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PREFACE

MANY OF THE ESsAYs in this volume, dedicated to Masao Abe’s life of
dialogue in the West, contain stories, vignettes that give the reader a
glimpse into the personality of one of the truly great Zen Buddhist figures
of the twentieth century. So it seems appropriate for me to begin this
preface with such a story. During the fall of 1992, I was driving Masao and
Tkuko Abe to Chicago for a weekend. On the way, Masao Abe began talk-
ing about the twelve or so years during which he had been living here in
the United States. Some weeks before this trip to Chicago, he had final-
ly reached the decision to retire after completing his visiting professor-
ship at Purdue in the spring of 1993. I might add that this was not an easy
decision for him to make. And as we drove to Chicago, he began to reflect
on what his years of dialogue in the West had meant and what he would
do during his retirement back in Japan. In regard to the latter, it was clear
that he was not going to retire from the historic dialogue between Bud-
dhism and the West. Rather, he was contemplating what new directions
his life of dialogue would take.

When Abe had finished speaking, I said that it seemed to me that
his life of dialogue could be divided into three periods. The first period
began in Japan with his early practice of Pure Land Buddhism as well
as the ensuing spiritual struggle and academic preparation at Kyoto Uni-
versity. Then there was his spiritual conversion to Zen Buddhism, under
the guidance of Shin'ichi Hisamatsu, and his involvement in the F.A.S.
Society. Finally there was his life as a professor of philosophy at Nara
University, during which time he became involved in the Buddhist-Chris-
tian dialogue. His study of Western philosophy and religion during this
first period led him to visit the United States as a student and then as a
visiting professor and lecturer on Buddhism and its dialogue with Chris-
tianity.

The second period of his life of dialogue began after his retirement
from Nara University in 1980. It was then that he came to the United
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States on a more permanent basis. In the West it seemed that his dialog-
ical work progressed on a number of fronts. His academic work in the
Buddhist-Christian dialogue became more focused and productive, and
even expanded to include Judaism. His comparative philosophical schol-
arship developed as he introduced Kitar6 Nishida’s philosophy, the Kyoto
School, and Dégen scholarship to a Western audience. Finally he was
more intensely involved in the effort to foster world peace through inter-
faith dialogue. I also mentioned that because of this life of dialogue, some
people were referring to him as the heir to D. T. Suzuki, who was one of
Abe’s early teachers.

I concluded by suggesting that perhaps the third period of Abe’s life
of dialogue would be carried out in Japan, where he could complete the
enormous task of publishing the many and important philosophical and
comparative works he has written over the years. He could also spend
more time being a mentor to the many younger scholars who will carry on
the kind of dialogue to which Abe’s life has been so devoted. And finally,
since he is still probing the deepest subjects of religious experience and
life, I would hope that new vistas would appear on the horizon.

On the way back home from Chicago, I told Abe about an idea I had
from the previous day’s conversation. 1 suggested that while his life of dia-
logue in the West was still fresh in the minds of the many persons he has
influenced during his stay in the United States, perhaps a collection of
essays on his dialogue in the West could be published. This collection
would document both the intellectual content of Abe’s encounter with
the West as well as the dialogical process and interpersonal dynamics of
that encounter. It seemed that the occasion of Abe’s retirement back to
Japan was the proper time for such a volume. Abe was excited about this
idea and asked if I would be willing to edit the proposed collection of
essays. I said that it would be an honor to do so.

¢

LET ME TURN NOW TO A BRIEF REVIEW of Masao Abe’s fascinating
life of dialogue that we are celebrating in this volume. Masao Abe began
his academic career after completing the graduate course (in the old
Japanese system) in Buddhism and comparative religion at Kyoto
University in 1949. After teaching a short time at Otani University, he
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accepted an assistant professorship in the Department of Philosophy at
Nara University of Education in 1952. As time passed, Abe became more
and more engaged in researching comparative East-West philosophy and
religion. Therefore, he sought an opportunity to study Western philoso-
phy and theology in the United States in order to strengthen his knowl-
edge of the Western tradition. This opportunity came in 1955 when he
was awarded a Rockefeller Foundation Research Fellowship. He used the
fellowship to study Western philosophy at Columbia University, and sys-
tematic theology and Christian ethics at Union Theological Seminary
from 1955 to 1957.

Upon his return to Japan, Abe continued his academic work at Nara
University and also lectured on philosophy of religion at Kyoto Universi-
ty and Hanazono University. He began more actively to publish his ideas
concerning the relation between Zen Buddhist thought on the one hand
and Western philosophy and Christian theology on the other. The focus
of this work was to introduce the philosophy of the Kyoto School, espe-
cially Kitaré Nishida’s philosophy, to the West. At the request of William
Theodore de Bary of Columbia University, in 1958 Abe, along with
Richard DeMartino, translated an excerpt of Nishida's Problem of Japan-
ese Culture to contribute to de Bary's Sources of the Japanese Traditions.
This was the first English translation of Nishida's writings.

In the 1960s Abe’s comparative work led to numerous invitations
to be a visiting professor in American universities. In 1965 he served as a
visiting professor of Buddhism and Japanese philosophy at Claremont
Graduate School. He returned to Columbia as a visiting professor in 1966
and was the Charles Gooding Lecturer in 1969 at the Divinity School of
the University of Chicago. While at Columbia, Abe conducted a seminar
on Nishida's seminal work, A Study of the Good. This was the first semi-
nar on Nishida’s philosophy at the university level outside of Japan. Dur-
ing these years, Abe offered lectures and seminars on the philosophy of
the Kyoto School and stimulated the intellectual encounter of East and
West. The growing American interest in Nishida’s philosophy and the
Kyoto School in the 1970s and 1980s was due to a large extent to Abe’s
groundbreaking work in the 1960s.

In the 1970s Abe continued to travel to the United States as a visit-
ing professor. In 1974 he taught at Carleton College and in 1976 was again
at the Claremont Graduate School. Then from 1977 to 1979, he was a
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Also during the 1980s Masao Abe and John B. Cobb, Jr., collaborat-
ed to form a group of Christian theologians and Buddhist scholars that
would meet each year for five years beginning in 1984. This group, infor-
mally called the “Abe-Cobb group,” was intended to help the American
seminary communities to broaden their theological horizons to include a
dialogical dimension. The group included some of the best known Chris-
tian theologians in the West: John B. Cobb, John Hick, Gordon Kaufman,
Langdon Gilkey, Schubert Ogden, Rosemary Ruether, David Tracy, and
Hans Kiing. Because of the success of this initial, historic project, the
group has grown and continues to meet. It is now known as the Interna-
tional Buddhist-Christian Theological Encounter Group.

It was also during this time that Abe was actively involved in the
International Buddhist-Christian Conferences. The first two were held in
1980 and 1984 in Hawaii. At the third conference in Berkeley in 1987, a
committee was formed to establish a new Society for Buddhist-Christian
Studies. This society came into being the following year, with Masao
Abe as one of its founding members. During that same year (1988), Abe
traveled to Europe to give a series of lectures on the Buddhist-Christian
dialogue. He lectured at the Universities of Oslo, Bonn, Tiibingen, Hei-
delberg, and Munich. Finally, through a major grant from the Lilly
Endowment, Inc., Abe participated in the four Purdue Buddhist-Christ-
ian-Jewish dialogues. These four public conversations, held on different
university campuses, were between Masao Abe and Marjorie Suchocki,
Wolfhart Pannenberg, Richard L. Rubenstein, and Keith ]J. Egan. They
brought the Buddhist-Christian encounter to a broader audience in a way
that demonstrated the challenge and promise of interfaith dialogue in a
pluralistic society.

Masao Abe is a prolific writer. Besides numerous publications in
Japanese, he has published in English, as of this writing, more than sixty
academic articles, thirty book chapters, and six books. His 1985 book,
Zen and Western Thought (University of Hawai'i Press), was selected by
the American Academy of Religion to receive its Award for Excellence
in 1987. In 1986 he edited A Zen Life: D. T. Suzuki Remembered (Weath-
erhill) in memory of the twentieth anniversary of Suzuki’s death. Then in
1990 Abe and Christopher Ives published a new translation of Kitaré
Nishida’s Inquiry into the Good (Yale University Press). This edition has
become the standard translation of this important comparative philo-
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just a collection of essays that praise Abe, but a collection that puts his
ideas under critical scrutiny in a manner that challenges Abe’s work as well
as celebrates it. This is what Abe wants. His dialogical method always wel-
comes criticism in order to push the comparative inquiry to a deeper level
of encounter so as to uncover a deeper level of truth. In order to pursue
this goal, Abe has agreed to write a response to the papers collected here.
Therefore, this book is not just a retrospective but is itself an important
contribution to furthering East-West dialogue.

We have divided this text into six parts. Part I is a section devoted
to essays on Abe’s foundational work in Japan in the fields of comparative
philosophy and religion as well as to the intellectual/spiritual journey that
led him to dialogue with the West. The first essay is by Jeff M. Shore,
who has been involved with Abe in the F.A.S. Society. With Abe’s collab-
oration, Shore presents the fascinating story of Abe’s spiritual quest for
Awakening, a story that throws light on why Abe takes the religious stance
he does in his later scholarly work. Shore’s essay is followed by Steven
Antinoff’s striking portrait of Abe as a Zen disciple of Shin'ichi Hisamat-
su as well as a Zen teacher of Antinoff himself. Antinoff’s essay gives the
reader a deeper glimpse into Abe’s Zen experience and personality that he
brings to interfaith dialogue in the West. Valdo H. Viglielmo's essay also
describes encounters with Abe as a Zen teacher but adds a picture of Abe
as a Japanese scholar in the Kyoto School. Felix E. Prieto relates Abe’s life
and scholarship to the philosophy and goals of the F.A.S. Society. Prieto
shows how the FA.S. ideals motivate Abe’s concern for the future of
humankind, which is such a driving force behind his work in interfaith
dialogue. Richard DeMartino’s essay traces the origins of Abe’s thought as
a Zen Buddhist philosopher in the Kyoto School back through the works
of Shaku Séen, D. T. Suzuki, Kitaré Nishida, and Keiji Nishitani. Finally,
Hans Waldenfels traces Abe’s dialogical work from its beginnings in Japan
to its development in the West, and also presents a critical analysis of
Abe’s comparative method.

Part Il of the book is devoted to essays that present a picture of
Abe’s activities at different periods of time during his stay in the West.
John B. Cobb, Jr., discusses his own encounter with Abe at the School of
Theology at Claremont and their discussions concerning process theolo-
gy. Cobb also tells the story of the founding and development of the Inter-
national Buddhist-Christian Theological Encounter Group, also known
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as the Abe-Cobb group. William R. LaFleur describes Abe’s classroom
use of a Zenlike dialogical or interrogative textual hermeneutic at the
University of Chicago and Princeton University. Abe’s method of teach-
ing a text seeks to establish an interactive relationship between the read-
er and the text itself in a way that confronts the reader with existential
life-and-death questions. David W. Chappell, from the University of
Hawai'i, where Abe resided for two years, not only presents the positions
Abe took there on different comparative issues but also questions him
about these positions: especially his logic, his claims concerning the ulti-
macy and centrality of Emptiness in Buddhism, and his approach to eth-
ical issues. Ashok Gangadean places the many activities Abe undertook at
Haverford College in a larger historical perspective. He also explicates
Nishida’s logic of place as he understands it from Abe’s lectures at Haver-
ford. In so doing, he demonstrates Abe’s contribution to the emergence
of intercultural philosophy. Durwood Foster presents Abe as a Zen
teacher at the Pacific School of Religion and describes the difficulties one
faces in keeping the presence of a Buddhist scholar of Abe’s stature in
what Walter Kaufman has called “modernity’s worst intellectual ghetto™—
the Christian seminary. My own essay traces my personal relationship
with Abe and his influence on my work leading to his coming to Purdue
University. [ also describe his activities at Purdue and his four Purdue
dialogues. I explain how our dialogue moved to a deeper level through his
encounter with the Focolare movement, which in turn led to his visit to
the Vatican. In terms of the latter, I recount his fascinating and historical
meetings with theologians in the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith, with Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, and with Pope John Paul II.

Part I of the book presents essays by six prominent Christian and
Jewish theologians who discuss their engagement with Abe in interreli-
gious dialogue. John Hick advances his own dialogue with Abe by ques-
tioning the latter about his way of understanding Siinyata as ultimate real-
ity. Abe, it seems, often speaks of Sanyata in a manner that rejects the
notions of ultimacy found in other religions. Thomas J. J. Altizer discuss-
es Abe’s comparison of the Buddhist notion of Sanyata with his interpre-
tation of a kenotic God as a possible Christian notion of the ultimate. In
doing so, Altizer tries to show the relevance of this comparison by refer-
ring to the ideas of Heidegger, Hegel, Kierkegaard, and especially

Nietzsche. Heinrich Ott has offered us a very suggestive essay based on
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Heidegger's notion of “neighborhood.” Speaking from his own experience,
Ott reflects on what happened to his own theological reflection when
Masao Abe entered his “neighborhood.” He goes on to suggest that this
notion of neighborhood can serve as a paradigm for the theology of reli-
gions. In the final Christian essay, Langdon Gilkey tells how an early per-
sonal encounter with Abe helped him understand the spiritual foundation
from which Abe would later engage in dialogue with Christianity. Gilkey
shows that sometimes profound theological insight comes not from words
but from the dialogue of spiritual life. Eugene B. Borowitz places his own
Buddhist-Jewish encounter with Abe in the context of the intellectual
development of modern Jewish theology in a way that shows some signif-
icant differences between his own thinking about God and Abe’s views.
In the final essay of this section, Richard L. Rubenstein challenges
Borowitz's position concerning Abe’s notion of ultimate reality. Ruben-
stein affirms the similarities between his notion of Holy Nothingness and
Abe’s notion of Dynamic Samnyata while also criticizing Abe’s Buddhist
tendency to diminish the sociohistorical dimension of human existence.

Part IV of the book presents essays on Abe’s involvement in the
Buddhist-Christian dialogue. Each essay explores Abe’s dialogue with a
particular Christian theologian. Joseph A. Bracken, S.]., presents Abe’s
dialogues with Wolfhart Pannenberg on the topics of the self and ultimate
reality. Pannenberg adds an epilogue concerning his disagreement with
Abe concerning the latter’s notion of a kenotic God. Ruben L. F. Habito
examines Abe’s dialogue with Hans Kiing. Habito raises serious questions
about whether Abe’s notion of Sanyata can be an adequate ontological
ground for the kind of global ethic proposed by Kiing. Harold H. Oliver
discusses Fritz Buri's thought-provoking assessments of Abe’s legacy in
the areas of comparative philosophy and interfaith dialogue. Leslie D.
Alldritt explores the thesis that Abe has found in the theology of Paul
Tillich an analysis of the human condition and human potential that par-
allels his own Buddhist thought. Alldritt suggests that Tillich had a strong
influence on the way Abe presents his own views to a Western, Christian
audience. Finally, James L. Fredericks relates a story about Abe’s criti-
cism that Karl Rahner's view of “mystery” suffers from “traces of dualism.”
Fredericks admits that Christianity has to resist the tendency toward
dualism, but he also charges that Buddhism, especially Zen, must resist

a tendency to decay into monism. He suggests that while Abe is aware of
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this fact, he would do well to take more seriously the Pure Land notion
of otherness in order to challenge Buddhism in as radical a manner as he
has challenged Christianity.

Part V of the book is a collection of essays by persons working in the
field of comparative philosophy. Each essay critically examines an aspect
of Abe’s contribution to this field. In the first essay, Thomas Kasulis posi-
tions Abe’s philosophical work in the historical context of comparative phi-
losophy. He shows how Abe corrected a misunderstanding about Zen and
philosophy that was fostered in the West by D. T. Suzuki. Kasulis also
explains how Abe brought to the West’s encounter with Zen a new and dis-
tinctively philosophical element by introducing the West to the compara-
tive ideas of the Kyoto School and Dégen studies. He also demonstrates
how Abe has become a unique and significant comparative philosopher in
his own right. John E. Smith then outlines Kitar6é Nishida’s comparative
philosophical project, one that Abe himself follows, that seeks to build a
new “world philosophy” drawing from both Eastern and Western tradi-
tions. Smith shows how, for Nishida, this project is informed by William
James'’s attempt to move beyond Hegel. Smith critiques Nishida’s and
Abe’s understanding of James's notion of “pure experience” but seems to
support Nishida’s overall comparative project and applauds Abe’s attempt
to present it to the Western philosophical community. On the other hand,
Thomas Dean challenges this kind of comparative project. Dean questions
Abe’s dialogical approach that seems to judge Christianity from a Zen
standpoint, demanding fundamental changes in Christian ontology but
not in Zen. He also questions Abe’s view that the ontology of Emptiness is
a “positionless position” that lets every other position stand as it is. Dean
questions Abe’s use of Western concepts and the Western notion of phi-
losophy in his comparative work, as well as Abe’s tendency to place cate-
gories from one tradition into the other. Joel R. Smith argues in his essay
that while Abe criticizes the West for its ontological bias in favor of being,
Abe himself has a bias toward non-being that in itself does not resolve the
antinomy between being and non-being—which is one of Abe’s philo-
sophical projects. Joan Stambaugh responds to Abe’s criticisms of the phi-
losophy of Martin Heidegger on the issues of “thinking,” the ontological
difference, and the priority of time over being. Finally, Robert E. Carter

has written a fascinating and poetic essay on Abe's influence on Carter’s
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FROM JAPAN TO
THE WEST






chcbotcr One

THE TRUE BUDDHA
IS FORMLESS:
MASAO ABE’S

RELIGIOUS QUEST

dcff M. Shore

HuMAN BEINGS SHOULD HAVE coMPASSION for all living things—
not only animals but plants, all things. And yet one must eat to survive. If
one is to truly live out this compassion, however, one should not eat a
thing. But then one would be taking one’s own life. In short, one must
either take life to survive or give up one’s own so as not to take the life of
another. This moral contradiction was the first real philosophical problem
for young Masao Abe. The sensitive and intelligent young man had heard
one of his teachers at school speak of the importance of compassion for
all living things. He was about fifteen at the time, and as he mulled the
contradiction over, it caused him considerable distress. He continued to
struggle with the issue as he grew, and the problem deepened.

Born in 1915 in Osaka, Masao Abe was the third of six children. His
father was a doctor. His mother was the only one in the family devoted to
religion—the Pure Land Buddhism of Shinran (1173-1262). Young Abe
went on to what is now Osaka Municipal University to study economics
and law. There, a friend urged him to read The Tannisho, a collection of
talks by Shinran. Doing so, he was shocked to see how it served as a kind
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Chapter one &
lectern, Abe immediately sensed that here was a man living truth with
complete sincerity.

When Hisamatsu opened his mouth, however, Abe was shocked to
hear him using the same basic Buddhist terminology that Abe was used
to, but with what seemed to be the completely opposite interpretation!
Hisamatsu clearly stated that the Pure Land teaching of Shinran, which
speaks of Amida Buddha as an object of devotion, was a “lower form” of
Buddhism and that true Buddhism was the standpoint of the “formless”
Buddha. Furthermore, he said that this formless Buddha was not some-
thing in which one had faith. Rather, genuine Buddhism is Awakening to
this formless Buddha as one’s own True Self.

Once Abe asked Hisamatsu, “I'm nothing more than a lump of self-
ish passions. And yet isn't the standpoint of Mahayana Buddhism that one
can be saved just as one is, selfish passions and all?” Hisamatsu immedi-
ately and decisively replied, “The very thought that there are selfish pas-
sions is a selfish passion. Originally there is no such thing.” Abe could not
accept this viewpoint and persistently, obstinately argued with Hisamat-
su. For if what Hisamatsu said were really true, Abe’s decision to leave his
job and study philosophy was pointless. As Abe and other students at
Kyoto University wrestled with these kinds of problems in the shadow of
World War 11, it became clear that a religious practice was necessary to
supplement their academic studies. Thus, under the guiding inspiration
of Hisamatsu, the Buddhist Youth Organization at Kyoto University was
transformed gradually into the F.A.S. Society.

Eventually Abe was able to confirm his Pure Land faith through an
experience of Amida Buddha's infinite grace. Until then Abe had been
unwittingly running away from Amida even as he thought he was running
toward him. Finally he realized that Amida had been waiting there all the
time; then Amida’s boundless compassion enveloped him. At that
moment, Abe threw himself on the tatami floor and wept. When he told
Hisamatsu of his experience, Hisamatsu was delighted and never again
criticized Abe’s standpoint. And Abe no longer felt the need to challenge
his teacher’s standpoint. This experience was the third decisive step on
Abe’s religious path.

Abe now felt he could embrace any and all with his newfound faith.
But gradually he came to realize that there was still one person he just
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could not embrace—Shin’ichi Hisamatsu. Hisamatsu's presence, his liv-
ing truth and inviolable dignity, presented Abe with mute testimony of an
essential disparity with his own faith. Thus, he was forced to inquire into
which standpoint was really true: Hisamatsu’s or his own.

It was at this time, during the December 1951 intensive retreat held
at the Reiun-in Temple on the grounds of the Rinzai Zen monastery com-
plex of Myashin-ji in western Kyoto, that Abe leaped up from his sitting
cushions and raced toward Hisamatsu as if to attack him. Others were so
frightened at his intensity that they jumped up to protect their teacher.
The traditional silence and decorum of the retreat was violently disrupt-
ed. As Abe struggled to get through to him, Hisamatsu neither moved nor
said a word. Finally Abe was able to get free and grabbed Hisamatsu.
Hisamatsu freed one of his hands and placed it against Abe’s forehead,
eyeing him all the while. Then Abe screamed, “Is that the True Self?!”
Hisamatsu solemnly replied, “That’s the True Self.” “Thank you.” Abe
bowed and left the room.

That evening during the tea break, Abe returned, approached
Hisamatsu, and started tapping him on the head. Someone sitting next to
Hisamatsu said, “Is that all you can do?” Hisamatsu responded, “Do it
more!” Abe slapped him with all his might, but Hisamatsu just laughed
calmly. Here we can discern Abe struggling heart and soul to test and dis-
cover Hisamatsu’s inviolable standpoint—and to make it his own. This
event was another milestone in Abe’s spiritual journey.

At another of the winter retreats at Reiun-in, it gradually became
clear to Abe that an element of ego-self still remained in his faith. To try
to get rid of it, Abe suddenly broke out of line during the walking medi-
tation and ran to the temple’s well a few yards away. He filled the bucket
with ice-cold water and was about to throw it out in a desperate attempt
to throw out everything within himself. Yet even then he was conscious of
the eyes of others upon him. Unable to contain himself, he just burst
forth, “It’s all a lie!” and doused himself with the water. Readers may be
familiar with Abe’s penetrating critique of Nietzsche and his interpreta-
tion of “God is a sacred lie” (heilige Liige). This incident indicates the
point in Abe’s spiritual struggle when he realized the falseness of every-
thing. Even the Pure Land faith he had been living in up until then col-
lapsed. He now entered a phase of sheer nihilism.

Out of this nihilistic standpoint, the final form of Abe’s religious
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problem naturally came to the fore: the problem of the devil. In freeing
oneself from the duality of good and evil, one gains a kind of enlighten-
ment. Such freedom may indicate divine salvation, but it can also turn
into the working of the devil. Saint Augustine says that while we are
touching God, we are touching the devil. Behind the mask of the so-
called Buddha, behind the very face of God, the devil's eyes are flashing.
It was this duplicity within himself that was the core of Abe’s problem.
His early inability to attain singleness of faith in Amida, his later sense of
lack even after he had attained faith, and the agonizing nihilism and self-
consciousness following the collapse of his faith—all were rooted in this
devilish ego charading as Buddha. This is what Abe calls “the self-realiza-
tion of the devil—a realization that I was doing the work of the devil in the
name of faith.”

Realizing the self-deception he was embroiled in, he knew he had
to get free even of Nietzsche’s nihilism and find a truly positive stand-
point, yet he did not know how. He had sat in concentrated zazen through
many, many F.A.S. Society retreats and had even done some formal kéan
training with Zen masters Rekido Otsu and Sénin Kajitani, both of the
Shokoku-ji Monastery in Kyoto. But it was during a “mutual inquiry”
encounter with Hisamatsu that Abe was finally able to find complete
release. Abe said, “I have tried all kinds of ways, but to be frank, none
have been true. I just cannot find any place where I can stand.” “Stand
right at that place where there is nowhere to stand,” Hisamatsu replied
without missing a beat. At that instant, the final vestige of ego-self
dropped away, and Masao Abe realized the boundless expanse of his own
formless True Self. Now there is no longer any devil, nor is there any trace
of Buddha.

It is important to see this Awakening, and the enormous struggle
that preceded it, as the existential basis for all Abe’s later thought and
activity. Abe speaks, for example, of complete reversibility between God
and humanity. This reversible autonomy stands as the basis of a “religion
of Awakening” even as it serves as a fundamental challenge to all “reli-
gions of faith”:

For the true encounter between Zen and Christianity, | believe we
must deal with this self-realization of the devil. In failing to do so,

the encounter of Zen and Christianity will end in “talks” in the
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on the Pure Land the words “Amida Buddha is not far from here” pressed
him to the ground and had him clawing at the tatami in anguished recog-
nition that it was he who would not permit Amida to enter. He recalled
how in the after years of a conversion that he felt had empowered him to
embrace the whole world, the nihilism that at the depths of his religious
experience had been dissolved through Amida’s grace had broke forth
anew in a second, now God-resistant strain; how, in the midst of a last-
ditch effort during a winter sesshin to achieve the “no-mind” through
which he sought to undercut the force of this disclosure, he had run from
the meditation hall and, tearing the kimono from his shoulders, doused
himself repeatedly with the freezing water of the temple well, only to hear
the words “Everything is a lie! Everything is a lie!” pour unexpectedly
from his mouth and draw even the nembutsu into their nihilating caress.
Above all, there was Hisamatsu, the great lay Zen master and his teacher,
the one being in the world who had remained, of course without intent,
elusive to Abe’s all-encompassing faith and who in existence as well as in
word had rejected Abe’s realization as not thoroughgoing, reprimanding
simply, “No noise in the zendo,” when Abe, though formally in the zazen
posture, was so absorbed in the nembutsu that he unwittingly blurted,
“Namu Amida Butsu.”

Hisamatsu himself had been reared in a Pure Land milieu, only to
see his faith give way to the demands of a human reason that at length
likewise proved powerless against the crisis of being human. The result-
ing double impotency, of human existence and of God, stood at the root
of his insistence on a “religious atheism,” religious in that it broke through
the “I,” atheistic in that this breakthrough was obtained in the absence of
any divine agency. Short of this radical position, nothing could be of any
avail. “Whether walking, standing, sitting, or lying, whatever you do will
not do. Then, what do you do? Absolute negation; death. But this at the
same time is absolute affirmation.” This, a few seconds of talk once thrust
before a student, is the core of Hisamatsu'’s existence as well as his reli-
gious teaching; and a chronicle exists, in the writings of fellow disciple
Ryutaré Kitahara, of an episode in Abe’s attempt during the postwar years
to contend with both:

Following Hisamatsu's lecture [during a sesshin at Reiun-in

Temple in 1951], when the chanting of the sutras had also been
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=
to Hisamatsu, said, “Is that all?” Hisamatsu replied, “More, more.”
Abe then struck him with all his power, but Sensei was just smil-
ing calmly.
Later, when I came across the Zen phrase: “An angry fist
cannot strike a smiling face,” I thought, “So that's it!” and remem-

bered that scene, strange even for this world.?

Close to three decades later, in the same room, this same Koretsune, now
over seventy, criticized Abe, as we drank tea during a sesshin break, for the
inappropriateness of his action. Abe simply laughed. “You don’t under-
stand. I had no choice. | was completely cornered.”

>4

THE Masao ABE | FIRST MET IN 1972 seemed kalpas removed from
these struggles. Two monks brought me to his home the day of my entry
into Shokoku-ji. He explained the monastery routine to me in English.
There was about him an intimation of ripened virtue, very much the man
who when asked how he was doing would respond, as he appeared at the
gate in his kimono, “Always very busy; always very free.” One remark from
that first occasion especially intrigued me—that enlightenment was also
the goal of the Shokoku-ji roshi’s life. This was a man, 1 thought, who
would not yield even to a Zen master, an impression subsequently
strengthened when Abe confirmed an account I'd heard from DeMarti-
no: He'd been barred from the monastery where he trained for accusing
the roshi in a sanzen interview of acting.

My own first tenure at the monastery turned out to be a failed one.
Within three months [ was down to 107 pounds. Life hitherto had been
too devoid of suffering, of persistence, to be readied for the physical and
psychic shock that was abruptly to ensue. Abe visited frequently to bail
me out. | could not bow properly or even dress myself. I could not fold a
kimono were it to cost the world. Abe noted simply, “The forms are dead.
Only you can give them life.”

Later I learned that for Abe this “life” was engendered not by mas-
tery but by compassion. “It is the law of the Buddha,” he said, “not to
destroy life. If so, one cannot eat. The notion that it is justifiable to kill
plants but not animals is an illusion of anthropocentricism. But if we do
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) Chapter Two 15
between the two tore at my heart and legs with dramatic force, and the
thought of dying without Awakening generated an anguish matched only
by the bewilderment that the force of this anguish could not be convert-
ed into anything more than a hopscotch between sporadic effort and eva-
sion. One may volunteer for the Zen quest, but one is conscripted into
the Zen wars.

I was, then, as I suppose must always be the case, pulled into the
vacuum in spite of myself. The abandonment of the half for the full lotus
became for me the personal symbol in the struggle against the impulse to
shrink back from the edge, resulting in an unintended asceticism that
bared me to the grid of my ambivalence. As I sat tears fell onto my
clasped hands, the realization that the last thing I wanted in this world
was to maintain my posture even one more period clawing against the
thought that the last thing I could do was to waver. Abe observed only that
the struggle with pain and the doubting of its validity was a problem that
every serious practitioner of Zen must confront. He assured me that the
question would remain in my mind as long as I had the luxury to raise it.

He would say, “Ordinary education is to add on. Zen education is to
take away.” And he knew well the paradox that an ever increasing honing
of the power of the will could bear fruit only when this power expended
itself to exhaustion. At my explanation in the back of a trolley that inten-
sified effort had merely brought greater awareness of my powerlessness,
he was almost incredulous: “You still think you have power! Self-negation
is the only ultimate power.”

Presenting me with an English translation of the Record of Rinzai,
he inscribed in Chinese characters the phrase “Seeking Buddha and
seeking Dharma is only making hell karma.” He remarked that at the
point of his life when he came upon this sentence, it had brought him to
the verge of collapse. Intrigued, I asked what had transpired in the wake
of that encounter. But letting me know once and for all that curiosity is
barren where it really counts, he responded coolly, “Find out for yourself.”

¢

DuURING MY INITIAL STINT IN KyoTo, when I would not persevere
at the monastery, Abe met my dejection and, more important, my fear,
which was far less transient, with a juzu, or Buddhist “rosary,” made from
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needle . . . as though one were to climb to the tip of a pole 300 feet tall,
and then find oneself unable to advance, to descend again, or to maintain
one’s position.” I still own the napkin on which Abe scrawled the diagram
wherein he argued that zazen alone, while approaching it, could never
achieve the crown of that pole, that sitting, too, would have to be under-
cut if “doubt,” in Hisamatsu’s sense of absolute contradiction, absolute
agony, and absolute dilemma, is to be achieved. Hisamatsu had driven
home this point most emphatically. “I was at an extremity,” Abe recount-
ed to me in his study. “I said to Hisamatsu, ‘For many years [ have strug-
gled for a place to stand but have not been able to find one.” His reply,
as usual, was without hesitation: ‘You must stand where there is no place
to stand.”

This was in thorough consonance with Hisamatsu'’s strong advoca-
cy of a cherished phrase from The Gateless Barrier: “In order to attain the
wondrous Awakening, it is necessary for all routes of mind [and body]
to be brought to the extremity and extinguished.” I, who could find no
way to bring my paths to an end, ran forward but could not get free of
the starting blocks, ran away but could not get free of the need to run
forward. Abe made a gift of a calligraphy he had in his turn been given
by Hisamatsu, “Extinguish-in-sitting the dusty world,” and a year later a
copy of the painting, attributed to Sesshu, of Hui-k'o presenting to Bod-
hidharma his severed arm. But these affirmations of my exertions were
invariably countered by the insistence that they be brought to a standstill
at the cusp of maximum effort and the impossibility of advance. “Gauta-
ma deadlocked at the Bodhi tree is the negation of Buddhist practice,” he
said, adding, before I could respond, “Gautama at the Bodhi tree is the
fulfillment of Buddhist practice.”

I found myself increasingly pulled apart: a tautening of contradicto-
ry forces thrusting the mouth open and the eyes dangerously shut as [
bicycled from English lessons to the interview with the roshi; an inex-
orably expanded balloon whose air is anguish in zazen; neck lashing back-
ward in hundreds of paroxysms during a three-month season of sesshin.
Still, T remained what characterizes, contrary to Exodus, man and not
God, a tangle of branches that burns and burns but cannot burn out. Lay-
ing this “intensity” before Abe mid-sesshin outside the gate of the Reiun-
in, he dismissed it with singular indifference: “Psychological, not onto-
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20 Steven Antinoff

as in the verse of Tung-shan, from where “one returns home and sits
among the ashes.”

¢

I PREFER NOT TO REPEAT what [ have elsewhere written about the
day Abe took me to meet Hisamatsu, who, having slain self and universe
in what Zen calls the Great Death, stood where there is no place to stand.
[ believe I learned that afternoon what Rilke must have meant when he
wrote that beauty deigns to destroy us; for though not his design, the
encounter with Hisamatsu tore me to shreds, reducing me to a spasmod-
ic wailing of unprecedented intensity and duration. At the time, I saw the
meaning of my reaction in the cross formed through the intersection of
coming face to face with Hisamatsu's Great Peace and the terrifying
dread of the path that loomed before me if that peace were in fact to be
attained. But subsequently I came to know that those tears possess an
additional meaning. They brought me to the certitude of what Abe had
always maintained—"Compassion is the supreme inner reality.” That it
was not as its embodiment but as its negation that I found this certainty
does not diminish it. Those tears remain the rare “ocular proof” that when
Jesus says to lose yourself is to find yourself, when Socrates replies to his
accusers that if he is put to death, “you will hurt yourselves more than you
hurt me,” they spoke truth.

It interests me that Abe’s direct comment on those tears was
silence. Neither at Hisamatsu’s house nor in the taxi back to Gifu station,
where my sobbing perdured unabated, nor at any point on the return train
to Kyoto did he offer a word. Only in response to a question as we rode
the bus toward the neighborhood where we both resided did he finally
talk, as if unwilling to intrude on what had transpired for me alone. Then
he said only that | had experienced a “great encounter,” and in reply to my
confessed fright of being plunged into the abyss, “Today you met a man
who leapt into that abyss. Look at the result!”

But though he made no mention of them, I am convinced that he
knew those tears even before 1 had wept them. Abe once told the sutra
parable of doves ardently in love with a forest that they discover desper-
ately ablaze. Their sole remedy, soaking their wings in the water of a near-

by lake, is hopeless, the water evaporating in the air en route. The doves
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To trace the stages of my encounter with Masao Abe, [ think it
appropriate to give a brief account of my encounter with the aforemen-
tioned Kyoto School prior to actually meeting him. For one year beginning
in the summer of 1954, as a Harvard graduate student studying Japanese
literature at Tokyo University and the Gakushuin University under a Ford
Fellowship, [ was boarding at the home of a woman whose son-in-law
happened to be a professor of philosophy and younger member of the
Kyoto School, Yasumasa Oshima. We struck up a friendship, and it was
through him that I later became acquainted with the major surviving fig-
ures of the Kyoto School, especially his own revered sensei, Hajime Tan-
abe. Tanabe had succeeded to the mantle of Kitaré Nishida, by consen-
sus of both Japanese and Western authorities the acknowledged founder
and principal exponent of the Kyoto School. I did not then intend to work
in the area of modern Japanese philosophy, because I had not yet
obtained my Ph.D. from Harvard in Japanese literature, but my curiosity
was piqued and | was gradually persuaded by Oshima of the intrinsic sig-
nificance of the philosophy produced by the members of that school. It
was during my next visit to Japan, in the summer of 1957 after a two-year
absence, that | bought the complete works of Nishida and actually began
to explore his philosophy, which at the time I found extremely difficult.
And during that summer as well as during my subsequent trip to Japan,
in the late summer and fall of 1958, I resumed my friendship with
Oshima, discussing with him various aspects of modern Japanese philos-
ophy. Thus it was that Oshima, as a member of the Japan UNESCO
Commission, became instrumental in my being nominated to translate
Nishida's Zen no kenkyi, the second major work in a series of Japanese
philosophical works to be translated into English. I accepted the task
with considerable trepidation since [ did not feel truly competent, given
the fact that my own formal academic background in philosophy was vir-
tually nil. Nevertheless, I persevered and in the process developed a deep
admiration for Nishida’s philosophy as well as a determination to intro-
duce it, through translation, to the Western world, although T still con-
tinued to specialize in Japanese literature. | recognized only too keenly
my own inadequacies, but I vowed to continue my work because almost
no other Western scholar in Japanese studies appeared interested in
studying the philosophy of the Kyoto School at that time. (Robert
Schinzinger, a German scholar and philosopher teaching in Japan, with
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I rather quickly made the important decision to ask Abe’s permis-
sion to participate in those sessions at Myoshin-ji because 1 felt that it
was a splendid opportunity for me, unencumbered for the moment by
family responsibilities, actually to practice Zen rather than merely to study
it. I also was in the frame of mind that in the broader sense I wished to
deepen my religious experience after so many years of considering both
Christianity and Buddhism primarily from an intellectual standpoint. I
was then an active member of the well-known Church of the Crossroads
in Honolulu, a church of the mainstream Protestant denomination the
United Church of Christ. Of course, Abe kindly acceded to my request,
and I began to go once a week to the sessions he conducted. I discovered
that I was not the only Westerner in the group, which consisted of about
a dozen people, mostly men but women also.

I shall not burden the reader with a detailed account of those ses-
sions; there are many excellent accounts of the practice of Zen medita-
tion. (Philip Kapleau’s The Three Pillars of Zen comes to mind as a par-
ticularly vivid and moving account of a Westerner’s experience in Zen
Buddhism.) I wish merely to emphasize how extraordinarily important
those weekly sessions were to me and how appreciative I was for Abe’s
conducting them and for allowing me to participate. I found them to be
a spiritual oasis at a time when 1 was questioning many of the assump-
tions on which I had built my life. This in no way means that [ consid-
ered zazen to be easy. On the contrary, [ found even the half-lotus sitting
posture extremely painful and could not begin to achieve the full-lotus
position. Also, because of my poor health the damp cold in the early
months was especially hard to bear. Moreover, as Kapleau and others
have described, a thousand extraneous thoughts obtrude as one tries to
concentrate on counting breaths; often I felt myself to be a total failure.
But while I was under Abe’s expert guidance, something significant was
clearly happening to me, and I never considered canceling a single ses-
sion. (The only major interruption in my attendance came when [ had to
go to the city of Kamakura in the Tokyo area to attend the funeral of
Yasunari Kawabata, Japan’s first recipient, in 1968, of the Nobel Prize for
literature, who committed suicide in mid-April. His death saddened me
greatly because I had come to know him very well during his lengthy stay
in Honolulu in the spring of 1969. But his self-inflicted death also made
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me more determined than ever to continue with the zazen sessions and
grapple, as best I could, with the deepest problems of human existence.)
[ also found the discussion period after the long meditation sessions to be
fruitful, although, of course, intellectual discussion about Zen had not
been lacking in my life.

Although nothing truly startling or dramatic (or at least observable
as such by others) happened to me during those sessions, I did have one
experience toward the end of my stay in Kyoto that gave me a brief
glimpse of the Zen goal—or perhaps simply “state” is more appropriate—
of satori. I did not mention it to Abe at the time, nor have [ mentioned it
to him since, because somehow I felt hesitant to do so, but [ should like
to describe it now, as I reflect on my almost three decades of association
with him. As he reads this essay, I think he may find this episode to be of
interest and may even wish to comment on it.

[ was sitting in the prescribed half-lotus position (as I have indicat-
ed, I could not possibly manage the full lotus) and looking out through
half-closed eyes at the beautiful Myoshin-ji garden. As I recall, Abe, as
roshi, was sitting facing me—and the rest of us—diagonally to my right.
But as I was concentrating on counting my breaths, I gradually lost con-
sciousness of being there in Kyoto and instead felt that | was back in my
Honolulu home, looking out at the green lawn of my backyard through
the closed glass lanai doors. And then, utterly without my willing it—or
at least my conscious mind’s willing it—I was aware that an unseen hand
was removing a faint smudge that prevented the glass from being invisi-
ble. But as soon as that one smudge was removed, another yet fainter
smudge appeared somewhere else on the glass doors and was similarly
removed. This process continued without interruption, as if some power
within me were absolutely intent on removing every single smudge, how-
ever faint, so that the glass in the doors would be perfectly invisible and I
could see the lawn without the slightest impediment. I do not know how
long this trancelike state continued—probably not more than three or
four minutes—but it was extraordinarily vivid and gave me a feeling of
heightened awareness, and intense joy, the memory of which has
remained with me. And, of course, although this experience could have
happened to me anywhere at any time, it actually happened to me in
Kyoto in 1972 under the direct guidance of Abe.

One might véry well think that with such an experience, however
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brief, behind me, I would have been impelled to pursue my zazen with
even greater fervor and that my association with Abe thereafter, even
though we might be separated geographically, would have deepened pre-
cisely in this area of “discipleship” to him as a Zen master. That it did not
do so is no reflection whatsoever upon his skill or wisdom as a Zen
teacher but almost wholly because of the particular course my life took
after my return to Honolulu in August 1972. For my interest in Zen and
the interior religious life in the spring and early summer of that year
occurred within the broader context of my consciousness as a U.S. citi-
zen and as a thinking, feeling member of the late-twentieth-century world
community. By this I mean, quite specifically, that even as I was going to
the weekly sessions at the My6éshin-ji, [ was keenly aware of the fact that
a United States—initiated war was raging in Vietnam, causing immense
suffering there as well as intense social turmoil in the United States itself.

Thus, after my return to the United States, and increasingly
throughout the 1970s, I found myself caught up in political develop-
ments. | had been opposed to the Vietnam War from its inception, but I
had not taken an active role in the many antiwar demonstrations and ral-
lies of the late 1960s and early 1970s. My opposition was largely limited
to writing in the “Letters to the Editor” section of the two Honolulu daily
newspapers. But ironically, with Watergate, Ford’s pardon of Nixon, and
the events leading up to the final debacle in Vietnam in the spring of
1975—in fact, just as the broad antiwar movement was subsiding—I
became much more active in expressing myself against the actions of the
U.S. government and in opposing imperialism throughout the world. (It
was as if [ wanted to compensate for not having been active enough at the
height of the Vietham War.) This more active political stance inevitably
came to affect my academic life as well, which included my continuing
involvement in the study and translation of the works of the Kyoto
School. (In 1973 David Dilworth and I published a joint English transla-
tion of an important work of Nishida’s middle years, Art and Morality.)
My heightened political consciousness made me look at modern Japan-
ese history in a different light, and I gradually became more critical of the
political activity and philosophical writings of the members of the Kyoto
School—even of Nishida—in the Japan of the 1930s and early 1940s.

This important change in my thinking had manifested itself already
in my relationship with Abe during several conversations | had with him
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utterly delighted to learn that he was coming to teach at the University of
Hawai'i and was happy to try to be of assistance to him in getting settled
and in finding a place for him and Mrs. Abe to stay in Honolulu, a city in
which housing is notoriously difficult to obtain.

One episode that took place shortly after their arrival in Honolulu,
in June 1983, stands out in my mind as epitomizing everything [ have
admired in Abe, for it showed me how thoroughly his personal religious
life and his life in the workaday world merged. [ am certain that when he
reads this he will be surprised that I should bother to comment on it,
because for him his behavior at that time must seem the most natural
thing in the world. And that is precisely the point I am trying to make. On
a particularly muggy day (Honolulu, unlike Kyoto, has few of them,
thanks to the tradewinds) I offered to drive Abe and his wife to the ware-
house in the airport district where their many boxes of personal effects
had arrived and required their inspection and clearance. Because of
major construction in the area I had great difficulty in finding the correct
warehouse, and there were further complications in finding someone to
let us enter the warehouse and to supervise the clearance process. It was
a most trying time, and Mrs. Abe was justifiably distressed at the confu-
sion in the numbering of the boxes and at the fact that the entire process
had to be conducted in what was for her a foreign language, English. I,
too, was feeling the heat and undoubtedly showed that 1 hoped every-
thing would end soon (which it gave no indication whatsoever of doing).
But Abe, about a dozen years older than [ and surely still tired from the
exertion of the trip to Hawaii, as was Mrs. Abe, showed not the slightest
sign of impatience or irritation at the situation. In fact, he behaved with
perfect equanimity and composure until everything was completed satis-
factorily.

The above episode may seem to be (and actually is, on the face of
it) an extremely minor and mundane one, but for me it was more instruc-
tive of the spirit of Zen—and indeed of all genuine religion—than all the
erudite lectures and treatises on the subject. Thus, even though Abe and
[ have come to differ in the area of politics and even though I have
undoubtedly strayed from the role of his faithful deshi in the religious
realm, [ must acknowledge how deeply [ admire those personal qualities
he manifested so elegantly and so eloquently that muggy June day ten

years ago.
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realization and solution of this problem, one cannot help falling into
anxiety and desperation.

When the fundamental antinomy has become one with the person
who wrestles with it, there appears the great-doubt-mass (dai-gi-dan), an
ultimate negation of the thinking itself. However, a great-doubt-mass that
remains a particular doubt mass can vield only a particular form of satori,
one that still has form, and as such cannot really be called Great Awak-
ening. The great-doubt-mass stands in proportion to its effects. The
greater and more thoroughgoing the doubt, the more exhaustive and shat-
tering its results.

It is worth emphasizing, however, that a theoretical description of
the process does not at all provide the real problematic to start the quest
of self-discovery. It is not that in doubting myself I am truly doubting, but
only when I have become a total doubt myself. The overcoming of the
great-doubt-mass cannot be undertaken only by reading a literary descrip-
tion of it, unless one has previously become the very doubt mass itself.

