resting upon anything; it does not call for a leap to transcendence. This ‘leap to a new level,’ this awakening to transcendence, or prajna, is the essence of koan practice and of Zen practice as a quest.
A summary:
The religious quest arises out of the quest of life. This quest, as we saw in the introduction, begins as a quest for existence, for survival. Later it becomes a quest for autonomy and then a quest to be a unique, separate and distinct being. The obstacles and difficulties encountered in this quest gives rise to suffering. Suffering is endemic to life, and suffering arises from a basic duality, the most obvious expression of which is me opposed to the world. Because we suffer, we yearn for unity, a unity by which we will be able to transcend duality, and so liberate ourselves from suffering. Different religions have different ways and names but each in its own way seeks a consummating unity.
Thus life’s quest goes beyond the quest for uniqueness to the quest for transcendence, a quest epitomized by Buddha’s life but also to be found in the Sufi tradition, in mystical Christianity, in some aspects of Gnosticism, and in Jnana yoga. But, because each of us has to reach this transcendence for and by ourselves, and because this requires an effort that many of us are unwilling or unable to make, we constantly fall back into dualism, and from dualism into a reconciling unique center. This gives rise to the popular forms of Christianity, Mohammedism, Hinduism and Buddhism.
~ ~ ~
“Truly, truly I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies it bears much fruit. The one who loves his life loses it, and he who turns aside from life in this world shall keep it for eternal life.”
Jesus
In the last chapter I spoke at length about religion in a theoretical way. In this one I should like to continue talking about religion and in particular about why we undertake the spiritual quest, and what is involved in it. In chapter One I said that the quest came from suffering caused by dualism or separation and the urgent need for unity. I shall elaborate on this during this chapter and show why the suffering arises. To make the point more concretely I shall refer later in the chapter to a remarkable book,[31] He Leadeth Me, in which a Catholic priest, Walter J. Ciszek, tells of his spiritual awakening after a period of intense despair, while in Lubianka prison undergoing interrogation by the KGB.
Father Ciszek’s story is of great value in our study of religion as it shows in a concrete way the part that suffering plays in the religious quest, a suffering that someone practicing a religion that is a quest will also encounter. Of course, the suffering that one encounters during spiritual practice is not as great as that encountered by the priest. Yet, the quality of suffering is the same. Before telling Father Ciszek’s story I must give the context in which we can integrate his experience with what we experience in spiritual practice. In order to be able to do this properly, I will have to spend some time establishing this context.
A well-known Japanese Zen master, Shibayama said, while talking about koan practice, “The koan throws a student into a steep and rugged maze where he has no sense of direction at all. He is expected to overcome all the difficulties and find the way out himself. In other words, the koan is the most difficult and rough means for the student to go through. Good koans are those that are the most intricate, illogical and irrational, in which the most brilliant intellect will completely lose its way.”[32]
He then goes on to say,
“Suppose here is a completely blind man who trudges along leaning on his stick and depending on his intuition. The role of the koan is to mercilessly take the stick away from him and to push him down after turning him around. Now the blind man has lost his sole support and intuition and will not know where to go or how to proceed. He will be thrown into the abyss of despair. In this same way, the koan will mercilessly take away all our intellect and knowledge. In short, the role of the koan is not to lead us to satori easily, but on the contrary to make us lose our way and drive us to despair.”
I have emphasized the phrase because it is the important part of the quotation. I will explain later why a Zen master should want to drive a student to despair. For the moment the important thing is that both the KGB interrogator and the Zen master do the same thing – drive another to despair—although for radically different reasons. Not only do they do the same thing, but, in the case of Father Ciszek, the result, spiritual awakening, is also the same awakening that someone practicing Zen can attain. If we consider why a Zen master should want to drive his student to despair, and then see how Father Ciszek worked with his despair, we may also understand more deeply how Zen and Christianity as a quest for transcendence may have, at bottom, similar goals although the language they use may be so different.
Self power and Other Power:
I well remember, in the early days of practice, sitting with the feeling of having been conned into something, conned into practicing Zen. I had this feeling because, when I first started practicing seriously, I was somewhat imbued with D. T. Suzuki’s idea of ‘self-power’ as opposed to ‘other power’ as the true spiritual way. Self-power seemed, at the time, to be highly desirable, because it promised to do away with all need for faith and belief. I was on my own and I could rely on myself alone. I felt that, with the practice of Zen, particularly in view of all that one heard about the wonderful things that the samurai who practiced Zen could do, a little self-power would go a long way.
