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Thomas Merton was recognized as one of those rare Western minds that are entirely at home
with the Zen experience. In this collection, he discusses diverse religious concepts-early
monasticism, Russian Orthodox spirituality, the Shakers, and Zen Buddhism-with characteristic
Western directness. Merton not only studied these religions from the outside but grasped them
by empathy and living participation from within. "All these studies," wrote Merton, "are united by
one central concern: to understand various ways in which men of different traditions have
conceived the meaning and method of the 'way' which leads to the highest levels of religious or
of metaphysical awareness."

About the AuthorThomas Merton (1915-1968) is one of the foremost spiritual thinkers of the
twentieth century. Though he lived a mostly solitary existence as a Trappist monk, he had a
dynamic impact on world affairs through his writing. An outspoken proponent of the antiwar and
civil rights movements, he was both hailed as a prophet and castigated for his social criticism.
He was also unique among religious leaders in his embrace of Eastern mysticism, positing it as
complementary to the Western sacred tradition. Merton is the author of over forty books of
poetry, essays, and religious writing, including Mystics and Zen Masters, and The Seven Story
Mountain, for which he is best known. His work continues to be widely read to this day. --This
text refers to the paperback edition.
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MERTONNOTESCopyright PagePREFACEThere was a time, and not far distant, when the
writings even of Christian mystics were regarded with a certain trepidation in Catholic
contemplative monasteries. And it is true that the mystics are not for everyone. It is also true that
the vogue for certain forms of Oriental mysticism is not necessarily a sign of greater spiritual
maturity in the West. But it certainly seems that if anyone should be open to these Oriental
traditions and interested in them, it should be the contemplative monks of the Western monastic
orders. Though there are many important differences between the various traditions, they do
have very much in common, including a few basic assumptions which set the monk or the Zen
man apart from people dedicated to lives that are, shall we say, aggressively
noncontemplative.What are some of these assumptions? They are usually caricatured as a
grossly pessimistic rejection of the material world, as an aspiration to escape in a spiritual realm
of angels and pure essences or as annihilation in a negative void. In reality, when we examine
them more closely, the great contemplative traditions of East and West, while differing
sometimes quite radically in their formulation of their aims and in their understanding of their
methods, agree in thinking that by spiritual disciplines a man can radically change his life and
attain to a deeper meaning, a more perfect integration, a more complete fulfillment, a more total
liberty of spirit than are possible in the routines of a purely active existence centered on money-
making. That there is more to human life than just “getting somewhere” in war, politics, business
—or “the Church.” They all agree that the highest ambition lies beyond ambition, in the
renunciation of that “self” which seeks its own aggrandizement in one way or another. And they
agree that a certain “purification” of the will and intelligence can open man’s spirit to a higher and
more illuminated understanding of the meaning and purpose of life, or indeed of the very nature
of Being itself.Far from being suspicious of the Oriental mystical traditions, Catholic
contemplatives since the Second Vatican Council should be in a position to appreciate the
wealth of experience that has accumulated in those traditions. Research like that of R. C.
Zaehner, to mention only one of the most recent scholars, now enables us to evaluate these