This existential problem, as Abe says, overlaps the comparative
study of Buddhism and Christianity. Upon resolving the initial antinomy
eventually transformed into the great-doubt-mass, Abe would not start
digging up relics and bones of the Buddhist tradition as a heritage for the
future. On the basis of his awakening to the Formless Self, and working
in the present historical situation, he would now undertake the task of
finding and working out the deeper roots of the two types of religious real-
ization embodied in his initial problematic. A religious experience should,
in his view, be grasped in terms of reflective thought. Philosophy and reli-
gion ought to build a strict and inseparable unity, inasmuch as a religion
without philosophy is blind to its own articulation, and philosophy with-
out religion is an abstract endeavor with no transforming power. In the
West both are strictly separated departments, which explains why at pre-
sent there are so many religious movements based on simply emotional
reasons, blind to any philosophical articulation, and philosophies that are
powerless because they are limited to a positivistic approach. Abe’s think-
ing is not only concerned with establishing the necessary demarcations
between philosophy and religion either in the East or the West. If the cul-
tural and religious meeting of both hemispheres is now taking place and
creatively developing their religious and philosophical standpoints, it is



B 1 1
o 1=

# I“II 2 L'l'"_q.-l s N
.h~||_l.||4| ' N g .

St s s b LA

1 -
e T R

L g




'lhq -mhn.-..n'm ke ;-n. Y . h

anu.,J'| Virah 4t Ay j_ e oha -

W™= 30 (5 = S=wiE h'-l:, i Bl | o= ¥<

ST e "' "v"- 5 1

| b v | T 1




(.
40 Felix E.Prieto

can find implicit an evaluation, both in terms of its potential develop-
ment as well as in terms of what has already been achieved. With some
qualifications, the F.A.S. acronym thus exemplified also throws a person-
al challenge to every one of us to be worthy of the Dharma rain so gener-
ously poured with wisdom and compassion upon our parched hemi-
sphere.
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44 Richard J.DeMartino

(sunyatasimyata).”" 1t likewise appears in the Madhyamika literature. As
quoted by Abe, “Emptiness too is empty’. . . sunyata-sunyata.””* And, as
further amplified by Abe, “In other words, true emptiness is pure activity
of emptying which empties everything including itself.™

Since it is avowed that suchness is empty, that Emptiness itself is
empty, and that suchness and Emptiness are synonymous, the key in all
this, clearly, is precisely “sunyata-sunyata.” For the contended relation
between suchness and Emptiness can prevail solely if suchness is a self-
which
means solely if each bespeaks equally a self-emptying emptying, or a self-

emptying suchness, and Emptiness a self-emptying Emptiness

emptying-self-emptying: “sunyata-sunyata.”** This would account for
Suzuki’s assertion that “Buddhism [would say,] ‘This universe
is . . . emptiness itself (¢inyata)”;” that “Emptiness is in truth no less
than the concreteness of reality itself”;* that “it is only possible in Empti-
ness to see ‘something and nothing alike.” ‘Something’ here is Buddhist
asti, and ‘nothing’ nasti, and true Prajiia obtains only when the dualism of
being and non-being is transcended.”™ In addition, it would serve to
explain his including a reference to Hinduism in another of the footnotes
to his translation of Agvaghosha’s Discourse: “Cf. the Bhagavadgita, Chap-
ter IX, p. 84: ‘I am immortality and also death; and I, O Arjuna! am that
which is and that which is not.”” In what might be considered a Bud-
dhist parallel, it may be noted that in his characterizing a bodhisattva
of “the eighth stage” (or what could be called the Self-awakened-Self-
actualization of this “ontology” of the self-emptying-self-emptying or
nondualistic-duality of suchness and Emptiness), Suzuki exclaimed, “He
is nature herself,” or, as he was later to put it, “The Buddha is Nature
personified.”

This is the reason Suzuki started to emphasize, as early as he did,

that “bhatatathata (suchness) . . . does not fall under the category of
[dualistic] being and non-being. . . . Says Nagarjuna in his Castra (Chap-
ter XV):

To think ‘it is," is eternalism,
To think ‘it is not, is nihilism:
Being and non-being,

The wise cling not to either.
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Again,

The dualism of ‘to be’ and not to be,’
The dualism of pure and not-pure:
Such dualism having abandoned,

The wise stand not even in the middle.”"

“So the Mahayanists generally designate absolute Suchness as Canyata or
void.”* Hence, “absolute Suchness [also designated as Canyata] is empty
and not empty, ¢inya and aganya, being and non-being, sat and asat.”
Expressed otherwise: “When considered absolutely [they] can neither be
empty nor not-empty, neither ¢iinya nor agiinya, neither asti nor ndasti.”*
This prompted Suzuki to query, “Could a doctrine be called nihilistic
when it defines the absolute as neither void (¢@inya) nor not-void
(agtinya)?"® Thus did Suzuki, as far back as the first decade of this cen-
tury, elucidate “the nature of Suchness [and Emptiness] or the ‘Dharma
of Non-duality," as it is termed in the [Vimalakirti] Satra.”

Shortly thereafter (in 1911), there was published in Japan, in Japan-
ese, the first really sustained religio-philosophical treatment of Zen
thought under the perceptible influence of Western thought. This was
the intellectually groundbreaking Inquiry into the Good, by Kitar6 Nishi-
da, Suzuki’s lifelong intimate friend. In the view of Masao Abe, as set
forth in his introduction to his joint translation of this work: “An Inquiry
into the Good stands upon [the] mutual transformation of Zen and phi-
losophy. As both a philosopher and a Zen Buddhist, Nishida transformed
Zen into philosophy for the first time in the history of this religious tradi-
tion and, also for the first time, transformed Western philosophy into a
Zen-oriented philosophy.™ As Abe went on to explain, “At this time,
Nishida clearly [took what he] regarded [to be Zen's] pure experience as
the sole reality and wanted to develop his philosophy on this basis.™*

At the outset, then, Nishida's own distinctive use of “pure experi-
ence” was the vehicle through which he sought to explicate what the
Vimalakirti Siitra epitomized as the “Dharma of Non-duality.” Nishida
spoke of “the state of pure experience in which there is no separation of
subject and object and no distinction between the self and other things.™’
In Abe’s explanation, “Pure experience is realized prior to the distinction
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this coupling of Nishida’s Eastern—or absolute—nothingness with Sin-
yatd or Emptiness can be discerned as well in the writings of Keiji Nishi-
tani, one of the more well known of Nishida’s direct disciples. “The East-
ern spirit is . . . intuitive as well as active. This is the standpoint of noth-
ingness or emptiness. Nishida's philosophy was also based on the stand-
point of an absolute nothingness, but here nothingness and emptiness do
not mean that there is nothing. On the contrary, nothingness is the ‘actu-
al form of all dharmas.”™ Similarly, Suzuki once stated: “Sunyata. . . . is
a ‘nothing which is absolute ‘nothingness.””

This commingling the notions of a non-nihilistic Emptiness and
nothingness apparently goes back, in the Zen tradition, at least to the
Fifth Chinese Zen Patriarch, Hung-jén. As Abe has brought to light in
another connection, “With Hung-jén, Dogen emphasizes: ‘Since the Bud-
dha-nature is empty it is called mu (no-thing).””™" Actually, Abe sees the
relation between these two notions going back much further. For him,
already “in the doctrine of dependent co-origination expounded by the
Buddha, the notion of absolute Nothingness was implicit. It was
Nagarjuna who explicitly enunciated this absolute Nothingness in terms
of Sinyata.” That is, “It is Nagarjuna who established the idea of Sanyata
or Emptiness by clearly realizing the implication of the basic ideas trans-
mitted by the earlier Buddhist tradition.”* Again, Abe presses the crucial
point:

It must be emphasized that Nagarjuna'’s idea of Emptiness is not
nihilistic. . . . In fact, Nagarjuna . . . denounced the so-called
“nihilistic” view, which insisted that true reality is empty and non-
existent. . . . Therefore, his idea of Emptiness is not a mere empti-
ness as opposed to fullness. . . . Thus, in Sanyata, Emptiness as it

is is Fullness and Fullness as it is is Emptiness.®*

Suzuki has been equally emphatic: “Absolute fullness is the same as
absolute emptiness.”™
Although Nishida did allude to “the sinyata logic of the Prajiia-

6

paramita Sitra tradition,™ instead of Simyata or Emptiness, he rather
accentuated, besides “absolute nothingness,” the notion of “absolute self-

negation,” which he alternately formulated as an absolute “self-contra-
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50 Richard J. DeMartino

In this understanding then, these contradictory dualities are neither
simply contradictory nor simply dualities. As each component of the dual-
ity is a component of a self-emptying or self-negating duality—or perhaps
better, a self-emptying-self-emptying or a self-negating-self-negating—it
is at once itself and not-itself, and so at once itself and the other in a non-
dualistic and therefore noncontradictory-contradictory-duality. It is exact-
ly this “logic of Zen,” logic of soku-hi, or what may comparably be deemed
logic of the nondualistic paradox that undergirds Suzuki’s seemingly
quizzical statements: “Emptiness is not sheer emptiness. . . . It is and at
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the same time it is not.” “Zen emptiness is . . . the emptiness of full-

ness.”” “Perfect poverty is recovered only when perfect emptiness is per-
fect fullness.” “Tathata is Sunyata, and Sanyata is Tathata.” Hence, “To
be absolutely nothing is to be everything.”'” In sum, “Emptiness is Such-
ness and Suchness is Emptiness. A world of rupa is no other than sunya-
ta, and sunyata is no other than this rupaloka, which is a Buddhist term
for Nature.”

Consequently, with Suzuki, a truly thorough self-emptying, kenosis,
self-negation, “dying,” or “being killed” is not, in Christian terms, a mat-
ter of the Son emptying himself of his divinity and taking on the form of
a human servant. On the contrary, it would rather be a matter of the total
spiritual coincident death-rebirth of the human person Jesus. “[In Zen]
there is no half-killing. The killing is to be so complete that there will be
a rebirth. The half-dead can never be resuscitated.”” “We must negate
ourselves to affirm ourselves.”®
This call for what in Zen is known as the Great Death was equally

prominent in Nishida:

The method through which we can know the true self . . . is our
self-attainment of the power of the union of subject and object. To
acquire this power is to kill our false self [or “ego completely”] and,
after dying once [and for all] to gain new life [by being “born

s 17 104
again”].

This makes intelligible Nishida’s exclamation: “Those without a self—

those who have extinguished the self—are the greatest.””

Tendering his own comprehension of this self-emptying, kenosis, or
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52 Richard J. DeMartino

point of the true self, the standpoint of no-ego, of the Life of the uni-
verse.”'"" That is,

the standpoint of no-ego is one that smashes that pattern we
call [ego] to become one with the Life of the universe, of nature.
When one stands there, all things, just as they are, become the
actual form and actual reality that they are—the truth of their

“suchness.”

Turning attention to these same interrelated themes, Abe declared:

As long as the human self tries to grasp itself through [its
ordinary] self-consciousness . . . the human ego-self falls into

an ever-deepening dilemma. . . . It is essential that one face this
dilemma and break through it, in order to realize Emptiness or
suchness. This realization of Emptiness is the liberation from that
dilemma which is existentially rooted in human consciousness.
Awakening to Emptiness, which is disclosed through the death of
the ego, you realize your “suchness.” This is because the realization

of suchness is the positive aspect of the realization of Emptiness."”

This viewpoint is the basis of Abe’s claim that “Emptiness’and ‘suchness’

are simply different verbal expressions of one and the same Reality.”"

Alternately conveyed, “Emptiness’is also called as-it-is-ness or suchness.

"4 Tn another

Emptiness is not a mere emptiness, but rather fullness.
statement, “‘Buddhism advocates Sunyata (Emptiness), which is not
a nihilistic emptiness but rather a fullness of particular things and indi-
vidual persons functioning in their full capacity and without mutual
impediment.”"”

So, for Abe, “the ultimate in Zen (and in Buddhism) is . . . ‘absolute
Nothingness’ or ‘Emptiness,” which is dynamically identical with ‘won-
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drous Being or ‘Fullness.”"* Always to be remembered is that “the real

Nothingness is not the nothingness as distinguished from something-

ness.”""” Quite the reverse, “in true Emptiness the . . . ‘'emptying’ is also
‘emptied,”""® and “precisely because it is Emptiness which ‘empties’ even

Emptiness, true Emptiness (Absolute Nothingness) is absolute Reali-

ty.”""” This, for him, is,“the dynamism of ‘Emptiness’ which is simultane-
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nothingness and somethingness, Emptiness and fullness go together non-
dualisticly. As presented to Abe, “In the realization of true Sunyata, form
is ceaselessly emptied, turning into formless emptiness, and formless
emptiness is ceaselessly emptied and forever freely taking form.”* So it
is that “true emptiness is the ever self-emptying activity which is inces-
santly turning into being.”"*

Inasmuch as what is involved is an emptying-forming that is always
a self-emptying-self-forming, it is not surprising that Abe should touch
upon the relation of Sinyata to jinen. “Sunyata [is] translated by jinen in
Japanese, or svayambhii in Sanskrit, which means ‘self-so,” ‘so of
itself.” . . . It also means ‘natural-ness.”. . . It is the most basic original

"% Furthermore, as Abe in his own way understands and

‘nature’ of things.
has intimated, when speaking of Nature, or jinen, and of what may be
termed its self-emptying-self-full-filling-self-activity, it is possible to
speak of an unawakened jinen, or Nature, as distinguished from a Self-
awakened jinen, or Nature. For “in the. . . . Self-awakening of each one
of us, not only is mankind awakened to its own true nature but indeed the
myriad phenomena of the universe are awakened to their true nature.”*
That is, “At the same time that the Self-awakening wherein each of us
awakens to his or her original Self is the true . . . Self-awakening of each
of us, it is the Self-awakening of the world itself.”* Again, “This imme-
diate self-realization of Self-Mind by Self-Mind itself is nothing other
than the realization of ‘Emptiness.” When Self-Mind immediately awak-
ens to Self-Mind itself, the world is simultaneously awakened to as the
world itself.”* In short, “in this Awakening . . . ‘being so of itself’
(jinen) . . . presents itself.”'*

As Suzuki has phrased it, “[this Self-awakening or] Satori is seeing
into one’s own nature; and this ‘nature’ is not an entity belonging to one-
self as distinguished from others; . . . ‘Nature is the seer as well as the
object seen.”* In the words of the Sixth Chinese Zen Patriarch, Hui-neng,
translated by Suzuki, “Nature reflects itself in itself, which is self-illumina-
tion.”"" This understanding of satori explains why, for Suzuki, “to under-
stand truthfully, yathabhatam, what Emptiness is, the awakening (sambod-
hi) is indispensable.”* “All that is needed is the experience of nothingness,
which is suchness.”* This means “it is for us to bring into full conscious-

ness . .. Nature.”™ Or in Abe’s phraseology, “Sunyata is the very ground of
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58 Richard J.DeMartine

Its self-emptying (of Its) self-emptying and, therefore, of Its self-full-
filling-self-emptying?

Self-emptying-Self-emptying
Self-Awakened Nature
Awakened by, to, and as
Its Self-less-Self

jinen

tathata

Sunyata

fullness

emptiness

Self-filling
Self-emptying-filling
Self-filling-emptying
Self-affirming negation
Self-negating affirmation
the True Person of No-self
of No-title

of No-place

of

Every-place
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62 Hanswaldenfels

seems to be unmovable and unmoved even amid the most challenging
questions.

To my mind, the last step in Abe’s intellectual journey to the West
was reached when he gradually became aware of the closeness between
Christ’s kenotic attitude and the central Buddhist notion of Samyata. This
time Abe succeeded in starting a broad discussion that includes Ameri-
can and European theologians and thinkers. However, [ still regret that
Abe did not succeed in inviting Asian thinkers to the roundtable talk.
This omission weakens Abe’s own position again, as | pointed out before.
Undoubtedly Abe’s dealing with the question of Buddhist Sanyata and
Christian kenosis will remain an important contribution not only to the
Buddhist-Christian dialogue but to Christian theology itself. As Sinyata is
traced to its roots in Nagarjuna’s life and thought, it will prove to be a
complex field of logic, metaphysics, ethics, and religious spirituality. So,
too, Christian kenosis is to be seen as a challenge to reflective thought as
well as to lived existence.

When [ met Masao Abe the last time in the Netherlands, he gave
me a surprise. For at the international conference in which he was the
main speaker, he did not present himself in the gray suit of a Japanese
intellectual and scholar but in the dress of a Zen master. Of course, it was
well known that he practiced Zen in Buddhist temples. I had seen him at
various occasions relaxing in his Japanese home gown. What surprised
me, however, was that Abe evidently appealed to the hidden Western reli-
gious sense that is about to lose its grounding in Christian traditions. To
me, the question is not whether Abe himself received the qualification of
an authority as a Zen master. What struck me was the sight of a person
who—beyond all discursive thought—is grounded in non-thought and
non-mind. As such, I can greet him only with a big silent smile.
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~ chapter Seven 67

The existence of the Center for Process Studies also enabled us to
invite Abe to spend another semester in Claremont, this time in the fall of
1976. We were thus able to continue our discussion, one in which I was the
learner. By then, I think, Abe was troubled that I thought I was grasping so
much of what he was saying without surrendering my framework of West-
ern process thought. It became increasingly important to him to contrast
Buddhism with that framework.

In part, this may have been a Zen master’s way of shocking his student
and blocking his reliance on conceptual thinking. However, it was also in
part a philosophical difference that could be and was discussed in objecti-
fying terms. There have been two main sources of contention between us.

First, as [ tried to understand codependent origination in terms of
Whitehead’s concrescence of the many into one, my understanding of
Whitehead deepened. But I continued to see the many as the past forming
the present, and the one as the new emergent in the present. This relation
of the present to the past, both in Whitehead's account and in my experi-
ence, differs from the relation to the future. Hence, reflection on the imme-
diacy of the moment does not do away with temporality. And more impor-
tant, reflection in the immediacy of the moment does not, either.

Abe more and more emphatically disagreed. In the Buddhist view,
based on full immersion in the moment, there is no difference between past
and future. That distinction belongs to the observer’s perspective, or the
horizontal, historical line. In the vertical, or depth, dimension, he insisted,
time is overcome. And the more [ tried to accommodate to the sense in
which—indeed, in the momentary concrescence—there is no time, the
more Abe insisted that I had not understood, that my perspective in terms
of Western process philosophy blocked me.

This interchange both frustrated and stimulated me. It was frustrat-
ing because, having found so much wisdom in Buddhism, and knowing that
I had not experienced satori, | was not able to dismiss Abe’s idea. But it
remained unintelligible to me. It was stimulating because it suggested to
me that here I might find the deepest roots of the difference between West-
ern and Christian experience on the one side and Eastern and Buddhist
experience on the other. In process thought, the element of novelty in each
concrescence was thematized. In Buddhist thought, it was not. With emer-
gent novelty, the relation to the future cannot be the same as that to the
past. Without it, it can.
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institute for scholarly Buddhist studies that would deepen and extend Bud-
dhist scholarship here. He discussed this possibility with several institu-
tions. As long as the funding came from Japan, more than one university
was ready to welcome it. The Claremont Graduate School agreed to help
try to raise money. Abe arranged a Japan Foundation grant that funded him
at Claremont for three years. A special arrangement was made to continue
his stay with one additional year at the School of Theology. But the funds
were not raised, and the hopes for an institute faded.

During that time we began discussing the possibility of an interna-
tional Buddhist-Christian dialogue. Of course, there were dialogues already
taking place. In 1980 David Chappell had organized a successful meeting in
Honolulu that brought together persons interested in Buddhist-Christian
studies from Japan and the United States. But there were few Christian
theologians there. The assumption of most theologians who knew about the
meeting, rightly or wrongly, was that it was for those in North America who
were already involved in teaching or studying Buddhism.

My interest was in bringing leading Christian theologians together
with leading Buddhist thinkers so that the Christian theologians would
experience firsthand the wisdom of Buddhist teachers, learn from it, and
rethink their Christian theology accordingly. Of course, any advance knowl-
edge of Buddhism would be helpful, but a theologian was welcome to begin
the conversation with minimal previous study. The ideas of Buddhism that
are most important for Christians to understand can be learned in dialogue
even without prior study. But the dialogue must be extended. I wanted
participants to commit themselves to take part in annual meetings for five
vears. | was confident that necessary study would take place between
sessions.

We were quite successful in getting commitments from the persons
we invited to join the group. Expecting our resources to be limited, we
restricted ourselves to ten or eleven on each side. Of the eight U.S. theolo-
gians | invited, only Rosemary Ruether declined; in fact, she later changed
her mind and became an important member of the group. James Cone, on
the other hand, who accepted, was never able to come. The excellent
response made it clear that the time was ripe, theologically speaking, for
this kind of encounter.

Our efforts to raise money, on the other hand, were not successful.
Hence, we were delighted when David Chappell agreed to include our
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group in the second meeting of his larger organization in 1984. At that
time, John Berthrong, then working for the United Church of Canada,
agreed to assume responsibility for funding subsequent meetings.

The original group was international chiefly in the sense of bringing
Americans and Japanese together. Hans Kiing was our only European
connection. Similarly, the forms of Christianity and Buddhism involved
were limited. There were Roman Catholics and Protestants on the Chris-
tian side, and Zen and Pure Land scholars on the Buddhist, with David
Kalupahana our token representative of Theravada. Worse still, the group
that gathered in Hawaii was initially all male!

[t was this last limitation that precipitated immediate action. The
Christians added a Canadian woman. The Buddhists added an American
woman who is a Tibetan Buddhist. This addition proved the most impor-
tant development because several other Tibetan Buddhists then joined
and thereby changed the character of the conversations.

During successive meetings it became clear that Japanese and
Tibetan Buddhists are not well acquainted with each other. In some
respects their interaction was most painful for the Japanese and espe-
cially for the Zen Buddhists. Their efforts to speak for Buddhism were
disrupted by the effective presence of a quite different voice. Neverthe-
less, Abe retained his poise and his leadership. [ have frequently com-
mented that in Buddhist-Christian dialogue the Christians change but
the Buddhists remain where they are. This may be viewed as favoring
either group. From my point of view, as one who sees truth and wisdom
as always in the future, the willingness and ability of Christians to change
is usually healthy—although it sometimes may reflect simply giving up
and caving in. From the point of view of a Buddhist who believes that
Enlightenment is a sometimes realized possibility at all times and places,
there is no need to change. One can encourage Christians as they shed
those teachings that block the way to that Enlightenment, but that
engagement need involve no movement on the Buddhist side.

On the other hand, Abe—although he may subscribe ultimate-
ly to the view that the Buddhists are already there and do not need

to change—also believes that at other levels they have something to
learn from Christians. On one occasion he used his role as leader of
the Buddhist group to chastise them for failing to learn and change

in their interaction with Christians. Actually, in my observation, this
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was in any case less true for the American Tibetan Buddhists.

Back in Claremont, the Center for Process Studies continued to
sponsor occasional seminars dealing with Buddhism. Ryusei Takeda was
in Claremont for part of this time. He is professor at one of the Pure Land
Buddhist universities in Kyoto. He had studied in Claremont earlier; he
and I had collaborated on an article. Just as it was through Abe that |
gained my understanding and admiration for Zen, so it was through Take-
da that I gained my understanding and admiration for Pure Land.

Takeda’s presence introduced welcome complexities into my ongo-
ing arguments with Abe. We enjoyed three-cornered debates. On some
issues, such as those related to grace and faith and even deity, Takeda and
I would tend to agree against Abe. Of course, on others, Takeda and Abe
were allied in their Buddhism.

During Abe’s four-year stay in Claremont, he attracted some fine
students. One in particular was Christopher Ives. Ives had worked with
Abe in Japan and came to Claremont to complete a doctorate under his
guidance. When Abe left to go to the philosophy department at the Uni-
versity of Hawai'i, Ives wanted to follow him. But it turned out that doing
so would have involved a shift from a department of religion to a depart-
ment of philosophy, which would require extending his program for a cou-
ple of years. Ives stayed in Claremont to finish his degree, with the under-
standing that Abe would help supervise his dissertation from afar.

This was a happy circumstance for me. Abe has long confessed that
Buddhism is weak in its social ethics and has something to learn here
from Christians. He had himself worked with Paul Tillich and Reinhold
Niebuhr at Union Theological Seminary. Ives wanted to write on Zen
social ethics. This idea interested me greatly, and 1 agreed to work with
Ives on the understanding that his dissertation would be accepted only
with Abe’s approval.

This introduced me to a different relation to Buddhist thought.
Working with Ives on the development of Zen social ethics encouraged
me to play a role with Buddhist thought similar to that often played by
Abe with Christians. Abe proposes Christian theological solutions to
Christian problems. I tried to help Ives make authentically Zen moves
that would ground social ethics. My role in the dissertation was very
small, but I am proud of the results anyway. Abe was pleased with
them, too.
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Abe’s presence encouraged a Pure Land Buddhist student, John
[shihara, who had earlier studied with Takeda in Japan, to undertake a
somewhat analogous dissertation on a Pure Land social ethic. Again, |
had the opportunity to advise with the assurance of Abe’s ultimate guid-
ance. It was striking how different were the moves he made from Pure
Land teaching to social ethics in comparison with Ives’s moves from Zen.
But he, too, I believe, was successful.

Working with these gifted young Buddhists convinced me of the
accuracy of the Christian critique of Mahayana Buddhism for being
undeveloped in its understanding of social ethics. It also convinced me
that the stimulus of Christianity can lead Buddhists to find resources
within their own traditions for developing social ethics that may be able
to avoid some of the pitfalls into which Christian involvement with soci-
ety has fallen. Finally it became clear that this is not a simple matter, with
one grounds for social ethics common to all Buddhist schools. Each
school of Buddhism will have to work out its own grounds for involve-
ment in society and its own principles for action there.

Abe has pushed the Buddhist-Christian dialogue in other ways as
well. Of these, publishing is an important one. He has written not only
on Buddhism but also on the contributions Buddhism can make to Chris-
tianity. His penetrating studies of classical Christian themes have opened
Christian eyes to unexpected possibilities for Christian theology.

He has been particularly fascinated by the New Testament idea of
kenosis. This concept has obvious connections with the Buddhist idea of
Emptiness, but the way it has been employed in Christianity generally
moves in quite different directions. Abe has written an extended essay
interpreting kenosis in a Buddhist way. He has tried out this essay in lec-
tures and in different forms of publication. He continues to be eager to
get responses from leading Christian theologians.

[ agreed to work with him on this project with the understanding
that I would share the labor with Chris Ives, now teaching at the Univer-
sity of Puget Sound. Once again, the willingness to respond by those
invited was impressive, reflecting both a high level of Christian interest
in Buddhism in general and the universal respect for Abe personally.
Unfortunately, not all who promised to write did so promptly, but even-
tually all the responses were received.

Abe, in his turn, responded with his usual care to each response.
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The interaction is frank and real. Criticisms are honest in both directions,
although there is no lack of mutual respect and appreciation. The days
when dialogue was characterized by superficial courtesy are happily over,
and The Emptying God: A Buddhist-Jewish-Christian Conversation is now
in print.

The insatiable Abe has wanted to keep this dialogue going. Hence,
he had me gather responses to his responses. Not all the earlier respon-
dents wished to continue in this way, but several have appeared in Bud-
dhist-Christian Studies along with Abe’s further reply.

To me, the most interesting development in this dialogue has been
its extending beyond Buddhists and Christians. Abe reached out to Jew-
ish thinkers by including a Buddhist discussion of the Holocaust in his
essay. This encouraged Eugene Borowitz to respond, and his participation
in turn justified including “Jewish” in the subtitle of the book. There has
been to date very little Buddhist-Jewish dialogue, although a considerable
number of individual Jews have turned enthusiastically to Buddhist dis-
ciplines for spiritual nurture. Borowitz has made an important contribu-
tion to changing this situation, and he has continued his dialogue with
Abe.

Meanwhile, Abe has continued to seek new respondents. I declined
to be actively involved in this new venture. It was time that fresh per-
spectives come to play. But | am particularly pleased that in this new vol-
ume (Divine Emptiness and Historical Fullness: A Buddhist-Christian-Jew-
ish Conversation with Masao Abe), there are also Jewish voices. This
extension of the conversation is indeed welcome and represents an
important added achievement for Abe.

Thanks to the leadership of John Berthrong, the Buddhist-Christian
Theological Encounter Group proceeded through the five sessions to
which the original participants committed themselves. During that peri-
od I refrained from committing myself to any other ongoing group. But as
the fifth, and I thought final, meeting approached, I agreed to join anoth-
er (annual) international dialogue group, this one of Jews, Christians, and
Muslims. As it turned out, the other participants in the Buddhist-Chris-
tian Theological Encounter Group wanted to continue. Indeed, to my
great embarrassment, | was the only one who dropped out! [ am afraid
that Abe was quite offended.

Plans for a sixth meeting in Taiwan did not work out, and the group
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held its sixth meeting in connection with the Fourth International Bud-
dhist-Christian Conference (1992) in Boston, where [ was in attendance.
As aresult, [ was able to take part in this session as well. | missed the sev-
enth meeting, which was held in Japan in 1994. Then in 1997, Donald
Mitchell at Purdue University received a major grant from the Lilly
Endowment, Inc. that will fund the group to meet annually five more
times beginning in 1998. The group will add new members from North
America, Europe, and Asia, and will turn its attention from purely theo-
logical to social issues. It is now assured that the dialogue will continue
its historic conversations into the new millennium.

Abe and 1 take great satisfaction in what has occurred in this dia-
logue group. Leading Protestant and Catholic theologians have interact-
ed with Zen, Pure Land, and Tibetan Buddhists at a level of openness and
honesty that is rare even within homogeneous groups. We have truly
learned from and about one another. We are all permanently changed by
the experience. On the whole, Christians are confirmed in their Chris-
tianity and Buddhists in their Buddhism. But the Christianity and Bud-
dhism in question are not quite the same as those that were brought into
the encounter.

Masao Abe was born ten years to the day before | was. I take par-
ticular pleasure in observing his physical vigor and mental acuity. It gives
me hope for my own activity during the next decade. Meanwhile, I join
with all others in thanking him for his enormous contribution to the
American religious scene and in expressing my hope for his retirement in
Japan. I am confident that it will be a productive one and that I can look
forward to continuing to see him in this country from time to time.

Even when Abe is no longer active in the Christian-Buddhist dia-
logue himself, it will continue. It is no longer dependent on a few lead-
ers. It is now an established part of the way religious life and thought take
place in North America. It is this fact, that he is no longer necessary, that
is the greatest measure of his success.

With respect to the Jewish-Buddhist dialogue, this may not be true.
The limited dialogue that has occurred thus far has been chiefly with
Abe. It will be incumbent on Christians and Buddhists to make every
effort to involve Jews in dialogues with other Buddhists so that this bud,

too, will burst into flower.
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exchanges between living adherents of major religions but has extended
also to his way of reading a text, especially older Buddhist texts or philo-
sophical texts in Chinese or Japanese. In this “man of dialogue” I see a
deep connection between what he did in international forums and what
he did in the more intimate setting of classrooms and student seminars
when reading and interpreting a text. My association with him involved
the latter contexts and therefore I write here about them and what I see
as the unique style of textual hermeneutics demonstrated there.

My topic is Masao Abe’s translation of the dialogic principle into
what | have come think of as an impressively unique and important way
of “reading” certain texts. Although my brief account will be personal, my
aim is to show that the method of text reading exemplified in Abe’s actu-
al practice might serve to bring a much-needed corrective to the ways we
usually deal with certain texts. The modern West has spent some cen-
turies now discussing and debating the hermeneutics of text interpreta-
tion, and during the past two decades these debates have, if anything,
exfoliated and intensified. Yet in none of the positions articulated to
date—and they are many—do [ detect anything exactly like the Abe
approach. Perhaps this hints at a certain cultural and intellectual drop-off
point on the plateau of possibilities recognized and permitted within the
West's discourse about such things. If so, I would suggest that on this
level, too, the fact that Abe’s approach originates from within a non-West-
ern place exemplifies yet another arena—namely, the debate about texts
and readings—within which an energetic propulsion in the direction of
deeper intercultural interaction can be detected and encouraged.

For me, it came in the form of a terribly slow, fairly painful, and still
muddied recognition that texts such as The Platform Siitra of the Sixth
Patriarch, most of the fascicles in Dogen’s Shobogenzo, and even a mod-
ern work such as Nishida's Zen no kenkyit (An Inquiry into the Good)
deserve—and in some sense demand!—a mode of “reading” that would
catch rather than squander the text’s potential for placing the reader in
a profoundly interactive relationship with “itself.” (Scare-quotes seem
required by this process that forces the question as to what or who lies
on the other side of dialogue into which the readied reader has been

propelled—a matter to which this discussion returns later.)

To the extent that I ever grasped this point, it reached me through

massive (and | sometimes suspected deliberate) frustrations wrought by
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Abe. They started in graduate school because it was while | was working
to get a degree at the University of Chicago that I first met him. During
the spring quarter of 1969, Abe arrived, through the mediation of Joseph
M. Kitagawa, in Chicago to give the Charles Gooding lectures and to con-
duct a graduate seminar on modern Japanese philosophy. That seminar
was, [ suspect, the first time [ experienced the peculiar mode of forced
frustration that seemed, at least in those days, very much a part of the
Abe pedagogical style.

I entered the seminar on Japanese philosophy and looked at the syl-
labus and bibliography—items prepared, as I recall, by Michio Araki, a
fellow graduate student and now a professor of religion at Tsukuba
National University. To a budding Japan specialist like myself, the course
promised to be a historical and philosophical feast. The reading list gave
a complete menu of all the big names in modern Japanese philosophy
including Kitaré Nishida, Se’ichi Hatano, Hajime Tanabe, Kiyoshi Miki,
Tetsuré Watsuji, and Keiji Nishitani. I looked forward to ten weeks, by
the end of which, T assumed (if T could get something of a grasp on at
least one of these thinkers each week), I would be able to claim some
kind of comprehension of the scope and key problematics of modern
Japanese philosophy and intellectual life.

[t did not work out that way. Just as a map is not the territory, so,
too, a syllabus is not the course. Abe was not at all interested in what I
now call “mere breadth.” As I recall, by the end of the term our discus-
sions in class had not gotten very much beyond one portion of one work
by Nishida—although in papers we explored other topics. And that did
not seem to bother our visiting professor in the least. He not only moved
at what seemed a snail’s pace through the Nishida text but in the semi-
nar spoke slowly, deliberately, sometimes as if hauling the words forth one
by one from some unseen place and waiting for them to resonate in some
existential way in the minds of the students.

In honesty [ would have to say that I was more frustrated than illu-
minated by that course in Chicago. I recall writing a naive paper on the
ethics of Tetsuro Watsuji. Although that project kindled what later
remained an ongoing interest in this figure, Abe, as 1 recall, found my
product merely “interesting” and a “nice start.” The weekly sessions with
the Nishida text were the truly frustrating aspect of things. At the same
time, however, | was fascinated by something in Abe’s method that I did
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not and could not understand. The agonizingly slow pace was, I ever so
slowly began to suspect, intimately bound up with the Abe project. The
method was meant to be therapeutic—culturally, intellectually, and per-
sonally. And that our discussions never began to approximate what the
syllabus had promised as point of closure seemed perfectly acceptable to
our visiting professor.

Some persons in the seminar, realizing that our common readings
would not go beyond the Nishida text, tried to articulate—as politely as
possible—a small complaint about there not being much prospect of
moving on. Abe seemed nonplused. In his inimitably gentle way, he hint-
ed that trying to get beyond Nishida was not something that neophytes
like ourselves should be too eager to do. The implication was that it
would be a large enough task for us to get close to Nishida; to assume that
we would or could get beyond him would be fairly preposterous.

My next engagement with Masao Abe was in 1975 when I spent a
year doing research in Kyoto and he was back at home there as well. |
contacted him to discuss certain problems I was having in understanding
the Buddhism implicit and explicit in the poetry of Saigy6, the twelfth-
century Japanese monk I was studying at the time. Abe immediately did
two things of great and lasting importance to me. First, he introduced me
to Professor Masamichi Kitayama, a scholar of literature who graciously
spent much of that year reading SaigyG's verse with me and interpreting
it at a level of depth not otherwise then found in Japanese scholarship.
Kitayama, like Abe, had been a student of Shin'ichi Hisamatsu; his per-
spective on how to read a medieval Buddhist poet was exactly what [ had
been looking for. He has remained a mentor to whom I owe a deep debt.

The second great benefit shown me that year by Abe was an intro-
duction to the community of laypersons who did weekly zazen at the
Reiun-in, a subtemple of the Myéshin-ji complex. I joined them for sit-
tings on Saturday evenings for most of that year in Kyoto. The group
meeting there had been originally organized by Hisamatsu and always
seemed to include a number of persons associated with Kyoto University
in one way or another. That subtemple had been where Hisamatsu had
lived and some of the ashes of Kitaro Nishida were in its cemetery.

The tone of the Saturday sessions had been set by Hisamatsu's
insistence that “learning without practice is weak and practice without

learning is blind.” Thus, those evening sessions were composed of a couple
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of hours of zazen followed by a group reading and discussion of a rele-
vant text. It was Dogen’s Shoji (Birth/Death) that was being read and
discussed when | took part. Abe encouraged a very open discussion, yet
as discussion leader he made sure that we lingered with the text long
enough to let Déogen address us. You cannot, after all, expect—in the
words of Kenko—to “make friends with a person of the past” such as
Dogen without letting Dogen’s specific passion for pressing the core
question, namely that of life and death, come to the fore.

Abe’s method, I slowly began to see, was in harmony with the core
problematic of texts such as Déogen’s. While not denying value in what we
often call our “modern” and “critical” approaches to texts, he refused to
let the intentionality of a writer/interlocutor such as Dagen get lost in the
bramble of textual questions. To Abe, the matter of Dégen’s “intentional-
ity” was itself not so much a textual question as it was—and more prop-
erly is—a human and existential one. As pressed forward by the Abe
mode of interpretation, the capacity for deep interlocution is still in the
text of Dogen, the author of the Shobogenzo.? It has been Abe’s assump-
tion, one totally in keeping with the statement by Kenkg, that the exquis-
ite value of a “book spread out before one” is that through its text, that
interlocution can go on and on even after the brain of that book’s author
has been biologically long dead.

For me, having been for years trained in what I have always taken
to be a natural proclivity for dealing with texts historically, there has been
no greater challenge than the Abe alternative—the insistence on letting
the voice from the great text have at least a kind of positional parity with
the self as reader. But in all honesty the challenge of the Abe insistence
on this point all too often felt like a goad. As things turned out, I felt the
discomfort it caused far beyond that year in Kyoto.

For the years 1977—79, during a period when [ was a junior member
of the Department of Religion at Princeton, I had arranged for Abe to
come to Princeton as the Stewart Lecturer. These turned out to be two
years during which I was fortunate enough to be able to assist in editing
his crucially important essays into the book that became Zen and Western
Thought,’ a volume that for the first time put together the component
parts of the Abe perspective and dialogic stance for public reading.

Here I want to remain with the topic of Abe’s unique way of deal-
ing with texts because at Princeton, too, his unusual style came readily to
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the fore. One of the things we arranged for him was a reading course
focused on the original text of what in English we call The Platform Sitra
of the Sixth Patriarch. It was a course for which a small contingent of
graduate students was ready and primed—at least, linguistically. What
they were not expecting was that Abe would not be satisfied with dealing
with the Platform Sutra as a composition of Chinese ideographs or as a
complex of textual layers or as something that represents a specific his-
torical phase in the development of Ch'an (Zen) in China or even as a
statement into which plays for power among contending monks were
infused in a disguised fashion.

The students’ shock was quick and tangible. And it was something
that | could appreciate also, since in many ways it mirrored what I had
myself experienced as a graduate student in Abe’s seminar in Chicago.
After all, virtually all the things they as graduate students had been taught
to think of as the methodological avenues toward what was considered
the “sophisticated” grasp of a text were things that Abe refused to accept
as sufficient! He wanted more. And the “more” he wanted the students to
see was that you have not really understood the Platform Sitra if you have
not yourself been brought up excruciatingly close to the question of life
and death that is, in his view, the text’s raison d'étre as a Zen classic.

One can do the parsing. One can also see the text as having had a
subtle, historical function in a legitimacy dispute. One can raise a host of
questions to be addressed to the text. But after that is said and done,
there still remains the question of the questions posed by the text to the
life and mind-state of the reader. The real squirming always starts at that
juncture. That is, [ venture to say, because the whole panoply of modern
“interpretative strategies,” however legitimate as far as they go, has at that
point come to resemble a set of avoidance strategies. To be shorn of them
is to have to see that the life/death question is paramount.

One of the things I noticed during the two years Abe spent at
Princeton was that his unusual mode of forcing a far-deeper-than-usual
exchange between a student and a text was something to which many

bright undergraduates quite readily gravitated—at least, for a while. I

could not avoid noticing that, by contrast, graduate students—perhaps

especially those envisioning scholarly careers in East Asian studies—were
clearly discomfited by the Abe mode. Whereas many undergraduates

found excitement and challenge in Abe’s way of turning the text into a
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query that seemed to address each of them personally and existentially,
graduate students generally seemed to squirm uncomfortably. Abe’s was,
some privately told me, a method of textual interpretation that was “out
of keeping” with the way things are done at a university—especially on a
graduate level!

At the time I found myself in a dilemma, if the truth be told. I was,
after all, someone whose own training—at least for the most part—had
been in what we call the modern, critical, and historical method of deal-
ing with texts. That method meant a major portion of what I took as my
own assumed task as an academic consisted of educating graduate stu-
dents into the adoption of this stance and the mastery of methods that
are its tools. Therefore, when they were unsettled and disturbed by Abe’s
demand that the text also be allowed to ask difficult questions of them,
they had the sense that he was not playing by the rules of the expected
scholarly game. And, of course, in one way they were right. Something
about what Abe was doing was implicitly questioning, if not the appro-
priateness, then at least the adequacy of the game we all had learned to
play, the one that consisted of our usual ways of textual criticism and
interpretation.

At the time | was frustrated. During the two years we were togeth-
er at Princeton, Abe and [ had long conversations standing at the black-
board even after all the students had left. And then we continued them
over dinner. Time after time I tried to get Abe to adjust his method ever
so slightly in the direction of the kind of textual study that graduate stu-
dents had been taught to think of as “normal.” And time after time he
smiled and gently intimated that what [ was requesting was really some-
thing rather preposterous. To my mind, it seemed as if I was asking mere-
ly for a minor accommodation. However, [ later realized that to Abe, my
“simple” request really amounted to asking him to be someone he was
not—and someone he surely did not want to be!

In the following years I have thought a lot about those struggles
with Abe. In fact, they brought into focus one of the most important intel-
lectual and personal questions of my life. [ have come to the conclusion
that Abe was absolutely right in refusing to bend in the direction I want-
ed him to move. As [ see it now, he mercifully rejected my requests out of
hand. For if he had not done so, I would never have had a chance during

subsequent years to think through what was going on. And then I also
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would have missed the opportunity to try to articulate my understanding
of the matter, something [ attempt to do here.

I need to state forthrightly that [ do not wish to reject or even to
denigrate what we call the “modern” and “critical” approach to texts—
including those of the Buddhist tradition. In fact, ever since the late nine-
teenth century, various types of critical textual analysis, generated within
the modern West, have become known and practiced within Japan. They
have over the years become normative there, too—so much so that in
most areas of scholarship on the texts and history of Buddhism, it is
Japanese scholars who are now the leaders in what used to be called the
Western modes of analysis. In fact, a good deal of the fine American and
European scholarship on Indian, Chinese, and Japanese Buddhism that
has appeared in recent decades was stimulated and actually mentored by
an unusually generous cadre of Japanese scholars—although the critical
stance and methods of these Japanese differed very little from those that
originally had been thought of as European or Western.

Therefore, it needs to be said that Abe’s way of turning a text around
so that the reader feels somehow addressed and even interrogated at the
depths of his or her being is scarcely customary or normative within the
Japanese scholarly world—at least, as that world is constituted today.
Abe’s method exemplifies something unique, special, and rare. My own
sense—gleaned both from things Abe said to me and from having once
seen them together—is that it derives from his direct mentor, the late
Shin’ichi Hisamatsu. And as | understand things, Hisamatsu refined a
method exemplified by Kitaro Nishida, who in turn seems to have derived
it from the long tradition of the koan contexts of Zen temples. It was prob-
ably Nishida who insisted that the academic context was also a place
where one could carry out the kind of fundamental probing of the ques-
tion of life and death that goes on in temples when they are functioning
as they were meant to. (Hisamatsu was a critic of contemporaneous tem-
ples in Japan for their habit of deviating from this core task.) It was Nishi-
da, however, who seems to have first recognized that in modern academ-
ic contexts a coping with the most fundamental questions needs to be
encouraged and faced rather than circumvented and shelved.

Is the fact that this approach is, even in Japan, a statistical rarity
reason enough to dismiss it as maverick and inconsequential? [ think not.

In fact, quite the opposite may be true. This rather extraordinary insistence
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upon channeling attention toward the life/death question, a question
assumed to be at the heart of certain texts, may very well be the only
approach that gives these texts their due, that allows for a real interaction
between the contemporary reader and the text as an interlocutor. This is
not to say that the text may not be studied with other methodologies—
tools that are likely, for instance, to reveal its historical, intertextual, and
ideological dimensions. There is nothing illegitimate or inappropriate
about such research.

The only problem is that, at least in the case of these texts, these
methodologies are incapable of providing any opportunity for the reader
to be addressed in any powerful or existential way by the questions that
seem central to such texts. Therefore, it is of crucial importance to rec-
ognize how different this approach is from the other, usual strategies for
text interpretation. They collectively cannot operate without an “objecti-
fication” of the text, a procedure essential and correct in terms of their
aims. To the extent that they are scientific, such approaches require that
a text and its context be investigated as completely passive objects of
inquiry.

Text interpretation that is modern and critical will, by definition,
conceive of the text as the object of a one-way investigation—a process
in which all initiative and question formulation arises from the side of the
interpreter or decipherer. Of course, as historians of hermeneutics have
shown, this insistence upon an objectification of older texts, a hallmark
of criticism in the modern world, was itself a reaction to earlier modes of
ecclesiastical reading—readings that were premised on the reception and
interpretation of texts as scriptural or automatically authoritative. (Much
of what we recognize as “fundamentalism” in any religious tradition is, at
least in its hermeneutic posture, a wholesale rejection of all modern crit-
ical approaches and a professed return to a given scripture as authorita-
tive in this sense. It tries to be premodern.)

What [ describe as the Nishida-Hisamatsu-Abe mode of interpreta-
tion refuses to be drawn into the belief that these are the only two possi-
bilities. It forcefully resists being captured by the necessity either of total-
ly objectifying a text or of elevating it to a pedestal as scripture. It is
important to see that it rejects these as the only available options.