Then, much to my dismay, after I had started the practice, the teacher began to talk to me about faith. I could not help wondering what faith had to do with self-power. Later there was also talk about the need to let go. More and more it seemed that he was telling me that my so-called self-power was somehow the problem, and that I had to surrender it or let it go. Gradually, over the years, it began to dawn on me that faith and belief are quite different and that what had been called self-power was really other-power because I realized that what was referred to as ‘Buddha nature’ was beyond, or transcended ‘me’ as I knew myself to be on a day-to-day basis. But, these realizations only came very slowly, and amid much pain and confusion, which persisted for a long time.
Dogen, a celebrated Japanese Zen master of the 12th century, says, “To know the self one must forget the self. And to forget the self is to be one with the ten thousand things.” In other words, to know Self-power, one must surrender self-power. “A grain of wheat must fall into the earth and die,” to use the words of Jesus. When one has surrendered self-power then everything (the ten thousand things) is the Self. Everything that before had seemed to be the other is now the Self. Over the years it has gradually become more obvious that what I thought of as the self is a way of investing the dynamic center.
To forget the self, to give up the self and its illusory values and beliefs, is a kind of death and most of us resist suffering the pain involved. This is why we have to work in a disciplined way with a group, and with a qualified teacher. They help us to see the necessity and the means of transcending the self. But, this seeing comes after having passed through the fire of much suffering, much despair.
What is the self:
In the last chapter I explained that duhkha is the opposite to sukha; sukha means happiness, well-being and it also means a wheel whose axle is dead center; duhkha means a wheel whose axle is off center. This would create two centers: the center of the wheel and the center of the axle. Our inner life is similar to this. It is as though, in addition to a natural center of gravity of a situation, a personal pivot or an axle is created, around which we claim that everything must revolve. In The Origin of Human Nature,[33] and again in the Introduction to this book, I have suggested that this personal pivot arises from the thrust of life, from the struggle to exist, through the struggle for autonomy and ultimately to the struggle to be unique, special, apart.
Most of our struggle and efforts in life, most of our relationship with others, are dedicated, at one level or another to establishing, maintaining, perpetuating this pivot, this personal, unique center of gravity around which the world must revolve. This means, in turn, that our relationships with others include persuading, enticing, cajoling, pushing, seducing, forcing, manipulating or whatever, to encourage them to revolve around our center, what we call our ‘self.’ We like to have people do things the way we do them, see things the way we see them, think things in the way we think them. If we cannot do this then we want them to approve of what we do, think or see. Those who conform are our friends; those who stand in opposition are our enemies.
This center, and the power that it promises, we claim, is self-power. When we first begin to practice we hope to make this center of gravity that we call ‘I’ more stable, more powerful. We can invest this center in something outside ourselves and we claim it is Other power; we call it God, Buddha, or Allah. But when I make such a claim I also claim that it is my God. And, because I claim to be unique, my God, too, must be unique, the only true God. In this way I claim; “outside the church (my church), there is no salvation.”
To preserve this pseudo, or false, center requires constant and enormous effort. So often situations and people refuse our blandishments, or ignore them, and then we say that we are unlucky, that things are going wrong, that we are the victims of accidents, or we say that people are unjust or unkind. We say they have betrayed us, and that we cannot rely on other people, cannot trust them. Other people are no good, we say; “l’enfer c’est les autres,” (hell is other people) to use the philosopher, Jean Paul Sartre’s famous phrase. We see that we can no longer get others to revolve around our center. So then we try to rationalize, or use our imagination, or we might look upon the situation philosophically and say that one must put up with the bad as well as the good, or else claim that God is testing us. But, all this is done either to ensure that this false center appears to remain stable, or else to deal with the tension and anxiety that arises because the center is threatened.
This center is the point of reference and orientation in our lives and gives us value and meaning. If three or four people are shot in Montreal I am shocked. For example, a man shot a number of women in a Montreal University and the headlines of the local papers screamed in horror. Even now, many years after the event, memorials are still held. Yet, when the same thing happens in Texas or California, the story might find a place on the back page of these same papers. If it such a thing should happen in China, we will probably never know about it. The nearer home a tragedy is, that is the nearer to the center it is, the more disturbing it becomes. If one person should be shot in my family, I would be devastated.
The problem is that I take this false center of gravity to be the real one. While the center is stable I can maintain the illusion that things, circumstances and people revolve around it, and I feel that I am in control, I am the doer.
The Christmas tree is a relic of the ancients’ cosmic tree. Many tribes had their cosmic center, a tree, holy mountain, temple, idol that was the axis mundi, the world center, around which all revolved.[34] This idol has now become what we call God or Allah. The center was the navel of the world, and in ancient times each city was the world’s center, the world’s navel, the point, the still point, around which everything revolved. Now each of us carries within ourselves that still point. We may call it God or “I,” but each of us has, is, or wants to be, or our God to be, the axis mundi, the world center. This center is the source of our stability and power. With it ‘I’ am in control, without it ‘I’ am cast into outer darkness, lost, in hell.