other traditions more correctly. Books like Dom Aelred Graham’s Zen Catholicism have shown
that Zen has something to say not only to the curious scholar, the poet, or the aesthete, but to
the ordinary Christian who takes his Christianity seriously. Jesuits in Japan have made retreats
in Zen monasteries and one of them has written a History of Zen which will be discussed here in
some detail. Another has recently written a theological study of the Cloud of Unknowing (a
fourteenth-century mystical tract) compared with Zen. In other words, Catholics are now asking
themselves, in the words of the Council, how other mystical traditions strive to penetrate “that
ultimate mystery which engulfs our being, and whence we take our rise, and whither our journey
leads us” (Declaration on Non-Christian Religions, n. 1). In doing so, they are guided by the
Council’s reminder that “the Catholic Church rejects nothing which is true and holy in these
religions. She looks with sincere respect upon those ways of conduct and of life, those rules and
teachings which, though differing in many particulars from what she holds and sets forth,
nevertheless often reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens all men” (id. 2). Not only must the
Catholic scholar respect these other traditions and honestly evaluate the good contained in
them, but the Council adds that he must “acknowledge, preserve and promote the spiritual and
moral goods found among these men as well as the values in their society and culture” (ibid.).It
is in this spirit that the present essays dealing with Oriental religion have been written. The
author has attempted not merely to look at these other traditions coldly and objectively from the
outside, but, in some measure at least, to try to share in the values and the experience which
they embody. In other words, he is not content to write about them without making them, as far
as possible, “his own.” Obviously, no one can expect to be completely successful in such an
endeavor ; still less can a Westerner confidently assume, on the basis of his own studies, that he
has “understood” Zen. It takes more than study to penetrate Zen. If I dare to publish here several
essays on Zen, it is only because I have been assured by experts in Zen (including the late Dr.
Suzuki) that this would not be a sheer waste of time.In writing of Zen, needless to say, it is Zen I
am trying to explain, not Catholic dogma. Zen is not theology, and it makes no claim to deal with
theological truth in any form whatever. Nor is it an abstract metaphysic. It is, so to speak, a
concrete and lived ontology which explains itself not in theoretical propositions but in acts
emerging out of a certain quality of consciousness and of awareness. Only by these acts and by
this quality of consciousness can Zen be judged. The paradoxes and seemingly absurd
propositions it makes have no point except in relation to an awareness that is unspoken and
unspeakable.This is a free-wheeling and wide-ranging book which is more than ecumenical.
Strictly speaking, “ecumenism” concerns itself only with the “household of the faith”; that is to
say, with various Christian Churches. But there is a wider “oikoumene,” the household and the
spiritual family of man seeking the meaning of his life and its ultimate purpose. The horizons of
this book extend beyond the established forms of Christianity. However, aspects of the Christian
tradition itself are not neglected. The Patristic Age, early monasticism, the English mystics,
seventeenth-century mystics, Russian Orthodox spirituality, the Shakers, Protestant monastic
communities are treated here, sometimes in detail, sometimes in passing. All these studies are



united by one central concern: to understand various ways in which men of different traditions
have conceived the meaning and method of the “way” which leads to the highest levels of
religious or of metaphysical awareness. The aim of these studies is practical rather than
speculative. The intuitions and conclusions formulated here may, it is hoped, be of some use to
those who are personally interested in that “way” and that awareness.Abbey of
GethsemaniAdvent, 1966MYSTICS AND ZEN MASTERSA rather unexpected point of
departure for a discussion of Zen, and its relevance in the crises of modern society, is furnished
by a recent book1 by Professor R. C. Zaehner. Matter and Spirit, as his work is called, is a lively
defense of Teilhardian evolutionism. Its explicit aim is to “see the religious situation today
through Teilhard de Chardin’s eyes.” Therefore, of course, it goes back to the beginning of
conscious life; and this, for Zaehner and Chardin, was man’s “fall.” From this beginning it traces
the growth of consciousness and spirituality through the ages of religious individualism up to the
point of crisis where we stand today—on the threshold of a “new era,” which will be one of
“convergence” or the “noösphere.”The “dying civilization” in which “individualism was dominant”
is now at an end. Its spiritual death throes are expressed in the despairing pessimism of the
existentialists. But their hopelessness is not something Professor Zaehner takes seriously. It is
little more than an expression of our economic and social chaos. It is a confession of incapacity
to face the future, and a masochistic collapse into defeat and self-pity in the present. Note that
no distinction is made between the various kinds of existentialism. Not all are negative!Marxism,
on the other hand, says Zaehner, has dared to face the future and (as he argues with the help of
some interesting and little-known quotations from Marx and Engels) it has already created a
mystique of the “convergence of spirit and matter.” This gives Marxism right of citizenship in that
new world which is to come and to which individualism, existentialism, and “passive forms of
mysticism” cannot gain admittance.But Marxism itself has, as Zaehner observes, fatal
weaknesses. Its ideal of ultimate solidarity of a “sum total of human minds working together in
space and time and converging in an infinite mind” (Engels) cannot be realized, because
Communism has no personal “center” on which to converge. The mystique of “convergence”
demands a human and indeed a divine cornerstone on which to build the structure of
(redeemed) Man. Zaehner is not unwilling to give a polite nod in Stalin’s direction, admitting that
Stalin did his best to be the kind of god-man on which everything could be built. (“Old Stalin was
no fool when he established himself alone as such a center,” p. 195.) But, in fact, Communism
has no human and personal center. It is looking for one, and though the Soviets have not yet
woken up to the fact, the center that Marxism is looking for is the one true cornerstone,
Christ.This is what the Church, for all its palpable defects and frequent stupidities, stands for and
offers: the ultimate solidarity of each in all—the ideal of Marx which the Marxists themselves can
never achieve—an organism of persons in all their variety united around the Person who is the
center of circumference of them all, Christ. (p. 205)It is not my intention to discuss Teilhard de
Chardin, or Marx, or even to take up what might be considered controversial points in this
interesting book of Zaehner’s. The book itself is characteristic of avant-garde Catholic thought in