That Abe’s method does not run in the bibliolatrous direction is
shown by its readiness to accept and grant validity to the results of critical
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studies. It does not try to immunize even prized texts such as The Awak-
ening of Faith Attributed to A¢vaghosha, the Platform Sitra, or the Shabo
genzo from the sometimes surprising things that have been discovered
about their authorship, composition, or ideological matrixing. The fact
that many important Buddhist texts had fabricated etiologies and played
roles in partisan power games within monastic contexts is not something
that this mode of interpretation has any need or desire to deny or sup-
press.

However, if the interpretative act were to stop with the recognition
of these things, it would—at least according to what I am calling the
Nishida-Hisamatsu-Abe view of things—be a premature and unfortunate
termination because it would have stopped before ever getting to the
point where the reader/interpreter could be addressed and even interro-
gated by the text. It would then have been, if 1 may put it so, merely
“monologic” discourse. The turnaround would have never been given a
chance to take place. The conditions for dialogue—that between the
reader of today and the subject within the text—would have never been
filled.

Making this observation may even provide us with a much-needed
term to designate the mode of text dealing under review. We could, I sug-
gest, call it dialogic or interlocutory interpretation. Compared with the
dialogic mode, all the others—both those that constitute the ordinary
critical methods most familiar in the academy and those that cede all
authority to the text as “scripture”—are monologic. Critical methods are
such, inasmuch as they ask questions of the text but never allow the
questioner to be questioned in return. But there is also a decidedly mono-
logic character in the interpretative stance that grants all authority to a
scripture and views the activity of the reader/believer to consist of
unquestioning assent to the contents of the text.

Dialogue by definition presumes a parity. Therefore, what [ am call-
ing the dialogic or interlocutory hermeneutic allows, in contrast to the
monologic modes, for a parity between the reader and the text. Thus, if
the reader is to question the text, parity requires that he or she be ques-
tioned by the text as well. This means, of course, that in some real sense
the text out of which an interlocutory engagement with the reader arises
must be seen as a subject, not as object only.

It is interesting to note that when today we speak of “subjectivity”
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entering into an interpretive process, we are able to see it only as some-
thing happening on the side of the reader/interpreter. During most of the
modern era, of course, even this was described as a fault, an indication
that scientific objectivity had been compromised. A partial movement
away from such a hard position can be seen in what is often called “read-
er-response theory’—in many ways a context within which the Heisen-
berg uncertainty principle seems to have filtered down into the realm of
interpretation theory and semiotics.' In this theory readers are seen as
unavoidably conditioning and even in some sense “making” the text in the
act of reading. But although this theory leaves open the door to what we
might call “subjectivity,” it is still only the reader as subject who is given
more space for his or her operations.

A dialogic hermeneutic would insist that there is a subject also on
the text side of the interpretive act. Otherwise, the reader could not be
addressed and certainly could not be interrogated on fundamental mat-
ters. And this subject on the text side was and remains there even after a
given text has, for instance, been shown through critical analyses to be
the many-layered product of a complex authorship and one in which ide-
ological elements can be demonstrated to exist. That is, in texts such as
these, the subject on the text side remains and retains its capacity for
interlocution even after the text has been objectified in the process of car-
rying out the variety of critical procedures. The reason for this continuing
capacity for interlocution by a text is that when rightly understood, such
a text is not really scripture or even an “authority” of the type whose posi-
tion as such can be placed in jeopardy by the findings of critical inquiry.
(Although there was high respect for the classic texts within the
Ch’an/Zen tradition, there was also the antibibliolatrous motif in episodes
about saitras intentionally burned or used in the privy.) My point is that
the objectification of a text for critical purposes does not in itself destroy
the text’s capacity to act as an interrogating subject. It is only when it is
assumed that historical and critical studies constitute the whole of the
interpretative act that something extremely valuable can fall out of sight.

But exactly who is this subject that is on the text’s side of the dia-
logic situation? This is both an extremely important and extremely diffi-
cult question. And it is here, too, that as I see it, the answer which could
be drawn from the Nishida-Hisamatsu-Abe tradition of dealing with clas-
sic Zen texts would likely differ from the poetically attractive but simple
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notion articulated by Kenké. That is, the “subject” here is not merely
some ancient author X who is somehow imagined as still able to be a con-
versation partner through the book that has carried his or her words down
to the present. This notion, while attractive on a naive level, implies that
a given author, though long dead, can have a kind of ghostly postmortem
presence in his or her text.

Even if hypothetically there were no “critical” reasons for rejecting
the notion of the Sixth Patriarch as the origin of the Platform Sitra, from
within the perspective of dialogic or interlocutory interpretation, it could
not be maintained that he or any putative author is the subject on the text
side. When deeply engaged by the existential questions raised by the Plat-
form Siitra, it is not to be thought that a known or unknown “author” lies
on the other side of the reading act. Nor is it some kind of perduring
“presence” of Dégen who has a corresponding role when you or I interact
on a deep level with the various fascicles of the Shobogenzé. There may
be something pleasantly romantic in the notion of having had a text-medi-
ated chat with Nagarjuna, with Hui-neng, or with Déogen, but these are all
fully dead men. And it would be to chase an illusion to think of oneself
in conversation with any one of them.

If not these, then who possibly can be the subject in question?
According to the practitioners of dialogic interpretation, the answer to
this question is and must be “our true self.” This answer is counterintu-
itive and also easily misunderstood. If, for instance, it is taken merely as
indicating some kind of morally and spiritually improved version of the
reader’s present self, “our true self” would be no more than yet another
ghostly figure impinging on the present—but this time from the future
rather than from the past.

However, there is something that at first sight would appear to be a
much more serious objection to this answer. Even when qualified by our
and true, the notion that some version of the reader’s self is also on the
text’s side of the dialogic situation would seem to put the reader on both
sides. This would vitiate the very thing that would seem to be the pre-
condition of dialogue, namely, the kind of authentic alterity that has been
made much of in recent critical theory.

Parenthetically, it is worth noting here that a charge that the Japan-
ese intellectual tradition as a whole is weak in terms of giving adequate

attention to authentic alterity (“the Other”) has over the past two decades
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become the centerpiece of studies of Japan rooted in the perspective of
ideological criticism. This weakness leads directly to a tendency to “sub-
stantialize the collectivity.”™ [ see this argument as valid, at least as a major
fault of National Learning and Confucian-based social philosophies of
the Tokugawa and modern periods in Japan. The argument is much less
convincing when applied to the medieval period, when Buddhism was the
major intellectual force. It is important to note that it was to these Bud-
dhist sources that thinkers such as Nishida, Hisamatsu, and Abe returned
to articulate their concerns for true subjectivity and what could perhaps
be called an alterity that does not substantialize either the collectivity or
individual.

The judgment that the interlocutory reading of a text puts the read-
er as subject on both sides of the action could arise only because the most
important implications of dialogue as an activity have not been realized.
It needs to be admitted that such a judgment—which is, in fact, a mis-
judgment—could be said to issue quite naturally and justly on the basis
of the kind of language that has been used up to this point in this essay.
In writing of “the subject on the reader’s side” and “the subject on the
text’s side,” | have been portraying a static situation, one in which the text
has taken up a position on one side of the polarity and the reader has
been given a stance on the other. Even if portrayed as a kind of gulf
between the reader and the subject in the text, the situation is basically
one that in Japanese is referred to as tairitsu, the condition of standing in
opposition.”

The problem with such a formulation, of course, is that it describes
a predialogic situation. Dialogue, by comparison, is an activity that has
moved beyond the bipolarity of the two parties envisioned as ultimately
separated “stances.” Dialogue is not merely something that happens
between two separated parties but something that happens to them. Put
starkly, it necessitates the “death” of those two selves conceived of as dis-
crete beings standing against each other. And something of the death of
such selves occurs already at the opening moment of the dialogic act.

In this sense, it could be said that the content of dialogue is not so
much some “topic” or external “problem” as it is the active/interactive
potential of the two subjectivities who have become interlocutors. For
want of a better term, Buddhists often called it an “entry into the non-

dual” because what is being described is not a mere melding or fusion;
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it is not that duality is rendered down into a monad—for such a monad
would be merely a new, supposedly discrete and stable entity. It is the
illusion of an attainable “stability” that is the problem here. My hunch is
that it is not, therefore, to prize paradoxes for their own sake, but in order
to preserve descriptive accuracy that within the Zen tradition this state of
affairs is called jita funi—literally, “self/other: not two.” Any phrase with-
out the dynamic tension allowed within this way of putting things would
be less than adequate to describe authentic dialogue.

By suggesting that this view can also inform a way of reading texts—
or at least certain texts—I am, | know, running counter to the extensive
display of energies put into shoring up the notion that a text is and always
must remain an object, the complex but still basically inert thing on
the other, opposite side of any reading act. In that sense, I know my
interpretation of things—including my hypothesis that dialogic or inter-
locutory interpretation turns things around on a very basic level—has
been shaped and conditioned by the concern to preserve “true subjectiv-
ity” that runs through the writings of Nishida, Hisamatsu, and Abe like
something that cannot be left alone. And because attention to this
subjectivity is either totally absent or sadly inadequate in all the theories
of interpretation today, it strikes me as important to give this mode of
reading and interpreting the place it seems to deserve.
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commitment to living and working in America as a new home. It is easy
to forget how difficult it is to move from one culture to another. But when
[ observe Abe’s struggle to express some English vowels, I continue to be
impressed with the energy and effort that he has expended in overcom-
ing the cultural hurdle in order to facilitate the engagement of East with
West. And in spite of his generous invitation, I must admit that his role
as sensei has always inhibited me from expressing the easy familiarity he
invited by asking us to call him “Masao.” While feeling a warm friendship
and admiration for him, and after knowing him and working with him for
many years as a colleague, he still remains a sensei as | seek to walk a path
he pioneered.

Masatoshi Nagatomi, of Harvard University, recently said that he
had received permission from Abe to refer to him as “Mr. Sanyata.”
Although this is a revealing title and one that Abe no doubt celebrates,
many others throughout Buddhist history could and did claim this name.
For me and for many Westerners who have experienced his warmth,
humor, and penetrating mind as a Buddhist who enters the heart of
Christian theology and earnestly seeks to deepen other religions, we
would propose that he is even more deserving of the title “Mr. Dialogue.”
And in what follows, [ will show why this is true.

SIGNIFICANCE OF ABE’S WORK
IN THE WEST

As a member of the Kyoto School, Masao Abe has spent his professional
career teaching Western philosophy and religion, but unlike his col-
leagues, he has been unique in journeying to America to challenge Chris-
tian and Jewish thought in its own language and on its home turf. Even
though it is now thirty years since Abe provoked public dialogue with his
essay ‘Buddhism and Christianity as a Problem of Today,” there is still no
other Buddhist equally active and penetrating in dialogic insights.

With remarkable consistency Abe has continued to confront Bud-
dhist and Christian thinkers on two fronts: the challenge that they give
to one another by making different claims of ultimacy, and the challenge
that they face from secular, irreligious critics. Although the issues have
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shifted somewhat in content and sophistication, and the respondents
have had numerous replacements, the drama and the role of Abe as insti-
gator and chief protagonist has remained the same.

Abe has remained center stage in the Buddhist-Christian dialogue
because few Buddhist thinkers of his generation have learned Christian-
ity so well, and none of these Buddhists have challenged Christians in so
many vital ways. | say “vital ways” because Abe’s challenges to Christian-
ity are not just Buddhist rejections but are the application of Buddhist
values and views in order to deepen Christianity and make it better. At
least among liberal theologians, this challenge has been welcomed like a
fresh, water-laden wind blowing across a parched theological field that
had lost its vitality since the days of Tillich and Barth. Rather than just
opposing Christianity, Abe has tried to show how Christians might find
new horizons, hidden resources, and richer meaning in their own tradi-
tion. And as Schubert Ogden has attested, this dialogue had become the
most refreshing theological engagement of the 1980s.

[ can vividly remember a meeting of the Buddhist-Christian Theo-
logical Encounter Group (Abe-Cobb group) in which Abe corrected a
Christian discussant by applying an important theological principle. In
recognition of Abe’s insight and correctness, Langdon Gilkey sponta-
neously responded, “Masao, you are the best theologian in the room.”
Although perhaps an exaggeration, it certainly showed the esteem of his
colleagues and the erudition of Abe, especially since the room also con-
tained such thinkers as John Cobb, David Tracy, John Hick, Schubert
Ogden, Gordon Kaufman, Rosemary Ruether, and Hans Kiing—a virtual
Who's Who of Western theology.

Even if one does not agree with Abe’s ideas, it is important to
admire and follow the model that he gives for living in this religiously
plural age. In spite of the rhetoric of “pluralism,” I have observed how eas-
ily and commonly religious people become isolated from one another in
subgroups so that they fail to engage other religious people in terms of
their religious differences. I say this sadly after more than two decades of
living in Hawaii, where everyone is an ethnic minority and the theologi-
cal interchange between different religious groups is almost nil. There is
goodwill, yes, but not serious discussion of fundamental religious issues.
Accordingly, when [ see the challenges and dialogue that Abe has initiat-
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ed, I cannot but be grateful. Although Abe may not always agree with
Christian theology and may not be a leading thinker among Buddholo-
gists in Japan, for thirty years he has been unequaled in being able to
bring Buddhist insights to bear on Christian thought and to articulate
them in theological terms. In this regard, he stands alone.

QUESTIONS-RAISED-BY
ABE'S CHALLENGES

In taking Masao Abe’s challenges seriously, I still have questions about
some of his ideas. One such question concerns the use of paradoxical
logic, another is the claim of ultimacy for his categories (signaled by the
adjective absolute or total), a third is his claim that his views of Sanyatd
are the core of Buddhism, and a fourth is his subordination of ethics to
Samyata. While all these ways of writing reverberate in the Kyoto School,
from Nishida all the way down to Abe, I would propose that they are not
as compelling to all Buddhists and that different ways of thinking and
writing can be found in other parts of Buddhism. Accordingly, as a way of
putting Abe’s thought in perspective for his dialogue partners, I shall
briefly review these four areas.

Although Zen practitioners have enjoyed the use of paradoxical lan-
guage, no other tradition of Buddhism has quite matched their enthusi-
asm for it. Perhaps because Abe is first and last a Zen master, paradoxical
language is very meaningful to him. Paradoxical language may be con-
firming to Zen insiders, but I have noticed that such language can be con-
founding to other Buddhists or to an outside dialogue partner who is try-
ing to understand. A famous paradox within Mahayana is the assertion
that “the passions are Enlightenment,” which appears on the surface to
be contradictory nonsense. However, Abe reworks this phrase as “sam-
sara-as-it-is is nirvana” and explains it with language that may be equally
confounding:

This paradoxical statement is based on the dialectical character of
true nirvana which is, logically speaking, the negation of negation
(that is, absolute affirmation) or the transcendence of transcen-

dence (that is, absolute immanence).’
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so seems to reify nirvana and systematize it, thereby removing it from the
dynamics of experience.

Abe’s conceptualization of Simyata and nirvana is often expressed as
a reality at a metalevel that transcends normal dualistic thinking and is
signaled by using the adjective absolute.” An uninformed reader of some
of Abe’s writings might receive the impression that Abe’s Zen sometimes
seems dangerously close to being another one way fundamentalism that
sweeps aside all other distinctions in its totalism. Let me hasten to add,
however, that Abe’s lifelong commitment to dialogue and compassionate
engagement and respect for others shows that he is committed to the plu-
ralism of all humanity, even though a certain kind of totalism does appear
in his writing:

This denial of our life, this death of our ego-self, should not be
partial but total. Without the total negation of our life, or the
complete death of our ego-self, our new life as a manifestation of
the life of Jesus is impossible. There can be no continuity between
the “old person” and the “new person” in the Pauline faith. . . .
Just as the self-emptying or abnegation of the Son of God must

not be partial but total and thoroughgoing for him to be Christ,
the self-denial or death of the human ego-self must not be partial,
but also total and complete. Only then can the new person be
realized as the true and authentic self [emphases added]. . . .
Precisely because God is not a self-affirmative God, God is truly

a God of love (for through complete self-abnegation God is totally
identical with everything including sinful humans) [emphases

added].”

In this regard, Abe criticizes Karl Rahner for having “traces of dual-
ism,” in spite of the fact that Rahner supports Abe’s general notion when
he writes that “the primary phenomenon given by faith is precisely the
self-emptying of God, his becoming, the kenosis and genesis of God him-
self.” For Abe, Rahner’s emphasis on kenosis as “primary” is not sufficient,
because it allows for secondary aspects. Instead, Abe demands a totalism:

The “traces of dualism” must be not only minimized, but also

eliminated. God's self-emptying must be understood not as partial
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but as total to the extent that . . . God's self-emptying is dynami-
cally identical with God's abiding and infinite fullness [emphasis
added].®

Instead of taking Abe’s totalistic demands as metaphysically and
logically normative for Buddhism, I suggest that they represent more
clearly an “absolute” in Abe’s life when he experienced Sinyata as an ulti-
mate personal transformation that is the existential foundation from
which he engages in dialogue.” However, it is a big step from private expe-
rience to public conformity to make the assertion that this is the ultimate
for all Buddhists and the core of all Buddhism. One often has the impres-
sion that Abe makes these claims in the spirit of a passionate religious
teacher who has had an experience of ultimacy in his own life. Although
Abe’s logical imperatives and claims for an absolute viewpoint express
this personal ultimacy, I suggest that they are less useful when perceived
as theoretical and historical generalizations about what other Buddhists
hold as truth.

To his credit, Abe participates in dialogue through the depths of his
own personal religious experience:

In my personal experience the more seriously I tried to do good
and to avoid evil, the more clearly I realized myself to be far away
from good and to be involved in evil. The realization of the radical
evil at the bottom of the struggle between good and evil, and the
realization of my fundamental ignorance of ultimate truth were
the outcome of my ethical life. In short, this realization in its
ultimate form was nothing other than a realization of the death

of the ego-self. Through this realization of the ego’s death, however,
the “holy” was opened up in me. It is not, however, God as the
absolute good but God as the absolute nothingness that is neither
good nor evil and yet both good and evil dynamically. To me, this
realization of absolute nothingness is the basis of my life and the
source of my activity. . . . To me, the realization of the spiritual
death of the ego is essential for a new religious life. It is the radical
realization of our finitude in both the ethical and ontological senses.
It is not a pessimistic but a highly realistic event, which provides

us with a basis for a resurrected, creative life. From this point of



-~

96 David w.chappell

view the Holocaust is not the responsibility of the holy/good God
but our responsibility, to be realized through the death of the ego
in the bottomless depths of our existence."

Abe then takes his personal experience and generalizes it into a uni-
versal requirement so that no religion is possible except on the basis that
he has experienced:

All discussion of Christ as the Son of God will be religiously
meaningless if engaged in apart from the problem of human ego,
our own existential problem of the self. The notion of Christ's
kenosis or his self-emptying can be properly understood only
through the realization of our own sinfulness and our own

existential self-denying."

Similarly, Abe uses his own experience as the norm for true Bud-
dhism by going so far as to say that the “ultimate reality for Buddhism is
... Sunyata.””

There have been various uses of the term Sanyatd, most commonly
perhaps as a critical term in Madhyamika thought to mean simply “the
lack of inherent existence.” All things and ideas as constructs are emptied
of substantial and enduring self-existence and, instead, are interdepen-
dent and transient. However, Sinyata also has positive meanings that
Abe outlines in his article “Kenotic God and Dynamic Sunyata.”* Never-
theless, in spite of these positive values, his longtime friend and collabo-
rator, John Cobb, still has not been able to find Sanyata dynamic enough
to approach the Christian sense of God," and a fellow Buddhist scholar,
Kenneth Inada, was moved to substitute the term tathata (suchness, or
thusness) in place of Sanyata.”

The two foundational Mahayana texts are the Perfection of Wisdom
Scripture in 8,000 Lines and the Lotus Siitra. Although Abe aligns himself
with the Perfection of Wisdom tradition that heralds Sanyata as the ulti-
mate, the Lotus Sutra celebrates Dharma as the ultimate. Accordingly,
because of the influence of Abe in dialogue circles, it is understandable,
but inaccurate, when John Cobb or Richard Rubenstein asserts that
ultimate reality for Buddhists is Siamyata, or Emptiness. For many

-
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itself; we value life from its standpoint. At such a time, what is
ordinarily background becomes foreground and the self is no
longer figure to the ground. We sense the unity of the whole and
ourselves as part of that unity. This experience of unity, often mis-
takenly treated as a mere rush of mystic feelings, is at “Stage 7"

associated with a structure of ontological and moral conviction."

These remarks are certainly consistent with Abe’s view of the role of
Sunyata for ethics and must be seen as independent corroboration for
Abe’s viewpoint. However, these ideas have not gone unchallenged™ and
have not been persuasive to many of Abe’s dialogue partners. For exam-
ple, Abe’s view removes the edge of particularity from the Holocaust by
interpreting it within the general matrix of karmic retribution. Jiirgen
Moltmann raises this point and asserts that “what is said in this manner
about the Holocaust can also be said about every other occurrence.”
However, he rejects this view: “As a German and as a Christian I cannot
speak about Auschwitz in this way.” Instead, he refers Abe to German
Christians and Japanese Christians who responded to these horrors
through public confession of guilt. Although the Pure Land Buddhist
Hajime Tanabe was deeply affected by his awareness of culpability and
helplessness in the face of World War 11, it is not so clear that the Zen
members of the Kyoto School (Abe’s teachers) felt similar personal
responsibility? In contrast, the great scholar of Tien-t'ai Buddhism,
Ryado Shioiri, of Taisho University, once remarked to me that he was so
angry at the lack of Buddhist response to the war that he wanted to burn
down every Buddhist temple in Japan. Furthermore, as his own response
he devoted his scholarly career to the study of Buddhist repentance
rituals to highlight the importance and necessity of repentance for
Buddhists.”

The various scandals that have rocked the American Zen communi-
ty have shown that the Kyoto School is not alone among Zen leaders in
neglecting the significance of ethical distinctions. Nor do Zen historical
texts offer a different picture. For example, the Platform Siitra of the Sixth
Zen Patriarch teaches “formless precepts” and “formless repentance”
rather than invoking lists of specific ethical precepts. While not condon-
ing immorality, such an approach leaves the door open to antinomianism

by not emphasizing specific guidelines. In contrast, when Tien-t'ai
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created the category of “formless repentance,” it was within the context of
also advocating repentance of specific deeds.” Although Zen teachers can
be as concerned with morality as other Buddhists are, Zen ideology based
on Emptiness, inherent Buddha-nature, and sudden Enlightenment dis-
courages discussion of practical measures and ethical gradations.”

As a corrective in dialogue 1 propose that the Buddhist concept of
Dharma be used as a term for ultimate reality for Buddhists that would
be even more embracing than Sianyata. Even though Mahayana Buddhists
have always identified Dharma and Siinyata, in the experience of Abe,
Sitnyata transcends the dualism found in the conflict between good
and evil. Accordingly, he has had a major point of disagreement with
many Jewish and Christian dialogue partners for whom ethical demands
are an expression of the will of God. Similarly, in many parts of the Bud-
dhist community, Dharma not only involves the experience of
Sinyata but also embodies ethical imperatives. Siinyata as experience is
part of the Dharma, but not its total experience. Instead, Sinyata may be
a necessary gate to Enlightenment, but it is not all the Dharma. Equally
ultimate and sometimes more ultimate are also the experiences of ethical
imperatives expressed as compassion and upaya. Indeed, dialogue part-
ners should be alerted to the debate throughout Mahayana Buddhism
between the idea of sudden and gradual Enlightenment and practice.
Abe’s viewpoint represents the sudden Enlightenment of traditional Zen,
but Zen is not all of Buddhism. Tibetan Buddhists have challenged
the Zen emphasis on Emptiness over compassion,” and Theravadan Bud-
dhists also can object to the suggestion that Simyata has priority over
ethics. Instead, ethics is integral to Dharma, as has been argued by Frank
Reynolds.*

It is true that especially for the Perfection of Wisdom tradition and
for Zen, this awareness that all things bear the mark of Emptiness and are
unified in this dimension is at the heart of practice. But it isn't all prac-
tice, and it certainly is not all Buddhism. From other Buddhist perspec-
tives such as T'ien-t'ai, Emptiness is a partial truth! So we should remem-
ber the other early foundation of Mahayana, the Lotus Sitra, which cele-
brates not Emptiness but the Dharma as an ultimate and active reality. It
is the Dharma that saves, it is the Dharma that nourishes life and growth
in all things, it is the Dharma that is eternal, and it is the Dharma that
responds to the needs of beings and takes a myriad of forms in order to
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save. This emphasis might provide an alternative view of Buddhism for
those Christian or Jewish thinkers who are uncomfortable with Abe's
emphasis on Sanyata. However, these Buddhist traditions have yet to find
a spokesperson as penetrating, skillful, and dedicated to dialogue as Abe.
Accordingly, Abe’s own life has become his greatest argument for “dynam-
ic Sitnyata” as manifesting itself in vow and action!
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a central and vital role in this historic unfolding. And I welcome this occa-
sion to honor his impressive contributions—to reflect, to appraise, to
reconsider, and to assess the historical importance of his dialogical work
on the scene of recent Western philosophical and religious discourse.

[ first encountered Masao Abe about fifteen years ago. The center
of my own work has been the exploration of the universal logic, or gram-
mar of discourse, in a dialogical and global context. At that time | was very
active in a range of dialogues in intercultural philosophy, interreligious
dialogue, and interdisciplinary discourse. It was remarkable in the late
seventies how many contexts for intergrammatical dialogue were emerg-
ing: the Society for Asian and Comparative Philosophy, the International
Association of Buddhist Studies, and the Working Group for Cross-cul-
tural Philosophy of Religion of the American Academy of Religion, to
mention but three. In these various settings, I would regularly find myself
participating in dialogues with Abe. Whether in the context of East-West
philosophical dialogue or interreligious explorations, 1 was struck with the
consistent eloquence and excellence of his contributions. It was not only
that he spoke well for the particular Japanese school of philosophy and
religious thought that he “represented,” not only that he deepened the
dialogues by articulating a certain perspective in Eastern thought, but
also that he spoke in a dialogical voice and out of a dialogical mode of dis-
course. The more | interacted with him in various dialogical contexts, the
more it became apparent that Abe was deeply grounded in a religious and
philosophical grammar that was itself profoundly dialogical and con-
cerned essentially with performing and making manifest the foundation
of dialogical encounter.

This was the period when 1 was involved with developing the Mar-
garet Gest Center for Cross-Cultural Study of Religions at Haverford
College. Through the seventies 1 worked closely with colleagues at
Haverford, especially Paul Desjardins (philosophy) and Wyatt MacGaffey
(anthropology), to launch this newly emerging center, which was espe-
cially concerned with cultivating interreligious inquiry and dialogue in an
intercultural and interdisciplinary context. The center featured an annu-
al lecture series on the unity of religions and an annual interreligious dia-
logue that brought diverse religious faiths together in the interest of
exploring common ground and honoring real diversity among the world

religions. I became the first director of this center (1980—83) and was
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charged with developing a practical philosophy and dialogical strategy for
the most creative launching of the activities of the center.

Abe was a natural for the center. And in planning the early dia-
logues, he played a prominent role. He participated in the 1981 dialogue
on the unity of religions, which included John Carman, Tu Wei-ming,
Norbert Samuelson, Riffat Hassan, and Rita Gross. It was remarkable to
see the dialogical dynamics at work in bringing out the depth and diver-
sity of different faiths in exploring the common ground between religious
worlds. I noted over and over how different religious narratives deepened
and self-expanded and self-revised in and through this dialogical
encounter. | invited Abe back for the 1983 dialogue, “Death and Eternal
Life: A Buddhist-Christian Dialogue,” which included John Hick, Donald
Swearer, and Victor Preller. Here again, Abe’s presence helped deepen
the dialogue and open space for an authentic encounter of different voic-
es and grammatical perspectives.

The Gest Center at that time also featured a Gest Visiting Profes-
sorship. The idea was that one of the best ways to educate and sensitize
the community to other religious worlds, religions, and faiths was to have
in residence living exemplars of different traditions. One of the original
structures of the college—the Woodside Cottage—was converted into a
residential and teaching facility and called the Gest Meditation Center.
Because of his outstanding performance in the earlier dialogues, I was
successful in convincing colleagues and administrators at Haverford to
appoint Masao Abe as Gest Visiting Professor for two years (1985-87).
Before his arrival we had the good fortune to have three outstanding pro-
fessors from different cultural and religious traditions—Valentine
Mudimbe, Lobsang Lhalungpa, and Lal Mani Joshi. By the time Abe
arrived, there was already momentum and high expectations at the Med-
itation Center. Students were increasingly responsive to the teaching
presence of the resident professors, and supporting cultural events
became part of the life of the Meditation Center. In addition, Abe gave
public lectures to the community and was featured again in the 1986
annual dialogue, “Free Will in Religious Traditions,” which included
Langdon Gilkey, Norbert Samuelson, and Rajeshwari Pandharipande.
Abe set the context for this dialogue with an illuminating paper, “Free
Will and Sunyata in Buddhism.” His framing of the issues helped bring

out a significant dialogical encounter between the diverse religious gram-
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mars represented in the dialogue. Abe was most effective in his tenure as
the Gest Professor and made a real impact in introducing members of the
community to the living reality of Zen thought and practice. He touched
the lives of many students, who were most appreciative of their living
encounter with the Zen experience.

But for me the most significant and enduring impact of his work at
Haverford revolved around the discussions of a distinguished group of
philosophers in the Greater Philadelphia area and throughout the North-
east. Abe and | convened an Interreligious Theology Group, which met
regularly at the Gest Mediation Center during his two-year residence.
This group included thinkers who attended the Sunday seminars on a
regular basis—Paul Desjardins, Joan Stambaugh, Douglas Steere, Steven
Heine, Kenneth Kraft, Jiten Mohanty, Thomas Dean, Janet Gyatso,
Michael Barnhart—some of whom traveled long distances. Some other
scholars attended less frequently but nevertheless made important con-
tributions to our discussions—David Dilworth, Richard DeMartino, Don-
ald Swearer, and Edward Casey, among others. Abe led many of these dis-
cussions and introduced us to several eminent thinkers in the Kyoto
School founded by Kitaré Nishida. The quality of the discussions was
high, and it was apparent that Abe embodied a living creative under-
standing of the rich and deep insights of the Zen tradition.

Masao Abe’s book Zen and Western Thought had just appeared and
provided a further source for our dialogues and inquiry. I should mention
in passing that I nominated this book to the American Academy of Reli-
gion committee that evaluates new books for its prestigious annual award.
Abe’s book won the academy’s award for the most significant construc-
tive/reflective work in religious studies. The award was another indication
of the growing recognition of the importance of Abe’s dialogical philoso-
phy for religious studies on the American scene. Abe’s grounding in East-
ern and Western thought helped bring out the interreligious issues and
sparked explorations at the foundation of East-West global discourse.
Over the two years, as the group grew more conversant with the Kyoto
School, it became apparent that this tradition had powerful resources for
deepening interreligious dialogue and East-West comparative philosoph-
ical inquiry.

The most exciting aspect of the Sunday dialogues for me was Abe’s

articulate introduction of Nishida's “logic of basho” (logic of place). This
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logical dialectic. So there is a historical consistency between the founda-
tion of Nishida’s logic and the living dialogical practice of Abe at this
moment of the historical unfolding of a global hermeneutical awareness.
This connection between theory and practice is, for me, the significance
of Abe’s vital work in the West and on the global scene.

So the focal point for me of Abe’s lifework of dialogical-encounter
philosophy and practice gravitated to understanding the generative logic
of basho that gave life and foundation to the dialogical philosophy of the
Kyoto School. Truly to understand the significance of Abe’s work and the
teaching of the Kyoto School is to come to terms with the depth of the
dialogical encounter—the actual historical deepening of the dialogical
space of human life and discourse. And to understand the possibility and
depth of this interreligious dialogue and East-West philosophical
encounter requires coming to terms with the foundational logic of basho.
Thus, I present my own understanding of this logic, an understanding
based in large part on my extensive notes and reflections from the Sun-
day seminars in which Abe introduced us to Nishida’s philosophy of place
(basho). 1 hope that in so doing, the reader can glimpse how Abe
presented Nishida’s thought to the West as an immensely important
Japanese Buddhist contribution to the emergence of intercultural

philosophy.

MASAO ABE'S PRESENTATION OF
NISHIDA'S LOGIC TO THE WEST

In the full maturity of his career, Nishida gravitated to the articulation of
the underlying foundation of his lifework, which he called the logic of
place, or the logic of Absolute Nothingness. His life and writings are
grounded in the depth of Sinyata, and perhaps his greatest intuition is that
there is a universal logic arising out of Siinyata, or Absolute Nothingness.
At the end of his career, he focused on attempting to bring this logic to
articulate expression. Given his deep grounding in the evolution of West-
ern philosophy and logic, he naturally attempted to articulate the logic
of basho (universal place) in relation to certain great paradigms of logic
such as the logics of Aristotle and Hegel. In this respect he attempted to
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different standpoint which does not truly understand what it is
criticizing cannot be said to be a true criticism. I seek, above all,

an understanding of what I am saying from my own standpoint.?

* This is a jolting remark. It is shocking and saddening to hear Nishi-
da say at the end of his life that the jewel of his lifework “has not yet been
given the slightest serious consideration.” He obviously felt that inter-
preters of his logic had completely misinterpreted his work from external
and alien perspectives and had not made a vital transition into the para-
digm of logic that he developed. When one looks more closely at his
remark, it appears that Nishida thought his standpoint was being objec-
tified by interpreters, that his logic is of the “concrete” and cannot be
rightly understood by an “abstract” logic, and that past logics remained
without “sufficient grounding.”

Another way to express this point is to say that the logic of Sinyata
takes us into the place (basho) or field of the most profound existential
reality—concrete reality—that is beyond all objectification or dualistic
thinking. It is clear in the tradition of Sanyata that the right-minding of
Absolute Nothingness requires the most radical transformation of think-
ing into the methods of nonduality. And what Nishida is saying is that
the logic of the existential immediacy of Sinyatd must be entered from
the methods of nondualistic thinking and cannot be accessed through the
objectifying ways of dualistic logics. Apparently Nishida is suggesting
that prior logics have been lodged in objectification and dualistic think-
ing that keep them abstract and not sufficiently grounded. He seems to
think that logic becomes truly grounded in the ultimate ground of Sinyata
and that only the appropriate method of minding can truly gain access to
this concrete historical reality.

There are many assumptions here that need explanation. And it is
clear that one main problem concerning Nishida's logic is the problem of
right interpretation. One question is, What is the right standpoint for
justly interpreting Nishida’s logic? If we can satisfactorily make the para-
digm shift to interpret Nishida’s logic rightly, the next concern is, Does it
make sense? Does Nishida’s logic qualify as a truly universal logic? Do his
innovations make sense? In what sense is the logic Ofgl'ul)(l([l a “concrete
logic™> If there is a logic of Sinyata, what are the scope and the jurisdic-

tion of such a logic—is it truly a universal and global logic? Why does
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Nishida think that Siinyata, or Absolute Nothingness, is the universal and
absolute logical ground of all discourse—of all logics, East, West, and
other?

Most of all we focus here on the fundamental hermeneutical prob-
lem of performing the paradigm shift of moving into the standpoint of
rightly minding Simyata as the place of concrete historical reality. Of
course, this challenge is not unique to Nishida’s discourse but has been
a perennial challenge in the global quest to enter the place of natural rea-
son, of universal grammar, of right-minding. All traditions have had to
struggle with overcoming dualistic thinking and egocentric minding,
which have always been stumbling blocks for the nondualistic or unitive
essence of reason. Within the evolution of the Buddhist tradition alone
we see that the birthing of Buddha’s teaching is essentially the attempt to
overcome pernicious dualism and the objectifying ways of ego-minding to
realize the liberation and flourishing of natural reason. And it is clear that
the continuing self-revision and evolution of the Buddhist dialectic, as for
example in the logical and dialectical innovations of Nagarjuna, have
been this very attempt to articulate and live the logic of Sanyata. So we
situate Nishida’s quest to advance the logic of Simyata in the global quest
to articulate the universal grammar at the heart of consciousness and the
human existential condition. In this respect it is not surprising that Nishi-
da’s innovations in excavating the logic of Absolute Nothingness should
encounter the hermeneutical barriers it has apparently faced.
But I shall suggest that this global quest is the single most important
philosophical priority in opening higher space for the cultivation of
global discourse and the advancement of natural reason.

Assuming that we can accomplish this profoundly difficult task of
performing the paradigm shift and transforming our thinking into the
dialectical ways of Sitnyata, there remain a number of problems and diffi-
culties in making sense of Nishida’s logic. For in developing his logic of
basho, Nishida takes as his point of departure the subject-predicate logi-
cal space that is the foundation for the evolution of the science of logic
from Aristotle through Kant to Hegel. The space of predication as the
space of thought, being, and knowledge has been articulated in alterna-
tive paradigms through the centuries, and Nishida builds his language of
logic in this context. He apparently thinks that despite the paradigm
shifts in the space of predication in these major figures of the European
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tradition, there has been an ongoing deep pattern of dualism and objec-
tification in these logics. So he attempts to break new ground in the space
of predication, to break through the barriers and limits in the logics of
Aristotle, Kant, and Hegel to resituate logic and predication in the
space—basho—of Sitnyata, or Absolute Nothingness.

In making this radical turn to the allegedly nondualistic universal
ground of logic, Nishida introduces terminology and performs dramatic
innovations in renovating the space of predication. He presses the logical
subject and logical predicate beyond their dualistic limits, all the way to
their transcendental grounding in the universal place of Sanyata. He
attempts to break new ground in resituating predication beyond the dual-
istic and dualizing, or objectifying, logical space of prior logics. He
assumes the model of the “subsumptive judgment,” wherein the logical
subject is subsumed logically and ontologically by the logical predicate.
He finds in the logic and ontology of Aristotle the recognition that the
primitive subject—ousia, or ontological individual—stands absolutely
beyond the predicate (universal field). This paradigm apparently secures
the absolute irreducibility of the object or existent thing as a ground of
predication. Nishida adopts and exploits this absolute commitment to the
object or being as vital in grounding objectivity.

At the same time, he apparently moves with Hegel in treating the
predicate position as the direction of universality, generality, and con-
sciousness. For him the logical place of the predicate situates the field of
consciousness as the most generic and all-encompassing transcendental
field, which subsumes all subjects or things. So in combining the alter-
paradigms of Aristotle and Hegel, he finds that the place of the logical
subject is the place of the object, while the place of the predicate is the
place of the subject—of consciousness and subjectivity. In this way the
dialectic of subject and object is played out in the inner dialectic of the
logical subject and predicate in the subsumptive judgment. However,
Nishida presses Hegel's position beyond its limits all the way into the
place of Absolute Nothingness. While Hegel places Absolute Spirit
(Geist) as the absolute transcendental predicate—the concrete univer-
sal—Nishida presses further to inquire into the grounds or place of Geist.
He presses the absolute predicate to its absolute ground in Sinyata.

By pressing the poles of dualistic predication to their absolute limits

and alleged origin, .Nishida attempts to reach the absolute nondualistic or
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unitive grounds of predication where the absolute subject and absolute
predicate meet and apparently co-arise. By purporting to move beyond
Hegel's absolute predicate and Geist, Nishida apparently believes that he
has overcome the limits of subjectivity by reaching a deeper field of Sub-
jectivity that crosses beyond the dualism of objectivism and subjectivism.
Similarly, by pressing to the absolute ground of the logical and ontological
subject (object), which cannot be subsumed by any predicate, Nishida
believes that he has reached the place of absolute existence—the irre-
ducible impredicable existent. Thus the logic of the absolute subject and
absolute predicate meet in the ground (basho) of Absolute Nothingness. In
a real sense, then, basho is the absolute ground or founslation of predica-
tion (thought and being) and is thus the universal domain or unified field
of the universe of discourse.

By Nishida’s situating predication in the nondualistic dialectics of
Sunyata, a radically new method of minding and speaking emerges. Nishi-
da believes he has accomplished the ontological ideal sought by Aristotle
in preserving the absolute integrity of the primary subject, the existential
individual, in all its singularity and historical specificity. At the same time
he believes he has preserved and sublated in a deeper way the ontologi-
cal ideal and telos of Hegel in moving into the truly “concrete universal™—
in the field of basho. Thus, for Nishida, the absolute ground of Sanyata is
the place of historical existence where the deepest transcendental sub-
jectivity of consciousness (universal) shows itself as the infinitely deep
singular and individuated historical being (particular). Apparently what is
disclosed as polarized, opposite, and even contradictory in dualized logi-
cal space is found to be in a primitive union an identity in the field of
basho. And Nishida speaks of the principle of “absolutely contradictory
identity” as the universal principle of all historical existence revealed in
the ground of Absolute Nothingness.

In making this radical turn to the nondualistic foundations of logic,
Nishida purports to have discovered and uncovered the true depth of the
historically existing individual. In his great last essay, The Place of Noth-
ingness and the Religious Worldview, he brilliantly performs the discourse
of the logic of place with its paradigm of the historical individual. This
paradigm shift to the nondualistic understanding of the individual
exhibiting the structure of absolutely contradictory identity is, in my judg-
ment, at once his greatest contribution to the evolution of universal gram-
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thesis comparing Tillich and Zen or in an informal forum on current dia-
logue. I first actually met him at Claremont in the early 1980s at a con-
ference on Christian understandings of Buddhism. The agenda, featuring
the positions of Hans Waldentfels, John Cobb, Masatoshi Doi, and Hein-
rich Ott, was mainly an affair of Christian theologians and philosophers
of religion. Abe, who was then teaching at Claremont, may have been the
only Buddhist participant. | found myself gravitating to him during meal-
times and was as delighted by his sprightliness as I was impressed by his
depth—naturally in Buddhism but surprisingly also in Christianity and
Western philosophy. He had been at Union in New York (my alma mater)
and had studied Tillich (my chief mentor) penetratingly. His own master
had been Shin’ichi Hisamatsu, of whom I was aware as the formidable
interlocutor with Tillich in the groundbreaking dialogues they held at
Harvard in 1957. So conversation with Abe flowed readily. What really
grabbed me in an unprecedented way, among Buddhists [ had known,
was his élan for reflective inquiry. Here was a learned and profound Bud-
dhist philosopher who was insistently reaching out for dialogue.

In January 1984 the University of Hawai'i hosted, under David
Chappell’s inspired direction, the pioneering international conference
“Paradigm Shifts in Buddhism and Christianity,” bringing together a large
turnout from both traditions. Within the main format were also held the
first sessions of the Buddhist-Christian Theological Encounter as the
“Abe-Cobb group.” The whole experience—my introductory savoring of
focused Buddhist-Christian interaction—was exhilarating. Professor
Abe’s paper, “Dynamic Sunyata and Christian Kenosis,” became thence-
forth a thematic marker for the burgeoning discussion, and his contribu-
tions in the more intimate encounter group—which dealt with suffering
in the two traditions—evoked from Langdon Gilkey the quip, which was
significantly more than a quip, that “the best Christian theologian among
us was not a Christian.” I also became aware during the concomitant
socializing that Abe, having taught a year or two at Claremont and then
at Hawai'i, would be going to Haverford College on another short-term
contract. Apparently there were no tenured positions for his eminent
métier of dialogue, in which, [ was coming to feel, he was second to none.
I tentatively mentioned the Tolson Fund at PSR and found that Abe was
cordially interested.

On returning to Berkeley, | inquired about the bequest, strongly
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recommending Abe as an eventual possibility. The administration
responded that the donated estate was still being settled; it might be a
while before any money was accessible. Meanwhile, the Institute of Bud-
dhist Studies (IBS), in Berkeley since 1967, was strengthened financially
and formally affiliated with the Graduate Theological Union. Seated in Jo
do Shin-sha and training clergy for the Buddhist Churches of America,
the IBS also made known its scholarly accountability to the whole Bud-
dhist spectrum, and faculty were engaged with that in mind. Did this
tend to obviate the need for PSR to seek a Buddhist, once Tolson funds
were in place? Or would it enhance the plausibility in thereby building a
varied concentration in Buddhism? Besides the IBS there was the
Tibetan Nyingma Institute a few blocks away, and a multifarious Bud-
dhist ambience accented the Bay Area and its outlying regions. The GTU
had included from the outset a Center for Jewish Studies as well as a
Unitarian-Universalist seminary. An energetic program for investigating
the new religious movements had been mounted. And to the broad range
of Catholic and Protestant traditions there was added in the mid-1980s an
Eastern Orthodox component. The adjoining University of California pro-
vided further major resources, so that with academic comity, team teach-
ing, and substantial cross-enrollment, there was materializing in Berkeley
a wider ecumenical mix of unusual potency. Still, at the GTU there was
as yet no single world-class scholar to galvanize and saliently symbolize
what was hopefully taking place. Could Masao Abe, for a few years at
least, be that scholar?

Berkeley was chosen as the site for the next (after Hawaii) large
International Buddhist-Christian Conference in 1987, and | was asked to
be the executive director. This facilitated my entry into the Abe-Cobb
group, which met in March 1985 in Vancouver and then at Purdue in
1986. At both gatherings Abe scintillated, and personal interaction with
him was sustained. One noted how scrupulously he did his homework.
Whether as paper author or respondent, his meticulously written out
thoughts gained rapt attention. They were earnest and substantive rather
than ever deliberately humorous, and were unerringly centered on the
issue at stake. Yet like Tillich, Abe always induced the context of “the
human question.” It came out that prior to espousing Zen he had identi-
fied with Pure Land Buddhism. But the catastrophe of World War II and

Japan’s defeat had precipitated an existential crisis. Beyond the negation
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of all meaning, he found through the Kyoto School the way to renewed
affirmation. Abe was thus personally experienced in more than a single
version of Buddhism as well as in the cultural horizon of twentieth-cen-
tury nihilism. In Nishida, Nishitani, and Hisamatsu, he found both a
basis and model for critical assimilation of Western thought. His own
commitment was acted out dialogically in his coming to America to con-
front the views of Tillich, who asserted Christianity’s combination of the
“horizontal” and the “vertical” against Buddhism’s alleged contentment
with the latter alone. For Abe, Buddhist Siinyata remained the profounder
envisagement of the absolute, but he asked as well how it might be con-
strued more dynamically, so as to ground a meaningful history and social
ethic. In this concern he was faithfully following the lead of Hisamatsu.