Most of us, initially, come to meditation practice to find reinforcement or confirmation of this center, and initially we judge our practice according to whether it fulfills this function. But, if we carry on with our practice, we gradually find that this is not how it is at all. Quite different agenda are at work in true practice. Instead of reinforcing the center, the practice erodes and undermines it.
Very often, when people realize this is so, when they realize that instead of feeling more secure, more ”at home in their skins,” they are feeling insecure and at a loss, they stop the practice. They say, “Zen is not for me. It is too austere.” Or, “I do not really believe he knows what he’s talking about.” Or, “I felt a lot worse after practicing Zen than before, so I’m sure he does not know what he’s talking about.” Or, “I prefer something more like channeling, where the spirits and the angels are talking to me.” They might turn to so-called ‘expansion of consciousness,’ which is really the expansion of the domain of this center.
Some people do persist with practice, but persist while clinging to this center. Then they say that their practice does not go anywhere. They believe they know what they want—a reinforcement of the feeling of being in control—and they are not getting it. Because they are not getting it, they say that nothing is happening. But, the feeling of being in control is just that, a feeling. This feeling has nothing to do with control itself.
My will be done or Thy will be done:
Practicing Christians who want to work with me at the Montreal Zen Center may well be given the phrase from the Lord’s prayer, “Thy will be done,” first as a mantra and then as a koan. I often say that this phrase concisely sums up Zen practice. The point of this koan is, “What does ‘Thy will be done’ really mean?” It does not, as many people believe, simply mean, “I accept.” When I accept, I am still in the driver’s seat. I am still on the throne dispensing my favors. “Yes God, I accept. Go ahead. Do what you will.” Saying, “Thy will be done” does not mean bringing a shopping list to God with items such as peace, prosperity, and damnation to one’s enemies, and of course, “Thy will be done” is not giving God permission. What is it then? When using the expression ‘God’ in this way I am referring to God as transcendence.
In order to clarify this very important distinction of God as the center and God as transcendence, a distinction that recurs throughout this book, let me remind you of the metaphor for transcendence that I used earlier. It is like when we go to the cinema. All of life is what is on the screen. It seems, while we look at the film, that it is real, that things are happening, that people are experiencing different emotions, having various difficulties, hopes, and despairs. Yet all this life is simply a projection onto the screen, shadows projected by the light of the projector. Even so, we are fascinated by this projection onto the screen. We are involved in it. We are involved in the activity, the emotions, and the situation. We are lost in it. If it is a very good film, we do not know ourselves until we come out. We have not been there we say. We were absent, or better still, for the moment, the illusory center was absent. We were one with the film. We were not accepting the film nor were we were surrendering ourselves to the film. For a time, we were the film. We were what was going on. The light is beyond the film; it transcends the film.
Most often we believe that when we go to the movies, we substitute the reality of life for the illusion of the movie. This is not so. We do not substitute the reality of our everyday life for the illusion of the movie: we substitute the illusion of our life for the illusion of the movie. Just as the film is just a modification of the white light of the film projector, so our life is the modification of the white light that I have called ‘Thy will.’ We may call this ‘white light’ God, Allah, Jehova, although the Zen Buddhists prefer to leave it unnamed.
Who is the doer:
We firmly believe that ‘my will’ is done, but this is an illusion. We see this so clearly when something cataclysmic like a war, for example, breaks in on us. We are swept along with the tide of affairs; we become lost in the surge of events. Some time ago in Montreal we had an ice storm, and many people had no electrical power for days, sometimes weeks. During that time some of us came to realize how helpless we were. We were sitting in the cold and dark and everything that we relied on no longer functioned because it needed electricity in some way or other to work. If one lived in the country, even the pump of the well did not work, and one could not get a drop of water from the tap. Everything that we had taken for granted, we realized, was no longer available, and just in that alone, we truly knew how helpless we were. In these dire moments we realize that, though we dream we are in control, the doer, the one around which the world revolves, in fact we are totally dependent. And we are afraid.
Usually, though, events are fairly predictable, and this predictability lets us maintain a certain kind of self-assurance. We are self-confident, we say, but this is not true self-confidence; it is not true Self-power. A visitor, on one occasion, said to the Hindu saint, Ramana Maharshi, “I’m losing my self-confidence,” and he replied, “No. You are losing your ego confidence.” You’re losing the confidence that this center is real. You’re beginning to see for the first time that everything happens according to Thy will and not my will.
Paranoia:
Because we believe that we are the center, that the world revolves around us, people sometimes see this negatively and are convinced that others are talking about them, plotting against them, or looking at them strangely or doing things in relation to them. Paranoia is simply an extreme case of this fear. This can get bad enough that a man can look at the television and think that the announcer, or someone or other on the television, is falling in love with him, or trying to communicate some special message to him. He might believe demons are trying to get to him or angels are trying to talk to him. But, all of us are a bit like that; because we want to be the center of attention of the world most of us are paranoid to a greater or less extent.
A story is told about a brother in a Trappist monastery during the time when the monks took a vow of complete silence and they could not talk to each other. In choir, the brother next to him kept making full prostrations. In the monastery, a monk would make a full prostration if he had negative feelings towards another, or if he had feelings or emotions or thoughts that were unworthy. By doing the prostrations the monk did penance for these unworthy thoughts. And so the first brother wondered what he could be doing that would cause the second brother to have such negative reactions. He wondered whether he had bad breath, whether he was singing off key, or whether he was offending in some other way.
This continued for about six months. The brother kept on bobbing up and down, and this got the first brother wondering, “What’s going on? What can I do? What must I do? How can I stop offending him? How can I help this poor fellow? What am I doing to him?” Eventually, he could tolerate it no more and so, because it was against the rules to talk to the brother, he spoke with the supervisor and explained to him what was happening. He said, “I feel that I offended the brother and continue to offend him in some way that I really regret. I would like to discover what I’m doing wrong so that I can stop doing it. Could you please help me?” The supervisor agreed and said, “Yes, I’ll talk to him and find out; I’ll see what is going on. Come back and see me tomorrow.” The next day the brother went to see the supervisor, and he asked, “Well?”
And the supervisor replied, “He does not even know you exist!”
So often we think that people are on to us, they do not like us. They look at us in a particular way. “Did you see the way she looked at me?” or “Did you hear that tone of voice when he spoke with me just then? Do you not think that is lack of respect?” this is a kind of paranoia in a way. We are all paranoiac in this way. We all have these kinds of suspicions and feelings. These all come out of this very fact of wanting to be the center, wanting it all to revolve around me. Oscar Wilde, the Irish author and satirist, once remarked, “I love it when people admire me, I can take it when people hate me. But, I cannot stand it when people ignore me!”
Arrogance:
Wanting to be in control, wanting to be the axis mundi, also manifests as arrogance and I insist that I am right and, moreover that others must think like I think. I become indignant when others think differently, and can get into a rage if what I think is important is mocked. We see an example of this in Richard Dawkins book, which drips with indignation and frustration because others refuse to think as he does. We see him exerting to the utmost his considerable gifts to persuade, cajole even demand that others adopt his brand of atheism, while ridiculing those who will not.
The self is not the self:
In his verse In Praise of Zazen, a well-known Zen master, Hakuin, writes, “True self is no self.” He wants to encourage us to transcend, go beyond, to let go, to break away from this pole around which we trudge all our lives like a blind donkey.
All koans help us to break away from this false pole. One koan is, “What was your face before your parents were born.” In other words, “Who am I?” or, “What would it be like to live without this false center?” With this question we are compelled to question, to investigate, this demand to be the center, to see how it works, to see how others, situations, even the weather constantly offend us. Most often, what we are offended by are very small, foolish things. Yet, sometimes we suffer a genuine betrayal, a lover leaves us for another, a partner absconds with the money, or a friend is found to be stabbing us in the back. We are badly hurt by this and live with resentment and pain. Yet, if we had not made the claim to be in control, to be that around which it all must revolve, nothing could touch us, nothing could betray us.
One way to work with the koan “Who am I?” is to use these slights, humiliations, and circumstances that have seemed to be against us. To do this we must feel and work with the humiliation.[35] Humiliation occurs when ‘the pole wobbles’, when it loses its grip. To use Zen master Shibayama’s metaphor: humiliation occurs when the stick with which we have been negotiating the world in our blindness, is torn away from us, either by circumstances or by practice. Life constantly offers the gift of humiliations with which we can work if our practice is sincere.
On being open:
When it is dark a candle is very useful because without it you can see nothing. But when the sun rises, the candle loses its power. We despair when the candle loses its power if we believe that it is the only source of light. Another way of practicing with “Who am I?” is to be open to the sun coming up, to be open to this totality that each of us is, transcending all form and limitation. To be open in this way is to say sincerely, and with all one’s heart. “Thy will be done.” We can only do this, so to say, in short, sharp glances. We do not need to worry about what “Thy” refers to: whether Self power or Other power.