At Houston in 1985, for a meeting of the International Conference
on the Unity of the Sciences, [ enlisted Abe to do an essay on his master,
Hisamatsu, as part of a project, “The Search for a Unifying Global Phi-
losophy.” The conference minutes report that “as presented by Masao
Abe, Hisamatsu’s thought not only resumes the depth of Buddhism and
modern Zen in particular” but gives it “an incisive edge” befitting the pro-
ject’s global intention. Clearly Hisamatsu's “F.A.S. perspective is motivat-
ed by a creative philosophical ecumenism.” The pivot of the “Formless
Self (F) opens inwardly for humility and dialogue, the dyadic pole of
which is all humanity (A) in mutual historical creativity (S). Christian ego
preponderance and Buddhist social recessiveness are reciprocally miti-
gated in peacefully fruitful affirmation of life.” Thus was Abe able to cri-
tique constructively both his own and the other tradition, as indeed he
chided his fellow Buddhists at the closing Purdue Abe-Cobb session for
a lack of dialogic passion. Abe in fact embodied, if anyone did, John
Cobb’s summons “beyond dialogue” to “mutual transformation.”

At the Berkeley conclave, “Buddhism and Christianity: Toward the
Human Future,” August 10-15, 1987, Abe revved up further his stellar per-
formances with the papers “God and Absolute Nothingness” and “Altiz-
er's Kenotic Christology and Buddhism,” along with lively give-and-take
in the Abe-Cobb group. Moreover, he was one of five singled out to offer
plenary addresses, and his thematization of “a positionless position”
called forth some of the week’s most intense discussion of openness and
commitment. Noteworthily, the first actual use of the Tolson bequest

occurred at the same conference. Pacific School of Religion drew upon
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date and pastor who sat in on these classes, found herself boldly recon-
ceiving a lot of her theology.

A device Abe used superbly was the “protocol,” whereby an appoint-
ed student summarizes what happened at the previous session. [ had
encountered this technique in Germany and then tried using it in my
courses, with only moderate success. Abe’s classes took it and ran with it.
It would frequently reach several pages, photocopied in advance. The
professor would comment, then the class, and a firmer and deeper grasp
of the previous week’s dialectic would seem to emerge. Consequentially
linked would come the new lecture, primed by substantive reading
assignments, formulated with precision but punctuated by plenty of ven-
tilating moments when Abe would invite comments or just as frequently
query the class himself. The remark was made, just once in my hearing,
by a student who had decided not to enroll, that Abe’s classroom manner
was too deliberate and repetitive, not moving things along or getting any-
where. Heidegger'’s riposte to the same charge was recalled: he was not
aiming to “get anywhere,” but rather to circle over and burrow down till a
matter might be understood. The students who stayed with Abe’s classes
beyond the first meeting, which was almost all of them, seemed gen-
uinely to appreciate this.

For several years the PSR administration had been very conscious
of course evaluations, the results of which were accorded a lot of weight
in faculty review and reappointment. The question had indeed been
raised a number of times as the semester progressed whether Abe might
be retained for another year or two in the Tolson position. Students had
raised this question, applicants for admission had raised it, a varied con-
stituency committed to the wider ecumenism had raised it, and Abe him-
self had raised it. Since the Tolson appointment was supposed to rotate
among religions, an alternative idea was that the GTU should find a place
for the distinguished scholar and dialoguer whose recognition worldwide
was growing steadily. In this light, the course evaluations at the end of
that first semester became critical. To sum them up in a phrase, Abe
received from both of his classes a standing ovation. “Excellent, stimulat-
ing, exciting, challenging, richly diverse, thoroughly organized, dynamic,
effective, clear, and extremely helpful” were typical of the characteriza-
tions. A palpably sincere gratitude pervaded the forms. One student
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wrote that he held Abe in awe, another that he reverently loved him. Alto-
gether the appraisals were outstandingly positive, and both Dean Zik-
mund of PSR and Dean Judith Berling of the GTU took note. Needless
to say, Abe was highly gratified.

However, the evaluations came at the end of the school year, and
special appointments had already been completed for 1988-89. It was
also reported that the Tolson investments needed time to generate anoth-
er adequate surplus. Moreover, from Abe’s own viewpoint, it seemed con-
venient to aim for reappointment in 1989—9o, since he had a heavy inter-
vening agenda of lecturing and writing. Meanwhile, efforts could go for-
ward to develop a longer-term position for Abe in the GTU. Dean Berling
seemed hopeful that such an appointment would be feasible, but fund-
ing prospects remained uncertain. Dean Zikmund, even though now
quite willing to carry Abe on the Tolson bequest for another academic
year, remained convinced that this position should rotate. Some of us at
PSR, while acknowledging that in principle the Tolson appointment
should rotate, argued that Buddhist-Christian relations were currently
important enough, and Abe eminent enough, to justify an exception for
two or three years. We lost that argument. Thus, during the summer of
1988, the good news was that Abe would be returning in a year. The bad
news was that beyond that year there was no apparent way—yet—to keep
him at the GTU. But hope was still sanguine that a way would be found.

Abe and I corresponded over the next year and saw each other at
the annual AAR and at an Abe-Cobb gathering at the Hsi Lai Buddhist
Temple in Hacienda Heights, California, in March of 1989. In all our con-
tact, we sought earnestly to solve the problem of keeping him in Berke-
ley for at least two more years, beyond the one that was assured. Efforts
were made continually to get help from the development offices of PSR
and the GTU. Then at Hacienda Heights a new factor entered the pic-
ture—or, to put it as it felt, an angel appeared. In the circle of auditors
around the Abe-Cobb discussants, especially when Abe himself was pre-
senting or being responded to, there was a conspicuously intense listen-
er who introduced herself to me as Muriel Pollia. Professionally estab-
lished in the communications field, she was a student of Buddhism,
already knew Abe, and in fact considered herself his disciple. After the
concluding session at Hsi Lai Temple, Abe invited me to lunch with a

group that included Dr. Pollia. It seemed she might have resources to
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support our hopes in Berkeley, and she said she would be interested in
pursuing the matter. Following up by letter and then a pleasant dinner at
Stanford, [ described the situation, and Dr. Pollia indicated that she could
provide part, though not all, of what it would take to underwrite Abe for
one or two years at PSR or the GTU. This was a big boost for our morale
and would indeed make the decisive difference a year and a half down the
pike.

In the fall semester of 1989 the Abes were welcomed back to PSR,
with warm felicitations extended from their side and from that of the
school. His title had been slightly altered, to Visiting Professor of Bud-
dhism. The courses offered by Abe in the fall semester were “Philosophy
of Absolute Nothingness” and “Kenotic God and Dynamic Sunyata: A
Point of Contact between Buddhism and Christianity.” Again he made
available on the one hand advanced work in Buddhism and on the other
a dialogic course. Needless to say, much dialogue went on in both cours-
es, and there were copious insights in both into the two traditions. Stu-
dents continued to express amazement at how much Abe knew about
Western thought and Christian theology. In a curriculum becoming
increasingly “practical,” it was refreshing to have metaphysical issues
unpacked with erudition and seriousness. What an opportunity,
exclaimed a doctoral candidate, to have Nishitani's Nothingness
expounded by a friend and former student of the sage, and then to have
that fundamental concept compared and contrasted with Heidegger's das
Nichts! On the other hand, in presenting Christianity, Abe impressed his
hearers as strikingly more traditional or classical than most GTU system-
atic theologians. Many of those from a liberal background had never lis-
tened before to a painstaking exegesis of historic Christian ideas.

It is necessary to mention now an emerging contextual factor that
had nothing to do directly with Abe’s activity at PSR and yet beset and
beclouded the entire operation of the school—especially the work of the
regular faculty—for the following two or three years. As the fall semester
of 1989 was fully underway, a turbulent internal political struggle erupted
around the deanship. It precipitated conflict and alienation that obsessed
the attention of the faculty. Aside from bare-bones teaching, there seemed
to be no energy or time for anything else. Concomitantly paralyzed was
any new disposition of the Tolson resources. The faculty was polarized in

a way that precluded creative planning and that undermined any clear
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directions for the development office. It is a shame that this rift occurred
just as the vision of a wider ecumenism at PSR and the GTU might have
been approaching its finest hour. Abe had conveyed to us his amiable
inclination to stay in Berkeley, should it be mutually feasible, for the rest
of his career; and there were a number of promising possibilities that
could have coalesced to undergird and supplement his potential role
in the consortium. The fall semester ended, and from the campus
grapevine as well as the course evaluations it was clear that Abe’s teach-
ing had again been excellent. He seemed to feel good about how things
were going, except that he may have wondered why the faculty seemed
so preoccupied.

For spring 1990 Abe’s two courses were “Zen as the Religion of Self-
Awakening,” which had been so successful two years previously, and
“Religion of Nothingness.” Regretfully, because of the bog of acrimony in
which the faculty was mired, I was less in touch with the actual teaching
of these courses than with anything else Abe did at PSR. However, it was
apparent that the students, numbering roughly the same as before, were
pedagogically stimulated as well as pleased.

During the semester Muriel Pollia, with her financial consultant Jay
Rodriguez, came up twice to the Bay Area to consult and then to fine-
tune arrangements for her support. One was struck by her wisdom and
sagacity as well as by her generous friendship toward Abe. We agreed that
it was unusual for a Buddhist, as she was, to endow a Christian school of
theology. But seeing who the teacher was, that might be something for
Christians to worry about. I said I taught at the school because it was
committed to the truth, period; and therein we found accord. She was a
bit nonplussed at the stiffness of the seminary administration—which
was balking at appointing Abe unless support money was in hand up
front, whereas she could give it only in installments. Such hang-ups were
eventually resolved, but it still was not clear how the gap between what
Dr. Pollia could give and what was needed might be closed. At the last
minute, praise the Lord (both Buddha and Christ!), the San Francisco
Zen Center came through with housing for the Abes, plus a small stipend,
in exchange for his doing some teaching there. West-East Friends also
pitched in to help defray expenses, as did some individuals.

So, 1990—91 was now in orbit, and academically again things went

very salutarily. Abe, once more as Visiting Professor of Buddhism, offered
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one course each semester, since he was also teaching in San Francisco.
His listings were, in the fall, “Philosophy of Absolute Nothingness,” and
in the spring, “Religion and Nothingness.” I sat in on several of the ses-
sions and was moved by the intellectual passion with which Nishida and
Nishitani were engaged. The students seemed more sophisticated, and
one felt all the more poignantly how valuable Abe could be in the GTU
doctoral program. I was on the verge of asking him to consider for the fol-
lowing year a joint seminar with me that would adduce Schleiermacher,
Dilthey, and Heidegger to interface with the Buddhist masters he was so
lucidly exegeting.

Alas, midway through the spring it seemed that funding would
again dry up for the following year. The outlook was bleak, as the phone
rang one morning and Donald Mitchell at Purdue sensitively felt me out
on whether we were legally or morally contracted with Abe beyond the
end of that term. If not, there was every prospect of an attractive oppor-
tunity materializing for him at Purdue, for two years on a vastly more
decent stipend. 1 gulped, winced, and immediately realized that Provi-
dence, of whatever ultimate identity, had happily intervened in Masao’s
behalf. A call to Dr. Pollia in Los Angeles elicited her total agreement.
The main thing—nay, the only thing—was the continuation, under the
most optimal circumstances, of Abe’s world-class endeavors. So we gave
our blessing to Purdue, with pangs, because we had grown fond of our
friends and felt there was much unfinished business here, too. But no
one could doubt the new situation looked far better for those principally
concerned.

IV

Three years then of collegial association with Masao Abe were ending.
It had indeed been an auspicious time at PSR. The sterling quality and
dignity of Masao Abe, his feisty amiability, and the charm and joie de
vivre of both him and Ikuko will long ennoble our memory and inspire our
exertions. Sayonara!
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looking for places to carry out his research and teaching in the United
States so that he could remain in the West. It was then that I began to
think about the possibility of bringing Abe to Purdue University sometime
in the future. This thought became a firm resolve the next year when, in
the fall of 1986, we held the third meeting of the Abe-Cobb group at Pur-
due.’

By the time the third meeting of the Abe-Cobb group was held, the
idea of Abe being at Purdue was even more attractive to me for a person-
al reason. After hearing Abe talk about Emptiness and kenosis in 1984, |
decided to attempt an in-depth response to his comparison. To prepare
for this work, I had taken a sabbatical during the winter and spring of
1986. Part of this time was spent in Japan, where I carried out research
and dialogue with such persons as Keiji Nishitani and Nanrei Kobori. 1
also attended and spoke at a meeting of the F.A.S. Society.’ During that
time, as I studied the ways in which different members of the Kyoto
School compared kenosis with Emptiness, I began to realize that to
respond adequately to Abe’s comparison, I also had to respond to the full
range of similar comparisons made by both the Zen and Pure Land sides
of the School. In this way, I could place Abe’s work in its proper place in
the comparative perspective of the Kyoto School.

I also saw that such a response could not be adequately made at just
the theological level, it had to be made at the spiritual level as well. Keno-
sis is not just a theological category, it is also a central aspect of Christ-
ian spiritual/mystical life. In a similar way in Buddhism, Emptiness is not
just to be contemplated but also lived. And, finally, an adequate compar-
ison would have to explore both individual and communal spirituality to
show its relevance to the contemporary postmodern scene. This decision
to respond to the Kyoto School’s comparison of kenosis with Emptiness
on the level of spirituality was confirmed when 1 traveled from Japan to
Rome in the spring of 1986 to meet with some of the Catholic Church'’s
experts on dialogue with Buddhism.*

The theme of the Purdue meeting of the Abe-Cobb group in the fall
of 1986 was “ultimate reality.” Again, one of the major points of discussion
was Abe’s comparison of Christian kenosis with Buddhist Emptiness.
From this discussion, I became confident that | was moving in the right
direction with my response to Abe. He and [ talked about my ideas, and

he gave me a copy of his then unpublished but more fully developed
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manuscript “Kenotic God and Dynamic Sunyata.” We also spoke again
about the possibility of his coming to Purdue. Abe and his wife, Ikuko,
very much enjoyed the quiet Midwestern environment.

By 1989 it was clear that Abe’s essay on Emptiness and kenosis
would soon appear in The Emptying God: A Buddhist-Jewish-Christian
Conversation (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1990), and my response
would be published as Spirituality and Emptiness: The Dynamics of Spir-
itual Life in Buddhism and Christianity (New York: Paulist Press, 1991).
With these publication dates in mind, I approached the Lilly Endow-
ment, Inc., with the idea of bringing Abe to Purdue shortly after our
books came out, in order to advance our dialogue, add new voices to it,
and present it to a more general audience in a series of public conversa-
tions around the state of Indiana. The endowment liked the idea, the
books were published, the project was funded, and the Abes arrived at
Purdue in the summer of 1991 for a two-year stay.

The Abes took a secluded apartment that was literally on the banks
of the Wabash River. During Abe’s residence at Purdue, he taught only
one course each semester so as to give him more time to work on his
research before retiring to Japan in 1993. Each fall he taught “Zen—the
Religion of Self-Awakening.” In the spring of 1992, he taught a seminar on
the Buddhist-Christian dialogue. And in the spring of 1993, he offered a
seminar on Nishida’s philosophy. All these classes were held in the
evening and were open to the public. The classes were very popular,
being attended by students, scholars, and leaders in the local religious
community.

Besides his classes, Abe participated in four interfaith dialogues
around the state of Indiana that were intended to deepen and expand dis-
cussion of his comparison of Buddhism and Christianity. The four-part
series added new themes and voices to the dialogue and involved a broad-
er public audience.’ The first conversation was with Marjorie Suchocki at
Purdue on November 8, 1991. The topic was the understanding of “peace”
in Buddhism and Christianity. Abe presented the Buddhist view that real
peace is a deep human reality prior to opposition and conflict. The Bud-
dha did not confront hostile opposition with power but appeased hatred
and violence with compassion. Buddhism seeks to enable people to awak-
en to this inner peace and live compassionate lives from that deep center

of their being. For Abe, this compassionate living is an activity that engen-
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ders what he calls “nondualistic unity,” which celebrates cultural and reli-
gious diversity. It is a peaceful harmony that expresses the unity of ulti-
mate reality itself. Suchocki compared Emptiness as the basis of this non-
dual unity in Buddhism with the “principle of diversity in unity” in trini-
tarian theology. Both the nondual and trinitarian notions affirm the value
of difference in unity in a manner that supports community and peace.

The second dialogue (discussed by Joseph Bracken in Chapter 19,
“The Abe-Pannenberg Encounter”) was with Wolfhart Pannenberg. It was
hosted by the Earlham School of Theology at Earlham College on April
23, 1992. As one can see from Bracken's account, Pannenberg was not
especially positive about Abe’s presentation of a “kenotic God.” In short,
Pannenberg sees kenosis as a particular action of the Son out of obedi-
ence to the will of the Father. He finds no biblical basis for attributing a
kenotic element to the nature of Godself. Abe responded that if Christ is
the self-revelation of God, then the kenosis of Christ is revelatory of the
very nature of Godself. It was interesting to note that afterward many, if
not most, of the Christians in the audience were more inclined to Abe’s
position than to Pannenberg’s. It seems ironic that Christians would pre-
fer a Buddhist’s view of their God over a fellow Christian’s.

The third dialogue was with Richard Rubenstein (see Chapter 18,
“Emptiness, Holy Nothingness, and the Holocaust”). This encounter was
hosted by Indiana University—Purdue University at Indianapolis on
November 11, 1992. The topic was “The Holocaust, God, and Evil.” In an
informal setting before the public conversation, Rubenstein told Abe how
his own idea of God as Holy Nothingness was confirmed by Abe’s work
on Absolute Nothingness. Rubenstein enjoyed reading Abe’s work on
Emptiness and had no quarrel with him on the matter of ultimate reality.
He felt that their ideas of the absolute were complementary. However, on
the matter of the Holocaust, Rubenstein had a major reservation that
they discussed later in the public dialogue.

In that public discussion, Abe stressed that he sees the root cause
of evil in the world in general, and the Holocaust in particular, as the
“blind will” of human nature. Since we all participate in this general con-
dition of blind willfulness, we are all responsible for its particular results
in history, including the Holocaust. The Holocaust calls all humankind to
acknowledge this flaw in the human condition and seck a self-awakening

that can heal it in individuals and in society. Rubenstein recognized this
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general “cause” but felt it to be more helpful to clarify the particular psy-
chological, social, historical, economic, and political causes so that one
could recognize these forces in the future and intervene to stop them
from producing something like the Holocaust from happening again. Abe
agreed with Rubenstein that the study of these particular causes is impor-
tant. But he felt that until humankind faces its blind and selfish nature,
it cannot awaken to its true compassionate nature and thereby overcome
the tendency to generate evil in the world.

The fourth and final dialogue was hosted by the University of Notre
Dame on April 1, 1993. It was with Keith J. Egan and addressed the com-
parison of Christian and Buddhist forms of meditation. Egan and Abe
both traced the historical development of various forms of meditation in
their respective traditions. In the context of a very rich dialogue on many
issues associated with the spiritual life, Abe noted a basic difference
between the two practices. For the Christian, meditation must give way
to contemplation where God, rather than the self, is active. This spiritu-
al movement from meditation to contemplation is achieved by the grace
of God rather than by any human willfulness. When Christian meditation
is perfected, the person finds union with God. Buddhist meditation cul-
minates in wisdom through a process that is similar to grace in that the
person cannot produce the wisdom by his or her own efforts. However,
what one discovers in the light of this wisdom is not union with a tran-
scendent God but the True Self awakening to itself. While for the Bud-
dhist, wisdom arises from beyond human will, it does so not by the break-
ing in of the grace of God but by the awakening of the True Self. Egan
responded that contemplative grace can also be experienced as an inner
process that leads to overcoming unhealthy attachments and the false
self.

During Abe’s stay at Purdue, | had numerous opportunities to dis-
cuss different topics with him. Since my response to his comparison of
Emptiness with kenosis was on the level of spirituality, the kinds of issues
discussed by Abe and Egan came up frequently, and we shared with each
other the experiential bases for our different views. Abe expressed the
fundamental Zen experience of ultimate reality in the words of Pseudo-
Dionysius: “dazzling darkness.” For Abe, the dazzling light of nirvana is
totally identified with the world of samsaric darkness. This identity is not

a static monism but a dynamic nondualism wherein each is itself in the
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dynamic identity with its opposite. For him, when this nondual logic is
applied to God, the Godhead of infinite light must be seen in its dynam-
ic identity with all of creation. The dynamic of this identity is the keno-
sis of love that one sees in Jesus crucified and forsaken. This kenosis does
not destroy God but affirms the true Godself as full kenotic love.

Abe finds the loving dynamic of this kenotic God in creation since
the forms of life are the self-determination of the kenosis itself. He also
finds the same kenosis in the Trinity itself where each person is who that
person is in a nondual relational kenosis of love and life (perichoresis) with
the other persons. Now, the problem for me with Abe’s view is that he
posits the same kenosis in both cases. The dynamic of the inner trinitar-
ian kenosis is the same as the dynamic of the creative kenosis. Or the
kenotic nature of God in the Trinity is the same as the kenotic action of
God in creation. As I argued in Spirituality and Emptiness, this Buddhist
perception of kenosis as always being the same impoverishes the Christ-
ian understanding of kenosis. While God creates “according to” his
nature, the kenosis between the divine persons is just different in kind
from the kenosis between the Creator and creation. And since God is
uniquely incarnate in Christ, the kenosis of God in Christ is also differ-
ent in kind from the kenosis of God in the rest of creation.

To fail to make this distinction leads Abe to say that God is just as
dependent on creation as creation is on God. For the Christian, it is true
that for the Father to be Father in the Trinity, there must be the Son, and
vice versa. But it is not true that creation must be necessary for God to
be truly a kenotic God. The most one can say is that for the creative keno-
sis of God to function, there must be the things of creation. But God
existed as the eternal Trinity before creation began. And God's identity is
determined in that eternal inner trinitarian kenosis, not in the kenosis of
creation. God’s creative kenotic love is necessary for creation, but not vice
versa.

It was to maintain this distinction that | referred to Emptiness, in
Spirituality and Emptiness, as “the creative kenosis of God.” For me,
Emptiness is the creative kenosis of a God whose ultimate triune tran-
scendence is not fully emptied out into creation. On the other hand,
whenever our discussion touched on the possible transcendence of God,
Abe always returned to the nondualism of dazzling darkness—perhaps

because of the radical nature of his conversion from the dualistic Pure
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Land form of Buddhist spirituality to the radical nondualism of Hisamat-
su’s Zen spirituality. I do not know. But for me as a Christian, while God
is certainly found in all things and all things in God, the Trinity always
exists apart from creation, a light without any darkness in which we find
an eternal paradise. The Godhead of this Trinity is not beyond the per-
sons of the Trinity. The Godhead just is the dynamic and kenotic love of
the persons that is expressed in the kenosis of creation. While this cre-
ative kenosis is like Buddhist Emptiness in many ways, it does not mean
that the Godhead is dependent on the resulting creation. Again, it is
defined within the Trinity itself as love, which in turn defines creation as
an expression of love. And it is this intimate and personal triune dimen-
sion of God-love that is at the heart of Christian spirituality insofar as we
discover and relate to it in Christ.

At the end of our dialogues, it was evident to me that Abe's
encounter with Christianity had transformed his thought concerning God
but that he had remained a Zen Buddhist, always interpreting the experi-
ence of God with a Buddhist nondualistic logic. On the other hand, I had
been greatly changed by my encounter with Abe and Buddhism in my
own understanding of the kenotic nature and action of God. But I
remained a Christian interpreting the experience of God with a Christian
trinitarian logic. And as we accepted the similarities and differences
between our viewpoints, our dialogue took a new turn. Abe expressed an
interest in meeting the spiritual community of which I am a member,
namely, the Focolare. This did not surprise me for a number of reasons.
First, in any interfaith dialogue there comes a moment when the inter-
locutors, faced with the similarities as well as the differences between
their views, feel a desire to see how these similarities and differences are
lived out in daily life. For me, that desire was in part fulfilled in 1986
when [ met with Abe’s F.A.S. Society in Kyoto.

A second reason for Abe’s interest in meeting the Focolare was that
from his reading of Spirituality and Emptiness, he understood that there
are many similarities between the F.A.S. Society and the Focolare.® Both
emphasize a communal spirituality in which personal and collective
kenosis play important roles. In the Focolare, kenotic love helps generate
a spiritual atmosphere of unity wherein one can discover a tangible pres-
ence of God, making persons one in a manner that reflects the unity of

the Trinity. Abe wanted, [ think, to see Christian kenosis lived in a com-
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munity in a manner that fosters the unity of humankind, which is also an
ideal of his own F.A.S. spirituality.

A third reason for his interest was the striking similarities between
the lives of the founders of both movements, Chiara Lubich and Shin'ichi
Hisamatsu. Abe was keenly aware that the founders of spiritualities have
very special charismata and was quite impressed with the spiritual depth
of Lubich’s writings. I had explained to him that although Lubich is a
great saint and mystic, she also has the intellectual ability to express her
experience in philosophical and theological terms. In fact, I informed Abe
that a very important group of Catholic theologians in Europe had formed
the Abba School based on Lubich’s published and unpublished spiritual
and mystical writings.

[ should add that Keiji Nishitani once expressed to me his own
interest in meeting Lubich. In a letter he said that in Lubich’s writings he
found a Christian expression of what he himself was trying to say in Bud-
dhist terms. I arranged for him to meet Lubich when she visited Japan in
1985. Unfortunately, the meeting did not take place because the pope
asked Lubich to return early from Japan to participate in a synod on the
laity. When I met with Nishitani in 1986, he asked Gishin Tokiwa, who
was with us, if he knew of Lubich and the Focolare. When Tokiwa
answered that he did not, Nishitani went on at some length telling Toki-
wa about Lubich and her work.” Abe was aware of the planned meeting
between Nishitani and Lubich, which would have been her first
encounter with the Kyoto School. My own thought was that since Nishi-
tani had died, a meeting between Abe and Lubich would be a historic
encounter between the Focolare and the F.A.S. Society as well as
between the Abba and Kyoto Schools.

In the spring of 1992 I introduced Abe to members of the Chicago
Focolare. I could tell that he was very sensitive to the unity he found
there and was happy with the encounter. Then in the summer of 1992
Abe was awarded the Luminosa Prize by the Focolare for his work in
interfaith dialogue. To receive this award, Abe traveled to Mariapolis
Luminosa, the North American retreat center of the Focolare in Hyde
Park, New York. There, he and his wife were quite taken by the spiritual
atmosphere of unity. The Focolare was also impressed with Abe's spiritu-
al sensitivity and the depth of his insight into spiritual matters. After

these two encounters, more concrete plans began to be made for Abe to
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travel to Rome to visit the headquarters of the Focolare and to meet with
Chiara Lubich.

As this trip to Rome was being discussed, Abe also expressed to me
his desire to meet with Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger. It was my impression
that Abe was having trouble understanding what “the official Catholic
viewpoint” was on the different issues he was discussing in his compari-
son of Emptiness and kenosis. He was aware that the few Catholic the-
ologians he had read and with whom he was in dialogue, such as Karl
Rahner, Hans Kiing, and David Tracy, had different views on these issues.
So, he questioned whether what he was encountering in their personal
theological opinions on the matters under consideration was in accord
with the official teachings of the church. Somewhere along the line, Abe
had come to believe that if he talked to Cardinal Ratzinger, he would get
a precise explanation of what the church actually taught about the theo-
logical issues he was exploring in his own dialogical work. I would add
that this concern of Abe’s is very common in interfaith dialogue. One
often wonders, “Am | just encountering the personal views of my inter-
locutor, or am I actually encountering the authentic tradition for which
he or she is a spokesperson?”

In the end, a number of meetings in Rome were arranged for Abe.
Masao Abe, Ikuko Abe, and I would travel to Rome in March of 1993 to
be hosted by the Center for Interreligious Dialogue of the Focolare Move-
ment. The center would arrange for us to meet with Chiara Lubich and
members of the Abba School and would also take us on a tour of Rome,
Assisi, Florence, and Loppiano—a little city of the Focolare near Flo-
rence where its school of spiritual formation is located. The Pontifical
Council for Interreligious Dialogue would entertain us in the Vatican and
arrange for us to meet with the pope. We would also visit the Congrega-
tion for the Doctrine of the Faith and meet there with Cardinal Ratzinger.
The cardinal, who has a personal interest in the work of the Kyoto School,
would arrange for some of the theologians of the congregation to spend
time answering Abe’s questions, which he and [ would send in advance.

When March 1993 arrived, I was not able to travel to Rome with the
Abes because of ill health. And unfortunately, Chiara Lubich was also not
able to be in Rome because she was undergoing medical treatment in
Switzerland. However, the Abes were hosted by Enzo Fondi and Natalia

Dallapiccola, two of Lubich's early companions in the Focolare and now
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codirectors of the Focolare’s Center for Interreligious Dialogue. There,
Masao Abe was able to meet and talk to members of the Abba School.
Then after taking the planned tour of Italy, the Abes went to the Congre-
gation for the Doctrine of the Faith, where Masao Abe discussed his
philosophical work with two theological collaborators of the congregation:
Jacques Servais, S. ]., and Piero Coda, who, as it turned out, is also a
member of the Abba School.

I would say that this was an extraordinary encounter. When in the
history of these two religions has a Buddhist philosopher entered the Vat-
ican for a theological discussion in this most powerful congregation? At
one point in this discussion, Servais said that the dialogue between Bud-
dhists and Christians within the broader encounter of East and West is
of historic importance. He expressed the view that it will have greater sig-
nificance than the dialogue between Christian and Greek thought from
which Western intellectual history proceeded. Servais quoted Rombach’s
opinion that East-West dialogue today will lead to a new “planetary unity
of people” from which a new global history will proceed. This opinion was
directly in line with Abe’s own views.

In this discussion, some of the issues that were raised in my own
dialogue with Abe were addressed. For example, as for Abe’s comparison
of kenosis and Emptiness, Servais stated that the Christian view is that
divine kenosis is absolute love, not just the boundless openness of the
unlimited. In the kenotic dynamic of that love, the personhood of God is
never emptied out nor is it ever abolished in the absolute. Coda added
that for Balthasar, the kenosis of Christ reveals the absolute love of the
perichoresis of the Trinity. It is in the kenotic dynamic of this eternal lov-
ing relation prior to creation that each person is distinguished. The giving
of self in kenotic love does not cancel the selves but leads to the realiza-
tion of distinction in unity. This for Balthasar is a trinitarian logic, not a
dualistic logic. Both Servais and Coda explored with Abe the place of
kenosis in trinitarian theology in a manner that greatly impressed Abe.
And while admitting both similarities and differences between Christian
and Buddhist notions of ultimate reality, both Servais and Coda affirmed
Abe’s view that because Christ is the self-utterance of God, his kenosis
reveals a fundamental kenosis, an ur-kenosis, that is of the essence of
Godself. For this and other reasons, Abe told me that he found these Vat-

ican theologians tv be much more “liberal” than most of the theologians
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Chapter Thirteen

THE MEANING OF
EMPTINESS

John Hick

My owN RECOLLECTIONS of Masao Abe’s period in the United States
come from his time as a colleague for three years in the Department of
Religion at the Claremont Graduate School in California, for another year
at the neighboring School of Theology at Claremont, and then at various
conferences almost every year since. At the Claremont Graduate School
he and I jointly taught a couple of seminars, one on the problem of evil
in Buddhism and Christianity and the other a comparative study of Bud-
dhism and Christianity—Buddhism meaning on each occasion Zen Bud-
dhism. In these joint seminars, and in many other occasions for discus-
sion, [ learned a great deal from Abe. Indeed, he was the first Zen thinker
whom [ had encountered and the one with whom I have had the most
opportunity to explore this—to most of us in the West—very different
and therefore strange universe of religious thought and experience.

Among my Claremont memories of Abe are his slow and careful
exposition of Zen concepts; his taking a group of us to the Zen meditation
center up Mount Baldy, he and his wife dressed in traditional Japanese
garb, and our all doing zazen there; a splendid Japanese dinner at their
house; a long plane flight back together from a conference that we had
both attended on the East Coast, during which he once again tried to
explain, and I to grasp, the key Zen concept of Sinyata, Emptiness; and
his launching the Buddhist-Christian Theological Encounter Group (the
Abe-Cobb group), whose annual meetings have proved so cumulatively
fruitful.
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the Godhead or Gottheit is grasped as Nichts by Meister Eckhart and as
Ungrund by Jacob Bohme. Furthermore, in Eckhart and Bohme the
essence of God is not the Supreme Good but lies beyond good and evil.
This is strikingly similar to the Buddhist understanding of Ultimate Real-
ity.”

But there seems to be another use of the term in which Sinyata has
characteristics that can be both experienced and described. Thus, Empti-
ness “contains the two characteristics of wisdom (prajna) and compassion
(karuna),”” and is “a dynamic and creative function of emptying every-
thing and making everything alive.” It is “not a nihilistic emptiness but
rather a fullness of particular things and individual persons functioning in
their full capacity and without mutual impediment.” So understood, Si
nyatd = nirvana = pratitya-samutpada, the ever changing interdependent
universe. These two uses of Sanyata seem to me to be different and sug-
gest to me a distinction between the ineffable, formless ultimate and the
describable forms that it takes within our human thought and experience.

In conversation with Abe, however, 1 have sometimes come up
against the philosophical rebuff that such questions and distinctions and
attempts at clarification are inappropriate because they presuppose West-
ern modes of thought, particularly Western “dualism.” Sanyata, as Abe has
written, is “very difficult to understand, particularly for the Western
mind.”" | am in fact still uncertain whether or not I have grasped this cen-
tral Mahayana concept at all. There seems to me to be a distinction
between, on the one hand, the thought of Sainyata as entirely unconcep-
tualizable, “formless,” and empty of all humanly conceivable qualities and,
on the other hand, the thought of Sanyata as having the characteristics of
wisdom and compassion, as being the activity of making everything alive,
and as being identical with the experienceable state of nirvana and the
process of pratitya-samutpada. For these latter appear to me to be ways of
conceptualizing or characterizing (even if only partially), Sanyata.

Assuming that there is a distinction here, an important question for
me has been (and is) to what extent the distinction corresponds to one
that suggests itself to anyone seeking a religious interpretation of religious
plurality. If we reject the naturalistic understanding of religious experi-
ence as purely imaginative projection, seeing it instead as a response to,
or expression or manifestation of, a transcendent reality (i.c., a reality

transcending our ordinary human existence), then we meet the problem
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constituted by the plurality of different forms of religious experience.
Within the monotheistic faiths, the Jewish experience of the Adonai of
Israel and the Christian experience of the Heavenly Father and the Mus-
lim experience of Allah differ from one another, and all differ even more
radically from the Buddhist and advaitic Hindu forms of religious experi-
ence. And yet each of these great spiritual traditions seems to be more or
less equally effective as a context of the salvific transformation of human
beings from self-centeredness to a re-centering in some manifestation of
the ultimate. That they apparently produce essentially the same human
transformation—though taking varying concrete forms within different
religious cultures—suggests that through these traditions the same ulti-
mate transforming reality is affecting us.

But how can this be when the experienced realities are so different?
The answer that seems to me most promising is based upon a distinction
between the ultimate reality in itself and that reality as humanly, and
variously humanly, experienced. For our human experience is always cul-
turally conditioned. The Real, the Ultimate, is experienced in terms of
different sets of religious concepts, closely connected with different
forms of spiritual practice, developed in different cultural and historical
contexts. On this hypothesis, the Real in itself transcends the entire net-
work of human concepts. Thus, the polarities of personal/nonpersonal,
substance/process, good/evil, purposive/nonpurposive, conscious/uncon-
scious do not apply. In denying, for example, that the Real is personal,
one does not thus affirm that it is nonpersonal but rather, more radically,
that this set of concepts does not apply to it. In traditional Western terms,
it is ineffable; in traditional Eastern terms, it is formless. But it is never-
theless eternally real and universally present, and it enters into human
consciousness in what we call, in the broadest sense of the term, religious
experience. And as experienced, it always has qualities of some kind. In
the paradoxical words of an ancient Indian text, “Thou art formless; thy
only form is our knowledge of Thee.”"

On the one hand then, Sianyata as Absolute Nothingness seems to
be completely unconceptualizable, unable to be characterized in any way
other than as the totally ineffable ultimate reality. But on the other hand,
Sitnyata as wisdom and compassion seems to be a form that this ineffable
Emptiness takes in relation to conscious beings; and Sinyata as “such-

ness” seems to be another such form, namely as the world process when
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experienced selflessly, without the distortions of the ego point of view.

Such a distinction between the ultimate in itself and the ultimate as
humanly known occurs explicitly within the wide range of Buddhist
thought. Within the trikdya doctrine of the Mahayana, the ineffable ulti-
mate is called the dharmakaya, the “truth body” of the infinite Buddha-
nature. And Tan Luan, the first great thinker of the Pure Land tradition
within Buddhism, whose writings were used by the medieval monk Shin-
ran, founder of the continuing Japanese form of this tradition, Jodo Shin-
shq, distinguished between dharmakiya-as-suchness, which “has no form
or characteristics, and is beyond conceptualization,” and dharmakaya-as-
compassion, which “possesses form and characteristics, appearing as
Amida Buddha.”* Shinran quotes T'an-Luan: “Among Buddhas and bod-
hisattvas there are two aspects of dharmakaya: dharmakaya-as-suchness
and dharmakéya-as-compassion. Dharmakaya-as-compassion arises out
of dharmakaya-as-suchness, and dharmakaya-as-suchness emerges into
[human consciousness through] dharmakaya-as-compassion. These two
aspects of dharmakaya differ but are not separate; they are one but not
identical.”” Parallel conceptions occur within the Upanishadic tradition in
the distinction between nirguna-Brahman, Brahman without qualities and
beyond all conceptualization, and saguna-Brahman, that same ultimate
reality humanly experienced as Ishvara, divine personality; within the
mystical strands of Judaism and Islam; and within Christianity, in the
distinction between God's infinite self-existent being “before” and inde-
pendent of creation, and God in relation to the creation, known as Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit.

Now the concept of the Real as the ultimate, ineffable, formless
reality that is humanly experienced in many different forms, both person-
al and nonpersonal, sounds remarkably like the concept of Siinyata as the
ultimate formless reality, empty of all humanly conceivable qualities but
manifested within human (and perhaps nonhuman) experience as infinite
compassion and wisdom, and as nirvana = pratitya-samutpida = the ordi-
nary world experienced selflessly as “wondrous being.” For on the one
hand, Siinyata as Absolute Nothingness (Shinran’s dharmakaya-as-suchness)
seems to be completely unconceptualizable, unable to be characterized in
any way other than as the totally ineffable ultimate reality; on the other

hand, Sinyata as wisdom and compassion seems to be the form that this
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Buddhist language. That voice is possible and real only when it is appar-
ently most distant from and alien to Christianity itself. Above all, it is the
virtually infinite distance of Buddhism from the Christian God that is
fundamental here, for Buddhism is that horizon most innocent of God,
most free of any sense or awareness of an absolute sovereignty and tran-
scendence, and most closed to any horizon of Being itself. Yet Abe can
and does speak of God, even as Nishida had done so before him, but
these are deeply modern Buddhists who are unaffected by an ancient
Christian tradition and have primarily known Christianity by way of Eck-
hart, Hegel, and Kierkegaard, and even by way of the deeply anti-Christ-
ian Nietzsche, so they have known a Christianity that is deeply other than
dogmatic Christianity and perhaps most deeply Christian in that very oth-
erness. Certainly that otherness is fundamental to their language about
God, which is why they can even speak of God by way of
Sanyata; and yet their very language is most clearly a Christian language,
and most decisively so in its evocation of agape, an agape that is purely
kenotic and thereby most manifestly Christian.

There is simply nothing comparable in contemporary Christian lan-
guage about Buddhism, certainly no sense whatsoever of the possibility of
a Christian language that could now recover a depth or purity of Bud-
dhism absent from the contemporary Buddhist speaker. Although it may
well be true that a deep Buddhism has indeed entered the modern imag-
inative languages of the West—and done so far more deeply and pro-
foundly than it has done so in modern Eastern art, music, and litera-
ture—our modern philosophical and theological language has at best sim-
ply been open to Buddhism. Never has it given promise of recovering or
renewing a lost or hidden Buddhist ground, unless it has done so in our
deepest nihilistic thinking. This possibility may well account for Niet-
zsche’s deep attraction for the Kyoto School, and all too significantly a
deeply positive response to Nietzsche occurred in the Japanese thinker
before it did so in the Western thinker; and if the Buddhist thinker can
know Nietzsche’s thinking as a profound reversal both of Western think-
ing and of Western history itself, that reversal could well be a deep recov-
ery of a primordial horizon, a horizon most purely embodied in Buddhism.
And Nietzsche is that thinker who posited the deepest contradiction
between Jesus and Christianity itself, who could go far beyond even

Kierkegaard in unveiling the Christian tradition as the deep reversal of an
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original faith, a reversal already occurring in the New Testament itself,
and a reversal that is a pure reversal in a uniquely modern Christianity.
Thus, Nietzsche could proclaim the death of God as gospel or “good
news,” and apparently the Buddhist can now know that death as gospel,
for it is the dissolution of that God or Being which is most intrinsically
“other” than Sanyata.

We might well imagine that such an otherness could never be heard
or known by the Buddhist. If the Buddhist is finally liberated from the
very possibility of an “I” of any kind, certainly comprehending the “1” of
God, and most fundamentally so the “I” that is an absolutely solitary “1,”
an “I” that is only and solely causa sui, and thus an “I” that is an absolute-
ly transcendent “1.” That is an “I” that transcends any possibility of keno-
sis, and if the Christian dogma of the Trinity all too gradually came into
existence as a way of affirming a sacrificial or kenotic redemption, this
dogma became peripheral in modern Christian dogmatics until it was
recovered by Barth. But then it could be recovered only by isolating
Christian thinking from any thinking that is not purely dogmatic. While
that may well be as original a movement as any that has ever occurred in
Christian theology, and one that even now is the one firm foundation of
Christian dogmatics, it is the most deeply sectarian movement that has
ever occurred in theological thinking, and perhaps the one movement
making possible a contemporary Christian thinking about God. Yet a con-
temporary Buddhist such as Abe can speak of God, and even speak of
God in the language of self-emptying, a self-emptying that is agape but is
agape only insofar as it is self-emptying. Now even if such agape is
Sitnyata, and therefore is and only could be a purely and totally primordial
agape, it does unveil a primordial Godhead that has never been known in
the West (unless it was known by Meister Eckhart and his followers) but
that does call forth the possibility of a truly new Christian opening to the
Godhead, one previously present only in a purely mystical (as opposed to
a dogmatic or theological) horizon.

The contemporary Christian theologian can only marvel at the the-
ological language of a Nishida, a Nishitani, or an Abe, for this is a lan-
guage that is not only at once philosophical and theological but existen-
tial and conceptual simultaneously. Not since Heidegger's “turn” has such
a language even truly been attempted by a Western thinker, and certainly

not by any form of dogmatic theology or by any thinking that is genuinely
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in continuity with the Christian tradition. Now if Sanyata makes possible
a contemporary Buddhist thinking about God, it is when Sanyata has
been approached from a Western horizon. Just as the Kyoto School was
deeply shaped by those modern Western thinkers who have thought most
deeply about God, it has thereby been liberated from premodern theo-
logical thinking and therefore liberated from the purely transcendent
God. Not even Kierkegaard knew and only knew that God, hence the
necessity of Barth’s renunciation of his earlier discipleship to Kierkegaard
so as to make possible his Church Dogmatics. Just as Kierkegaard is
now wholly alien to a purely dogmatic theology, a dialectical language of
any kind is now wholly alien to Christian dogmatics, so that even
Kierkegaardian language has become just as distant from our dogmatic
theology as is Hegelian or Nietzschean language. But that is a distance
from a pure thinking about God, and nothing is more forbidden today
than thinking about God—a prohibition that has again and again been
violated by Abe, and perhaps that is why he is most treasured by the
Christian.

In this perspective, we might well imagine that a truly and fully pri-
mordial thinking has never occurred in the West, or insofar as it has
occurred, as perhaps in Erigena and Eckhart, it has been condemned and
driven underground, only to be reborn in radical and heretical circles. But
such rebirths have not occurred in theology itself, at least not in our the-
ological thinking about God. If philosophical thinking has thereby been
driven apart from theological thinking in the modern world, and far more
so than ever occurred in a premodern theological thinking, it not only dis-
tances theological thinking from philosophical thinking but from primal
or fundamental thinking itself. Only such a deep thinking can know or
realize Sitnyata, and in our world such thinking must inevitably be vastly
distant from our given theological thinking, and distant precisely as pure
thinking. Yet is it possible that only a thinking of Sanyata can now think,
and purely think, what the Christian knows as God? Is it only an Absolute
Emptiness or an Absolute Nothingness that can now give us a horizon in
which it is possible to think God? And is it only that Emptiness or that
Nothingness which could possibly be a true ground for an absolute keno-
sis, an absolute kenosis that is agape, and thereby is a once-and-for-all
and irreversible Incarnation? If traditional Christianity has reversed the

Incarnation by its celebration of the resurrection and the ascension of
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Christ, is that a reversal which would be impossible within the horizon of
Sunyata, and impossible if only because it is a reversal of self-emptying?

While Buddhism would appear to be closed to the very possibility
of a once-and-for-all and irreversible act if totality itself is an Absolute
Emptiness, then that totality is what is realized in the Incarnation, and
then the Incarnation could be apprehended as a realization of that total-
ity. This view apparently occurs in Abe’s theological thinking, and while
this view seemingly parallels an Eastern Christian apprehension of the
Incarnation as a process of deification, it deeply differs from such Chris-
tian affirmations in knowing totality itself not as absolute glory but rather
as Absolute Emptiness, an Emptiness that is all in all as Emptiness itself,
and therefore an Emptiness that is what an actual kenosis realizes or
effects. Thus, if Sanyata is the true ground of that agape which is Incar-
nation, the once-and-for-all act of Incarnation could be apprehended as
the absolute emptying of that world or actuality in which it occurs, so that
it is a once-and-for-all act only insofar as it is an eschatological act, and
such an absolutely eschatological act could be an absolutely primordial
act. Then a primordial totality of Emptiness could be understood as being
coincident with, if not identical to, a total eschatological or apocalyptic
fulfillment, and that is a realization of absolute emptying, an Emptiness
that could only actually be spoken of as agape, for that is an Emptiness
which is a total compassion.

Perhaps what is most disquieting about such apprehensions is that
they appear to be all too close to a uniquely Christian gnosticism, one
wholly dissolving a true or divine Creator, and one effecting an absolute
disjunction between every primal center and everything whatsoever that
is manifest or realizable as world. Yet gnosticism is inconceivable apart
from a primal ground in Godhead itself, and that is precisely a Godhead
wholly absent from Buddhism, unless Sanyata itself can be apprehended
as Godhead, and a Godhead that is absolutely empty of everything what-
soever hearable or speakable, or everything whatsoever that can be known
as either Being or beings. Although gnostic mythical language is vastly
distant from Madhyamika or Zen Buddhism, is it really so distant from
Tantric Buddhism or even from popular Mahayana traditions? Is it even
possible that gnosticism was an original Christian movement toward a
Buddhist Siinyata or a Hindu Brahman-Atman? Surely many have thought

so, which is surely dne reason why gnosticism is so popular today. And if
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Christian orthodoxy has continually responded to gnosticism as its deep-
est internal threat, a threat to the very Godhead of God, that Godhead
has been more deeply and more comprehensively dissolved in the Bud-
dhist tradition than in any other tradition. Accordingly, Buddhism may
well be a pure embodiment of what a Christian gnosticism only intend-
ed; and if such an intention has again and again been assaulted by Chris-
tian orthodoxy, is it because this is an original intention of Christianity
that cannot finally be erased?

Just as the gnostic Gospel of Truth names Christ as the authentic
name of that Godhead which it ecstatically proclaims, for here the name
of the Father is the name of the Son, could Christ be a Christian name
of the Buddha, and of that Buddha who is all in all in everything? While
the Buddha is finally unnameable, and certainly could not be a “who” of
any kind, is it because the Buddha is absolute compassion and therefore
is a totally present immanence without even a shadow of transcendence?
We cannot doubt that Buddhism is without everything that Christian
orthodoxy has known as the Godhead of God, just as it is wholly closed
to everything our Western ontologies have known as the Being of beings,
and everything our Western languages have known as the subject or the
“l.” Hence a contemporary Western deconstruction of our anthropology,
our ontology, and our theology appears to many to be a Western opening
to a Buddhist ground, and one that was decisively established by Niet-
zsche himself. From this perspective, our Western nihilism could become
or perhaps already is a Buddhist nihilism, a nihilism that is truly a “decon-
struction” only insofar as it is an opening to a deeper ground and only
insofar as it finally intends an Absolute Nothingness. If that is a Noth-
ingness which Nietzsche named as Eternal Recurrence, is a new
Zarathustra’s Eternal Recurrence a Western opening to Sanyata, and one
that is inseparable from an absolute reversal of our consciousness and
history? Then our apocalypse could be a return to our primordial ground,
and an absolute return, a return to an absolutely primordial ground, one
that has perhaps been present in our deeper mystical traditions and one
that has perhaps been reborn in our most deeply modern or postmodern
interior voyages. Perhaps thereby an authentic Christian voyage is being
reborn in our time, one whose Omega is Alpha, indeed, and so deeply
Alpha as to be a genuinely apocalyptic ending.

And if Alpha is finally Sanyata, then not only are Alpha and Omega
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a Hegel or a Blake, and that distance also seems to open us to Buddhism.
Accordingly, a Buddhist can speak of God without any historical intima-
tions whatsoever; thereby, a purity is present that is impossible for the
Christian speaker. The Buddhist, unlike the Christian, can speak of God
without any negative overtones. Is that a gift now being offered by the
Buddhist to the Christian, a gift bestowing a liberation from history, a lib-
eration that is an exit from our Christian and Western history?

Again and again we have heard that the Dharma is coming to the
West, and surely it has done so in the work and witness of Masao Abe,
perhaps most enticingly so in that quiet joy he embodies. Never have |
detected in him a movement of ressentiment, and one could imagine that
this is a consequence of his long Zen meditation, a meditation realizing
Samyata, and realizing a zazen in which the “I” disappears. Certainly there
could be no ressentiment in the wake of the disappearance of that “bad
conscience” which is the center of our interior; and if the West has
embodied a unique self-consciousness that is a doubled consciousness, a
consciousness in which the “I” is its own inherent “other,” such a self-
alienated consciousness is the very opposite of a Buddhist consciousness,
a consciousness foreclosing the very possibility of a center of conscious-
ness. In the second essay of his Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche unveiled
the advent of history as the internalization of a primordial humanity, an
internalization occurring through the most total transformation humanity
has ever undergone, when an internal consciousness stood forth that was
distanced from our primordial energy and life. Then all energy that can-
not discharge itself outwardly turns inward, and that internalization
expanded and extended itself in the same measure as outward discharge
was inhibited or repressed. But that internalization is a return of our free
and original energy, yet a return that is necessarily directed against our
interior consciousness and that is the origin of the “bad conscience.” So
the bad conscience in its beginning is an original freedom pushed back
and repressed, incarcerated within, and finally able to discharge itself
only on and against itself, for all energy that does not discharge itself out-
wardly turns inward and thus, finally and most deeply, turns against itself.

Such a totally repressed energy and life is a pure No-saying, a No-
saying that for Nietzsche is only fully named in the naming of the Chris-
tian God, that God and that God alone who is the deification of nothing-
ness, the will to nothingness pronounced holy (The Antichrist 18). Accord-
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ever, Heidegger's concept of neighborhood can also be used fruitfully in
other contexts. (I would really rather talk of a category, instead of a con-
cept, of neighborhood, for this concept is rather a whole form of
thought—though a form of thought that can be experienced.)

Heidegger explains what he means by neighborhood in On the Way
to Language as follows: “Neighborhood is a relationship which emerges
from the fact that one person moves into the vicinity [Nihe] of the other.
Neighborhood is the result . . . of the fact that one settles vis-a-vis the
other.” However, Heidegger says that this cannot be experienced by just
measurable distance. Rather, “two lonely farmsteads—insofar as there
still exist such things—which lie an hour apart walking across the fields
can be neighbors in the most beautiful sense, whereas houses which are
across the street from each other or even built together in the city might
know no sense of neighborhood.” For this reason, it is also true that in
“the dominant vis-a-vis-ness each is open for the other, one entrusts itself
to the other, and each remains thereby itself.”

We can understand this image of neighborhood as a powerful lan-
guage-symbol for the essential relation of religions to one another as this
relationship emerges today and begins to become actual. [t leads into an
experienceable depth that speaks to our emotions and nourishes thought.
And when [ say “experienceable,” I would like to suggest that I myself
have experienced such a neighborhood, that I have been touched in emo-
tion that always precedes and accompanies thought and have thus been
inspired to think further. This especially happened to me through Masao
Abe’s religious thinking. I was also touched by Keiji Nishitani (1900—92),
who comes from the same school of thought and spirituality as Abe. | met
Nishitani before I did Abe and was deeply impressed by his stature and
thinking; [ felt enriched and enlightened even if I could not adequately
express in my own words what had happened to me. [ could at best relate
some anecdotes, minute details that I remember, and some words Nishi-
tani had said at several isolated occasions. Yet even through such things
our spirit can obtain direction and orientation. When I met Masao Abe,
some things became conceptually clearer. It was not that [ could simply
follow his thinking, appropriate his concepts, and use them as if they
were my own. Rather the field of possible future discourse was more pre-
cisely delimited, and I could begin to formulate for myself my own ways

-
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of asking questions and searching for goals, or at least to determine direc-
tions for continuing thought (Weiterdenken) within this field. These prob-
lems have in no way been solved. They exist as questions that are in the
process of being worked out and that develop in accordance with their
own laws. On the basis of this still continuing encounter with Abe, I final-
ly obtained much more inner clarity so that I could discuss with my stu-
dents Nishitani's great work What is Religion? in the context of a seminar
during a semester in the late eighties.®

This encounter appears to be an example of the experience of
neighborhood, one on both levels: the encounter with Nishitani and the
encounter with Abe. In this experience we did not reach agreements,
decisions, or any clear and conscious discovery that we have found “com-
mon ground” on which we now work together and with satisfaction.
There was only the slightest contact, a presentiment more than knowl-
edge—a presentiment of closeness that can hardly be captured by words
but was still inspiring. It led to further thinking in order to formulate the
indeterminate presentiment in comprehensible concepts. Yet this deter-
mination of further thinking is not a common enterprise. Rather, each
one of us who has been touched by the presentiment of the other’s near-
ness undertakes the effort of thinking further on his or her own familiar
field. It is like a shyness between those who experience neighborhood,
afraid to take one step too far, to distort the secret of the origin of the
other by crude words or concepts, by a rash adaptation to one’s own
thought patterns. Only when the secret of the other remains intact can it
make the richness of our inspiration bloom, have an effect on us, and be
fruitful for our own thought.

I mean by this experience of the neighborhood one in which “each
is open for the other, open in its self-concealing . . . [reaching] out to the
other . . . [entrusting] itself to the other, and each [remaining] thereby
itself.”” 1 believe that I have had this experience again and again with dif-
ferent worlds of partners and in differing degrees of intensity, yet hardly
ever with the same intensity as with the Buddhist Kyoto School to which
Keiji Nishitani and Masao Abe belong. We Christian theologians consid-
er ourselves champions of the interreligious dialogue and its hermeneu-
tics. And we probably are, on the whole, such champions because of our
faith in the Incarnation that determines the entirety of our Christian
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First for me mountains were just mountains and water was just

water. When [ entrusted myself to the guidance of an experienced
master, mountains were no longer mountains, and water no longer
water. When [ finally reached the abode of enlightenment, moun-

tains became really mountains, and water really water.

These paradoxical-intuitive words have since then constantly
accompanied me. Though [ cannot repeat them as an autobiographical
witness for myself, they have become for me a theological working tool,
as it were. Let me explain. At times, I attempt to close in on a difficult
problem that we are confronted with in theology. For example, in the pro-
posed second volume of discussions of Masao Abe’s fundamental article
“Kenotic God and Dynamic Sunyata,” I addressed the Christian problem
of faith in the forgiveness of sins. God does not annihilate sin, he does
not cause it not to have happened. And yet he does annihilate it in the
event of forgiveness. He “forgets” it, as if it had never been. Without both
of these aspects, we could not understand the event of forgiveness in its
entire depth. To do justice to the theological reality of the topic of the for-
giveness of sin, we need the Buddhist-like logic of “No, and therefore pre-
cisely yes.” This hits into the face of classical Aristotelian logic by which
the edifice of Christian doctrine has been erected. Where are the most
basic principles, the “principle of identity,” and the “principle of contra-
diction” when “mountains are no longer mountains”? Yet it is just because
of this breaking out of Aristotelian logic that we experience true reality:
“Mountains are really mountains, water is really water.” From the point of
view of our usual Western logic and with regard to its history, we may per-
haps come close to understanding this matter if we (a) realize that
according to the principle of contradiction, something cannot both be
and not be at the same time and in the same regard and (b) expose our-
selves to the question of whether in true reality there can be a true simul-
taneity at all. Perhaps simultaneity in the constant flux of reality is noth-
ing but a fiction. (Aristotle explicitly criticized the “Heracliteans” in the
passage in which he argues for the impossibility of a denial of the princi-
ple of contradiction.)

A second theological topic that shares this same perspective con-
cerns eschatological transformation and perfection. Are those who are
resurrected still genuinely identical with their previous worldly self? If we
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follow I Corinthians 15:35ff., then apparently identity and nonidentity
must also go together here, and do so in a “dynamic” way. For the trans-
formation as new creation is radical. Salvation and transformation of the
self cannot be separated.

Yet we cannot take over the way of thinking present in the Buddhist
experience of reality in the same way that it is expressed in the witness of
the Chinese master. We cannot simply appropriate it as if it could be our
own without qualification. However, we can respect it as something that
is foreign, keep ourselves open to it; then something might shine through
to us from the neighborhood that will inspire us to think further about our
very own problems.

2.

I would also like to call attention, though all too briefly, to a second aspect
of the experience of neighborhood. The central Biblical topics of creation
and creator are foreign to Buddhist thought. In the latter, the all-pervasive
“Primal Reality” (Ur-Realitiit), whether it be called Dharma or Buddha, is
not viewed as a prima causa. The Buddha is no “maker,” he is not the
“Lord of Karma.” But our God appears to the Buddhist as just such a lord
(as, for instance, in Buddhadasa’s Christianity and Buddhism).* However,
the Buddha as the original power of Enlightenment is all-present, and his
clarity penetrates everything from the very beginning.

For us Christians, such an unappreciative rejection of one of our
central concepts of faith is at first jarring. Yet how far have we really
thought through the concept of creation and realized its mystery? Indeed,
the category of causality is insufficient to explain what is here touching
us. On the other hand, we find, for instance, in Augustine a passage that
sounds as if it could bridge the gap: “Blessed is he who loves You, who
loves his friend in You and because of you the enemy as well! He alone
loses no-one who is dear to him,.since he loves all in the One who can
never get lost. It is no-one else but our God, the God who has made heav-
en and earth and who fills them. In fact: creating and fulfilling are one and
the same.” We must continue to think about all this; and in this sense the

question remains open for us.
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amateurish as the two of us; yet the leader was infinitely patient, both
with our struggles to do zazen (seated meditation) successfully and with
our ignorance of Buddhism in general and the Zen tradition in particular.
We met once a week for two hours, one hour for zazen—how quickly we
improved!—and one hour of readings from Dégen, of commentary from
Abe Roshi, and of discussion of the aims of the F.A.S. Society.

This latter subject was to me especially fascinating. A movement
begun by Abe’s mentor, Shin'ichi Hisamatsu, the F.A.S. Society was ded-
icated to the “revival” of Buddhism and especially of Zen Buddhism—
both suffering from their past association with the “old Japan” prior to the
Meiji, Westernizing period. The F.A.S. thus aimed to present an authen-
tic and traditional Zen, but in a quite new guise. The “modern” incarna-
tion, so to speak, now stripped of its older authoritarian elements and its
exclusiveness as only for male initiates, sought to develop the inward life
of modern men and women through serious meditation, to be open to all
who were interested, and, to direct its own energies outward into
“engagement” with the social world in a campaign for global understand-
ing, international peace, and domestic justice and equality.

Abe perfectly personified these aims: moral and yet not ascetic,
learned and yet not pompous, kind and gentle almost to a fault rather
than authoritarian, and deeply concerned for the nurturance of the soul
and for the good of the world, he vividly represented for all of us in his
person this “prophetic Zen” movement. Whereas the traditional réshi had
demanded of his disciples unquestioning obedience and unhesitating
assent, and even frequently struck his uncomplaining followers sharply
on their bowed shoulders with a wooden staff, this rashi firmly but gently
straightened up the sagging backs of his Midwestern aspirants, listened
tolerantly to any viewpoints disputing his interpretation of Zen texts, and
invited others, less learned and less disciplined, to an open discussion of
their common problems as modern people. Here an older and once rigid
religious tradition was now made more supple, more flexible, more inclu-
sive, more “other-oriented”; and yet it retained, so it seemed, its intense
internal commitment to a deep and healing spirituality combined now
with a creative, “progressive” ethic.

The F.A.S. was, so it seemed to me, one of the most impressive of

the many efforts in our modern world to bring a strong but partially
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“frozen” religious tradition successfully and creatively onto the contem-
porary scene. | have often wondered how it has fared since the late sev-
enties, when Abe, having moved to this country, relinquished its leader-
ship. And [ marvel at the number of people—Japanese who were tradi-
tional Buddhists or newly interested in meditation, Japanese-Americans
seeking their spiritual as well as their cultural roots in Japan, and inter-
ested visitors to Japan and to Buddhism like ourselves (some of the latter
silly, some serious, some a bit of both)—whom Abe’s kind, thoughtful,
and deeply dedicated spirit must have touched and quickened. Having
since experienced Masao Abe in many other roles—as a firm and unyield-
ing missionary to the West of the Zen viewpoint, as self-disciplined part-
ner in dialogue, and as a teacher of philosophy and of religious studies—
[ have often felt that his most effective role, where his real intellectual,
moral, and spiritual abilities best disclosed themselves, was as a “prophet-
ic roshi.” It was in that vocation, as an enlightened and enlightening pas-
tor, that what in our tradition we would call “grace” was most evident.
One more word on Masao Abe’s thoughtful kindness. Although his
home was in Kyoto, he was, as is well known, a professor at Nara Uni-
versity. After we had been to one or two sessions of zazen, he suggested
that we come—with our two children—to Nara, a short train ride south
of Kyoto, to see under his guidance that earliest of all imperial capitals
and hence the first of all Buddhist centers (c.E. late seventh and early
eighth centuries). This we did not only once but on three occasions. Each
time there were several other visitors to Japan who were invited to share
in this rare treat to ourselves. It was a kindness that, clearly frequently
repeated, must have been very time-consuming as well as tiring! With
never-failing patience and cheerfulness, he showed us the glorious tem-
ples, the first Buddhist sculptures, and the artifacts of that earliest capi-
tal, explaining each symbol and motif to us and, despite our first-grade
questions, never seeming to lose his own interest. Again I wondered how
many people from abroad had not this rare man, with great modesty unit-
ed with great learning, introduced to the beauties of Japanese tradition?
Others, | know, will be writing appreciatively of all Masao Abe has
done to explain and expound Zen philosophy and Zen religion, and the
great strides that dialogue between Buddhism and Christianity has made
because of his leadership from the Buddhist side. Perhaps few others
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a somewhat lengthy digression to explain the particular context in which
I, as one of a handful of Jews concerned with “theology,” received it.
Since Abe’s challenge was issued long before the days when multi-
culturalism gained a certain normative power, it was still possible for
much of the liberal and philosophic establishments to dismiss his argu-
ment as “simply not being how one did philosophy.” To me, it seemed
quite odd—dammning is closer to the truth but not as euphemistic—that
this should be the response of people who proudly called themselves
“rationalists.” It is obviously not a rationalistic defense to argue that “This
is how it is done in the West” or “This is what our guild considers accept-
able subject matter and procedures, and if you want to participate in our
discussions, you will have to abide by the rules of our language game.”
If I put this somewhat crudely today, it is not because the multicul-
turalists and postmoderns have suddenly empowered me. Rather, |
remember quite clearly the similar emotional response I had back then to
what seemed to me the unwarranted assumption of authority over all
thought, most certainly including religious thinking, that philosophical
rationalists claimed for their standards of serious thought. They insisted
that any structure of ideas that claimed the earnest attention of reflective
people must meet their criteria of cogency. (The early years of Religious
Studies, though it celebrates the willingness of some philosophers finally
being willing to argue religious ideas as serious thought, amply illustrate
this cultural situation.) While this self-assertion was most flagrantly dis-
played in English-speaking philosophical circles, it was similarly found
among the remnants of Continental idealism (whose neo-Kantianism still
dominated common Jewish discussion) and other more robust intellectu-
al currents. These academic tendencies were socially reinforced by the
dominant Western ethos that, impressed by the triumphs of science, took
for granted that a naturalistic worldview should provide the context for
what remained of religion. Many religionists, it should be noted, had con-
ceded this power to specify the criteria of responsible thought to the
rationalists. By and large only the “fundamentalists” resisted the hegemo-
ny of the philosophers. But if the choice were between modern and quite
traditional religious thought, few academics indeed were then ready to
buck what seemed like the inevitable onward movement of the zeitgeist.

The problem of intellectual context had particular relevance to me.
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[ wanted to create a viable—consider the implications of that term—]Jew-
ish theology for the changed situation in which the Jewish people found
itself in the second half of the twentieth century. Reason had played a
critical role in validating and directing the nineteenth-century Jewish
Emancipation, the movement from the European ghetto or shtetl into
those societies that granted them social equality. In some adaptation of
German idealism, though regularly more Kantian than Hegelian, rabbis
and writers explained the meaning of the radical social transformation
taking place. Through the Kantian primacy of ethics and the Hegelian
sense of historic progress, they justified their governments’ acts of libera-
tion, their own subsequent dedication to good citizenship, and their right
to abandon many of the ritual practices of their tradition. Insofar as they
remained religious, their faith was typically “liberal”: human-centered,
science-trusting, God-aspiring, more universal than particular, and with
God’s revelation reduced to human spiritual discovery. In the works of the
great Jewish system-builders early in this century, Hermann Cohen, Leo
Baeck and Mordecai Kaplan, this intellectual development received neo-
Kantian, Schleiermacherian-Otto-ish, and American naturalistic expres-
sion. By mid-century, as my Jewish intellectual search matured, the
American Jewish ethos was resolutely rationalistic and thus effectively
agnostic, ethically and politically activist, and, where it was not obsessed
with social integration, ethnically Jewish.

Even before the community became conscious of the Holocaust,
there were minority signs that these older approaches to modern Jewish
life were unsatisfactory. At both the Reform and the Conservative semi-
naries, a new sensibility was making itself felt in experimental practice
and, most unexpectedly, by the interest of some few students in working
out a contemporary Jewish “theology.” As it were, “philosophy” seemed
dogmatically rationalistic, with devastating results for Judaism. In short,
philosophy, trusting to the primacy of the mind, required atheism, or at
least agnosticism, though it could sometimes muster a patronizing toler-
ance of various nominalistic reinterpretations of the term God. For those
of us who had sufficient doubts about the ability of human omnicompe-
tence to provide a substantive understanding of God, philosophy thus
seemed an inadequate way to understand reality. This attitude also
opened up the possibility that the Jewish tradition should no longer

-
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be read only to determine where it was in agreement with “the best of
modern thought.” Rather, it should now be studied to see what it might
independently say to us, even though we were not fundamentalists
committed to always accept its ideas or follow its dictates.

To some extent, our renewal of involvement with God could also be
detected among liberal Christians. But among the Jews, it was inter-
twined with a strong particularistic thrust. The rationalistic ethos not only
negated God but also made dedication to the robust survival of the Jew-
ish people quixotic. The rationalistic philosophies were united in their
common assertion that truth is to be found on the universal level and only
in a derivative fashion in any particular embodiment. To be sure, the uni-
versal truth could not exist in history simply on its own and, as it were,
“required” some particular interpretation in order to play a role in history.
That was as much validity as could be granted to a particular religion,
culture, or institution. But by making all such embodiments essentially
inferior in truth and instrumental in value, this validation also justified
their abandonment with the appearance of a more effective means to the
final end. For a minority such as the Jews, seduced by the lure of the
majority culture and burdened with the disabilities of being a Jew in a
secularized Christian culture, the instrumental argument for Jewishness
seemed only a palliative on the way to assimilation. Even Mordecai
Kaplan, who sought to give a rationalistic defense of Jewish particularity,
could do so only by making a sociological case for the power and value of
ethnicity. But description had no normative effect, so the argument held
only as long as Jews retained strong ethnic ties—ones, he acknowledged,
that might one day equally be replaced by those of Americanism.

In hindsight it seems clear to me that by the middle of this centu-
ry, a radical shift in the social agenda had begun to make itself felt among
some Jews. Prior generations of emancipated Jews had been passionate-
ly devoted to discovering how Jews might best find a place in the gener-
al society. For them—and for many Jews today—the underlying drive of
their Jewishness is the quest to be more fully universalistic. But the new
search took for granted integration into the modern world. That assump-
tion changed the operative question for us, and we wanted to know just
what it meant for us moderns to be concerned, caring Jews. We did not
propose to give up the strong universalistic commitments that modern
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Judaism had by life and thought made convincingly a part of our faith, but
we knew these now needed to be balanced by a particularism of equal
cogency.

How we came to know that this intuition of the commanding power
of a non-fundamentalist Jewish particularity still had sufficient truth to
demand our dedication was not clear then, nor is it now. In part, it
stemmed from our sense of the hubris of reason and the limitations of sci-
ence. In part, it arose as a reaction to the anti-Semitism that was so sig-
nificant a part of Jewish life even in the period before the Holocaust. But
if my experience may be taken as reasonably typical, it mostly came from
living with reasonable self-acceptance as a modern American Jew and
finding in it something ultimately true and compelling, but as yet without
proper intellectual expression. Hence was born the seemingly idiosyn-
cratic interest of some few to give culturally acceptable articulation to
this fuller view of the truth of Judaism.

For some years existentialism promised to provide an intellectual
structure for such a new Jewish theology. Its initial appeal was polemical,
for it undercut the rationalistic claim to be self-validating by its argument
that existence preceded essence. By focusing on the “I” who was doing
the thinking (skeptical or constructive), it made clear that every form of
rationality necessarily began from a nonrationalistic ground. If so, more
attention should be given to the prerational than to the rational, and any
claim that sophisticated reason must be the exclusive arbiter of what was
worthy thought and action could be seen as contradicted by its own
ground. If, however, the self rather than the mind could be taken as the
basis for one’s thought—reason as the handmaid of existence—a much
broader understanding of the human spirit could reach expression and
thus room be made for spirituality. Here the existentialists divided into
two groups. Some, like Heidegger and Sartre, had “systems” that ruled
out the possibility that existentialist thinking might include a place for
God. Others, like Kierkegaard and Buber (in their quite different ways),
gave the lived quality of existence more weight than how one thought

about it. And for both these religious existentialists, the particular—not
the universal—was the place of truth.

In the early 1970s the balance of Jewish intellectual leadership had
begun to shift from the rationalists to the existentialists. Masao Abe's arti-

cle thus came as stunning confirmation of the antirationalism that
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seemed so critical to the insurgent thinkers. [t not only asserted a new
basis for denying the normative primacy of rationalism but radically
undercut what remained of that notion in the atheistic existentialisms,
such as those of Heidegger and Sartre. Yet its polemic was not bought at
the cost of obscurantism or the denigration of reason (as in some of the
New Age religions of more recent years). Rather, Abe made his case by a
carefully argued, thoughtfully stated examination of the nature of reality,
one readily accessible to the Western reader but that led in an utterly
unexpected direction. The combination was so uncommon and yet so
compelling—and in many ways has remained so—that I knew then that
[ should always benefit by reading his work and, in my own movement
from insight to articulation, by following it.

Why did I not then become his follower and explicate Judaism in
terms of his Zen understanding of ultimate reality? I put the question this
baldly because, in fact, serious interfaith encounter means opening one-
self up to the possibility of conversion. But though I took Abe’s thought
most seriously, | found myself in respectful but unqualified disagreement
with him on the ultimacy of Dynamic Nothingness. I was convinced that
such a vision would inevitably undercut what 1 knew to be the ultimate
qualitative difference between good and evil-—what by that time already
had impressed itself upon my consciousness as the incomparable model
of the distinction between them, that between the Nazi death camp oper-
ators and their Jewish victims.

Our relationship would have remained at this level of my apprecia-
tive readership had it not been for the graciousness of John B. Cobb. He
had become involved in another of Abe’s many efforts to engage in Bud-
dhist-Christian dialogue, one in which a serene irenicism combined with
a call to find the more comprehensive religious truth, thus making direct
engagement with him a uniquely profound experience. John, assisted by
Christopher Ives, was heading up a literary exchange (published by Orbis
in 1990 as The Emptying God) in which a major essay by Abe would be
responded to by a number of oft-published figures. As usual, Abe'’s
lengthy paper was distinguished by a careful, respectful reading of West-
ern literature. But it was a sign of his exceptional openness
to other views that his sweeping analysis included a challenge to Jewish
theologians. This challenge he based on his reading of some of our lead-

ing thinkers seeking to come to terms with the Holocaust. John invited
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me to respond to this section of Abe’s paper and so, honored by the
suggestion, I became involved in an active, intense, and enlightening
exchange with Abe.

His question to Jewish thinkers may be epitomized this way: Zen
Buddhism more comprehensively responds to the critical issue of con-
temporary Jewish theology than does any present Jewish thought. If the
Holocaust reveals God's absence and otherwise overwhelms every effort
based on prior thought to come to terms with it, why do not Jewish
thinkers carry their experience of absence to its logical conclusion, that
the ultimate reality is Dynamic Nothingness? In fact, Richard L. Ruben-
stein, whose work had sparked a parallel discussion in the Jewish com-
munity, had himself used somewhat similar language in seeking to
describe his own post-Auschwitz spirituality.

In prior generations those few Jewish thinkers who had touched on
Buddhism would have dismissed any suggestion that it might be of reli-
gious relevance to them by accusing it of otherworldliness and of lacking
an activist, redemptive ethics. In those days these charges were common
among self-confident religious liberals. It was another sign of Abe’s gen-
uineness in dialogue that he not only knew of these criticisms of his tra-
dition but sought to learn from them. Of course, he did so in terms of his
grounding insight into reality; but the result seemed to me an extraordi-
narily creative interpretation of Zen. Thus, he included in the exposition
of his position a section on how the emptying work of Dynamic Nothing-
ness, which affects everything, must therefore also eventually include
“itself.” The logical effect of a negativity of negativity is a positive, and
thus Abe’s Zen mandates a far stronger ethics than Westerners had been
accustomed to hearing about from Buddhists.

Abe’s challenge forced me to think through at least two major
aspects of my religious heritage and to ask just how I now felt about
them. The first of these was the Jewish understanding of God as, so to
speak, Nothing. Offhand, that seems utterly incompatible with the cen-
tral Jewish affirmation that God is One. Yet even a little reflection indi-
cates that if God is absolutely unique, then nothing can be said in human
language that is adequate to God’s reality. But to be able to say nothing is
to acknowledge that God is, in human language, finally Nothing. While
some such notions flitted in and out of biblical and rabbinic Judaism and

medieval Jewish philosophy, it was thirteenth-century Jewish mysticism,
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kabbalah, that gave them more substance. Its theosophy understood God
as both the ten sefirot, the energy centers of the divine self-manifestation
(about which a bewildering plethora of things might be said) and the En
Sof, the No Bounds, and thus “something” about which nothing might be
said. And mysticism asserted that these two understandings of God were,
in fact, inextricably one. Through the work of the eighteenth-century
Hasidic teacher, Dov Baer of Meseritch, an intensification of the Noth-
ingness of the En Sof (and thus of the largely illusory nature of created
things) became a major theme in subsequent Hasidic thought. In various
transformations, it remains a continuing part of Jewish mysticism. Abe
could, as I suggested in my response, probably find his most congenial
Jewish dialogue partners among such contemporary Jewish mystics and
the more hardheaded people who followed in Rubenstein’s path.

[ was now led to ponder why most of traditional Judaism from the
Middle Ages on found this reinterpretation of Judaism unacceptable, per-
haps even suspect. More important, even in today’s more spiritually tol-
erant climate, traditionalists and nontraditionalists have overwhelmingly
rejected this response to the Holocaust. I had little doubt that their rea-
son for doing so lay more in the consequences of the theory than in their
not having had a mystic experience to confirm it. The hegemony of Noth-
ingness does explain the irremediable awfulness of what transpired. But
it does so at a stunning cost: it wipes out the distinction between the
murderers and the victims. Within the Nothing there can be no distinc-
tions and because it is the only reality, so even the distinction between
good and evil finally is not real. When one truly knows the One through
mystic experience in Judaism or Enlightenment in Zen, one learns that
evil and good have no true reality but are only appearances. For most
post-Holocaust Jews that is far more than they can assert—or bear.

On the theoretical level, the issue now became, What ultimacy did
[, did Judaism, did most other Jews, attach to goodness (less inadequate-
ly, the good/holy)? Was there a “dimension” in which God transcended
the good or was it “part” of God's nature? For me, as for most Jews, there
is no such “place” in God or a God-beyond-God. Indeed, that is what
makes the Holocaust so heinous, that it violates God's very nature and is
thus “diabolic.” Without the ultimate standard, whence the outrage at the
Holocaust?

This should not be taken to imply that Abe was insensitive to the
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utter tragedy that had occurred. His discussion shows his sharing in its
suffering and, as a result of his positive attitude toward activist ethics, his
determination that nothing like it should happen again. But ultimately,
what “makes sense” of the Holocaust to him is insight into the reality
behind it and all other phenomena, namely, that the only ultimate reality
is Dynamic Nothingness.

For me, this philosophy made ethics very important but not essen-
tial. To the Jewish spirit, as I understand it, a certain ultimacy attaches to
a holy deed. For those who share it, no act of insight or understanding
ever takes the place of doing, as valuable as the inner life may be on a sec-
ondary level. And to teach people that deed doing is a derivative rather
than a primary value is inevitably to lessen the motivation that prompts
people to act. Crudely put, most Jews, whether leftist secularists or right-
wing pietists, believe there is more genuine holiness in political action to
prevent another Holocaust than in any metaphysics.

Abe’s response to me in The Emptying God—and, in part, to some
of the Christian participants who had somewhat similar attitudes toward
the ethical—clarified the points at issue between us and restated his
views with great cogency. This rich, rewarding exchange might have rest-
ed there had two things not then happened. It was now suggested that
the participants in the original discussion, perhaps joined by some others,
might find it valuable to carry the discussion another step forward. The
resulting symposium has now been published in the annual journal Bud-
dhist-Christian Studies (voL. 13, 1993), published by the University of
Hawai'i Press.

While this project was in process, | was emboldened by Abe’s gra-
ciousness in our first exchange to ask him for a personal favor. As pub-
lisher and editor of a Jewish journal of ethics, Sh'ma, it was my custom to
thank contributors to our annual fund campaign by sending them a copy
of something I had written. I suggested to Abe that he allow me to pub-
lish our two exchanges in a booklet. I also asked permission to include an
independent piece of mine on interfaith exchanges between theologians.
This piece had resulted not only from what had transpired in our dialogue
but by comparison with another dialogue that had gone on at the same
time with the well-known Episcopalian theologian Paul van Buren. This
study was published as “When Theologians Engage in Interfaith Dia-

logue” in my collection of papers, Exploring Jewish Ethics (Detroit: Wayne
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State University Press, 1990). Abe could not have been more cordial
about this project, extending himself particularly so as to make the man-
uscript of his latest rejoinder to me available in time for its private publi-
cation by Sh'ma. This was, of course, in addition to his generosity in
allowing me to utilize his prior statements and suggesting which parts of
his lengthy original paper published in The Emptying God he thought pro-
vided a proper precis of his position. The result was a booklet of sixty-
eight pages entitled A Buddhist-Jewish Dialogue. (1 still have a limited
number of copies that I shall gladly send to those requesting one from me
at 19 Reid Ave., Port Washington, NY 11050.) I mention it to indicate not
only that a self-contained record of this rare instance of direct Buddhist-
Jewish dialogue exists but to call further attention to Abe’s commitment
to interfaith discussion and the genial way in which he carried it through.

In this final exchange we realized that, for the moment, we had
come as far as we could. How does one move beyond laying bare the
bedrock understanding on which all the rest of one’s worldview is built?
For Abe it was the realization that beneath all the apparent realities, there
is truly only Dynamic Nothingness. For me, it meant the recognition of
the Holy One who is beyond creation yet intimately involved with it and
the humans in it. As it were, for Abe, the truth comes as that illumination
that “this,” simply, is the way it is. And in a different context, that is what
I know. Only we differ rather significantly on what the “this” is.

One might then ask what value was there in speaking when, as
might have been anticipated, we ended up in radical disagreement. At
least four answers might be given. I came to understand that Zen has cre-
ative possibilities that [ would otherwise not have imagined it to possess.
Abe’s searching challenge, one given added power by his evident spiritu-
ality, brought me to understand my own faith in greater depth. The
human and spiritual concerns in his activist Buddhism and my postliber-
al Judaism turned out to have a much greater overlap than I had antici-
pated. And the exposure to so fine a spirit is a precious human experience
indeed. So I am happy to be able to add my words of appreciation to those
of the many others who have been the direct beneficiaries of his sojourn
in the West.

[ must, however, add to this account some final words about the one
matter on which we not only disagreed but about which our exchanges
seemed only to produce a certain measure of surprise that the other was
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unable to see what was so plain to each of us. As not infrequently hap-
pens, it relates to a matter not central to the discussion but to one only
peripheral to it, in this case a citation from Nietzsche's Beyond Good and
Evil. The great iconoclast, as educed by Abe, divides history into what |
characterized as premoral, moral, and postmoral periods. He identified
the first stage of history with “primitive religions.” Abe then applied this
by identifying that period with the time of the Old Testament, reserving
the second, “moral” stage for the time of the New Testament and the fol-
lowing Christian era. I bridled at this, seeing it as testimony to the
ingrained anti-Semitism of much of Western culture and, believing Abe
had inadvertently absorbed this with his immersion in our way of think-
ing, was appalled that the academic colleagues who had obliged him by a
prepublication reading of his paper had not called this matter to his atten-
tion. Abe, in turn, was most regretful that any such imputation could be
brought against his citation or against his readers since it was the furthest
possible thing from his mind to cast aspersions on any religion. To clarify
this, Abe then gave his interpretation of the passage, seeing it as con-
cerned with different aspects of sacrifice and not historic sequences of
morality (neither Nietzsche nor Abe ever using the term premoral). This
reading, he believes, was also what his colleagues found in his text.

In my response, [ acknowledged that I had introduced the term pre-
moral into the discussion, justifying myself by the correct citation, “Then,
during the moral epoch of mankind [the time of the New Testament and
the succeeding Christian era] . . .” To me, this plainly indicates that a
time (of the Old Testament) not yet moral had been succeeded by one
that was, hence | remained offended. Abe responded with a more
detailed exegesis of his intentions at this point in his argument and felt in
this light that his previous explanation of his understanding of the con-
tentious citation should now be clear. And, were there any remaining
question, he wholeheartedly agreed with my view that a moral era of civ-
ilization had begun at least a thousand years before the time of the New
Testament.

Have 1 been unduly sensitive about a possible remnant of anti-
Semitism that has unwittingly found a peripheral place in this noble
thinker’s paper, and have I overreacted to a possible implication of Niet-
zsche’s phrasing? Or is the deprecation of Jews and Judaism so endemic

in our culture that-despite our own goodwill we unconsciously transmit
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the germs of anti-Semitism to anyone who comes to participate in our
intellectual life? I must leave those questions to my readers who have all
the relevant documents available for their own study and evaluation. This
is, | am certain, a somewhat “incorrect” matter to raise as part of a cele-
bration of an uncommon spirit's greatly valued contribution to our con-
tinuing religious growth. But I suggest that it would not properly honor
Masao Abe if 1 felt I had to repress a matter of considerable ethical
urgency to me and to deny readers here this important if prickly point
about interfaith dialogue with Jews.
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affirmatively but said that he had a slightly different memory of what had
transpired. He told me that in Vancouver he wanted to stress that there
was “some affinity” between my thinking and Mahayana Buddhism but
that they were not the same." Whether his memory or mine is more accu-
rate a quarter century later is less important than the crucial role he
played in awakening me to an awareness of the similarity between my
ideas about God and Buddhist ideas concerning ultimate reality.

It is not strange that I needed Abe to point out the affinity of my
thought with Buddhism. Although [ had a degree in the history and phi-
losophy of religion, my interests were exclusively Eurocentric until the
1970s. My interest in religion was initially aroused by the rise of European
anti-Semitism and the Holocaust. Moreover, during my graduate years it
was possible to concentrate at Harvard on Judaism, Christianity, and
[slam while paying only perfunctory attention to Eastern religions. Only
as a result of that chance encounter with Abe did Buddhist thought
become vital for me.

I was finally introduced to Masao Abe by Thomas ]. ]. Altizer some-
time in the 1970s at an annual meeting of the American Academy of Reli-
gion. Although only a few words were exchanged, he made a deep impres-
sion. Some of the thinkers who have impressed me most deeply were men
like Paul Tillich and Gershom Scholem with whom I did not exchange
many words. For example, the most important course [ took as a doctor-
al student at Harvard was Tillich’s course “Classical German Philoso-
phy.* His lectures on Kant, Fichte, Schelling, and, above all, Hegel con-
firmed my growing conviction that faith in the traditional biblical God of
history and election was intellectually untenable, at least for me. My final
break with traditional Jewish theology came as a result of a dramatic
encounter with a German clergyman, Dean Heinrich Gruber, in Berlin on
August 17, 1961. But Tillich gave me the intellectual tools with which to
cope with the break when it came.’

In spite of, perhaps because of, his profound influence, 1 was con-
tent to listen to Tillich's lectures and read his books without seeking a
closer teacher-student relationship. Similarly, no Jewish historian of reli-
gion has had a greater influence on me than Gershom Scholem. He spent
a vear in Cambridge in 1956—57. [ met him once or twice but made no

attempt to get to know him. Given their enormous authority as thinkers
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and scholars, both men would have exerted a very strong influence on me
in a normal teacher-student relationship. Unsure of myself intellectually
and theologically, I wanted to find my own way.

I had an entirely different reaction when I met Masao Abe. [ knew
intuitively that he was an important thinker, but one who would in no way
threaten my intellectual or spiritual autonomy. On the contrary, were the
occasion for closer contact ever to arise, he would encourage and foster
it. Unlike many religious thinkers, he had little interest in dissonance
reduction to fortify the truth claims of his tradition. Elsewhere, 1 have
argued that theologians are intellectual professionals, one of whose prin-
cipal functions is to reduce the dissonance between their tradition’s claim
to accurate and exclusive knowledge of God’s will and the disconfirming
ideas and events that inevitably confront such claims.* This function is
especially important in nonmystical Judaism and Christianity, both of
which claim that God has acted in history in very specific events, such as
the giving of the Torah at Sinai and the election of Israel in Judaism and
the Crucifixion and Resurrection of Jesus in Christianity. Abe has no doc-
trine to teach. He does not resort to dogmatic instruction or theological
argument to help others overcome avidya. (Abe defines avidya as “not rec-
ognizing the impermanency of worldly things and tenaciously clinging to
them as final realities.”)’ What Abe can do is help men and women awak-
en to their “suchness,” that is, their “primordial naturalness,” and their
“interpenetration with all things.” That is very different than securing
their doctrinal or theological conformity. And although there is much
room for interpretation and doctrinal flexibility in both Judaism and
Christianity, there are certain fundamentals in each tradition that must
be affirmed. Thus, there can be no Christian mainstream without the
affirmation that Christ is Lord or a Jewish mainstream that rejects the
election of Israel. In neither tradition is the awakening of the Enlightened
Self the fundamental project as it is for Abe.

Because our professional lives were on very ditferent trajectories,
Abe and 1 had few occasions for personal contact other than an exchange
of greetings at AAR annual meetings. Nevertheless, both his simple pres-
ence and his writings were important reminders that there are a limited
number of religious alternatives to theism, the most important being
mysticism and Buddhism. In my theological writings, 1 preferred to use

-
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Having carried on my own internal dialogue with Buddhism for a
number of years, [ was pleased to receive a copy of The Emptying God: A
Buddhist-Jewish-Christian Conversation in the summer of 1991 and to
learn that Abe had extended his efforts at dialogue to include Jewish
thinkers. I was also somewhat surprised. I had visited Japan and Korea
more than a dozen times since 1979. | was often invited to lecture and had
many opportunities for dialogue with Japanese thinkers. It was obvious to
me that ecumenical dialogue with biblical religion in Japan almost always
meant dialogue between Buddhists and Christians. This was hardly sur-
prising. Christians vastly outnumber Jews throughout the world, and
much of Judaism’s religious influence has been mediated to the world by
Christianity. There is a small but significant Christian presence in Japan;
the Jewish presence is minuscule. Another reason for the limited inter-
faith dialogue may have been the decidedly pro-Arab position taken by
the Japanese government and media in the aftermath of the oil embargo
that followed the Arab-Israeli War of 1973.

Abe’s interest in extending the dialogue was thus as welcome as it
was unexpected. | was further surprised by Abe’s interest in the Holo-
caust. The Holocaust is not a religious problem for Buddhism as it is for
Judaism and Christianity. For Jews and Christians alike, the decisive
events of Jewish history are part of Heilsgeschichte. As such, they have a
religio-mythic significance. Religious Jews interpret these events as con-
firming the existence of the biblical God of covenant and election; Chris-
tians view the same events as confirmation of their faith. For both
Judaism and Christianity, the question naturally arises whether the Holo-
caust, one of the most momentous events in all of Jewish history, consti-
tutes a disconfirming event or further confirmation. No such question
arises for Buddhism, because it believes in no such God. In addition, the
Holocaust is a remote event for Asians. It did not happen on their conti-
nent. They were not directly involved in it as were the Europeans and
Americans. Hence, | was very curious concerning how Abe would inter-
pret the Holocaust.

[ was also curious about the possibility of dialogue between Abe and
Eugene B. Borowitz, the Jewish contributor to The Emptying God.
Borowitz has had a long and distinguished career as a rabbi and theolo-
gian. He is an authoritative spokesman for the Jewish religious main-
stream. He is also a man of great gifts whom [ have known for fifty-one
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years. Nevertheless, 1 was doubtful concerning the degree to which
Borowitz and Abe could enter into fruitful dialogue, not because of any
want of ability or goodwill on their part but because of the radical dis-
similarity between Abe’s understanding of ultimate reality and Borowitz’s
theological categories. For example, in response to Abe’s question con-
cerning how Jews have coped religiously with the Holocaust, Borowitz
followed Emil L. Fackenheim in replying that “Jews have ‘coped’. . . with
the radical rupture of the Holocaust by rededicating themselves to living
in the covenant.”” Rejecting anything like the notion of avidya, Borowitz
argues that Jews believe that all people “are not fundamentally ignorant
of how they ought to live because God has given us instruction (Torah) to
that end and continues to do so [emphasis added].””* Hence, “for Judaism,
the primary human task is creating holiness through righteous living.”
This is possible because the God who has given his instruction (Torah) to
humanity is holy and “that means, most closely, that God is good.™

Borowitz's reading of the Jewish religious mainstream is accurate
and authoritative. Nevertheless, his exposition and Abe’s response make
it clear that Buddhism is the polar opposite of biblical religion. Although
there are quasi-theistic versions of Buddhism, Abe rejects any conception
of a theistic God and certainly finds no credibility in the idea of a
covenant between such a God and a particular human community. As
Abe states,” . . . unlike Christianity, which talks about God as the ruler
and the savior, Buddhism does not accept the notions of a transcendent
ruler of the universe or of a savior outside one’s self.”” Indeed, as John
Cobb recognizes, “part of the strength of Abe’s approach to Christianity
is his uncompromising rejection of theism.”* I would add that it is equal-
ly an element in the strength of his approach to Judaism.

In addition to rejecting theism, Abe also rejects the idea that ulti-
mate reality can be characterized as good. Abe makes a fundamental dis-
tinction between the ethical and the religious dimension. Within the eth-
ical dimension, good and evil are relevant categories, but not within the
ultimate religious dimension. According to Abe, ultimate reality is “trans-
human” and, as such, beyond good and evil.” By contrast, Borowitz
asserts that God is both holy and good. Western mystics are in agreement
with Abe’s insight. They have expressed themselves with such distinc-
tions as Deus absconditus, the absolutely unknowable, inaccessible,
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Abe then made explicit his agreement with me concerning the
direction of post-Holocaust:

If I understand Borowitz correctly, he suggests two possible
approaches . . . . One is return to the God of the Covenant
through belief in the ultimate commanding power of living in
holy goodness. The other is a shift in the direction of mysticism as
suggested by Richard L. Rubenstein. Borowitz opts for the first . . .
I myself support the second approach.”

Further on, Abe stated, “To me, this realization of absolute nothingness is
the basis of my life and the source of my activity. In this sense I find great
affinity with Rubenstein, to whom God is ‘the Holy Nothingness,” and
with Jewish mysticism in general.”