When we are open to ‘Thy will’ in this way, we release in a moment the personal center and allow transcendence to shine through in a flash. This releasement is not the result of an intentional act or gesture of the mind. It does not come from, “My will.” The practice, in a religion as a quest, is to prepare for it; to create the circumstances wherein the inner glance[36] is more likely to occur. Koan practice does this by encouraging us simply to hold the question, “What am I?” or “What is God?” One does not seek an answer but, instead, seeks to deepen, enrich, the question. This creates the possibility of truth breaking through by itself. All we can do is to be open to this possibility; we cannot reach in and grasp it; we cannot make something happen. It cannot be the result of ‘my will.’ The totality—God, the Self, Buddha nature, call it what you will—begins to shine through.
Without openness to the totality, all that we are doing is playing a game by which the center can become more stable. This openness requires that we make no demands on the practice at all. We do not expect anything from it. As long as we expect something, we are expecting it from the point of view of that false pole. It is in the name of that pole—the belief that ‘I am something’—that we demand or expect that something must happen, that the practice must serve some useful end. Even so, to be open in this way requires considerable discipline and is its own kind of effort. We must be constantly present, patient, and have the honesty to recognize when we are playing games pretending that ‘I am the doer.’ We must have the honesty to recognize that we are not the doer and that it all happens according to Thy will.
When we affirm in a sincere way, “Thy will be done,” we do not have to give up our desires, hopes or needs. We simply do not give these desires a particular form, image or idea. These forms come from ‘my will’ and serve to keep in place the illusory center. All the forms that we give to our desires circle that center and are directed towards reinforcing it. It could be said that one should desire, but not desire anything specifically. In this way, instead of the desire reinforcing the illusory center, desire will be one of its solvents, one of the ways by which the center will be made to lose its grip and make way for Thy will to be done.
We wonder, if this center loses its power, what will I do? How will I live? I have to live my life. Do I not I need this center to live? Do I not need this sense of ‘I am the doer’ to be able to function in the world? It is all very well for Dogen to say, “To know the Self is to forget the self, to forget the self is to be one with the ten thousand things” but I have to earn my bread, I have to earn my living; I have to live my life.
Yet, this center prevents us living a real life. Things go well when we do them spontaneously, from our very depths. As Hamlet knew well, when we think and think and think about things, eventually they go sour. The Chinese have an expression wu wei, which means ‘the doing of no doing,’ doing without having the illusion of being in control, or without the illusion of being the center. Wu wei is the doing of the Zen master who said, “I do nothing all day but nothing is left undone.” This is only possible when that center has been transcended. The concrete that is holding that center in place is our fear and lack of trust. We must take a chance.
Father Ciszek:
Let us now turn to the account given by Father Ciszek and see how closely what he has to say meshes with what I have already said. We will see how he goes from a religion based upon belief focused on a dynamic center to a religion of transcendence through the encounter with profound humiliation, anguish and suffering.
Father Ciszek was a Jesuit priest who found himself in Russian occupied Poland at the outbreak of World War Two. After the Russians had invaded Poland, he infiltrated into Russia with the view of ministering to the spiritual needs of the Russians. Unfortunately, the Russians suspected him to be a Vatican spy. He was arrested and incarcerated in the dreaded Lubianka prison.
Lubianka, he tells us, was formerly a hotel and its cells were more like hotel rooms than prison cells. Although his room had a regular window, this was completely barred and covered with a sheet of tin. Only a small opening at the top of the tin allowed some light and air to enter the room. The only furniture in the room was a bed. The room had no table or chair, nothing to sit on. He was allowed to lie on the bed only to sleep. When not sleeping he leaned against the wall or paced up and down the tiny six by ten-foot room.
Apart from one twenty-minute exercise period and two visits to the toilet, he spent the entire day alone in this bare room. As he said, “An hour can seem an eternity in such isolation, and time has little meaning at all after a while. A week was simply seven identical days, a month simply a way of mathematically marking four such weeks, thirty such days of sameness.” Added to the suffering brought on by this bare life, and by the rigid discipline that surrounded any activity at all, was the suffering brought on by the silence. The guards wore soft-soled shoes so that he could not even hear them moving around. He had no one to talk to and he heard no sounds in the corridor except at meal times. This tomblike silence was itself terrifying, and he constantly listened for some slight sound that would break it.
Ciszek spent five years in Lubianka, most of the time in solitary confinement. Throughout this time he was subjected to interrogation that he underwent very spasmodically, sometimes intensely for periods of days and weeks, and sometimes with long intervals of several months. As bad as these sessions were, as much as he dreaded the march down the corridor and up the stairs to the interrogation rooms, he said that the silence at times became so bad, so overpowering, that he almost looked forward to this terrible ordeal simply to have a face that he could look at, someone with whom he could talk.
After he returned from interrogation, he was again on his own. He would then agonize over every question and wonder about every answer, torturing himself constantly. He could get no relief from talking to, or by sharing experiences and sympathizing with, another person.