The similarity in our views is, | believe, due to the fact that both
Abe and I arrived at our understanding of ultimate reality as a result of
what Abe has termed “personal existential experience.” Speaking from my
experience with the Jewish community, [ can testify that there is enor-
mous pressure to conform theologically to certain basic ideas such as the
belief in the God of covenant and election. There is much room for inter-
pretation, but the penalty for going outside the boundaries is to be treat-
ed as an outcast by the community. Understandably, this is not a price
most thinkers are willing or able to pay.

There are, however, a number of issues on which Abe and I dis-
agree, especially concerning the Holocaust. For example, 1 believe that,
as a Japanese, Abe takes upon himself far more responsibility for the
Holocaust than is warranted by any reading of the event. During World
War II the Imperial Japanese Government did more to rescue and protect
Jews than many of the Allied governments that were at war with Nazi
Germany. Before and during the war, the Imperial Japanese Government
repeatedly rejected demands by the German Foreign Office to treat Jews
in Japan differently than other foreigners. When SS Colonel Joseph
Meisinger, who had served in Warsaw in 1939, demanded that the Japan-
ese exterminate the 20,000 Jewish refugees in occupied Shanghai, the
Japanese refused.”” In spite of this record, Abe asserts that “in the deep-
est sense | myself participated in the Holocaust.” According to Abe, his
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avowal of responsibility arises from his realization of our collective karma
in which “nothing happens in the universe entirely unrelated to us inso-
far as we realize that everything human is rooted in the fundamental igno-
rance, avidya, innate in human nature.””

[ find Abe’s explanation of his “responsibility” for the Holocaust in
terms of karma and avidya ahistorical. It is meaningless as an attempt to
assert a connection for good or ill with a definite historical event. Since
Abe and I were both young adults during World War II, by his logic I and
everyone alive at the time share equally in responsibility for the Holo-
caust. Abe is, of course, correct in asserting the interdependence of all
things in the universe. In that sense, all alive at the time were implicat-
ed, but that idea trivializes the distinction between the actual perpetra-
tors and the rest of the world, not to mention the victims. To the best of
my knowledge, no one has expressed the difficulty in Abe’s avowal of
responsibility better than John B. Cobb, Jr., in his comment that “a spe-
cific event requires a specific explanation” because “original sin and
avidya are always with us but events like the Holocaust are fortunately
not everyday occurrences.”

I also take issue with Abe’s notion that it is possible for the victims
and the perpetrators of the Holocaust to achieve “solidarity” through the
“realization of the collective karma and fundamental ignorance inherent
in human beings.” It is certainly possible for Jews and non-Nazi Germans
to enter into fruitful relationships. Indeed, [ have enjoyed such relation-
ships. No such relations are possible between Jews and Nazis or Neo-
Nazis, who would gladly repeat Auschwitz if they could, while denying
that the Holocaust ever happened. At the ultimate religious level, the
“solidarity” Abe posits as possible between Jews and the perpetrators of
the Holocaust is so disconnected from concrete experience that | cannot
discern any intelligible meaning in it.

My disagreements with Abe may have something to do with our very
different life situations. Beginning with The Cunning of History, most of
my writing, research, and public activities have been concerned with the
concrete interrelatedness of religion, politics, and society.” Having
resolved to my own satisfaction such theological issues as the death of the
biblical God of covenant and election and God as Holy Nothingness, |
saw no reason to spend the rest of my life defending or further elaborat-

ing upon my theological positions. Undoubtedly, my keen interest in
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seeking to understand the kind of human world in which events like the
Holocaust and “ethnic cleansing” are possible greatly influenced my turn
toward what Abe calls the socio-historical dimension. By contrast, Abe
has chosen to be an interpreter of Zen Buddhism. Hence, the ultimate
religious dimension figures more importantly in his work than in mine.

As noted above, Abe is not engaged in the enterprise of dissonance
reduction, as are most authoritative Jewish thinkers such as Fackenheim
and Borowitz. Their project is mainly an attempt to reduce the disso-
nance between the Jewish tradition and those ideas and events in the
contemporary world that threaten disconfirmation. That is even true of
Fackenheim, the most radical of the mainstream thinkers. As theologians,
dissonance reduction is their paramount vocational responsibility. If nec-
essary, experience is to be falsified, as when God is proclaimed to be both
holy and good, not out of dishonesty, but rather out of motives not unlike
those of Dostoyevsky’s Grand Inquisitor. Still in the shadow of Auschwitz,
a wounded people needs the show of mystery and miracle, if not magic,
to make some sense of their terrible experience. And the dissonance
reducers give it to them out of loving concern and a resolve that Hitler
shall not gain “yet other posthumous victories.”*

Referring to Borowitz’s assertion that Jews are to be holy/good and
do holy/good deeds because God is holy/good, Abe comments: “I admire
such faith and hope, but my personal existential experience does not
allow me to accept this sort of faith and hope as realistic.”** To repeat, at
this point agreement between Abe and me is strongest. As faithful as he
is to the Buddhist tradition, Abe is not so much engaged in a dissonance-
reduction defense of his tradition as in working out the logic of his per-
sonal existential experience. He is supported in this endeavor by the fact
that the credibility of Buddhism does not depend on the veracity of its
claims concerning the meaning of particular events in history, as is the
case in both Judaism and Christianity. Here, the ahistorical character of
Buddhism serves thinkers like Abe well.

Similarly, my refusal to engage in dissonance reduction on behalf of
the Jewish religious mainstream was not motivated by a spirit of rebellion
but by an overwhelming imperative to be faithful to my own experience
and to recognize genuinely disconfirming ideas and events for what they
truly are. Whenever | see Abe, there is an electric moment of recognition.

I rejoice that I am in the presence of a kindred soul.
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Emptiness, of course, implies an ego-transcending experience, not
a transcendent object. Indeed, it is “an event of rapture that carries us
beyond ourselves, just as Luther envisioned the spiritual event of faith.”
But even here, both similarities and differences between Christian and
Buddhist perspectives come to mind. Whereas the Christian experience
of faith “encourages hope for a definitive future of individual existence
beyond this transitory state, the hope for a resurrection of the dead and
for a renewed heaven and earth,” the Buddhist experience of Emptiness
results in “a liberated experience in the midst of the transitory world of
Samsara.”" This difference aside, both experiences are eminently positive
and affirmative of a new self that has been liberated from bondage to the
anxiety-ridden, ego-centered self of ordinary life. Above all, for a Luther-
an Christian, one is thereby liberated from an artificial sense of guilt and
sinfulness as the supposed condition of personal salvation. “Sin is the
common denominator of everything that resists the spirit of transforma-
tion into the glory of God.” But while real enough in its own right, sin is
a strictly provisional reality, destined to be superseded by the more posi-
tive experience of faith in the Divine Promise with its natural affinity to
the Buddhist experience of Emptiness.

In brief then, Pannenberg evidently came to a much deeper appre-
ciation of his own faith as a Lutheran Christian in and through careful
reflection on Abe’s comparison of the conversion experience within
Christianity and the experience of Awakening within Buddhism. The sec-
ond encounter to be documented here was a face-to-face exchange
between Abe and Pannenberg at Earlham College in Richmond, Indiana,
in 1992. It involved a similar testing of the differences and similarities in
perspective between Buddhism and Christianity in terms of the notion of
ultimate reality. Antecedent to their meeting at Earlham College in the
context of a forum on interfaith dialogue, Abe had published an essay
entitled “Kenotic God and Dynamic Sunyata” in which he attempted a
new interpretation of Philippians 2:6—11 from the perspective of the Bud-
dhist experience of Sanyata, or Emptiness.” Pannenberg, accordingly,
delivered a response to this essay by Abe; and Abe then offered a counter-
response. '

Pannenberg first takes note of his earlier exchange with Abe in
terms of the relation between the conventional ego and the true self but

then focuses his attention on what he regards as the much deeper issue,
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namely, the nature of ultimate reality within Buddhism and Christianity.
The first point to be considered is whether Siinyata, like the God of Chris-
tianity, is genuinely transcendent of the reality of this world as well as
completely immanent within it. In Pannenbergs mind, Abe does not
seem to affirm this kind of transcendence with respect to Samyata.
Instead, Abe claims, “We are Sunyata in each and every moment of our
lives.” In this sense, the self and Siinyata are dynamically one. As Abe
explains in his essay, “True Sunyata is nothing but the true self and the
true self is nothing but True Sunyata." Thus, Siinyata has no reality apart
from the self and is, accordingly, not transcendent of the self as God is
thought to be transcendent of the self within Christianity.

Pannenberg likewise appeals here to Donald Mitchell’s analysis of
the same text and the latter’s conclusion that Abe “posits this world as the
locus of ultimate reality.”” Yet if Sanyata is thus simply identified with
what happens in this world, then it is not strictly comparable with the
God of Christianity. Abe, to be sure, frequently uses self-referential lan-
guage with respect to Sanyata as though it were some transcendent enti-
ty: e.g., “Sunyata is not self-affirmative, but thoroughly self-negative. In
other words, emptiness not only empties everything else but also empties
itself.”"® But, says Pannenberg, it is not clear what is the self to which ref-
erence is made, especially since Abe refers to Sinyata as “agentless spon-
taneity.” It would appear that Simyata is simply a name for “the all per-
vading process of change” and that self-referential language—above all,
language that speaks in a personal vein about the wisdom and compas-
sion of Sinyata—is metaphorical rather than literal

Within the context of Philippians 2:6—11, on the contrary, Jesus
Christ is clearly an agent who empties himself in relation to the Father
and thus manifests himself as the Son of God.” But, unlike Sinyata with
respect to the human self, the Son of God is not simply identical with
Jesus; in other words, the Son does not give up his divinity in becoming
human. The unity of the Son with Jesus is a unity in differentiation, as
noted above. Furthermore, says Pannenberg, the Father unlike the Son
does not participate in this self-emptying activity. “Nowhere [in the New
Testament] is it said that the Father emptied himself, nor is it a logical
implication of the self-emptying action of the Son. To the contrary, this
kenotic action on the part of the Son is described as obedience to the
Father and thus presupposes the identity of the Father and of his
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commission to the Son.”” Hence, Abe is mistaken in claiming that the
kenosis of Christ “inevitably leads” to the idea of a kenosis of God the
Father as well.”?

Pannenberg concedes that many Christian theologians have linked
the idea of self-emptying with agape, or self-giving love. Furthermore, the
notion of self-giving love is omnipresent in the Christian Bible and cer-
tainly applied to the activity of the Father as well as that of the Son with
respect to their creatures. But in Pannenberg’s judgment, it is a mistake
to identify self-abnegation or kenosis with agape. For the kenosis of the
Son in Philippians 2:7 “is not connected with love for the world but with
obedience to the Father (Philippians 2:8). On the other hand, the love of
the Father as mentioned in John and Paul certainly involves an element
of sacrifice, but the Father does not surrender himself, but he surrenders
his Son. This certainly shows that love can be costly, even for God the
Father, but it does not imply his self-abnegation.”** Indeed, if the Father
had emptied himself, he would not have been able to raise Jesus from the
dead. Thus, although we may rightly speak about a mutual devotedness
of Father, Son, and Spirit toward one another and a mutual dependence
on one another, we may not properly speak of a mutual self-emptying
toward one another. Only the Son—above all, in the Son’s incarnation as
Jesus—is self-emptying, that is, fully obedient with respect to the
Father.”

Pannenberg concludes, therefore, that “the notion of kenosis is of
limited value in Buddhist-Christian dialog.”™ The real convergence
between Buddhist Emptiness and Christian faith in the Trinitarian God
is to be found elsewhere, namely, in “the mutuality of love between the
Trinitarian persons which can be conceived of as suprapersonal though
becoming manifest only in the Trinitarian persons.” What he has in
mind here is the divine essence conceived as an all-encompassing “field
of perichoretic love” in which the three divine persons exist and are
dynamically related to one another.” Within this same field of mutual
love or mutual indwelling, moreover, the Christian mystic likewise exists
“by sharing in the sonship of Jesus and thus in his spiritual relation to the
Father.”” The Buddhist notion of Sinyata, insofar as it is conceived as the
interconnectedness of everything with everything else, is thus “a distant
adumbration of the Trinitarian spirit of love, but the latter cannot be

reduced to emptiness.”
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In response to this pointed criticism of his attempt to link the God
of Christian theism with “dynamic Sunyata,” Masao Abe initially chose to
repeat his own understanding of Emptiness or true nirvana and to con-
trast this with Pannenberg’s own understanding of the God-world rela-
tionship within Christianity. That is, he emphasized that “true nirvana is
not [a] static state of transcendence but a dynamic movement between
samsara so-called and nirvana so-called without attachment to either.”™
Hence, true nirvana is equally balanced between nirvana as opposed to
samsara and samsara as opposed to nirvana; it exhibits no preference for
either side of this logical opposition. Within the God-world relationship
as Pannenberg presents it, however, God is clearly more transcendent of
the world than immanent within it. Hence, God within this scheme is,
from a Buddhist perspective, not truly ultimate because God is still
opposed to the world rather than dialectically one with it.**

Then, with reference to Pannenberg’s insistence that the Son of
God in the act of self-emptying did not give up his divinity, Abe reaffirms
his conviction that the act of self-emptying must result in the Son of
God’s becoming totally identified with the man Jesus. For only thus is the
Son’s self-emptying “brought here to self-fulfillment as the savior.” Like-
wise, with reference to Pannenberg’s claim that there is no evidence in
the Christian Bible for self-emptying activity on the part of the Father,
Abe counterargues that “the kenosis of the Son of God is based on the
will of God. It is commissioned by God the Father. But, in the case of
God the Father, kenosis or self-emptying is implied in the original nature
of God who is really love.” Thus, Abe concedes that the self-emptying
activity of the Son is an act of obedience in response to the will of the
Father. But he continues to affirm that self-emptying and agape or self-
giving love are basically one and the same activity; moreover, this activity
constitutes “the dynamism of the innertrinitarian life of the triune God.™

Pannenberg, according to Abe, fails to see that Emptiness, or the
self-emptying activity within the Trinity, is paradoxically synonymous with
fullness (just as in Mahayana Buddhism). The self-emptying activity of
the Son, for example, results in the fullness of the Godhead being present
in Jesus after his resurrection and exaltation. Likewise, God the Father's
“total kenosis is God's self-emptying for absolutely ‘nothing other than
God's own fulfillment as love.” In this way, Abe argues, the nihilism of
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Friedrich Nietzsche and other atheistic philosophers is overcome, and a
new relationship between Buddhism and Christianity is established. For
in both religions the experience of Absolute Nothingness is the basis for
the saving experience of unselfish love or compassion. The latter, in turn,
is the deeper ground of the spiritual life within both religions.

In trying to assess this second exchange between Pannenberg and
Abe, one must bear in mind that Pannenberg’s understanding of the Trin-
ity, as set forth in the first volume of his Systematic Theology, demands that
the three divine persons be defined in their individual self-identity by their
distinctive activities vis-a-vis one another. “The Father does not merely
beget the Son. He also hands over his kingdom to him and receives it back
from him. The Son is not merely begotten of the Father. He is also obedi-
ent to him and he thereby glorifies him as the one God. The Spirit is not
just breathed. He also fills the Son and glorifies him in his obedience to
the Father, thereby glorifying the Father himself.”” Accordingly, Pannen-
berg seemingly must resist Abe’s proposal that not only the Son but like-
wise the Father expresses himself through self-emptying love as the
expression of their common nature. Yet in reflecting upon Pannenberg’s
description of the divine intratrinitarian relations, one might well conclude
that self-giving love is generically characteristic of the activity of the three
divine persons toward one another even though it specifically takes on a
new modality within each person with respect to the other two. In hand-
ing over the kingdom to the Son, for example, the Father engages in a form
of kenosis, or self-emptying love, even as the Son in turn by his obedience
to the Father likewise exercises self-giving love in handing back the king-
dom to the Father at the end of the world. “By their work the Son and Spir-
it serve the monarchy of the Father. Yet the Father does not have his king-
dom or monarchy [in effect, his deity] without the Son and Spirit, but only
through them.” Abe may be right, then, in insisting that within Chris-
tianity as within Mahayana Buddhism, Absolute Emptiness is paradoxical-
ly synonymous with ontological fullness.

The deeper issue, however, has to do with the question of agency,
specifically whether Sunyata in its relation to the true self can be com-
pared with the Son of God in the latter’s relation to Jesus. | believe that
Pannenberg is correct in insisting on-a lack of parity here. Sunyata, after

all, is an activity, not an entity; yet only entities are agents in the strict



»

206 Joseph A.Bracken, S.0.

sense. Accordingly, Sinyata does not correspond to the person of the Son
or to the person of the Father; rather, it corresponds to their common
nature, the generic activity of self-emptying love, as noted above. An activ-
ity, to be sure, is indistinguishable from the entity in which it is at work.
Thus, Abe is correct in urging that “true Sunyata is nothing but the true
self and the true self is nothing but true Sunyata.” But one cannot say
with equal facility that the Son of God becomes without remainder Jesus
of Nazareth and that Jesus of Nazareth is without further qualification a
divine being, the Son of God. All that we can affirm is that there is a
dynamic unity in differentiation here between two distinct centers of
activity, the one divine and the other human, in virtue of the common
activity of self-emptying love toward the Father. Neither center of activi-
ty can be totally emptied out into the other.

Yet even with this necessary qualification, there may well be in the
comments of Abe and Pannenberg cited above the basis for an unexpect-
ed accord between Mahayana Buddhists and Christians on the nature of
ultimate reality. For in different ways both Abe and Pannenberg make
basically the same claim. That is, both agree that the nature or essence
of God is self-giving love, or agape. Hence, if Sfmyatd is, as noted above,
the activity of self-emptying love, then Simyata is equivalently the divine
nature. Accordingly, it is not God—that is, one of the three divine per-
sons; but it is divine in that it is the divine nature, the principle of activ-
ity whereby the three divine persons exist and are dynamically related to
one another. The operative distinction here is that between person and
nature within the Godhead. The two concepts refer to the same reality
but are rationally distinct from each other in that they specify different
dimensions of the total reality of God.”

If this distinction be granted, then one may reasonably affirm that
Buddhist philosophers like Abe and Christian theologians like Pannenberg
are quite possibly dealing with the same ultimate reality but from differ-
ent perspectives or dimensions, so that what is in the foreground of atten-
tion for the one is in the background for the other and vice versa. Christ-
ian theologians traditionally have focused on the entitative reality of God
in terms of three persons dynamically related to one another. As a result,
they have tended to leave the underlying nature of God, that which

enables the divine persons to exist and to relate to one another, relatively
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unexplored. To his credit, as noted above, Pannenberg has recently
reopened the question of the underlying nature of God by describing it as
a force-field or “field of perichoretic love” both for the divine persons and
for Christian mystics who conform themselves to Christ in his relationship
to the Father.* What still has to be explored, of course, is the deeper rela-
tionship between this field-oriented understanding of the divine nature
within Pannenberg’s theology and Buddhist Emptiness.

Abe and other Buddhist philosophers, on the other hand, seem to
have focused almost exclusively on the reality of Sinyata as a never-end-
ing activity and thus to have given insufficient attention to the various
“forms” or entitative instantiations of that activity. Admittedly, within a
traditional Buddhist perspective, these forms are transitory and thus not
worthy of the respect to be accorded to ultimate reality. Yet as the cele-
brated verse from the Heart Sitra makes clear,” Emptiness apart from
forms is just as meaningless as forms apart from Emptiness. Hence,
more attention should be given by Buddhists to the forms produced by
Simyata, above all, those representing divine persons as demanded by the
Christian understanding of the Trinity. In particular, Abe might then con-
sider abandoning the paradoxical language of “agentless agent” with
respect to the self-emptying activity of the Son of God.*” More precisely,
one should say that the Son of God is indeed an agent who remains as
such before, during, and after the act of self-emptying. But the Son
exercises that agency only in virtue of the divine nature, or what Abe
calls Sunyatd. Here, too, therefore, the classical distinction between per-
son and nature within the Godhead makes clear what remains somewhat
confused in Abe’s understanding of the kenosis of the Son, valuable as it
is in other respects.

Reflection on these two exchanges between a celebrated Buddhist
scholar and a noted Christian theologian make clear that much good can
be accomplished by interreligious dialogue. The participants effectively
test the limits of each other’s cherished beliefs. Inevitably, there are sub-
tle presuppositions in the thinking of each individual which go undetect-
ed until challenged by the inquiring mind of someone from a different
religious tradition. The results may be at first somewhat contentious. But
as the second exchange between Abe and Pannenberg seems to indicate,
eventually they open up hitherto unexpected possibilities for probing the
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mystery of ultimate reality to which all religious persons are inexorably
drawn.

AFTERWORD: MASAO ABE IN MY
ENCOUNTER WITH BUDDHISM
wolfhart Panncnbcrg

The encounter with Buddhism provides one of the more promising forms
of interreligious dialogue for Christian theologians. There is a remarkable
correspondence between the two religious views concerning the human
predicament—as | became aware of in dialogue with Masao Abe. More
specifically, it is the Lutheran criticism of the self-righteousness of the
self-affirming ego that corresponds to the Buddhist doctrine on the self.
It is only beyond ourselves (extra nos in Christo) that we obtain our true
self, in the act of faith in Jesus Christ. That relationship with Christ, of
course, is a personal one, and there lies the difference with the Sinyata
doctrine of Buddhists. But even at this point, there might be a possibili-
ty of further convergence. This possibility was suggested to me first by
Keiji Nishitani’s book on religion when he acknowledged that absolute
reality does have a personal aspect as well as an impersonal one. While
Nishitani assumed that in the Christian conception of God, only the per-
sonal aspect is affirmed, it seemed to me that the Christian doctrine on
God as trinity involves both, the personal and an impersonal element,
because the one “essence” the three persons share is not once more a per-
son in its own right in addition to Father, Son, and Spirit. The one divine
essence of Father, Son, and Spirit is supra-personal. It is not separate
from the three persons, however, but exists only as it is manifest through
Father, Son, and Spirit—more precisely in their mutual relationships with
one another, that the classical doctrine described in terms of a mutual
perichoresis, or indwelling of the three, and that in fact expresses the
divine dynamics of love.

Masao Abe, then, seems correct in assuming that there is some cor-
respondence between the Christian conception of God as love and the
Buddhist understanding of absolute reality as Sianyata. But his way of
arguing to this effect with the biblical notion of kenosis (Philippians 2:7)

is somewhat unfortunate, as [ tried to show at Earlham in 1992. In the
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drawing attention to the correspondence between the Christian concep-
tion of God as love and the Buddhist Sanyata doctrine. Undoubtedly,
the convergence between the two religious conceptions could further
increase if the Buddhist could further explore the manifestations of
Sanyata in interpersonal relationships, not in any such relationship, of
course, but in a peculiar case of such a relationship that discloses the
positive meaning of absolute reality as love.
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claims to ultimate truth: [s there any theologically responsible way that
allows Christians to accept the truth of other religions without giving up
the truth of their own religion and, with that, their own identity?’ Behind
this question is Kiing’s concern to avoid the two extremes of a conceited
absolutism identified with a standpoint of exclusivity and superiority, on
the one hand, and a superficial and irresponsible relativism also charac-
terized by an arbitrary pluralism and indifferentism on the other.® An
underlying issue here is the question of the criterion for truth—specifi-
cally, religious truth. Kiing addresses this question in an essay entitled “Is
There One True Religion?” and proposes a set of “ecumenical criteria”
for religious truth. Kiing notes first of all that in the context of the reli-
gious dimension, what is true (verum) and what is good (bonum) intersect
and overflow into each other: truth and meaningfulness in the context of
religion are inseparable from goodness and value. Thus, truth in religion
is not simply a matter of describing a state of affairs in a way that one is
able to separate such a description from one’s personal stance vis-a-vis
that state of affairs but is also by its very nature as religious truth, a mat-
ter of engagement, commitment, of praxis.® With this general principle in
the foreground, Kiing then goes on in his proposal for the establishment
of ecumenical criteria for religious truth by way of “an inward spiral,” first
outlining a general ethical criterion, then a general religious criterion, and
finally a specifically Christian criterion for religious truth.

The general ethical criterion hinges upon the basic question, What
is good for the human being, in all the dimensions of human existence?
In this light, insofar as a religion enhances our humanness as individuals
and as social beings and supports and nurtures humans in their search for
identity and for a meaningful and fruitful existence, then it is to be con-
sidered a true and good religion. Vice versa, whatever leads in the oppo-
site direction and makes humans fail to arrive at a meaningful and fruit-
ful existence is a false (and bad) religion.

The general religious criterion is to be applied in principle to the
different religious traditions with regard to the authenticity and canonic-
ity of their respective doctrinal positions and practical rules of conduct.
In other words, the particular doctrines and practices of a given religious
tradition are to be determined as “true,” or to be the contrary, in accor-

dance with their congruence or noncongruence with the original stand-



214 Ruben L. E Habito

point of that tradition as discernible from its primary sources, including
its scriptures and authentic tradition.

The last circle of Kiing's “inward spiral” outlining his proposed
set of criteria for religious truth is the specifically Christian criterion.
Here he makes explicit his own stance as a Christian, presenting it “from
within.” (See below for further elaboration.) With this, we can take him
as extending the invitation, as well as challenge, to adherents of other
religions to elucidate their own stance “from within.” Kiing invites other
religions to lay out their own specific criteria for truth based on the reli-
gious vision of their own respective traditions. There is an important
point to note here: that in the establishment of ecumenical criteria for
religious truth, one need not and should not thereby abandon one’s com-
mitment to the normativity of one’s own tradition. What is required,
though, is that first, one be willing to take the test of the general human
ethical criteria; that second, one be willing to test the general religious
criterion; and that third, one be willing to lay bare the criterion of one’s
own particular tradition and engage in open dialogue with adherents of
other religions with different criteria based on their respective traditions.

To take one’s tradition as normative, however, is not the same as to
absolutize one’s own tradition in a way that excludes others from consid-
eration or regards it as superior. It is simply to acknowledge that one has
found what one may rightly call true religion, for which one may stake
one’s all and to which one is able to profess absolute commitment
through the mediation of one’s tradition. What it does not mean is that
the possibility that others may also find true religion in their respective
traditions is thereby precluded. It is this very possibility that precisely
makes interreligious dialogue an imperative for anyone who takes one’s
own tradition seriously and who is aware of the mere fact of the plurality
of religious traditions with their respective claims to ultimate truth.

Thus, the need to establish ecumenical criteria for religious truth
arises from the awareness of the concrete global situation that we find
ourselves in, a situation wherein religion has often served more as a fac-
tor of dissension and conflict than as one of peace and reconciliation
among fellow members of Earth’s community. Needless to say, this aware-
ness looms large in Kiing's initiatives in calling for a global ethic, whose

basic idea was spelled out in a 1990 book entitled Projekt Weltethos.”
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QUESTIONING EMPTINESS, FROM A
CHRISTIAN STANDPOINT

For the Christian, to take one’s tradition as normative means that one has
encountered the living God who has sent Jesus Christ as the way, the
truth, and the life and is thereby enabled to live in the Holy Spirit, pro-
claiming the goodness and love of God with one’s whole life. It is this
encounter that gives the Christian’s life its meaning and that grounds
involvement in historical tasks (such as those Kiing outlines in his pro-
posal for a global ethic) as the Christian’s way of living out the implica-
tions of this encounter with the God who acts in history and of leading
“all things in heaven and all things on earth” toward final completion in
Christ (Ephesians 1:3-11).

Here Kiing makes the very important distinction that Karl Barth
made before him: that Christians believe not in the absoluteness of
Christianity (i.e., as a religious tradition, with its dogma, rituals, disci-
pline) as such, but in God working in Jesus Christ through the Holy
Spirit. Christianity, as a religion among others, is a “highly ambivalent his-

torical phenomenon™’

and needs to be continually purified, tested
against the general ethical criterion, the general religious criterion, and its
own specific criterion of fidelity to God manifested in Jesus Christ and
working through the Holy Spirit. Insofar as historical Christianity remains
a faithful witness to God in Jesus Christ working through the Holy Spirit,
and only insofar as it is so, can it be called the true religion.

But as it continues on as a human community rooted in history,
Christianity is continually broadened in scope and content, as its adher-
ents live out their historical tasks, responding to their concrete historical
situations vivified by the Spirit of God in Christ, and as they engage in
dialogue with members of other religious traditions. Christians are thus
to be understood as continually on the way to ever greater truth, as they
open themselves to the manifold ways of God's self-communication in
and through their historical encounters, moving toward the full revelation
of the Lord of history."

It would take another extended argument to show that the commit-
ment to a global ethic as Kiing and others have outlined is a necessary
consequence of being Christian in the world today, given the situation of
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our global community and the mission of the Christian to be a witness to
the message of the Gospel. And as one who, from a Christian standpoint,
is committed to the concrete historical tasks that confront us in light of
our current global situation, Hans Kiing may (conceivably) pose the ques-
tion to Masao Abe, as a Buddhist dialogue partner, Can Buddhist
Emptiness (also) ground a commitment to a global ethic?

We must note that Hans Kiing is able to “pose” such a question to
Abe not as a hostile adversary or as an indifferent observer but as a sym-
pathetic listener wishing to understand and willing to learn from the
Buddhist notion of Emptiness. Hans Kiing has undertaken a serious
study of the Buddhist tradition,” including Abe’s works, and shows his
deep understanding and sensitivity to the nuances of Abe’s thought.”
From this understanding, he presents the possibility of an Eastern-
Western understanding of God coming out of his encounter with
Buddhism. In this context, he is led to ask, “Could it be that from this
point we can make out a structural similarity between that ‘Emptiness’
which, for Buddhists, transcends all opposites, and that ‘pleroma,’ that
infinite fullness’ which embraces all opposites?™*

With his sympathetic grasp of Emptiness, Kiing is nevertheless also
able to mark out the radical difference between his Christian standpoint
and the Mahayana/Zen position centered on the notion of Emptiness on
two counts: on the view of history and on the grounding of an ethic.”
First, the standpoint of Emptiness is presented as one that subsumes
all history into an Eternal Now and thus shows a radical difference from
the linear view of history presupposed in Christianity, that is, wherein
history is seen as moving from creation to the Eschaton. Second, the
standpoint of Emptiness is presented as one that has overcome all dis-
tinctions between good and evil, right and wrong, and thereby becomes
unable to establish an ethic, which by definition is understood as the
principle of doing good and avoiding evil.

These two points constitute the main reasons why it would seem
that the standpoint of Emptiness is unable to ground a commitment to a
global ethic. In other words, to see everything from the vantage point of
an Eternal Now takes away the need for engaging in historical tasks for
the transformation of society, since transformation necessarily involves a
hope for a “better future,” which makes no sense from the standpoint of

Emptiness. Further, the collapse of the distinction between good and evil
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Buddhist-Christian Conference, held at Boston University in 1992, just a
few days after I returned from an extensive visit with Buri in Basel, dur-
ing which time he and [ discussed problems I had encountered in trans-
lating his Buddha-Christ for publication. Because I have always associat-
ed Abe with Buri, I decided in this essay to explore further some aspects
of the relationship of their thought.

Since Buri undertook to master the thought of all the major repre-
sentatives of the Kyoto School, he was constantly tempted to compare
and contrast Abe’s work with that of his predecessors and with his suc-
cessor, Shizuteru Ueda. Hence our first subtitle:

BURI'S COMPARATIVE ASSESSMENT
OF THE LEGACY OF ABE

In view of Buri’s decision in the summary article on the Kyoto School to
devote his discussion of Abe solely to the latter’s two articles on process
metaphysics—a decision influenced by the “general theme of our con-
sultation™—he has little occasion there extensively to compare Abe with
his Kyoto colleagues. In introducing his treatment of Abe, however, he
does make two comparative remarks: (1) that “among the representatives
of the Kyoto School, Abe is the one who has expressly dealt with this
theme [i.e., process metaphysics]” and (2) that “Abe has taken over with
great pedagogical talent the role of Daisetz Suzuki in the West.” There is
an inherent connection between these seemingly unrelated remarks: it is
because he inherited the role of Suzuki that he would need to deal with
process thought, for this philosophy was so central to his colleagues at
Claremont who initiated the significant dialogue between process
thought and Buddhism. It will be evident only to readers of the book The
Buddha-Christ why Buri places Abe at the end of the succession, after his
younger colleague, Shizuteru Ueda, since insufficient justification for
doing so is offered in the article. The reason given is that Abe, rather than
Ueda, is the great summarizer of the Kyoto legacy. In fact, Buri intro-
duces the chapter on Abe by referring to the latter’s contribution as “A
Summa of the Zen Philosophy of the Kyoto School.” This claim is two-
pronged, for in complimenting Abe in this way, Buri is expressing the
judgment that Abe, unlike his Kyoto colleagues, does not “extend,” i.e.,
add to, the Kyoto legacy as did each of the others, including Ueda.
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In Buri's volume The Buddha-Christ, he points out that in Abe’s
“lecturing on a world-wide scale and in the great number of publications
resulting from it,” he “far surpasses his teachers and colleagues—with the
exception of Daisetz Suzuki, whose international role he has quite liter-
ally assumed.”™ Because of his teaching positions in the States and lec-
tures around the world, Abe—says Buri—"is nevertheless the best known
representative of Zen philosophy.”” On a personal note Buri attributes the
high regard in which Abe is held “to the charm of his personality [and] to
his gifts as a teacher and his openness to other conceptions with which
he represents his conviction about the truth to Zen Buddhism.”™ Buri
claims that two features of Abe’s essays set them off from those of other
representatives of the Kyoto School: (1) “the simplicity and clarity both in
the presentation of Buddhist doctrine and in the stand he takes on the
positions of Western thinking” and (2) “the interest manifest in every
essay in the encounter with Christianity.” With respect to the first fea-
ture, Buri adds that Abe “is able to illumine much that is dark in
[Buddhism] and difficult to follow—without falling into questionable
simplifications—and to make it understandable despite its strangeness.™
Buri expands the second feature by pointing out that in comparison with
the other Kyoto philosophers, Abe manifests “a greater openness for cer-
tain characteristics of Christianity in comparison with openly conceded
deficiencies of Buddhism” and among the Kyoto philosophers presents
most impressively “the mutual enrichment and deepening of Christianity
and Buddhism.”" Buri adds that an additional reason for his placing Abe
at the end of his seriatim discussion of the Kyoto philosophers is that “the
question of the relationship of Zen Buddhism and Christianity which
drives us is also his central concern.”? According to Buri, the question of
the relationship of Zen Buddhism to Christianity is “the basic intention

of [Abe’s] intellectual concerns.”

BURI'S ASSESSMENT OF
ABE’S CONTRIBUTION TO
BUDDHIST-CHRISTIAN DIALOGUE

After his initial comparative statement in The Buddha-Christ, Buri pro-

ceeds diachronically by discussing the great symposium on the theme of
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Kyoto School, including Abe, for claiming “the legitimacy of . . . a demythol-
ogized existential interpretation for validating the truth of their Buddhist
tradition, while wrongly denying such for the Christian tradition and
regarding it instead merely in its dogmatized mythological objectivity.”*

BURI'S ASSESSMENT OF ABE’S
PREFERENCE FOR ZEN BUDDHISM

According to Buri's chapter on Abe, when Abe speaks of Buddhism in the
normative sense, “he always means—Ilike his revered teacher,
Hisamatsu—Zen Buddhism.”® Buri further reminds us that, in his lec-
tures “Zen and Modern Man,” Abe “was concerned to show that Zen is the
authentic form of Buddhism which alone really corresponds to its histori-

”37

cal origin in the enlightenment of the Buddha™ and that “Zen alone is
useful ‘for the realization of human existence common to East and
West.””** Buri reports that “for the elucidation and . . . justification of this
self-characterization of Zen as an event of immediate enlightenment,”™
Abe engages upon a critical comparison between the Buddha and the
Christ. Unlike the Christian view in which “the title Christ is only
assigned to Jesus . . . in Buddhism the Buddha's enlightenment possesses
no such once-for-allness that is decisive for the salvation of his devotees.™

Buri carefully summarizes Abe’s argument that first locates the
different conceptions found in Zen and Pure Land Buddhism in their dif-
ferent versions of the trikiya doctrine: Zen is “the ‘way of holiness’ of ‘self-
redemption’ (jiriki)” and Pure Land is “the ‘way of faith’ of ‘redemption ab

extra’ (tariki).”"' Abe then argues—in Buri’'s words—that “whereas . . .

Pure Land Buddhism . . . objectiffies] the Buddha, that is makes him an
object of faith in a salvation event . . . for Zen this event occurs in self-
understanding [which is only] a symbolic expression of an event that is
essentially non-objectifiable.” Buri adds that both Hisamatsu and Abe
failed to see in this distinction a way of overcoming “Sutra-dogmatism
and Buddhist sutra magic” and “the discussion of the hermeneutical
problem in theology,” viz. demythologizing.*

In The Buddha-Christ, Buri then turns to a discussion of Abe's sub-
stantial work on Dagen. A central question to which Abe addresses him-

self is—in Buri’s .words—"whether and in what way man still needs
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enlightenment for attaining Buddhahood, if according to Buddhist tradi-
tion, ‘all living beings have the Buddha nature.™ This problematic
prompts Buri to make a comparison with the problem of natural theolo-
gy in Christianity, that is, to “the question of the relation in which the
image of God given to man by God stands to the New Creation in
Christ.” The difference between the Christian and Buddhist anthropolo-
gies of redemption is that the former is “personal,” the latter, “imperson-

745

al.™ Dogen solved the problem by making a “grammatical” shift from
“having-Buddha-nature” to “being-Buddha-nature,” in such a way as to
connect the “homocentric” with the “dehomocentric.”® As Buri reports,
Abe holds that “the connection of these two structures is not possible . . .
in an objective thinking of consciousness and of substance” as is typical in
the West “from Descartes and Spinoza on,” but only “in a non-objectifi-
able existential enlightenment, for which there exists between the
Buddha nature and all beings neither unity nor duality, but ‘non-duali-
ty.” ™ Accordingly, Dogen rejects the distinction between “practice and
enlightenment” by advocating “unintentionally enacted sitting (shikan-
taza)” rather than “sitting in immersion (zazen).”** At this point Buri con-
cedes that, to Westerners, “its enactment seems too difficult to us in
many points,” and in the same vein, “for the unenlightened, insights
gained on the basis of enlightenment are also incapable of being under-
stood in many respects.” In his own defense, Buri adds that “certain
statements of Christian faith are incapable of being understood by the
unbelievers.” This counsel of despair is an unexpected move on the part
of Buri and needs serious reevaluation, for while some “believers” and
some “enlightened” might agree, it raises questions about the ultimate
possibilities of dialogue. Buri does not sufficiently consider the possibil-
ity that some Westerners question the duality of the subject-object con-
ceptuality of Western culture as rigorously as do Zen philosophers.

Buri gives considerable attention to Abe’s discussion of the well-
known Zen pronouncement: “Before I studied Zen, to me mountains were
mountains and waters were waters. After I got an insight into the truth of
Zen through the instruction of a good master, mountains are to me not
mountains and waters are not waters. But after this, when I really attained
the abode of rest, mountains are really mountains, waters are really
waters.”" In his masterful answer to the question that follows the kaan,

viz. “Do you think that these three understandings are the same or
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Against this background, Buri is “surprised” that Abe warns Zen not to let
its “‘Not-Thinking,” in which it rejects objective thinking for the sake of
the non-objectifiability of the self and of Being, lapse into a ‘non-thinking
as such,” and . . . letting its freedom from ‘every kind of moral law and
principle’ become merely a ‘non- or anti-ethic.”” Buri finds it incompre-
hensible that Abe could conclude his article “Zen and Western Thought”
with the claim that Zen must embrace the standpoints of Western “Being”
and “ought,” for it seems to undermine the case he had been making.”” [
fear that Buri here fails to grasp Abe’s intention, which, if rightly grasped,
is not to be understood in any sense as an admission of conceptual think-
ing but as a deepening of Zen “No-thinking.”

The point | am making is apparent in another article of Abe’s
reviewed by Buri, “Non-Being and Mu: The Metaphysical Nature of
Negativity in the East and West,” though Buri seems unable or unwilling
to concede it. Buri is unyielding: Abe’s

denial of [the validity of logical conceptuality] presupposes precisely
what is said to be made inoperative in it. In the supposed sublation
of the contradictoriness of Being with which conceptual knowledge
has to do, he still makes use of its aid, just as the “Great Death”
and “emptiness,” Nirvana and “awakening” are conceptual

designations, even if they point beyond every objectification.™

Buri criticizes Abe’s equation of “emptying of emptiness” and “existential
self-understanding” as “an ontological misunderstanding” of “the thinking
of existence.”

BURI'S ASSESSMENT OF ABE’S
TREATMENT OF THE PROBLEM
OF ETHICS

Abe’s notion of Awakening “to Emptiness prior to the opposition between
good and evil” is equally problematic to Buri, whose theology culminates
in the Western notion of Verantwortung. He agrees with Abe’s “de-absol-
utizing of the conceptuality of objectifying thinking [in ethics], [his] rel-
ativizing of the success our moral strivings and [his] de-mystifying of
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connection between my relational philosophy and that of the Kyoto
School. In the inscription that Buri penned in my copy of his Buddha-
Christ volume, he writes of my “Relationalism” that “is so much related to
pratitya-samutpada.” Just how much I owe to Buri and how much to the
Kyoto School, especially in a personal way to both Masao Abe and
Shizuteru Ueda, is difficult to sort out. But on this occasion 1 wish to
thank Masao Abe personally for the immeasurable gifts of his friendship
and his impeccable understanding of Buddhism.
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234 Leslie D. Alldritt

THE PROBLEM OF PERSONAL EXISTENCE

Throughout his many writings, Tillich makes it quite clear that he views
human personal existence® as problematic: “It is not an exaggeration to
say that today man experiences his present situation in terms of disrup-
tion, conflict, self-destruction, meaninglessness, and despair in all realms
of life.” Why the person experiences his or her world as so divisive, in
Tillich’s view, can be traced to an ontological bifurcation in the self. In
defining what a self means, Tillich indicates this division more precisely:

Being a self means being separated in some way from everything
else, having everything else opposite one’s self, being able to look
at it and act upon it. At the same time, however, this self is aware
that it belongs to that at which it looks. The self is “in” it."°

The duality of self-consciousness includes the awareness of being and
non-being or, in other words, consciousness of one’s finitude. As Tillich
avers, “Man is not only finite, as is every creature, but he is also aware of
his finitude. And this awareness is ‘anxiety.””"

Tillich argues that the basic anxiety of finitude—or, as he typifies it
in Courage to Be, the anxiety of fate and death—is endemic in the ontic

structure of the person, regardless of time or place:

The human situation is the predicament in which man finds him-
self whenever he appears under the conditions of existence. What
is his predicament? This predicament can be described as estrange-
ment. Man is in the predicament of being estranged from himself.
The possibility of contradicting himself is universal actuality.

Always and everywhere man is in the state of estrangement."

By “estranged from himself,” Tillich does not believe one is alienated
because of an internal bifurcation but rather that one is alicnated from
the eternal “other,” creating this inner anxiety:

If love is the drive towards the reunion of the separated, it is hard
to speak meaningfully of self-love. For within the unity of self-con-

sciousness there is no real separation, comparable to the separation
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Thought, and The West,” speaks of how prajiia-understanding is identi-
cal with the Zen Awakening that “generates” Great Compassion.*
However, Abe notes that in the view of Suzuki, “the Zen man is apt to
seem to make too much of prajiia, the Great Wisdom, rather neglecting
karuna, the Great Compassion.”” Abe goes on to say, “In Zen, properly
speaking, prajiid and karuna are not two, but one.””

In the Suzuki article mentioned above, Richard DeMartino indi-

cates the relationship of mahakaruna to love and justice:

Yet, compassion—or love—always also entails the duality or differ-
entiation between any one being and every other being, and this
differentiation always involves—within the arena of duality—the
issue of justice. This means that the relation between karuna,
compassion, or love and justice (the relation between non-duality

and duality) is, for Buddhism as well, just as constitutive.”

That is to say, for Zen Buddhism to speak on matters of love and justice
is an elemental part of Zen Awakening. To characterize Awakening as
“Fulfilled Love,” a term that DeMartino uses, one is emphasizing the real-
ity of the ontic position “I am I and I am not-1,” or “I am I and I am the
Universe (Tao).” This existentially realized assertion represents the onto-
logical reality from which mahdkaruna is expressed and is the only gen-
uine basis for a “Zen ethic”—an ethic that should seek to elucidate the
true nature of a person’s relationship to other persons and to Nature.

In unparalleled fashion, Masao Abe is taking up the task that his
teacher Suzuki left unfinished: to clarify the centrality of the mahakaruna
feature of Zen Awakening and to apply this clarification in shaping a Zen
Buddhist response to the concerns of the global community. In his essay
“Kenotic God and Dynamic Sunyata,” Abe speaks of Siinyatd as consti-

tuting Great Compassion and holds that it is the operative principle for
Zen Buddhism:

In the light of wisdom realized in Sunyata, everything and every-
one is realized in its suchness and time is overcome. In the light
of compassion also realized in Sunyata, however, time is religiously

significant and essential. And the endless process of the com-
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come to exemplify a sense | receive from Abe every time | encounter him:
Abe truly is striving to bring the ethos of Zen Awakening to the world
through his words and actions. Perhaps the aforementioned event is addi-
tionally a metaphor for Abe's academic life: he may prefer to sit in the
back, but the world requires him to move at least halfway toward it as we
contemplate his work in a public fashion. We are fortunate that he has
given so unselfishly in accordance with mahakaruna. There is reason to
hope that Abe’s philosophic contribution to the Western history of ideas
will continue to transcend academia and move inexorably into the greater
public discourse. This must happen if the dramatic change Abe envisions
is to occur, and occur it must for the good of us all.
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I had the good fortune of having many long conversations with Abe
in the fall of 1987 while he was lecturing at the University of Chicago.
That was the time when he was formulating the essay that was to become
“Kenotic God and Dynamic Sunyata.” After reading a handwritten draft,
I had suggested that Abe read some of the fundamental theology of Karl
Rahner, whose notion of Being itself as “unobjectifiable mystery” directly
addressed Abe’s interest in the problem of metaphysical dualism in the
Christian understanding of God. One cold evening, sitting together in his
office, Abe brought up Rahner. He agreed Rahner was deeply aware of
the problem of dualism, but Rahner’s association of “mystery” with Being
itself suffers from what Abe called “traces of dualism.” Abe paused for a
moment before asking me what [ thought. I agreed with him in his criti-
cism of Rahner, which surprised more than pleased him. Then somewhat
boldly, I went on to say that Abe’s exposition of Zen suffers from “traces
of monism.” At this, Abe laughed.