Ciszek began his confinement confidently despite the difficulties, confident that he would be released when the authorities realized that a mistake had been made, confident that he could withstand the difficulties, and confident that the training he had had as a Jesuit would sustain his will power. He had what Ramana Maharshi called ego-confidence. He said, “I rather prided myself on this will power and felt I could probably hold my own with any interrogator.” But, later he began to realize that the NKVD could just wipe out a mistake by a simple order of execution. This new fear of death, besides the solitary confinement, the interrogations and their terrible aftermath of self-doubt and anguish, began to wear him down. His morale began to crumble, and he began to lose ego confidence. He said, “It was then, especially, that I turned to prayer.”
At the beginning Ciszek felt that the false center, the false self imbued with illusory “self-power,” was all that was necessary. All he had to do was constantly feed and reinforce this false center and all would turn out well. However, this false center began to weaken, the stable point began to wobble, and he turned to prayer.
Prayer:
Almost from the beginning of his imprisonment he established what the Jesuits call a ‘daily order,’ a routine of activity by which to structure his time. This would start with the Morning Offering and then, after the morning trip to the toilet, he would meditate for an hour. He would then say the mass, and, morning, noon and night, he would say the Angelus. At noon he would make an examination of conscience. As the routine was similar to the daily orders in most Jesuit homes, his days began to assume a pattern.
He said, being human, he made the usual human mistakes with prayer. He prayed for the conversion of his interrogators, he prayed hard for more food, and, although he learned soon enough that prayer did not take away the bodily pains and sufferings, yet it provided a certain moral strength whereby to bear the burden patiently. He felt that prayer surely helped him throughout every crisis. Gradually, he said he began to purify his prayer. Instead of praying to strengthen the power of the illusory center, which had been his rock and support, his prayers began to change. He said that these prayers had for their basis the phrase that comes from the Lord’s prayer, and to which I have already referred, “Thy will be done.”
He soon came to realize that, although it is a phrase used by all spiritual writers, and although it sounds simple, it is indeed a very difficult prayer. First, he saw that words do not make a prayer, not even the words of The Lord’s prayer taught to us by our Lord himself. He realized that no formula works of itself, no magic charm that must automatically be heard by God and produce its effect. In prayer, he says, “We must do more than merely visualize God as present as some sort of father figure. His fictionalized presence will not do; his imaginative presence will not do. Faith tells us that God is present everywhere and is always present to us if we but turn to him. So we must put ourselves in God’s presence, we must turn to him in faith, we must leap beyond an image to the belief—indeed the realization—that we are in the presence of a loving Father.” He goes on to say, “It sounds so easy when spiritual writers describe it or novice masters speak of it. In fact, only on those rare occasions when it does happen, is prayer easy.”
Faith, as I have said, is the basis of Zen practice also. Zen master Hakuin tells us that we must have great faith, great doubt and great perseverance, but above all, great faith. We must make a clear distinction between faith and belief. If we have great faith we can allow our doubts to emerge and so be dealt with; if we have beliefs we are often in some way unable to question them. In Christianity based on belief, for example, one is forbidden to question the beliefs, a prohibition sometimes backed by the threat of hell.
Awakening is often called in Zen the awakening of the Faith-mind. The Faith-mind is not identified with the search for something; it is the restless mind that is always seeking, not the Faith-mind. With the awakening of the Faith-mind, real practice is possible, practice in which, to use Father Ciszek’s words, “we at last find ourselves in the presence of God.” Words are no longer necessary with this kind of prayer. In the Greek Orthodox Church prayer is said to be standing in the presence of God. Zen practice is simply sitting in the presence. If you wish you can add the words ‘of God’ or ‘of the Self,’ as long as you do not use the words to bolster what Ciszek calls “a fictional presence.” If we pray in this way, we no longer have the false center as our orientation and are ‘one with’ the practice. This is why Ciszek says, “Such prayer is all-absorbing. Once you have experienced it, you can never forget the experience—the spontaneous outpouring of a soul that has come to realize—however fleetingly— that it is standing at the knee of a loving and providing Father.”
Ciszek tells us, “Sometimes, by God’s grace, such moments of insight and prayer occur almost unexpectedly. But for the most part, prayer demands an effort on our part.” This is something that most people do not at first appreciate. Prayer and meditation take effort, sometimes, great effort. We are dominated by a restless, desiring, seeking mind. This mind is as Ciszek says, “Our chief instrument in all human communications [and] is also our chief stumbling block to prayer.” This mind, as the priest goes on to say, “wants to be forever occupied, constantly at work, worrying, remembering, planning and scheming, preventing and arguing, searching and questioning—even, in our attempts to pray, taking to itself God’s part and answering our every petition, carrying on by itself all sides of our attempt at a divine conversation. Or it will flare up with pride, impatience, ill feeling, bitterness, or hate when least we want it to. It will feel injured or offended, guilty or discouraged, just when we have almost reached our goal.”
“Sometimes, indeed very often, the time we have set aside for prayer passes simply in a struggle to control our restless mind, collect our thoughts, and focus our attention upon God.” Whoever has practiced meditation seriously will sympathize with the father in this. If one has spent long, barren hours in sesshin, the Zen Buddhist retreats, during which all the waking hours are given over to meditation, one knows well this impossible, restless mind. According to the legends of his awakening, even Buddha suffered from this restless mind. Tradition tells us that after long years of bitter austerities, he finally settled down under the Bo tree to meditate. Then Mara and his legions assailed him. ‘Mara’ is another name for the restless mind.
Posture:
The discipline of Zen practice, a discipline that is essential for the work of transcendence, emphasizes the importance of the posture, it being essential that the posture of the body should reflect the attitude of mind that is necessary for practice. This attitude of mind is one of vigilance, of non-striving, of openness. In Christian prayer posture is often ignored but Ciszek gives attention to it. “Kneeling,” he says, “is not necessarily more conducive to prayer than sitting, nor is standing necessarily better than lying down. Yet mortal man is a peculiar thing made up of body and soul; so our efforts to control the mind can often be connected with an effort at bodily control.” He points out that if we relax the body the mind goes running off to recreation. He tells us that we are creatures of habit, and “We can sometimes help ourselves achieve a sort of self-control that leads more readily to recollection by taking up a posture we traditionally associate with prayer.” Not only this but “The very effort to take up a posture is an earnest indication of our desire to respond to God’s prompting and to do his will.” Earnestness, he remarks, is the willingness to try repeatedly to find God and his will in prayer. It is itself a grace and a blessing of major consequence. What other purpose, he asks, has man in life but to do God’s will? And every effort, at any moment, to follow the prompting of God’s will is itself both a grace and a blessing of no small consequence.
Father Ciszek tells us that even our most unsuccessful efforts to achieve union with God in prayer are yet an effort to respond to His inspiration and His grace to pray. They are efforts, therefore, to conform our will to God’s and to do God’s bidding. And perseverance in such efforts is, at the very least, practice in the habit of finding the will of God at all times and in everything. If we could achieve union with God in prayer, we would then see divine will quite clearly and desire nothing but to conform our will to that.
Father Ciszek’s struggle:
As we said, throughout his five-year stay in Lubianka Father Ciszek was subject to continuous interrogation. First, the interrogations were directed to getting him to sign a confession saying that he was a spy for the Vatican. For a year he held out, but the implied threat of death, the isolation, and the nagging doubts and guilt, eventually wore him down to the point that he signed the confession. He said, “As I signed the pages, largely without reading them, I began to burn with shame and guilt. I was totally broken, totally humiliated. It was a moment of agony I’ll never forget as long as I live. I was full of fear and yet tormented by conscience. After signing the first hundred pages, I stopped even the pretense of reading the rest. I just wanted to finish signing them as quickly as possible and get out of the interrogator’s office. My aversion to the whole thing was overwhelming; I condemned myself before anybody else could do the same. I was despicable in my own eyes, no less than I must appear to others. My will had failed; I had proved to be nowhere near the man I thought I was. I had yielded, in that one sickening split second, to fear, to threats, to the thought of death. When the last page was finished, I literally wanted to run from the interrogator’s office.”
“Back in my cell, I stood shaken and defeated. At first, I could not even grasp the dimensions of what had happened to me in the interrogator’s office and why. I was tormented by feelings of defeat, failure, and guilt. Yet above all, I was burning with shame. Physically, I shook with spasms of nervous tension and release. When at last I began to regain some control of my nerves, my thoughts, and my emotions, I turned at once to prayer as best I could.” He then tells us, “My prayer at first, though, was a matter of reproaches. I reproached myself for failing to stand up against the interrogator and speak out, for failing to refuse to sign the dossier. I reproached myself for caving in out of fear, for giving way to panic, and acting sheerly out of some defense mechanism. And I did not spare God from these reproaches. Why had he failed me at the critical juncture? Why had he not sustained my strength and my nerve? Why had he not inspired me to speak out boldly? Why had he not shielded me by his grace from the fear of death?” His prayers were a desperate attempt to reestablish the center.