Abe’s critique of the Christian notion of God for its dualism is well
known. There is no need to rehash it in detail here. Christianity consis-
tently honors being over non-being in looking to the triumph of life over
death, good over evil. This tendency is apparent in the Christian doctrine
of creation. The absolute transcendence of God from the world generates
a distinction between Creator and creation that the immanence of God
in Jesus Christ does not fully overcome. For this reason, the relationship
between God and creation is not governed by the logic of Absolute
Nothingness, and faith in the Christian God cannot realize true selfhood
as Zen understands it.

Abe, as I mentioned above, is well versed in the work of theologians
such as Rahner in whose theology Being itself is understood nondualisti-
cally as “mystery.” This more nuanced understanding of Being, neverthe-
less, is still not Absolute Nothingness in Abe’s view. It is still founded on
the positive pole of every duality (being versus non-being; good versus
evil), and thus Being itself remains somewhat objectified. For this reason,
Abe detects “traces of dualism” in Rahner.

As 1 said in the mondo, Abe is correct in his criticism of these
“traces of dualism.” Christian theology seeks to objectify in conceptual
language religious truths that exist first in the overarching first-order
language of its own narratives and metaphors. These narratives and
metaphors speak of God’s creative fiat and intervening action within
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critique of dualism as we find in Jédo Shin-sha, might lead to a deeper
basis for the mutual transformation of Buddhism and Christianity. At the
very least, Masao Abe’s contribution to interreligious understanding has
led us far in this direction.
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264 Thamas F.kasulis

fair to say that Abe was instrumental in preparing the Western ground for
the introduction of those texts. In this respect, Abe has had a profound
effect on the climate of interreligious discussion, especially on a philo-
sophical plane.

By keeping in mind Abe’s historical role as mediator between West-
ern and Japanese philosophy, we can now undertake a brief evaluation of
his philosophical contributions. As has been suggested, Abe has con-
sciously directed his philosophical energies to engage with the West. He
is the only philosopher trained in the Kyoto School to have done so on
such a scale. No commitment is without its price, however. In formulat-
ing his own ideas, he has often adapted his thinking to the needs of his
Western audience. This does not mean that Abe’s work is totally unknown
or unappreciated in his own country. It does mean, however, that the
problematic he has assumed has often been more immediately applicable
to the Western than to the Japanese intellectual condition. In turning to
answer his Western interlocutors, he has sometimes had to turn away
from issues most interesting to philosophers and Buddhist scholars with-
in his home culture. Yet unless he made that turn, the face-to-face
encounter with the West would have been ineffective.

Let us briefly consider one specific example of the general point
just raised: Abe’s interpretation of Dogen. Abe does not present us with
a profile of Dogen that we would find in much contemporary Japanese
buddhological scholarship. Abe’s Dogen is somewhat abstracted from his
historical and sectarian contexts, for example. Abe is not concerned with
Dogen as the founder of a particular sect frequently engaged in sectarian
dogmatics. Nor is Abe’s Dogen primarily a historical product of a particu-
lar mind-set formulated in Kamakura Japan. Nor is Abe’s Dégen a fallible
individual who was undergoing personal anguish and changes of mind.
Nor is Abe’s Dogen a text explicable only by a closed tradition of com-
mentary or explicable only insofar as we bring to him our own presuppo-
sitions as modern readers. All these perspectives might be found in a
number of more mainstream scholarly readings of Dégen in either Japan
or the West. What Abe presents as Dogen is fundamentally different,
however. In Abe’s writings, Dogen is posed more as a philosophical posi-
tion, a set of interrelated ideas emergent from the experience of satori.

Why does Abe take this view of Dégen? Probably because it is the
one he believes most relevant to his interface with the West today.
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Because the West had fallen into the pattern of thinking of “Zen philoso-
phy” as an oxymoron, Abe brought the philosophical Déagen into his con-
versations with the West. Even if subtleties about Dégen’s social and his-
torical context might be muted by this approach, Abe has been willing to
make that concession in favor of presenting a Zen view that, Abe believes,
would be beneficial to Western philosophy and theology. Hence, Abe’s
Dogen is primarily an idea or position Abe argues for and defends, not a
mere historical thinker subject to evaluation, criticism, and at least par-
tial rejection. Abe’s reading of Dagen cannot be separated from the audi-
ence for whom Abe is making his reading.

In some ways, Abe’s was a choice like Suzuki’s. Suzuki could have
been a traditional scholar of Buddhism in Japan. If he had turned all his
efforts in that direction, his contributions to, and influence on, pure
buddhology might have been enormous. But the West would still today
probably know little about Zen. Not only would the number of Western
scholars of Buddhism be much smaller but even American literature,
poetry, arts, and theology would probably have a slightly different cast.

In a similar way, Abe has taken himself somewhat out of the closed
circuit of philosophy and Buddhist studies in Japan. By so doing, he has
come to ask different questions and to give a different approach in his
answers from many of his Japanese colleagues. In this respect, he has
broken out of the constrictive boundaries of his own tradition: it is mis-
leading to continue to identify him as simply a “representative” of the
Kyoto School or of Zen Buddhism.

Certainly there is no denying Abe’s roots in those traditions, but as
his problematics have evolved through his contact with the West, he is no
longer simply “representative” of those Japanese traditions. He now
stands for his own particular orientation within the Kyoto School and
within the Zen tradition, an orientation that looks more pointedly toward
the West as his foil and as his conversation partner. That orientation is
steeped in Suzuki and, to a much lesser extent, Hisamatsu, but it is in the
end really Abe’s own. By bridging the gap between the intellectual worlds
of Japan and the West, he is no longer simply one or the other; nor is he
both. Rather, he is a philosopher in his own right, and through the stance
he takes, communicative lines between Japan and the West have been
established.

Because of the importance of Abe’s distinctive stance, 1 prefer not
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258 Thomas P Kasulis

Why do these two groups take such a different approach? Again, I think
audience is important.

Nishida, Nishitani, Watsuji, and Tanabe primarily wrote for Japan-
ese. The reality and importance of the Buddhist experience was not,
therefore, questioned. The issue for them was more often the problem of
what that experience could mean in an increasingly Westernized context.
How could that experience enrich Western philosophy with new and use-
ful categories? For all of them, in one way or another, this was ultimately
an issue of logic, the way concepts can be said to entail one another.

In the case of Hisamatsu, on the other hand, there was an unusu-
ally powerful emphasis on the spiritual-aesthetic dimension of life. Per-
sonally involved with the traditional arts of Japan, Hisamatsu advocated
and articulated the satori experience as the ground of creativity. Accord-
ing to his analysis, one could not grasp the essence of tea ceremony or
flower arranging unless one first came to grips with the experience of
Emptiness. In other words, compared with other members of the Kyoto
School, Hisamatsu was less interested in developing a comprehensive
epistemology. Instead, he was more involved in fathoming the spiritual
basis of creativity and showing us how to capture it.

Suzuki and Abe’s audience has been typically more Western than
Japanese. For that audience, the nature and importance of the Buddhist
experience of satori cannot be taken for granted. Inevitably, therefore, the
issue of how to locate satori in everyday life and its ramifications for epis-
temology and logic could not be their main concern. Instead, Suzuki and
Abe found that they had to point to the importance of the experience
itself. Rather than locate satori within the everyday, they had to show
how there was something beyond the everyday as it has been normally
understood in Western thinking, at least Western secular thinking. Fur-
thermore, to the extent the West has recognized a spiritual dimension
beyond the everyday, Suzuki and Abe have had to show that the nature of
that spiritual dimension is not the same in Christianity and the West. In
this respect, Suzuki and Abe have both had to approach their Western
conversational partners as “other,” at least initially.

With this fix on the historical and cultural context of Abe’s position,
we can better understand why his influence has been so broad and his
work so engaging. In his reading of other Japanese thinkers, both tradi-

tional and modern, he keeps his focus on the importance of Emptiness as
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an experiential reality in their works. In his interactions with Christiani-
ty, he sees Christianity as constructive in its emphasis on the spiritual
dimension but also importantly different from Buddhism in the way that
spirituality is philosophically articulated. Ultimately Abe’s philosophical
goal is primarily edification rather than analysis. That is, he strives to
point us beyond where we ordinarily look so that we see and experience
something more than the everyday. He strives to show us the limitations
of our philosophies even while engaging us in them. In this edifying
dimension he is more akin to Socrates than Aristotle, more to Kierkegaard
than Hegel. Most of all, though, he is akin to his teacher, D. T. Suzuki.
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achievement by recounting the philosophical situation he faced in 1911,
at the time of the Inquiry. The aftermath of Hegel took the form of an
opposition between two basic philosophical outlooks. On one side stood
positivism, empiricism in the vein of Hume, and materialism old
(Feuerbach) and new (Marx) in which the prevailing attitude was
antimetaphysical, prompted by the belief in some cases that natural sci-
ence would come to replace philosophy, and often atheistic. On the other
side and opposed to scientism and the rejection of metaphysics and reli-
gion stood Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Dilthey, and Bergson, whose posi-
tion was called Lebensphilosophie because of its emphasis on human life,
the central place of will and ideals, and the value of individual personal-
ity. They were joined in their opposition to materialism and atheism by
the philosophers of Existenz—Kierkegaard, Unamuno, Berdyaev, and
others—who sought to recover the role of religious faith by forcing each
individual to confront the question of the ultimate meaning of existence.

Abe rightly calls attention to a third position that was then emerg-
ing, which was motivated by the attempt to grasp the phenomena of con-
sciousness as a matter of presented fact. He associates this position with
Wilhelm Wundt, William James, Gustav Fechner, and Ernst Mach and at
the same time notes its dependence on psychology. The point is important
because Nishida was greatly attracted to this position but sought to go
beyond this psychological dependence because of his interest in a phi-
losophy that would allow for metaphysics. The problem of “psychologism”
implicit in this new turn to find the ingredients of “pure experience” is
well focused by a thinker Abe does not mention, namely, Edmund
Husserl, the founder of the Phenomenological movement. Husserl's aim
was akin to that of James in the quest for pure experience, but he
inveighed against “psychologism” in the belief that the phenomena of
consciousness could be recovered directly as veridical meaning contents
without the need to bring them under the rubric of “psychology,” which
at the time meant “subjective” states of individual consciousness. It is of
the utmost importance as well that James, whose earlier attempts to
describe the “stream of thought” that appeared as the basis of the analy-
sis in his Principles of Psychology, was later to move to a metaphysical
position when he developed “radical empiricism” at the center of what he
called “a world of pure experience.”

As Abe makes clear, it is impossible to overestimate the extent of
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notice that Nishida sees this shortcoming as the “generalization” of what
was originally living, “individual” experience. Third, there is the problem
that Western thinkers miss what Nishida calls “direct experience”
because they view pure experience itself in terms of an observing-and-
observed consciousness and thus fail to grasp it prior to the separation of
subject and object.

Some comments about the consistency of these objections are in
order, but I shall postpone them until after we have set forth what Abe
rightly sees as Nishida's new and original depiction of “direct experience”
that is to serve as the avenue to a new metaphysics. My comments will
be more understandable in the light of Nishida’s new insight. Abe singles
out the passage from the Inquiry that I take to express the crucial dis-
tinction Nishida wants to make. Nishida writes:

It is not that experience exists because there is an individual, but
that an individual exists because there is experience. I thus arrived
at the idea that experience is more fundamental than individual

differences, and in this way [ was able to avoid solipsism.®

Nishida is clearly arguing against the view—attributed both by
Nishida and his interpreter to common sense and much Western
thought—that there is “first” an individual who experiences things so that
the experienced thing and the experiencing self are distinguished. Abe
sees an insuperable obstacle in this way of describing the situation,
namely, that the attainment of any universal truth becomes possible only
by transcending individual consciousness, usually in the direction of a
transempirical realm. Against this whole approach, Nishida claims that it
is not the case that the self first exists and then experiences things as
objects, but that in actual experience the self is also experienced and he
concludes that experience is more fundamental than the individual,
which is the reason why he insists that an individual exists because there
is experience.

| believe that Nishida and Abe are right in attacking the idea—it
can be found in Descartes, in Hume, and in a less obvious sense in
Kant—that there is “first” an individual who as a subject experiences and
comes to know objects in some incorrigible way that is ultimately con-

fined to that individual alone so that the problem becomes that of “tran-
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scending” this individuality to reach an intersubjective truth. I should add
that both James and, in an even more pointed way, Peirce were making
the same attack as Nishida proposes; but there are problems to be con-
sidered that bring me to my postponed comments.

The first is that James did not start with a full-blown individual but
rather with the “stream of thought” that, as he says, “tends toward per-
sonal form,” by which he means that the person experiences the self as
having an interest in or concern for what is experienced in the stream and
which in time leads to a consciousness of being a self. There is, moreover,
no initial reference to an individual in the two papers of 1904—"Does
Consciousness Exist?” and “A World of Pure Experience’—in which
James set forth the basic ideas behind both pure experience and radical
empiricism. The first of these papers declares that “consciousness” does
not exist as an individual substance but is rather a function or “an affair of
relations.” In rejecting the idea that we have an immediate consciousness
of consciousness itself and hence are aware of it by subtracting the con-
tent, James makes the following conclusive statement:

Experience, I believe, has no such inner duplicity; and the separa-
tion of it into consciousness and content comes, not by way of
subtraction but by way of addition.”

In short, for James any distinction between subject and object is
always consequent and not primordial. Referring to “pure experience,”
James writes that “in its pure state . . . there is no self-splitting of it into
consciousness and what the consciousness is ‘of . . . ‘pure’ experience . .
. is only virtually or potentially either subject or object.”™ From these and
similar passages it is clear that James did not think of an individual con-
sciousness or self coming “first” to be succeeded by a world of objects,
and the point is reenforced by his speaking of a “world” of pure experi-
ence and by his description of the radical empiricism that follows from
the idea of pure experience as a Weltanschanung.’

In light of the foregoing, it is reasonable to conclude that Nishida

and Abe are mistaken in the claim that James assumes pure experience to

be individual at the outset. In fact, we might turn the tables—this is my

second comment—and point out that Nishida, in his charge that Western

thinkers see pure experience only from without and “generalize” it
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through abstractions, is the one who assumes that such experience is
individual from the outset; otherwise, what would there be to generalize?
And, of course, in regarding this generalized experience as “abstract” and
therefore no longer pure experience, Nishida is contrasting it with, in
Abe’s words, “living individual experience.”® I understand Nishida'’s
concern that the admission of individual experience not lead to encapsu-
lation within the individual with no possibility of reaching what is
transindividual, but there is no reason why both aspects should not exist
together. One does not have to deny the reality of the individual in order
to reach what transcends the individual. Indeed, I believe that all three
thinkers hold this view and that they stand together against that mistak-
en idea of individual consciousness as closed, completed, certain, and so
separated from the rest of existence that only a move away from experi-
ence to an Absolute could overcome the subjectivity. Abe’s summary of
the three characteristics that attach to Nishida’s view of pure experience
confirms the belief that in pure experience individuality and transindi-
viduality can go together.

According to Abe, pure experience for Nishida is realized prior to
the distinction between subject and object by virtue of the fact that both
the self and things are experienced equally within the undivided complex
called “direct experience.” The seeing of a color, the hearing of a sound is
prior to any thought of an object that is colored or that is the source of
the sound. In the second place, direct experience, in contrast to the old
empiricism in which experience is passive and static, is active and con-
structive. It is a system of consciousness that is self-developing and that,
in Nishida’s words, “manifests its wholeness through the orderly, differ-
entiated development of a certain unifying reality.”"

The third feature of direct experience is that in it knowledge, feel-
ing, and volition are undifferentiated so that ultimate reality is a matter
not only of theoretical knowledge but of practical and affective character.
The last feature becomes clearer when Nishida goes on to speak of the
good in the direction of human self-development. Pure experience tells
us that it is neither “consciousness” nor “matter” that is ultimate, but a
self-sufficient, pure activity—"“the unifying power at the basis of our
thinking and volition"—which is also the unifying power of the universe.
It is from this vantage point that Nishida interprets the nature and sig-

nificance of morality and religion. Personality is now seen as an infinite
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power of unity to be realized by “forgetting” the subjective self. The good
is beyond both duty and utility and consists in fulfilling one’s deepest
nature, which is at the same time the realization of the universe. In a pas-
sage describing the good that Abe says is “deeply rooted in the Asian tra-
dition,”* Nishida writes: “We reach the quintessence of good conduct
only when subject and object merge, self and things forget each other,
and all that exists is the activity of the sole reality of the universe.”*

For Nishida, the religious demand is one that concerns the self as a
whole; it aims at the transformation of the self and the reformation of life
and is thus the deepest demand for the ultimate unity of the self and the
universe. God is the basis of that ultimate unity, an insight Nishida
regarded not as a matter of speculation but of pure experience. “Our con-
sciousness,” he writes, “is one part of God’s consciousness and its unity
comes from God’s unity.”* The religious consciousness finds this unity in
pure experience, but in characteristic Oriental fashion, Nishida declares
that “as long as one has even the slightest idea of believing in the finite
self, one has yet to acquire a true religious spirit.”"

Abe rightly finds problems with the idea of pure experience—espe-
cially the matter of meaning and content and the equation of experience
and knowing—and he traces Nishida’s further efforts to deal with them.
I shall not attempt to follow him there; I would, however, strongly sup-
port Abe’s appraisal of Nishida’s Inquiry into the Good as a point at which
the East-West encounter took on a most remarkable form. There is a true
interchange involved with a resulting transformation on both sides.
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deepen” that tradition.” Further, he admits that his criticisms of
Christianity may be based on an understanding of Western thought that
is “insufficient and limited.” Thus, he invites correction, his own analy-
ses, he says, being “completely open to your criticism.”"

On the other hand, Abe reminds us that persons can enter into dia-
logue only from the standpoint of their respective traditions. Abe
acknowledges that one of his commitments is “to promot[e] a dialogue
between Christianity and Buddhism from the side of Buddhism.”"' Here
he draws attention to an important requirement for dialogue. Although
we do share common existential concerns, our response to those con-
cerns will always proceed from some particular standpoint embodying the
presuppositions of one tradition or another. There are only two ways of
“overcoming” or “bridging” the structural differences between two sys-
tems of thought, and that is by building such bridges from one side or the
other. There is no universal or external standpoint, common or neutral to
both.

This requirement returns us to our question. Approaching the task
of comparison and bridge building from one side or the other would seem
to entail that the resulting judgments will not be simply descriptive but
normative as well. To refer to a “point of view” is to refer to certain crite-
ria or standards of comparison and judgment. As Abe grants, “I have tried
to clarify the differences of the thought structures of the two systems by
using the conceptions of Mahayana Buddhism as the standard and by try-
ing to see how closely [Western] philosophy approaches Mahayana
Buddhism.”?

It should be noted that while Abe admits to doing his work of com-
parison and bridge building “from the side of Buddhism,” he expects
Western thinkers to approach such dialogue and make such judgments
similarly from their point of view using their criteria and standards. “I do
not,” says Abe, “exclude the opposite approach of using [Western] philos-
ophy as the standard and then taking a look as to how close Mahayana
Buddhism comes to it.”"

However, it must be pointed out that Abe’s proposal to use the cat-
egories of one side as the standard or criteria for describing and assessing
the other involves, of necessity, judging how the other side does in
answering a common set of questions not by a set of common criteria but

by criteria specific to only one of the parties to the dialogue. This means
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Thus, while Abe does allow that Zen needs to learn from Western
thought, this admission apparently changes nothing in the essentials. Abe’s
approach to dialogue is so formulated as not to call into question the fun-
damentals of the Zen tradition. While Western thought is “forced to a
basic reexamination” of its fundamental ontological categories and pre-
suppositions, Zen is asked only to “internally embrace the standpoints of
Western ‘Being’ and ‘Ought’ which have been foreign to itself.” In so
doing it may “grasp again and renew its own standpoint of ‘Nothingness’”
without having to change anything in its own fundamentals."

While there is nothing wrong and indeed much that is good in the
idea that dialogue might lead to the incorporation of ideas previously
viewed as “other” and to the further development of one’s tradition in a
more global direction, it does seem that the burden of Abe’s critique is
one-way. Further, it is simply assumed that the category of Nothingness
will be able to “internally embrace” “foreign” categories that we have ear-
lier been told are “irreducible” to one another.

Il

My next set of questions about Abe’s approach to the dialogue between
Zen and Western thought has to do with one of his goals for such dia-
logue: that it provide “a spiritual foundation for future humanity in a glob-
al age.” In common with other members of the Kyoto School, he has in
mind constructing, through a “creative synthesis between Western
thought and the Mahayana tradition,” a global or “world” philosophy
capable of bridging and drawing East and West together on a common
spiritual foundation. This project is more ambitious than the usual pro-
gram of “comparative philosophy, East and West.” Comparative philoso-
phy does not necessarily envision or lead to such an all-embracing spiri-
tual goal. The kind of dialogue Abe has in mind, on the other hand, does
have a constructive, global ambition.

My questions are, What ontological assumption underlies Abe’s
vision of this global spiritual horizon? and Why in particular is it that the
philosophy of Zen Buddhism and the dialogue between Buddhism and
Christianity are especially well suited for achieving this new spiritual
foundation?
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Abe’s assumption is that there is a position-transcending position
from which we can properly evaluate all other positions. This assumption
contains the answer to our first question. What makes the goal of a spir-
itual horizon for a unified world possible is that a corresponding ontology
already exists and that it has been historically actualized in Zen
Buddhism. The Buddhist position, founded in an ontology of Absolute
Nothingness, “is a ‘positionless position’ in that, being itself empty, it lets
every other position stand and work just as it is.” It does not evaluate
other philosophies or religions as false but recognizes the relative truth
they contain. On the basis of this Buddhist acknowledgment of the rela-
tive truth of other positions, the possibility of “productive dialogue and
cooperation” is affirmed.”® The ontological category of Absolute
Nothingness, in short, “may provide a spiritual foundation for the forma-
tion of the rapidly approaching One World in which the co-existence of a
variety of contrasting value systems, ways of life, and ways of thinking will
be indispensable.”™

There are limits to Abe’s second-order strategy of affirming the rel-
ative truth of other traditions. Should a particular tradition resist the rel-
ativizing of its first-order truth-claims, it would be judged false or illuso-
ry. According to Abe, “in Buddhism, mutual relativity or inter-dependen-
cy is the ultimate truth, and doctrines of absolute truth which exclude
other views of truth as false are similarly considered illusory.”” Clearly,
there is a second-order ontological criterion at work here. Only some
ways of thinking about the truth of one’s own or other traditions will pass
the test. And given the assumption of a “positionless position” that rela-
tivizes the absolute truth-claims of all other positions and that does not
consider the doctrine of Absolute Nothingness as a “position” in its own
right, Abe can, without inconsistency, claim “on the basis of such a meta-
physical standpoint, to bring under one purview the philosophical
thought of the West and East, representing the latter by Buddhist thought
in particular.”

The obvious question we must ask, from a Western perspective
made sensitive by Heidegger and others to such notions as the
“hermeneutical circle” and the “theory-laden” nature of all discourse, is
whether such a clear separation between second-order ontological crite-
ria and first-order ontological doctrines is in fact possible, and if not,
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of relative mu, so it retains negative connotations even as it transcends
relative mu in order to allow both relative u and relative mu to function
as dependent co-arising. So, Abe has not shown adequately that Sanyata
completely transcends the being/non-being antinomy any better than
Western Being does. One must grant that neither view resolves the antin-
omy adequately, because one still gives subtle priority to being while the
other still gives subtle priority to non-being. Or one must grant that if
Mahayana can adequately resolve the antinomy by absolutizing relative
mu, then by parity of reasoning the West can do so in the complementary
way of absolutizing relative being. Whether one prefers that the antino-
my be resolved through Being or Emptiness simply reveals one’s ontolog-
ical bias.

In conclusion, we have taken issue with four points in Abe’s dis-
cussion of the metaphysical nature of negativity. First, Abe argued that
Mahayana Buddhism takes negativity more seriously than does Western
thought by understanding relative mu as equal and reciprocal to u. We
agree that Buddhism takes negativity more seriously, but Abe has not
given an adequate account of the ontological nature of relative mu to
show how it can be more than a privation of u. Until he provides this
ontological account of relative mu, his entire position is weak.

Second, Abe argued that what was truly beyond being and non-
being must be what is neither being nor non-being. Abe argued that the
Western idea of Being is not truly beyond them and so is not truly non-
dualistic because it is slanted toward being. We agree that Absolute Being
is obviously slanted toward relative being, but Absolute Being also tran-
scends relative being and non-being to embrace them both. Absolute
Being is not the simple opposition to non-being that being is. Abe tacitly
recognized this point by distinguishing Being from being, but he did not
develop the distinction adequately. Developing it would bring out how
Western Being does, in some ways, embrace relative being and non-
being.

Third, Abe argued that Absolute Mu is neither being nor non-being
and so is truly nondualistic and beyond them. We agree that Absolute Mu
is not identical to relative mu, so it does transcend and embrace relative
w and mu, in some ways. But Absolute Mu still bears traces of negativity
in that it is relative mu, not u, that is absolutized in principle, and this
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reference to the ontological difference from 1927 to 1936 as a nec-
essary Holzweg (dead end)."

IT1

The last point I wish to touch upon is Abe’s oft-repeated assertion that
time has priority over being, that one can say being is time but not that
time is being. One passage he refers to from On Time and Being to sup-
port his contention I read in a different way: “Secondly, it is precisely a
matter of seeing that being, by coming to view as Appropriation, disap-
pears as being.”" I understand this to mean not the priority of time over
being, but rather that the term being is being relinquished as too bur-
dened with traditional connotations in favor of Appropriation as the
belonging-together of what Heidegger calls being and time. In other
words, strictly speaking, one can ultimately not speak of either being or
time in isolation but rather must think their unity. However, this does not
refute Abe’s objection. It is, of course, tied up with his reservation about
anthropomorphism. [ believe that with this objection, Abe is getting at
something that has some validity, and I would appreciate his response to
this issue at some length. 1 would simply add that, after all, even in Bud-
dhism, it is difficult to know that trees, animals, mountains, and streams
are Buddha-nature without some realization on the part of a human
being.

Returning to the mode of reminiscence, in conclusion, 1 should like
to say that it is a rare privilege to know a person of such absolute integri-
ty, intellectual or otherwise, as Masao Abe. Intellectually he strikes a fine
balance between mediating his own independent thought and faithfully
explicating other thinkers of the Kyoto School. D. T. Suzuki “brought”
Zen to this country. Masao Abe, who penetrated Western philosophy and
theology much further than Suzuki could or wanted to, has instigated the
first serious dialogue between Eastern and Western thought in general
and between Buddhism and Christianity in particular. One next step,
should it ever be able to come about, would be to engage the philosophers
in this dialogue as well. Abe has at least opened the door to this possibil-
ity. And given the state of Western philosophy today, this could prove to
be most therapeutic.
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(atyanta-Sunyata).” In Christian terms, this results in God not being God,
and “precisely because of this, God is truly God.” Yet this “true God” is
now not a thing, not a something, and even more curiously, not an empti-
ness or a nothingness, either, if these terms contrast with somethingness.
Therefore, “just as the attachment to being must be overcome, the attach-
ment to emptiness must also be surmounted.™

The mountains are, are not, and therefore are: God is, is not, and
therefore is; and Siinyata follows exactly the same pattern. This is the lin-
guistic formulation of ultimate reality, as undiagrammatic and laughable
as it may seem. Abe has made it abundantly clear that Buddhism and Zen
Buddhism are not intellectual or strictly philosophical schools of
thought.” Zen is practice, and Zen is immediate experience. Therefore,
“when thinking is taken as the basis, Zen loses its authentic ground and
degenerates into mere conceptualism and abstract verbiage.” Indeed,
Zen koans, zazen meditation, and the ordinary life of practice of the Zen
Buddhist strive to break the iron grip of conceptualizing, abstracting,
thinking, and intellectualizing. Zen is not thinking, whatever else it may
be. And, of course, it is not not-thinking, either. It is non-thinking.

Experience is reality as it presents itself to us. By contrast, concep-
tion halts the flow of pure experience, isolates one or more aspects of it,
abstracts these from the whole for practical purposes, and thereby har-
nesses reality. However, these selective abstractions “must never be taken
as the full equivalent of reality,” partly because they are partial selections
from the whole and partly because they are static fixations of a reality that
is always and everywhere a flux, a changing flow. William James, who was
a decisive influence on Nishida and who contributed the phrase “pure
experience,” maintains that concepts “form an essentially discontinuous
system, and translate the process of our perceptual experience, which is
naturally a flux into a set of stagnant and petrified terms.”’

Dogen, the thirteenth-century Zen master, is considered to be one of
Japan's most outstanding philosophers and possibly its most creative
thinker. One of Abe’s latest books is a collection of essays about this great
carly thinker, who argued that impermanence is reality and that reality is
impermanence. Basing his conclusion or insight on the Buddhist doctrine
of Emptiness, he saw that objects of the world are nonsubstantial, as were
subjects (egos); hence, they were nothing more than nodules of temporary

cohesive integration, persisting for a time. Abe observes that “this may
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sound surprising to the ear of one who holds to a stereotyped understand-
ing of Buddhism, according to which the task of Buddhism is to emanci-
pate oneself from impermanence or samsara and to enter nirvana by real-
izing the Buddha-nature.”" The correct understanding of this seemingly
paradoxical claim—another instance of apparent self-contradiction—is
that “true nirvana is attained only by emancipating oneself even from nir-
vana as transcendence of impermanence. In other words, it is realized by
a complete return from nirvana to the world of impermanence through lib-
erating oneself from both impermanence and permanence, from both
samsara so-called and nirvana so-called.”* The result of this rejection of
both impermanence and permanence as the correct view of the nature of
the ultimate is that “genuine nirvana is nothing but realization of imper-
manence as impermanence.” Thus, it is in the moment, the nikon, of
“reality appearing fully right-here-now,” that we should dwell, as partici-
pants rather than as observers. We, too, are a part of the flux, and the only
wise outlook on the reality of change is to step into the flux and to flow
with it in the recognition that one is a participant in it.

It is little wonder that in Buddhism, and in Zen Buddhism in par-
ticular, we often find such aphorisms as “If you see the Buddha walking
down the street, kill him” and “The Buddha is improving: when will he be
finished?” The Buddha symbolizes the flow of things that is itself ulti-
mate. For it not to change would be for it not to be. Reality is change.
Similarly, to see the Buddha “in the flesh,” as it were, is to fix one’s con-
ception of reality, to stop the flow. In so doing, it is you who have killed
the Buddha, for the Buddha is impermanence itself. To catch sight of him
too clearly is to lose him, to succumb to idolatry, or to anthropocentric
hubris. Every conception must change, just as the Buddha must be said
to be changing every instant. To know reality is to know change, and to
know change is to throw oneself into the flux—to swim with the change,
observing what one can along the way. The markers we find will be
sources of meaning, but even they must not be clung to, turned into per-
manent markers. Reality is a process, and our understanding of it is an
unending process. As Abe writes, “true Emptiness ‘empties’ itself,” for it
is “not a static state which is objectively observable but a dynamic activ-
ity of emptying in which everyone and everything are involved. Indeed,
there exists nothing whatsoever outside of this dynamic whole of empty-

ing.”"" The emptying is “self-contradictorily identical™” in that Emptiness
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must empty itself, thereby becoming fullness, and fullness itself had
already been emptied, yielding Emptiness. But is all of this clear and dis-
tinct, an adequate guide for those of us who wish to glimpse what it is
that Emptiness, or Nothingness, adds to our understanding of ultimate
reality, its nature and activity?

If one is to use words, and to think about Zen, then paradoxicality
is the best form of linguistic expression with which to point toward ulti-
mate reality. Zen is not thinking; and so to think about Zen is not to do
Zen. Yet systematic thinking may be applied to anything at all. It is utter-
ly useless only if thinking is taken as the subject matter itself rather than
as the method by means of which understanding of that subject matter
is, at least partially, achieved. Zen and thinking stand in opposition only
if the one is confused with the other: “Although intellectual understand-
ing cannot be a substitute for Zen'’s awakening, practice without a proper
and legitimate form of intellectual understanding is often misleading. An
intellectual understanding without practice is certainly powerless, but
practice without learning is apt to be blind.”*

Paradoxical expression is a technique that inhibits substantializing
thought activity. A thing is what it is, and yet it cannot be just that, for
a static formulation robs reality of its changeability, its flow. On the
other hand, to speak only of the flow is to find nothing on which to fix,
and one is thus thrust back into saying both yes and no at the same
time. Paradoxicality rids fixation of its substantiality: it empties sub-
stance of its substantiality. And even Nothingness itself must be emp-
tied, nonsubstantialized. We must empty Emptiness itself and keep
everything nonsubstantial and in the flow of movement in being-time.
We must also empty being-time so that it points to the going on of
events and then empty the event of any fixity or substance. Nothingness
is the empty, or the emptying, or the filling and emptying, or the empty
as full, or the emptied as filling, and the filled as emptying—for it is
the process that one is to focus on and come to grasp. In Abe’s words,
“in order to attain true Emptiness, Emptiness must ‘empty’ itself;
Emptiness must become non-Emptiness.”” The Emptiness beyond
emptiness is not “Wondrous Being.” It indicates the dynamic structure
or process of being (1) and emptiness (mu) being emptied. Being
becomes empty, and emptiness becomes being; and vet being is being

and emptiness is emptiness, because even this reciprocal emptying is
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also emptied. True Emptiness is “paradoxically and self-contradictorily
identical.™*

How else can any of this be said, except paradoxically? Not to speak
paradoxically is to fix the focus, to stop the flow, to carve out a discrete
time and event, and to privilege oneself or something as the center from
which all else is distinguished and located. One is, of course, privileged
in being the place where all arises, but now one must empty even this
self-place-substance. To grasp Absolute Nothingness is to comprehend
the “coincidence of ceaseless negation and straightforward affirmation.””
The self, the I, is never “there,” but is at each moment in the process of
transformation, now losing every trace of itself in Nothingness, now
blooming selflessly with the flowers and like one of them.

We meet others and encounter the natural world in the “place”
(basho), the space, the betweenness, that separates on the one hand and
allows for union on the other. This is the “place-as-nothingness,” where
two meet and become one. Yet in order to be one, the one had to be two.
Hence, neither the one nor the two is the point, but rather the one-as-
two and the two-as-one as a continuous flow back and forth. Thus, we
have the “nothingness of nothingness,” as the process of desubstantializ-
ing all permanence, all fixity, all boundaries, all egos, all concepts, and all
distinctions altogether. Then, as though to fill the nothingness of noth-
ingness, each thing is now just-as-it-is, thus (tathata)! The mountains are
mountains again, and I am [. As a reflex, each of us now qualifies the
above, and instantly we add, “And so the mountains are not mountains,
and I am not I, and yet | am | and not-1, and the mountains are moun-
tains and not mountains.” Paradoxicality is the form of expression that
most nearly captures the process and, when unpacked, forces us to deny,
affirm, deny, affirm, without ceasing.

All of this is said so crisply by Abe when he writes,

In the realization of Sunyata in the light of suchness, both distinc-
tion and equality, distinctiveness and sameness, are fully realized.
For example, in the locus of Sunyata you are thoroughly you as
you are and [ am thoroughly I as [ am—with our distinctive indi-
viduality and without ending in a single ultimate principle—and
yet you and I are equally sharing the sameness in that both you

and I are equally realized in terms of being-as-we-are. This is true
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a nondual sort such that whatever is perceived is taken as arising from the
Emptiness, the Nothingness, underlying all subsequently discernible
things. Just as aesthetic awareness is awareness as an activity of the
Formless Self, so a tree or a tea bowl “is no ordinary” tree or bowl, but a
“wonder-full” tree or bowl “seen as the self-expression of the formless
self.”™ In other words, all things take on a depth, a meaning that they did
not previously have for us, for they are now seen in their suchness, as
“divine” expressions or manifestations arising out of the heretofore undif-
ferentiated source of things. It comes as no surprise that the point is often
made in poetic form: “this means that the colors of the mountain are
those of the Buddha, and that the murmuring of the mountain stream is
his voice.”

Nothingness-as-divine is found underfoot, as it were, as the ground,
figuratively and literally, of everything in the world. In Zen terms, nirvana
(the divine, sacred) is samsara (the things of the ordinary world), and
samsara is nirvana. Nothingness, or the divine, or the sacred is only know-
able in the phenomenal world of experience as every thing. Each and
every thing is an expression of (a manifestation of) Nothingness itself.
The phenomenally real of experience is not a creation separate from the
creator, nor is it simply made in the image of the absolute. Rather, it is the
absolute, expressed as the absolute expresses itself, i.e., phenomenally:
“If one is really overwhelmed by the consciousness of absolute
Nothingness, there is neither ‘Me’ nor ‘God’; but just because there is
absolute Nothingness, the mountain is mountain, and the water is water,
and the being is as it is.”” The function of the concept of Emptiness, or
Nothingness, is to shatter the ordinary and habitual way of looking at
things. Shatter the habits of language, of anticipatory seeing, and of your
own purposes and preferences, and the object of consciousness will like-
ly appear in a new and more ample light. Anticipations strip down what
is before you to an expected cluster of properties. Empty-mindedness, or
“no-mindedness,” affords a fresh glimpse at the richness of experience
prior to the anticipatory structuring and impoverishment of what is
“there” to be experienced.

Nishida refers to nothingness as a “field,” or “place” (basho), in
which distinctions arise. The enlightened, sensitive, true-seeing individ-
ual, for Nishida, is one who has attained nondualistic consciousness and

yet, of course, is dualistically able to operate in the everyday world of
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living beings are unreal and non-existent. Through such considerations,
he arouses the great compassion toward all living beings without falling
into sentimental compassion. The great compassion that strives to elimi-
nate the accidental compassions does not conceive of any life in living
beings.” And elsewhere this wisdom is spoken of as “the consideration of
body, mind and sickness as impermanent, miserable, empty and selfless
[i.e., nonsubstantial].” This view of things does not, of course, exclude
the pursuit of ordinary knowledge once one has attained the higher wis-
dom, but it does see objective knowledge or scholarly learning as tending
to illusion, sickness, and suffering in the absence of such insight. As a
matter of human priorities, intellectual and scholarly pursuits are not, in
themselves, given very high standing.

One cannot, however, arrive at a proper estimation of the matter
without considering the liberative technique that the Vimalakirti insists
upon as the necessary complement of the higher wisdom. This is the
adaptive or expedient means through which the higher wisdom and com-
passion are expressed, i.e., adjusted to the level on which, or the manner
in which, others may comprehend it. As one of the most fundamental
principles of Mahayana Buddhism, it has a wide application on both the
discursive and nondiscursive levels, for it posits that there is a “salvific
means” appropriate to all beings on any moral or intellectual level or of
any affective nature. In other words, it is ready to meet, and come to
terms with, human belief of any kind on any level. It is altogether flexi-
ble, exhibits unlimited adaptability, and is universally available to all.
Another way of putting it is that it accepts all states and stages of con-
sciousness as relatively true and none as irremediably false or totally
unredeemable.

In this respect, Buddhism offers a basis for religious tolerance, and
historically it has shown itself able to coexist with, as well as adapt to, the
religious coloration of many different peoples and cultures. To the extent
that Mahayana Buddhism stands on any determinate principles at all, its
doctrine of the potential for Buddhahood in all beings, of compassion for
all beings afflicted by illusion and suffering, of an enlightenment that
accepts people as they are and not only as we wish them to be can serve
as the ultimate ground for an implicit doctrine of human rights in matters
of religious conscience.

A difficulty has often attached, however, to making explicit what is
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implicit. Partly this difficulty is one shared with all great religions in their
translation of belief into practice. Like Christian peoples in their frequent
failure to achieve in action the charity and love they profess for all of
God’s creatures, Buddhist people, too, have historically not always been
able to avoid the violence and sectarian strife that stands in painful con-
trast to their ideal of universal compassion.

Yet there are further difficulties, it seems to me, in the way of ren-
dering this implicit belief in the freedom of conscience into an explicit
doctrine of human rights. One is the problem of deriving defined princi-
ples, with the force of a moral imperative, from a view of truth as essen-
tially transcending the moral and rational sphere. Once one had denied
the validity, for instance, of “man’s right to knowledge,” it is a question of
how one can ever re-establish that right unqualifiedly. By this I do not
mean that Buddhists are precluded from recognizing and accepting such
a right as a matter of salvific means, assuming that the right is already
accepted as a given in an existential situation; the question is, rather,
whether they could derive that right from their own basic premises or feel
any more imperative need to assert it than did Suzuki.

A second difficulty is closely related to the first: How, on the same
premises, could one deal with conflicting claims among such rights? The
problem is somewhat like the difficulty of modern liberalism in respond-
ing to the radical critique of unlimited toleration, that is, what tolerance
can be shown to be evil? Should we tolerate the abuse of human rights?
Christians, or at least some of them, attempt to deal with this problem by
distinguishing between the act and the agent. Evil actions are to be con-
demned and resisted, but it is only God, not persons, who can render
final judgment on the sinner. Such a tolerant view must, of course, be
prepared to run the risk that evil people, given the benefit of the doubt,
may take advantage of this opportunity to work incalculable harm on oth-
ers, a prospect that certainly puts ultimate values to the test.

In the Buddhist case, I should like to cite two instances, one his-
torical and the other contemporary, to illustrate the problem, and then
finally I would like to suggest in what direction one might look for its res-
olution. The historical instance is that of the Chinese monk Hui-yiian,
who is sometimes cited as an advocate of the freedom of religious con-
science. Hui-yiian argued the case before his ruler that a monk need not

bow down before a king, or in other words, that ultimate religious claims
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ably ask what some American ljberals seem to demand in such situations:
that such visitors should in all conscience immediately present to their
hosts a catalogue of human-rights violations and a list of human-rights
demands. But since in this case the writer himself raised the issue of the
freedom of religion, and even cited the regime’s current patronage of
Lamaism, one cannot help wondering why he failed to indicate in any
way his awareness that there is a different side to this story. Certainly the
Dalai Lama and his followers would have reason to question whether
their human rights are being adequately guaranteed. Apparently, here as
in innumerable historic instances, the policy of accommodation (upaya)
prevails and the concern for human rights is muted.

Now, having raised the issue in this way, and having posed it for
myself as much as for anyone else, I am going to suggest in conclusion a
possible way to resolve it. By that [ mean not a final solution, but a direc-
tion in which to look for it. And for this [ turn in what may seem a sur-
prising direction: back to the seventh century in Japan, to the so-called
Constitution of Prince Shotoku. The authorship and date of this docu-
ment are still in some dispute, but whether it is a century earlier or later
is of no consequence to us here. To me, its significance lies in that, as far
as | know, it is the only political document, the only “constitution,”
inspired at least in part by Buddhism. Many of its provisions, admittedly,
owe nothing at all to Buddhism, and one could well argue that except for
the direct reference in the second of the seventeen articles to taking
refuge in the Three Treasures or Three Precious Things (sampd), it owes
more to the political traditions of Confucian China than to any Buddhist
political tradition (if such indeed exists).

But repeatedly in these articles the question is raised as to where
ultimate wisdom and authority lie. Alongside of passages that assert the
authority of the ruler and the state, in terms not dissimilar from those
found in Hui-yiian’s case, there are other passages that give expression to
a profound contradiction: on the one hand the need for great wisdom if
the business of government is to be properly conducted, and on the other
the extreme rarity of finding such wisdom. Let me cite a few of the rele-
vant passages:

When wise men are entrusted with office, the sound of praise

arises. If unprincipled men hold office, disasters and tumults
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rued the occasion when he had asked me, “What is Brahman?” And 1 had
begun by saying, “As a concession to Western empirical modes of
thought, let us . . .”

“Honestly [ don’t know,” I insisted. “I can teach it but I don’t under-
stand it,” I elaborated. “In fact, I even once landed a job offer by giving a
lecture on it!”

Patrick Burke, however, was not to be deterred. So, more or less to
appease him, I said, “I think I understand its soteriological intent though
not its doctrinal content.”

“How is that?” asked Pat, putting his cup on the table.

“Well,” I said, “The root cause of involvement in samsara according
to Buddhism is desire.”

I looked at Pat and he nodded in assent.

“Well, then,” I continued, “desire requires three elements in order
to exist: someone who desires, something which is desired, and some
relationship between the two.” Pat nodded again.

Thus encouraged, I continued, “If everything is empty then there is
no one to desire and nothing to be desired and no relationship between
the nonentities. Hence, if one really accepted the doctrine, it axes desire
at its root.”

“Not bad,” Pat murmured, “not bad. Now what about the philo-
sophical exposition?”

[ rehearsed the stock arguments but said limply, “This is what I tell
my class. To tell you the truth, 1 don't know,” just as Bodhidharma had
told the Chinese emperor. But he spoke from a state of knowledge; I was
speaking from a state of ignorance.

“Have you heard of Masao Abe?” Pat then said tentatively.

“Now [ have. Why?”

“You might wish to talk to him about it. Of all the people 1 know, 1
find him its most credible interpreter.”

It was 1982. The name stuck: Masao Abe. There was something
in the way Patrick Burke mentioned his name that involuntarily
made me think of D. T. Suzuki. Here, then, was someone | had to
see when [ could. How many people are there of whom it can be
said that one can discuss Emptiness with them and not return
empty-handed?
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and Pure Land, especially the encounter he sets up between Dogen and
Shinran, which has broader implications in terms of clarifying the relation
between the intra- and interfaith dimensions of dialogue.

BETWEEN ZEN AND ZEN

While several of Abe’s essays on Dagen were written in Japanese before
being rendered and published in English, one of his main contributions
to intrafaith studies of Zen since the early 1970s has been as a translator
and interpreter of Ddogen for the West. Since the first translation of a
Dogen text in 1958, there have been many prominent translations, espe-
cially of his main philosophical work, the Shobogenzo. However, the series
of Abe/Waddell translations has set a remarkably high standard not only
for Dogen studies, but for East Asian studies as a whole. These transla-
tions are at once accurate in terms of capturing the allusions and refer-
ences to other Buddhist works scattered throughout Dégen’s writings,
complete in following every word of the text without resorting to para-
phrase or a shortcut technique, and philosophically thought-provoking in
conveying the full range of subtleties and nuances expressed by Dégen’s
use of paradoxical language and philosophical wordplay. Coupled with
Abe’s 1971 essay in The Eastern Buddhist, “Dégen on Buddha Nature,” the
first main philosophical study of Dogen in English, these works have
greatly helped stimulate and develop Western studies in the field.