On guilt:
Shame and guilt, guilt and shame, this poor man was so tormented. But why? What was the source of these shattering emotions? On the face of it, they arose because he had signed the confession. We must, though, ask ourselves whether signing the document was the cause or the trigger of the guilt and shame. If it were the trigger wherein lay the dynamite that exploded? Ciszek himself gradually began to wonder about this, about why he felt so guilty. As he said, the sense of defeat could easily be explained, but such a strong feeling of guilt was not so easily explained. What he had done in the face of the threat of death as well as the panic that had ensued was understandable. Yet, he asked, “Why should I hold myself so fully responsible, why feel so guilty, for actions taken without full deliberation or full consent of the will? I had failed, true; but how much guilt should there be and why should I feel so ashamed?”
According to the Catholic tradition the signing would have been the trigger, not the cause. The cause of the guilt lies in the fact that we are all guilty. Our guilt has its origin in the original sin of Adam and Eve. Guilt therefore is latent in us all and only made manifest by our actions. Adam and Eve were turned out of the Garden of Eden and cursed by God. Strife, conflict, and travail were the result. Human beings have been compelled to support and endure Adam’s curse; each in his and her own way being turned out of the Garden of Eden. Richard Dawkins would scoff at this because he would fail to appreciate the deep significance of the story, just as he failed, in his book, to see the deep significance of the story of Abraham.
Buddha also said that strife, conflict and travail are at the basis of our life. He said, in the first noble truth, that life is suffering. Shame and guilt are well known to anyone who meditates. Hakuin, the great Japanese Zen master looked upon shame as a driving force in meditation and he considered repentance to be an outcome from zazen.
Adam and Eve, when they disobeyed God, turned their back upon him, ignored his injunction. It would be true to say that they turned themselves out of the Garden of Eden; they separated themselves from transcendence. They created their own suffering, by turning their back upon, and separating themselves from, their source and origin. The Buddhist would say the same: guilt and shame come from the act of separation. We are absolved from our guilt through atonement, which could be spelt as at-one-ment, or becoming one again, through transcending the separation.
We have said that we create a false center, and to do this we ignore our source. In Buddhism the original ‘sin,’ (klesa in Sanskrit) is ignorance, and the most fundamental act of ignorance is to ignore our true nature by creating an illusory center. The creation of the false center is an attempt to assuage the deep split, or wound, in our being. This ‘wound’ comes from separation, and incipient guilt is its result. Many people feel guilty if they say “No” to someone who asks a favor, even though saying no may be quite reasonable. To say “No” is to separate oneself from the other. To say, “Yes,” to be one with the other, is much more pleasant. Some people are riven with guilt, and so they cannot say “No;” it would be just too painful. They are liable to be exploited by all whom they meet.
The mechanics of guilt are simple. If some force threatens the false center, the wound of separation becomes evident and greater force would be necessary to hold the center in place . The greater the force, the more pronounced the separation and, therefore, the greater the feeling of guilt. What was simply a smoldering fire bursts into a raging furnace. The threat can come from outside, as with the interrogator. Or it can come from inside. As I said earlier, if the question, “Who am I?” is sustained, eventually it will begin to undermine the false center, the wound is opened and suffering—guilt, shame fear and anguish – will arise. Humiliation, I have said, is a direct attack on the illusory center, coming from within, (for example by koan practice) or from without. In the case of father Ciszek this was the attack by the interrogator. The priest’s questioning was inflicted from outside. The false self was undermined. He said, “My will had failed; I had proved to be nowhere near the man I thought I was.”
My Will be done:
Slowly and with great reluctance he began to face the truth of what was at the root of his problem and his guilt. The answer, he said, was a single word ‘I’. “I was ashamed because I knew in my heart that I had tried to do too much on my own and had failed. I felt guilty because I realized, finally that I had asked for God’s help but had really believed in my own ability to avoid evil and to meet every challenge.”
He went on to say that although he had prayed over the years, he had never really abandoned himself to prayer. In a way he had been thanking God all the while that he was not like other men, that he was unique, distinct, apart from all the others, and that he would continue to do God’s will always and to the best of his ability. He said, that in the year of interrogation, and particularly in the last terrible few hours, “The primacy of self that had manifested itself, and been reinforcing itself even in my method of prayers and spiritual exercises, underwent a purging, through a purgatory that left me cleansed to the bone. It was a pretty hot furnace to say the least, very nearly as hot as hell itself.” The result was that he had learned to the depths of his shaken soul, how totally he depended on God, on transcendence, for everything.
As he said, “Just as surely as man begins to trust in his own abilities, so surely has he taken the first step on the road to ultimate failure.” Once we separate ourselves from our true source, call it God, Buddha nature or true Self, we have set ourselves on the road to suffering and guilt that we counter by setting up the false center. “And the greatest grace God can give such a man is to send him a trial that he cannot bear with his own powers - and then sustain him with his grace so he may endure to the end and be saved.”
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