Abe’s interpretations of Daogen display the comparative philosophi-
cal bent of the Kyoto School combined with a mastery of textual scholar-
ship. Unlike Nishitani, Abe does not cite Dégen as part of the construc-
tion of his own speculative philosophy. Yet at the same time, unlike Zen
scholars such as Seizan Yanagida and Genryt Kagamishima, his concerns
are not strictly historical. Abe is not interested merely in comparing
Dégen’s thought with the Rinzai school or in allowing scholarly distance
to infect his studies with unwarranted skepticism. Rather, Abe provides
an interpretation that highlights both Dégen’s consistency with other
approaches to Mahayana and Zen thought and the distinctiveness and
uniqueness of his writings. Abe’s scholarly apparatus is relatively sparse;
he sticks to the text at hand while drawing out the existential implications
that illustrate Dogen'’s significance as a world philosopher who in some
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during his early monkhood why it was necessary to practice meditation at
all if Awakening was already provided as an original endowment, as the
Tendai doctrine suggests. After his Awakening, Dégen went on to criticize
severely some tendencies in the Tendai teaching of original Awakening as
leaning toward a non-Buddhist position by at once hypostatizing an eter-
nal, a priori mental nature in contrast to ephemeral phenomena and
affirming the natural world in a way that obviated the need for sustained
commitment to religious training.

Yet Dogen’s relation to Tendai is rather ambivalent and complex for
several reasons.” First, Dogen, like other leading thinkers of his day, was
greatly influenced by Tendai thought. Although he avoided the notion of
hongaku, or “original Awakening,” he used similar terms—honshé, or
“original Realization,” and honrai no memmoku, or “original face”—in the
Bendowa fascicle. He also praised Chih-i, founder of the sect in China,
and cited the central Tendai scripture, the Lotus Sitra, more than fifty
times in his writings, endorsing many of its main tenets, such as shohé-
jisso (all dharmas are true form). On the other hand, Dégen was certainly
not alone in his criticisms, but was joined by other reformers of the “new”
Kamakura Buddhism, including Héonen, Shinran, and Nichiren. Nor was
Daogen the first to raise the issue of practice. An earlier Tendai monk, Sho
shin, criticized the hongaku mainstream for many of the same reasons
and tended to stress the notion of genjo (spontaneous Realization), which
was a central topic in Dégen’s writing. Abe makes it clear that funda-
mentally Dogen affirms the notion of original Awakening by giving a new
interpretation of the oneness of practice and attainment as expressed in
the Bendowa fascicle: “In the Buddha Dharma practice and attainment
are identical. Because one’s present practice is practice in attainment,
one’s initial negotiation of the Way in itself is the whole of original attain-
ment.”* To Dégen, “practicing Buddha (gyobutsu) is . . . neither shikaku
[acquired Awakening] nor hongaku [original Awakening]™ in the usual
sense but is based on original Awakening in the above or genjo-oriented
sense. That is, Dogen did not try to maneuver from original Awakening as
one extreme to the opposite extreme of acquired Awakening (shikaku),
which is equally problematic. Rather, while uncompromisingly embracing
nonduality, he also thoroughly stressed the differences and distinctive-
ness of each and every phenomenon that can only be fully realized at

each and every moment through continuous, unceasing practice.
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346 Steven Heine

practice, one cannot help but increasingly see that the self is not in
accord with the Dharma.” On some level, even Dagen must see that he
is not always and in every case in absolute correspondence with the
Dharma.” To be faithful to existential experience, he must recognize a
sense of frustration and futility that accompanies training. For Shinran,
there is always a mutual separation and opposition of practice and real-
ization, and yet he speaks of a return to the city of Dharma-nature, which
is a body of naturalness, emptiness, or boundlessness. On some level,
even Shinran must see that if he is to be returning to the Dharma, then
he must already be in accord with it. His feelings of hopelessness and
anguish must be accompanied by a sense of confidence and trust in the
power of Amida’s vow to prevail over karma-strickenness.

Thus, dialoguing is crucial, according to Abe, for “if we consider
only Dégen'’s own view or only Shinran’s own view, the issue[s] discussed
above cannot arise.” In order to existentially encounter and come to
terms with the opposition between Dogen and Shinran, Abe makes a fas-
cinating and important distinction that raises crucial questions for other
forms of dialogue, including Buddhist-Christian dialogue, concerning the
relation between self power and other power. In borrowing vet modifying
Nishida’s terminology Abe refers to Dogen’s self-power view as “true cor-
respondence to the Dharma” and he refers to Shinran’s other-power view
as “inverse correspondence to the Dharma.” According to Mahayana
holistic metaphysics, both views are encompassed by the true Dharma, or
the Dharma in and of itself prior to human construction of these polari-
ties of self and other, true and inverse. To paraphrase a famous passage in
the Diamond Sittra, the Dharma is no-Dharma; therefore it is Dharma. By
insisting that the polarities be indexed to the standpoint of no-polarity
that is manifest through polarities, Abe shows that Dégen and Shinran
must ideologically confront and engage each other as necessary philo-
sophical opposites and that this encounter allows for the completion of
their respective doctrinal standpoints. That is, they must come to recog-
nize their own limitations and see the unconscious lapsing into the self-
deceptive inauthenticity of Mara not only in antithetical viewpoints they
refute but in their own views, which at times or on some level may have
left themselves closed off to and incapable of encompassing the appar-

ently antithetical views.
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in certain respects appears to be a philosophical composite of his own
making, combining elements of various Buddhist traditions—especially
Zen and Pure Land—at a high level of abstraction. In addition to this
observation, one might wonder about the extent to which his presentation
of “Buddhism” is shaped both by his awareness of, or responses to, ideas
advanced by his Christian dialogue partners and, more generally, by the
overall arena of interfaith dialogue in which he is usually presenting the
Buddhist “other” to his Christian hosts. (This question connects to the
larger issue of the risk of monolithic reification when Abe and many of his
partners continue to speak in terms of “the West” and “the East” in their
dialogue.) In short, to what extent is Abe’s “Buddhism” an abstract com-
posite, a construct created for—and by—a specific dialogical context?

More specifically, Abe’s “Zen,” though usually set forth along the
lines of actual Zen ideas, is largely ahistorical and at times idealized. His
portrayal of “Zen” fails to encompass many of the beliefs, rituals, and
institutions experienced by the majority of Zen Buddhists in Japan. His
presentation usually does not acknowledge the various “Zens” that have
existed over time and hence seems to assume an essence to “Zen” even
though historical study soon reveals a complex, multifaceted, and ever-
changing tradition (or, more precisely, an array of traditions). Further, ide-
alization enters into his portrayal of Zen when he speaks of how a Zen
Buddhist acts wisely and compassionately on the basis of Awakening
(satori) and bodhisattva-style vows, even though many of the socio-politi-
cal stances taken by Zen Buddhists in Japanese history seem clearly
divorced from Abe’s bodhisattva ideal.

Perhaps these observations about his presentation of Buddhism and
Zen go beyond Abe and hold for the overall interreligious dialogue in
which he and many contributors to this book have been participating.
First, most of the dialogue has been theological and philosophical, in
effect privileging theory over ritual praxis and institutional history. One
might safely argue that most Buddhist and Christian experience is ritual-
istic or liturgical. The majority of Zen Buddhists in Japan have no inter-
est in the nature of Emptiness or the sticky epistemological issues that
arise when we engage in dialogue about the nature of Enlightenment as
opposed to grace. Their religious attention more often than not focuses
on funerals and rites for ancestral spirits. Second, much of our ongoing

dialogue is idealistic, as we, for example, compare Jesus’ love ethic with
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such that seeing and hearing Abe in person became important for them.

In our touring we also came upon an impressive art gallery, and
exploration led us to the discovery of several Buddha heads in this col-
lection. Peimin remarked that Eastern art and devotional collections, as a
result of the Western head-hunting, contain many headless Buddhas.
Multiply this situation many times to account for the many collections
like the one at Notre Dame, then envision the manner in which those
heads were acquired, and we have an opening onto the background of the
current “meeting of East and West.”

At the evening program, Abe read from a prepared statement,
responding to a paper of Professor Egan’s and to the issue of meditation
practice in Christianity and Buddhism. Abe emphasized that, in contrast
to the ways in which “Christians meditate day and night on the Law of
the Lord,” Buddhist meditation (dhyana) “must issue in prajiia (wisdom)
and karund (compassion). It must develop into seeing the world as it real-
ly is and acting to save the suffering world.™ This mutual dependence and
even identity of meditation and action to save others is what distin-
guished original Buddhism from the rest of Indian teaching: “This was
the reason why the Buddha was dissatisfied with the teaching of his
teachers. And it is why after attaining enlightenment, he did not stay in
meditation but left the seat of enlightenment to begin preaching to save
sentient beings for his entire remaining years.”

Abe also said that this crucial relationship between meditation and
saving others, one that “is most clearly realized and most strongly empha-
sized in Zen,™ arises only out of the Great Doubt: “In the Great Doubt
what is being doubted is the very doubter himself. The doubter and the
doubted are not two but one. When this Great Doubt, often called ‘great-
doubting-mass,” is overcome, the bottom of man is broken through and
the True Self is awakened.™

Back in Michigan, I struggled with my students to find the full sig-
nificance of Abe’s presentation. One student’s response in particular was
very interesting to me. He proclaimed that reading Abe’s Zen and Western
Thought and then seeing Abe at Notre Dame had changed his life. What
became clear to him, he said, was that “ ‘saving others’ is the only non-rel-
ative value,” the only value that cannot be eliminated by accounting for it
in terms of something else—like a psychological state or self-interest. My
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and mother are needed to provide a real "home” for us. Yet this
should not be seen as only a mixture of Christianity and
Buddhism. Christianity, we can see from its mystical tradition,

is not totally lacking in the maternal, receptive aspect, nor is
Buddhism, judging from Nichiren, entirely alien to the paternal
and justice-oriented aspect. However, neither in Christianity nor
in Buddhism have these two essential aspects been thoroughly and
harmoniously realized. But, to cope with the radically changing
meaning of the “world,” and the resultant human predicament,
Christianity and Buddhism must break through their respective
occidental-paternal, oriental-maternal structures. Each must
develop and deepen itself to achieve a universal form of world

religion."!

Abe, then, is not recommending a mere blend, an exchange, or dia-
logue as only “mutual understanding.” Rather, he has been willing to go
beyond the “superiority” of Zen, into what John B. Cobb, Jr., has referred
to as the “mutual transformation” that occurs through full dialogue.”
Given “the contemporary confrontation between religion and irreligion,”
Abe’s position is that “both religions must fundamentally transform them-
selves such that their prevailing basic assumptions are drastically
changed and a new paradigm or model of understanding can emerge.”*

Abe joins his longtime dialogue partner John Cobb in the sugges-
tion that the new paradigm we search for lies in the direction of radical-
ization and mutual transformation. Radicalization of what? What is radi-
calized first, for Abe, is religion itself, as opposed to the prevailing reli-
gion-denying ideologies. And “spiritual death” seems to be the center of
religion: “Both St. Paul and the great Buddhists clearly saw this as an
essential element of true religion.”* Perhaps for Western people like me,
it is Abe’s repeated citation of Saint Paul in Galatians 2:20 that makes this
point most dramatically: “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer
[ who live, but Christ who lives in me; and the life [ now live in the flesh
I live by faith in the Son of God.””

In Buddhist terms this means radicalization of Emptiness, Sanyata.
We must go beyond the intermediate, “mystical” stage of Emptiness and
negate even that experience. This entails the “double negation,” “nega-

tion of negation,” or “absolute negation” that is, in fact, an affirmation—
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commitment to humanity. His every effort since has been a direct result
of the successful outcome of that severe and bitter inner struggle. Indeed,
related to this are two characteristics, both instructive, which seem to
typify not only Abe but the Kyoto School philosophers generally. In the
first place, while they wisely utilize philosophy as a tool, they tend to
refrain from putting forth their own, that is, from philosophizing, until
after the existential matter has been positively settled,

One encounter:

once for all’

Thus, they teach and write with unmistakable authority. Second,
they persistently remind us what is all too convenient to forget, that reli-
gion is primarily a personal affair, not a communal event but an individ-
ual quest. And neither is it a never-ending one. Someone like Abe demon-
strates, therefore, exactly what the Buddha showed, that there is all the
difference in the world between seeking and having found. The former
teacher may customarily address scholars, but he also, like the latter,
speaks even more fundamentally to anyone alive to the religious call and
determined to overcome their basic existential dilemma.

In any case, this is how [ see things, and why I find the man’s work
so compelling. 1 met Abe in the fall of 1990 while he was a visiting pro-
fessor at the Pacific School of Religion, also serving at the California
Institute of Integral Studies, where for a year he taught courses in Zen
Buddhism and Buddhist-Christian dialogue. It was there, in an environ-
ment where East-West comparative studies are encouraged, as well as
attempts to integrate body, mind, and spirit, that I was afforded the honor
of coming to know Masao Abe. It is a rare occasion to meet a man who
actually embodies the philosophy he espouses.

Committed myself to neither the Buddhist nor the Christian per-
spective, [ am, frankly, less interested in religions per se than in the spir-
ituality they hope to foster. Yet right here is where a consideration of Abe’s
own outlook proves electrifying. Buddhists practice the discipline of liv-
ing wholly in the present moment, forever dying to the past and greeting
each moment anew. And for those who are “awake,” there is no time that
is not holy, no space that is not sacred, no act not potentially divine. It is
a fundamentally different mode of existence. D. T. Suzuki once sugges-
tively remarked:
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human and superhuman attributes and powers; insists, still, that Jesus
was his only Son; and views the Bible, an ancient and admittedly highly
complex document, as “the word of God,” and so incontestable. This
state of affairs alone has produced an elaborate system, debating the fine
points of which has been the preoccupation of its innumerable great
thinkers.

Over and against the intricate web of Christian doctrine, Abe, in his
role as a Zen philosopher, holds up a rather simple model: one reality, this
very world, including everything and everybody, only seen from a differ-
ent point of view.

Ewmptiness is boundless and limitless. It is expanding endlessly into
all directions throughout the universe. Nothing can be outside of
this endless and all-dimensional “expanse” of Emptiness. Although
it is opened up through “my” subjective realization of no-self it
extends endlessly and objectively beyond “me.” It is the unrestrict-
ed dynamic whole, in which you, I, and everything else in the uni-

verse is included and realized equally just as it is in its suchness.®

Abe’s description here is just that—description. He is not engaging
in speculation, discussing mere abstractions that sound good in theory.
His explanation is, rather, an account of the world in which he lives. We'll
remember that the key to Abe’s presentation is his existential orientation
in the Absolute Present, a stance about which at least two things can be
said. In the first place, it is clearly an absolute unity, wherein each single
thing maintains its uniqueness but participates fully and immeasurably in
the universal, is simultaneously both the part and the whole. Here any and
all duality is overcome. Abe’s own remarks, therefore, should be viewed
not so much as philosophical analysis, made objectively from without, but
as phenomenological description, offered from within.

Second, life lived within, or rather as, the Absolute Present is appar-
ently completely inconsistent with life as we normally experience it.
Always elusive to the mind, it cannot be penetrated intellectually but
requires a “radical and fundamental change of the basic mode of being of
the self.” Transcendent to the ego, the organism knows it as buoyancy.

Effecting this radical shift is what Abe sees as the whole purpose of
religion. Thus, in his work as a Buddhist encountering a different religion,
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Abe’s laser-beam focus on this crucial issue of transformation acts some-
what as a chisel in the hands of a sculptor. By chipping away at what is
extraneous to it, Abe seeks to reveal Christianity’s essential form. And
oddly enough, when the complex creeds give way and the simple practice
emerges, the product thus fashioned does not appear particularly “Bud-
dhist,” or even “Eastern.” Emerson argued similarly and presented a com-
parable spirituality a century and a half ago. He felt that by constantly
surrendering our footing, we could break through to the miraculous world
Jesus lived in, just as we walk under the same sun and breathe the same
air. Emerson, too, saw the problem as sleep rather than sin, and when
awake found eternity in the present moment.”

Besides sculpting, Abe attempts the same kind of removal from the
inside—in fact, from very deep inside. At the very heart of Christian spiri-
tuality a fierce intensity seethes, and it is from this molten core that Abe
proffers his theology. Thus, what is superfluous in the tradition he melts off
from within. And as for his theology, though couched in the most sophisti-
cated language, it is elemental, and its purport could be summed up in two
of the sayings attributed to Jesus: (1) “He who finds his life will lose it, and
he who loses his life for my sake will find it.” (2) “The kingdom of God is
not coming with signs to be observed; nor will they say, ‘Lo, here it is!" or
‘There! for behold, the kingdom of God is in the midst of you.”

Abe has discovered an account of his own spiritual practice tucked
inside Christian scripture, and the message he finds glaring at him there,
though absolutely astounding because inconceivable to the traditionalist,
is the very one he has always striven to instill. It is that we are already
where we are going, and that with our own negation a wholly new world
opens up. “There can be no continuity between the ‘old person” and the
‘new person’ in the Pauline faith.”® Abe builds on Saint Paul, the crux of
whose message was equally radical, in presenting his understanding of the
fully “Emptying God,” which is not an event of the past or a hope for the
future but a fact of the present. It is, for him, description, not analysis. Abe
at the same time makes it clear that this version of ultimate reality can be

grasped only by undergoing the very same process of self-emptying:

Only when the ego-self negates itself completely does it come to
understand who the kenotic God is and what God’s total self-emp-

tying means to the self."
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Abe is here, as always, on target. It is the ego that has, or rather is
the problem, and its emptying out lands one in the Absolute Present,
where no answers are provided because none are called for. There are no
questions.

All of this sends shock waves throughout theological circles, but
Christianity has felt the same tremors before. Self-kenosis is unquestion-
ably the single hinge upon which Eckhartian spirituality hangs. And Eck-
hart's “barren Godhead” abolishes, like Abe’s Emptying God, as [ have
argued elsewhere,'” any opportunity to conceptualize or objectify ultimate
reality, and always and only directs us to what is right underfoot. If any-
one ever was unhampered in their work, it was Meister Eckhart, who
spoke and wrote freely out of the Eternal Now. His directness and sim-
plicity confounded the orthodox, and he was controversial because he
was taken seriously. His strength he drew from deep within himself, and
his voice, though it still baffles, continues to thunder:

One roar

of a lion

Cracks the brains

of a hundred beasts."”

Eckhart and Abe are, to borrow an analogy, like two mirrors reflecting each
other. There is nothing there in either case; and it is difficult to distinguish
between two transparencies. Moreover, they are united in their stance, not
in spite of the fact that they rely on their experience, but because they do.
And this is precisely what, when he takes his place on the world religious
stage today, sets Abe apart from so many of the other players.

And where he sets himself apart is exactly where Abe issues his
stinging challenge. Abe is dissatisfied with current religious formulations
and disappointed with the interfaith dialogue, complaining that “in most
cases dialogue has been theologically oriented, not spiritually oriented.”
He argues that “both Buddhism and Christianity must give more serious
attention to their spiritualities and their relation to theology.”" Abe is less
interested in philosophical concepts than in spiritual substance, and
required to get at that is an existential commitment:

In respect to the Buddhist-Christian dialogue in which we are

now engaged, what is needed is not a detailed discussion of . . .












o M BT UM - e
e ﬂtr';'h{ilfhofg _‘Hﬁ'-l h

e nan = teredmT u T E:I_ihk

N




T [T T A
Mﬂﬁ._‘n‘r----n Wty T "

i =

CITUS S S R R




= EJ;L’Loguc: A Response 3 73

non-being” (Nishida Kitaro Zenshu 12, p. 336). As Shizuteru Ueda astute-
ly points out, however, Nishida never refers to the imperial family as an
“absolute self-identity of contradictories” but only as a simple “self-identi-
ty of contradictories.” This means that Nishida regarded the imperial
family as a historical reality of self-identity of contradictories—without
absolutizing it. Thus, Nishida did grasp the imperial family as being free
from imperialism, ultranationalism, and fanatic Japanism.

For philosophy to be authentic, it has to be not only metaphysical
but also metahistorical. Just as philosophy transcends the physical world,
it transcends the historical world. In the case of Nishida, his fundamen-
tal philosophical principle, “the place of Absolute Nothingness,” is not
only not delimited by any being or non-being, but also by any historical or
nationalistic phenomena. However, it is only natural that Nishida, as a
philosopher, would also involve himself with the problems of nationalism.
But as Michiko Yusa makes clear in her essay, “Nishida and the Question
of Nationalism” (Monumenta Nipponica 46, no. 2), Nishida was strongly
opposed to nationalism. In his letter to Nagayo Yoshiro on March 14, 1945,
Nishida wrote, “I think that it was a fundamental mistake [for the nation’s
leaders] to have identified the national polity with military power.” Nishi-
da went on to criticize Japanese nationalism for its lack of universality
and global-historical perspective.

Finally, during the war Nishida was attacked as an antinationalist by
nationalistic ideologists. After the war he was attacked as a promoter of
the “Japanese spirit” by left-wing ideologists. But throughout the prewar,
war, and postwar times, Nishida constantly remained the philosopher
who perceived world affairs from a world-historical perspective. So |
think we should view Nishida and his philosophy from this same world-
historical perspective.

CHAPTER 4:
Felix E. Prieto, “The F.A.S. Acronym in
Masao Abe's Life Trajectory”

Felix E. Prieto describes my life beautifully with the scheme of develop-
ment traced by Shin'ichi Hisamatsu’s notion of FA.S. His analysis and

evaluation of my life trajectory into three dimensions of depth, width, and
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itself, instead of more traditional notions such as Buddha-nature. Second,
jinen must be understood as a dynamic and ongoing process of simultane-
ous self-generation, self-extinction, and self-regeneration.

CHAPTER 6:
Hans Waldenfels, “Masao Abe’s Intellectual
Journey to the West: A Personal Reflection”

Hans Waldenfels points out that in my attempt at interfaith dialogue “the
Japanese as well as the larger Asian side was rather missing” and goes on
to suggest that Asian thinkers should be invited to the roundtable discus-
sion. This is good advice. I shall seriously take it into consideration in the
future.

Clearly realizing that “Buddhist thought aims at overcoming all kinds
of dichotomies and dualisms,” Waldenfels raises a question: “How can a
nondualism beyond good and evil strengthen human responsibility?” As
Waldenfels knows well, nondualism in Buddhism does not indicate a mere
nondualism as the absence or negation of dualism. Mere nondualism must
be overcome in order to attain true nondualism. True nondualism is
dynamic because it is beyond both dualism and nondualism and yet
includes both. Therefore, in this true nondualism the distinction between
good and evil is reaffirmed and regrasped in the new light of Emptiness; and
it is here that ethical responsibility is clearly realized.

CHAPTER 7:
John B. Cobb, Jr., “Masao Abe, Process Theology,
and Buddhist-Christian-Jewish Dialogue”

John Cobb vividly describes his encounter and mutual exchange with me.
According to him, one of the main points of contention between us was
the Buddhist notion of codependent origination and Whitehead's con-
crescence. In Whitchead, the present’s relation to the past differs from its
relation to the future. Hence, reflection on and in the immediacy of the
moment does not eliminate temporality. The Buddhist understanding of
the issue is, however, quite different. The Buddhist view, based on full
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immersion in the depth of the moment, is that there is no difference
between past and future. The temporal distinction belongs to the observ-
er's perspective on the horizontal and historical plane. In the vertical or
depth dimension, Buddhists insist, time is overcome.

Another theme of contention is that for Whitehead, the entry of
novelty into concrescence is said to be the presence of God in that con-
crescence. Even if Whitehead's notion of God, as nonsubstantial and
process in terms of concrescence, is very similar to the Buddhist notion
of codependent origination, Buddhists do not agree with Whitehead’s
notion of concrescence for the following reason. In Buddhism time is
realized in and through the realization of the impermanency of everything
in the universe, especially through the realization of our living-dying: we
are fully living and fully dying at each and every moment. If we grasp our
lives not objectively from without but subjectively from within, we are not
moving from life to death but are in the midst of this process of living-
dying. Therefore, we must also realize the process of our living-dying as
being without beginning and without end. Because of the absence of any
notion of a God as creator and ruler of the universe, for Buddhists there
is no beginning of the universe in terms of creation, and no end in terms
of a last judgment. Accordingly, we must realize the beginninglessness
and endlessness of samsara, that is, the transmigration of living-dying.

This realization is essential to overcoming time because it implies at
least two things. First, each and every moment can be a beginning and an
end in itself: time begins and ends at each moment. Accordingly, time is
not understood to be an unidirectional movement but is seen as a sheer
series of moments that can move reciprocally. Here a sort of reversibility
of time is realized. Second, if we clearly realize the beginninglessness and
endlessness of living-dying at this particular moment, the whole process of
living-dying is concentrated within this moment. In other words, each
moment embraces the whole process of beginningless and endless time
within itself. Thus, one can in fact transcend time at this very moment.
Therefore, to me, the notion of concrescence still retains traces of dual-
ism and is not completely organic. For Whitehead's system to be com-
pletely organic and dynamic, time must be realized as completely
reversible and reciprocal, and concrescence must be fully realized

between God and the world.
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identification with everything in the world is God truly God. Here we
fully realize the reality and actuality of God, which is entirely beyond con-
ception and objectification. In short, through complete self-abnegation,
God is totally identical with everything, including sinful humans.

To this, Mitchell’s response would be as follows (again quoting from
his essay): “But for me, as a Christian, while God is certainly found in all
things and all things in God, the Trinity also exists apart from creation, a
light without darkness in which we find an eternal paradise.” If the Trin-
ity is found to exist apart from creation, we must say that the Trinity is
somewhat objectified and conceptualized, and thus apart from ultimate
reality. This may simply reflect, however, my lack of understanding of
Christian spirituality, since Mitchell is careful to add, “The Godhead of
this Trinity is not beyond the persons of the Trinity. The Godhead just is
the dynamic and kenotic Love of the persons that is expressed in the
kenosis of creation. . . . [This creative kenosis] is defined within the Trin-
ity itself as Love which in turn defines creation as an expression of Love.”
Here we see the heart of Christian spirituality.

In the latter half of his essay, Mitchell reports that he introduced
me to the Focolare movement, a unique spiritual community founded by
Chiara Lubich that seems to me to be a Christian counterpart to the
F.A.S. Society. In Rome [ was deeply impressed by the unity, spirituality,
and living activities of Love of the people of the Focolare as well as by the
sincere and very open attitude of Vatican theologians. As Mitchell says,
the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue entertained me and
Ikuko in the Vatican and arranged for us to meet the pope. When Father
John Shirieda, a member of the Pontifical Council, introduced me to the
pope by saying that “Professor Abe is a pioneering and most active figure
in Buddhist-Christian dialogue today,” the pope warmly took my hands
into his own and uttered a single Japanese word, “Arigato.” He went on to
express his deep gratitude for my dialogical work as “a fellow pilgrim.”
When the pope turned to lkuko, she told him that his presence was a
great encouragement for her life. To this the pope said, in an overwhelm-
ing attitude of love, “Let us carry the Cross together.” We were deeply
moved by the Christian spirituality manifested by the pope. Thus, my
visit to Rome in 1993 was a landmark for my career in Buddhist-Christian

dialogue.
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in itself.” Hick here raises a most significant question as to how I under-
stand the relationship between Sanyata and the ultimate as experienced
by the different great world religions.

To answer Hick’s question, I would first like to state that in any reli-
gion the realization of the oneness of ultimate reality is of crucial concern
because religion must offer an integral and total—rather than fragmental
or partial—salvation from human suffering. Yet the particular realization
of oneness in a religion can entail exclusiveness, intolerance, and reli-
gious imperialism that cause conflict and schism within a given religion
and among the various religions. This is a serious dilemma from which no
higher religion can escape. How can we believe in the oneness of ulti-
mate reality in our own religion without falling into exclusive intolerance
and religious imperialism toward other faiths? What kind of oneness of
ultimate reality can solve that dilemma and open up a dimension in
which positive tolerance and peaceful coexistence are possible among
religions?

In this connection I would like to distinguish two kinds of oneness
or unity: first, monotheistic oneness or unity, and second, nondualistic
oneness or unity. [t is my contention that not the former but the latter
kind of unity or oneness can provide a common basis for the contempo-
rary pluralistic situation of the world religions. This is so because
monotheistic oneness is realized by distinguishing itself and setting itself
apart from any form of dualism and pluralism and therefore stands in
opposition to them. Precisely because of this oppositional relation,
monotheistic oneness is not a truly ultimate oneness. In order to realize
true oneness, we must go not only beyond dualism and pluralism but also
beyond monotheism. It is only then that we can realize nondualistic one-
ness, because at that point we are completely free from any form of dual-
ity, including the duality between monotheism and dualism or pluralism.
In the nondualistic oneness thus achieved, nonsubstantial Emptiness is
clearly realized.

The view of monotheistic unity does not fully admit the distinctive-
ness or uniqueness of each religion, because of its lack of the realization
of nonsubtantial Emptiness. By contrast, nondualistic unity thoroughly
allows for the uniqueness of each religion without limitation—through

the realization of nonsubstantial Emptiness. This is because nondualistic
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CHAPTER 15:
Heinrich Ott, “The Experience of Neighborhood”

Quoting Heidegger’s concept of neighborhood, which especially sug-
gests the neighborhood of poetry and thinking, Heinrich Ott under-
stands “this image of neighborhood as a powerful language-symbol for
the essential relation of religions to one another.” He means by this
experience of neighborhood an experience in which each is open to the
other, reaching out to the other, and entrusting self to the other. He fur-
ther states, “I believe I have had this experience again and again with
different worlds of partners and in differing degrees of intensity, yet
hardly ever with the same intensity as with the Buddhist Kyoto School
to which Keiji Nishitani and Masao Abe belong.” Reading these words,
[ am clearly reminded of the refreshing openness of Heinrich Ott, the
successor to Karl Barth, with whom I had an enriching theological dis-
cussion in 1978.

There are a number of theological and religious issues to discuss
in Ott’s essay. However, I would like to restrict my comments to the
topic of a Chinese Zen master’s discourse and the Christian notion of
forgiveness. This Zen discourse by Ch'ing-yuan Wei-hsin of the T’ang
dynasty is a favorite of mine that [ often cite to elucidate Zen Awaken-
ing. It goes as follows: “Thirty years ago, before [ began the study of
Zen, 1 said, ‘Mountains are mountains, waters are waters.’ After [ got an
insight into the truth of Zen through the instruction of a good master, 1
said, ‘Mountains are not mountains, waters are not waters.” But now,
having attained the abode of final rest [that is, Zen Awakening], I say,
‘Mountains are really mountains, waters are really waters.””

Heinrich Ott says that he also often cites this discourse when dis-
cussing the Christian problem of faith in the forgiveness of sin: “God
does not annihilate sin. . . . And yet he does annihilate it in the event
of forgiveness. He ‘forgets’ it, as if it had never been. Without both of
these aspects, we could not understand the event of forgiveness in its
entire depth.” Here we see a kind of “neighborhood” between Zen
Awakening and Christian forgiveness whereby we can better under-
stand the depth of each other’s experience.
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had developed as a result of a progressive liberation from rabbinic theol-
ogy. . . . Having turned away from theism, [ came to comprehend that
Nothingness is the Ground and Source of all that exists, a view not unlike
the Buddhist teaching about Simyata.” Rubenstein sees a close resem-
blance between his Holy Nothingness and Buddhist Sanyata. However,
Rubenstein also raises a very crucial problem for Buddhist-Jewish dia-
logue when he says, “I have some reservations concerning the tendency
of Buddhist thinkers to diminish the significance of the sociohistorical
dimension of human existence.”

Reading this, I got the impression that Rubenstein deals with the
sociohistorical dimension and the religious dimension of human exis-
tence on the same plane, just with a quantitative difference. But I think
that these two dimensions of human existence belong to qualitatively dif-
ferent planes. The sociohistorical dimension refers to human-human
relations and thus refers to the horizontal plane of human existence;
whereas the religious dimension indicates a divine-human relationship
and thus refers to the vertical plane. The former is conditioned by time
and space, whereas the latter is the place of the trans-spatial and trans-
temporal. These two dimensions are essentially and qualitatively different
from each other, yet they are inseparably connected with each other in
the living reality of human existence. We are dialectical existences always
working at the intersection of the horizontal sociohistorical dimension
and the vertical religious dimension. Without the religious dimension as
the ground, the sociohistorical dimension is groundless and rootless;
whereas without the sociohistorical dimension as a condition or occasion,
the religious dimension does not manifest itself. Rubenstein says that
[ ascribe a lesser significance to the sociohistorical dimension than to
Simyata. If this is the case, it is because the sociohistorical dimension is
neither the “Ground” nor “Source” of human existence.

Rubenstein also expresses surprise about my interest in the Holo-
caust: “The Holocaust is not a religious problem for Buddhism as it is for
Judaism and Christianity. For Jews and Christians alike, the decisive
events of Jewish history are part of Heilsgeschichte. As such, they have a
religio-mythic significance.” Since Buddhism has no notion of Heils-
geschichte, it is quite understandable that Rubenstein was surprised by
my Buddhist interest in the Holocaust. But my interest stems from my
concern with the human being as such, particularly from my interest in
the collective karma of human being. The Holocaust is a diabolical event
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that I simply cannot deal with objectively. So instead, I look into the
depth of my own being, where [ painfully realize the universal or collec-
tive karma that is innate in human existence and in which the Holocaust
is also ultimately rooted.

Referring to my avowal of responsibility for the Holocaust in terms
of this collective karma, Rubenstein states, “I find Abe’s explanation of
the ‘responsibility’ for the Holocaust in terms of karma and avidya ahis-
torical. . . . That idea trivializes the distinction between the actual perpe-
trators and the rest of the world, not to mention the victims.” From these
remarks it seems that Rubenstein distinguishes individual and collective
karma as two separate categories. He believes that individual karma per-
tains to specific historical events, and collective karma pertains to uni-
versal trans-historical reality. In fact, individual and collective karma are
inseparably united in the depths of avidya—the innate fundamental igno-
rance of our human condition. Therefore, both types of karma are
involved in specific historical events such as the Holocaust.

To address the Holocaust properly, we must also look at its deepest
roots . . . in the collective karma innate in human existence. This means
that responsibility is shared by all people, not just the perpetrators. But
does this realization of collective karma and shared responsibility at the
ultimate level of human existence reduce the uniqueness of the Holo-
caust and obscure the particular evil of the Nazis? | think not. Should we
reject such a realization at the ultimate level and stay only at the socio-
historical level? I hope not, because if we do, how can we solve the root
problem of the Holocaust? Is not religious realization the only legitimate
basis—as opposed to condition—on which we can solve the problem of
the Holocaust and work cooperatively to build a better world in the
future?

& H R TER-19-
Joseph A. Bracken, S.]., and Wolfhart Pannenberg,
“The Abe-Pannenberg Encounter”

Joseph A. Bracken beautifully summarizes my dialogue with Wolfhart

Pannenberg, which appears in the book Divine Emptiness and Historical
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Fullness: A Buddhist-Jewish-Christian Conversation with Masao Abe. In
this response 1 shall go right to an examination of Pannenberg’s criticism
of my understanding of the kenosis of God himself.

I am certainly well aware that there is no literal evidence for the
kenosis of God in the New Testament and that traditional Christian the-
ology states that the Son of God became a human without God ceasing
to be God. Nevertheless, | have argued for the kenosis of God himself for
the following two reasons. First, in our society religion is being challenged
by antireligious ideologies and is urgently required to elucidate its deep-
est spirituality by reinterpreting traditional formulations of doctrine and
practice. Second, even if reinterpretation is necessary, it should not be
arbitrary but should be rooted in the authentic spirit of the religion in
question. “God is Love” (John 1:4, 8, 16) is a basic tenet of all Christiani-
ty. If God is really love, God does not remain God while having the Son
of God empty himself. A God who fully empties himself to become com-
pletely identical with humanity is the truly all-loving God. Therefore, self-
emptying, or kenosis, is not an attribute of God but the fundamental
nature of God. While the kenosis of the Son of God is based on the will
of God, in the case of God the Father, kenosis is implied in his original
nature.

The Buddhist highly appreciates that, as Pannenberg says, “the
common essence of the three persons does not have any separate reality
prior to them but exists only in their interrelationship.” In connection to
this notion of perichoresis, the Buddhist may ask the Christian, If the
common essence of the three persons does not have any separate reality
prior to them, then are we not here speaking about Absolute Nothing-
ness? Absolute Nothingness indicates the deepest ground or the creative
source in which all things, positive and negative, are rooted and from
which all things, positive and negative, are generated. The realization of
Absolute Nothingness makes the interrelationship clearly possible. With-
out the clear realization of Absolute Nothingness (Sanyata) there is no
realization of true interrelationship, and without the realization of true
interrelationship, there is no clear realization of Absolute Nothingness.

On the other hand, Buddhists must appreciate the Christian notion
of perichoresis and the divine dynamics of love realized therein. By so
doing, 1 think that, as Pannenberg suggests, we Buddhists can better

explore the manifestations of Sinyata in interpersonal velationships.
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CHAPTER 20:
Ruben L. F. Habito, “Hans Kiing Questions Masao Abe:
On Emptiness and a Global Ethic”

Through carefully and accurately “reading the mind of Hans Kiing,”
Ruben Habito elucidates the crucial points of Kiing's question to me:
Can Buddhist Emptiness ground a commitment to a global ethic?
Habito raises two reasons for answering this question in the negative.
First, the standpoint of Emptiness as presented by me is one that sub-
sumes all history in an Eternal Now. This removes the need for social
engagement because social transformation necessarily seeks for a “better
future.” Second, the standpoint of Emptiness as presented by me is one
that overcomes all distinctions between good and evil. This makes an
objective ethic impossible and blunts one’s moral “sense of abhorrence
for violence, injustice, exploitation, and oppression—realities that we
humans continually come up against.”

The following is my Buddhist response to the above criticisms.
First, in the Buddhist view of time and history, time is understood to be
entirely without beginning and without end. Inasmuch as time is begin-
ningless and endless, it is not considered to be linear, as in Christianity,
or circular, as in non-Buddhist Vedantic philosophy. Being neither linear
nor circular, time is understood to move from moment to moment, with
each moment embracing the whole process of time. This view of time is
inseparably linked with the Buddhist view of life and death. Buddhism
does not regard life and death as two different entities but one indivi-
sible reality—that is, “living-dying.” For if we grasp our life not objec-
tively from the outside, but subjectively from within, we are fully living
and fully dying in each moment. According to Buddhism, we are not
moving from life to death but are in the process of living-dying. If we
clearly realize the beginninglessness and endlessness of the process of
living-dying at this moment, the whole process of living-dying is concen-
trated in this moment.

Buddhism can develop its view of history if we take seriously the
compassionate aspect of Sitnyata. In the wisdom aspect, one realizes that
the beginningless and endless process of time is totally concentrated in
each moment. This is why in Buddhism each “now” moment is realized

as the Eternal Now' in the sense of the absolute present. However, in the
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compassion aspect, also realized in Simyata, one beholds many beings
still considering themselves unenlightened and deluded. Such persons
are innumerable at present and will appear endlessly in the future. The
task for an awakened one is to help these persons “awaken” to their
suchness and interpenetration with all other things. Here the progress of
history toward the future comes to have a positive significance in Bud-
dhism, and we can see that Buddhist Emptiness can ground a commit-
ment to a global ethics.

Second, in their view of ethics, Buddhists clearly realize that
good should conquer evil. However, based on the experience of their
inner struggle, Buddhists cannot say that good is strong enough always
to overcome evil. Good and evil as completely antagonistic principles
resist each other with equal force. However imperative it may be from
the ethical point of view, in Buddhist experience it is impossible to
overcome evil with good and to attain thereby the highest good. Since
good and evil are always mutually negating principles with equal
power, the pure ethical effort to overcome evil with good never suc-
ceeds. It only results in a serious existential dilemma. Realizing this
existential dilemma as innate to human existence and characterizing it
in terms of the doctrine of original sin, Christians believe that it is
through faith in God that humanity is freed from sin by God's redemp-
tive activity.

On the other hand, in Buddhism what is essential for salvation is to
be emancipated from the very existential antinomy of good and evil and
to awaken to Emptiness, which is prior to this opposition. In the existen-
tial awakening to Emptiness, one can be master of, rather than enslaved
by, good and evil. In this way, the realization of true Emptiness is the basis
for true human freedom and the true ethical life.

This Buddhist realization of Emptiness does not indicate a static
state of Emptiness but rather a dynamic activity of emptying everything,
including Emptiness itself. Self-emptying activity is a Grand Affirmation
realized through the negation of negation. In the realization of the nega-
tion of Emptiness, the distinction between good and evil is made non-
substantial and empty. But in the Grand Affirmation of Emptiness, the
distinction of good and evil is reestablished and reaffirmed. Here, too, we
can see that the standpoint of Emptiness is able to ground a commit-

ment to a global ethics.
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method to cope with the problem of modern science, as well as with indi-
vidual, social, and international ethical problems, may be based partly on
this fact. In order for Buddhism to become a formative historical force in
the modern world, it must place objective and subjective thinking, which
have been so refined and firmly established in the Western world, within
its own world of non-thinking. However, to carry out this task, Zen must
internally embrace the standpoint of Western “Being” and “ought” in
order to concretize and actualize its non-thinking in the present moment
of historical time.

CHAPTER 22:
Leslie D. Alldritt, “Masao Abe and Paul Tillich:
A Dialogue Toward Love”

Leslie Alldritt offers the following two propositions to explain my great
interest in Paul Tillich. The first is that Tillich’s analysis of the problem-
atic nature of personal existence resonates with my Buddhist view of the
ontic plight of the person, that is, the problem of duality as realized in
self-estrangement and anxiety. The second is that Tillich’s and my analy-
ses have found commonality in resolutions to this problem that can be
characterized as love. I accept both propositions as adequate and would
like to make some remarks about the second, that is, the nature of love.

Accordingly to Alldritt, Tillich’s answer to the problem of personal
existence is God who is defined as “Being itself.” Tillich explains that God
is love so that God’s Being and power is the being and power of love.
Therefore, the existential movement toward resolution is a movement of
love toward God that is initiated by God’s love itself. Alldritt concludes
that “for Tillich the Christian resolution is one that results in a personal
participation with God; vyet it is not a complete identification with God—
there remains always an ‘otherness’ in the love relationship.”

But the Buddhist resolution of the human predicament is not a per-
sonal participation with God but nirvana, which is realized by transcend-
ing the realm of transmigration and impermanence, that is, the realm of
samsara. However, throughout its long history, Mahayana Buddhism has
always emphasized “Do not abide in nirvana,” as well as “Do not abide in

samsara.” If one abides in so-called nirvana by transcending samsara, it
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traces of dualism are maintained. For me, God’s self-emptying must be
understood as total. This is especially the case if God is really uncondi-
tional love. For this love to be truly complete and unconditional, it must
be realized in the total self-emptying of any “unrelatedness” into the com-
plete fullness of loving relatedness.

As for traces of monism in my own view, | have always tried to pre-
sent a “nondualism” that avoids any monism by affirming the self-empty-
ing of Emptiness itself. This complete self-emptying is expressed as the
Grand Affirmation that reaffirms all dualism in its boundless openness.
And since this nondualism of Emptiness is fundamental, my intrafaith
dialogue with Jodo Shin-shii always places its dualistic factors in this
broader nondual horizon. (For an analysis of my intrafaith dialogue with
Jodo Shin-shi, see Chapter 32.) On the other hand, Fredericks has given
me even more to think about in this regard.

CHAPTER 24:
Thomas P. Kasulis, “Masao Abe as D. T. Suzuki'’s

Philosophical Successor”

Reading Thomas P. Kasulis’s essay, I had the impression that he deeply
understands my work, ideas, and intentions through his keen insight and
elucidates well the significance on my work in the West. His evaluation
of my work is very encouraging to me. For example, he states:

On one hand, [Abe] carried on the tradition of Suzuki and
brought to it a new, distinctively philosophical, element on the
other. Furthermore, by drawing inspiration from the writings of
Daogen, he has brought a less sectarian perspective to the West's
understanding of Zen Buddhism. . . . By bridging the gap between
the intellectual worlds of Japan and the West . . . he is a philoso-
pher in his own right, and through the stance he takes, commu-

nicative lines between Japan and the West have been established.

Toward the end of his essay, Kasulis sets up a contrast between two
groups of the Japanese thinkers in question: Suzuki/Hisamatsu/Abe and
Nishida/Nishitani/Watsuji/Tanabe. According to Kasulis, “the first group
advocates [the experience of Emptiness] as beneficial to the resolution of
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Therefore, to return to the transindividual features of James’s fun-
damental idea of pure experience—where the distinction between sub-
ject and object are merely ancillary to primordial experience, and the indi-
vidual difference is not basic—Nishida called a primordial experience of
this order “direct experience.” When 1 read where Nishida says that expe-
rience exists not because there is an individual, but an individual exists
because there is an experience, I, too, arrived at the idea that experience
is more fundamental than the individual.

Experience in which not only things but also the self or the indi-
vidual is experienced is direct, whereas experience that is experienced by
a presupposed self is indirect. A direct experience goes beyond the indi-
vidual—it is fundamentally transindividual. This is why Nishida says that
the notion of pure experience enabled him to avoid solipsism. In the end,
true directness is realized only from within the actual living reality of
experience prior to the separation of subject and object. To grasp pure
experience in its strict sense, we must return to the root source of expe-
rience that is individual and yet transindividual and universal. On this
horizon of pure experience a new metaphysics is possible.

CHAPTER 26:
Thomas Dean, “Masao Abe’s Zen Philosophy of
Dialogue: A Western Response”

Thomas Dean generates a number of incisive and important questions
concerning my approach to Asian-Western dialogue in philosophy based
on his penetrating understanding of cross-cultural encounter in the realm
of philosophical thinking. Because my response must be short, I limit
myself to one of his questions. Dean asks whether my comparative
method is judgmental of other philosophical positions from a Zen stan-
dard: “[In Abe’s effort] there would seem to be a logical inconsistency
between maintaining that one is not engaged in judging which system is
superior while noting that one’s judgments are being made from the
standpoint of one’s own tradition, particularly with reference to the crite-
rion of how closely that other tradition approximates one’s own presum-
ably normative answers.”

In my comparative approach, | seck to clarify the differences
between various philosophical ways of thinking without compromise.
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and negative principles are coequal so that Buddhism is not onto-
logically biased toward either positivity or negativity. But in the
preceding passage, Abe acknowledges that in Buddhism negative
principles are not only coequal to positive principles but “even
may be said to be primary and central.” He explicitly says that the
ultimate is “realized in the East in terms of negativity and in the
West in terms of positivity.” Abe seems to contradict himself, claim-
ing both that Buddhism does not give priority to negativity and
that it does give priority to negativity. What are we to make of
this?

Smith presents me with a serious challenge that touches the central
point of the issue. When | emphasized that in Buddhism the positive and
negative principles are coequal, that Buddhism is not ontologically positive
or negative, [ was clarifying the ontological structure of the Buddhist posi-
tion. On the other hand, when I said that the ultimate is “realized in the
East in terms of negativity and in the West in terms of positivity,” I was
concerned more with the practical and existential aspects of the issue.
That is to say, in Bu<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>