the era of the Second Vatican Council: it abounds in the awareness that man and the Church are
passing into a new era, a brave new world where one must face the risks and challenges of
technological society, and seize this decisive opportunity to attain the adulthood of man and of
Christianity. This implies, according to the Teilhardian view, a recognition that Christianity itself is
the fruit of evolution and that the world has from the beginning, knowingly or not, been
converging upon the Lord of History as upon its “personal center” of fulfillment and meaning.
Hence we are on “the watershed between a dying civilization based on individualism, once
arrogant, now abject, and a collective civilization yet to be formed in which ‘the free development
of each will be the condition for the free development of all.’” We are thus in “the passage from
an epoch of individual despairs to one of shared hope in an ever richer material and spiritual
life.”The quotation about the “free development of each” as a “condition for the free development
of all” comes from the Communist Manifesto. And we note that the Christian is now no longer
assuming that the condition for a richer spiritual life is rejection of material abundance. We
approach the time of “shared hope in an ever richer material and spiritual life.”As I say, I have not
quoted these passages in order to quarrel with them, or in order to agree with them either. What
is important is that they represent the new attitude today toward “spirituality” and “mysticism.” In
his other books, Zaehner has made an important contribution to the history of Christian and non-
Christian mysticism.2 He sees an evolution in mysticism from the contemplation that seeks to
discover and rest in the spiritual essence of the individual nature, to a higher personalist
mysticism which transcends nature and the individual self in God together with other men in the
Mystical Christ. In its highest form, then, this convergence of all with all in the personal center
which is Christ demands a dying to the individual essence. The personalist mystique is in fact
basically existentialist, because centered not in a static apprehension of essence but in the leap
beyond essence into freedom and act “in the Spirit” together with all whom freedom and love
made one in Christ.Now Zaehner admits that in the Oriental religions there have been various
foreshadowings of this development which is becoming clear in Christianity. He has specialized
in Zoroaster, who has had sight of the promised land. So too has Mahayana Buddhism. Yet all
these “ancient cosmic religions” have evidently had their day, according to this line of thought,
since they are “steeped in a pessimistic and passive mysticism” and can hardly adjust
themselves “to the precise immensities nor to the constructive requirements of spacetime” (p.
184). Little is said of Zen in particular. It is mentioned only in passing. For instance, Zaehner says
that Zen and Neo-Vedanta “may satisfy some individuals for a short time [but] they plainly
cannot be integrated into modern society” (p. 185).My purpose in thus preparing my question
has been to show that I intend to answer the question in quite other terms. While I can easily
see, with Zaehner, that the pragmatic importance of Zen Buddhism at the present time is
probably minimal, I still intend to consider it as something that might have a certain depth and
intelligibility of its own which are not invalidated by the passage of time or even by the transition
into a new age. But I would also like to examine whether Zen is by its very nature committed to a
search for “rest in the inmost essence” of one’s individual self. Is Zen meditation aimed at a



purification of the self by rejection of the material world and of external concerns in order to seek
fulfillment in pure interiority? Does it exalt “that inmost essence which original sin could not slay
and which so often claims identity with God—FOR IN THIS ESSENCE REST IS ‘SUFFICIENT
AND GREAT’ (ZOROASTER) AND NO NEED OR DESIRE FOR ANYTHING OR ANYONE IS
ANYMORE FELT … Comfortably ensconced outside space and time, he no longer cares how
the world is pushing forward to a common destiny in which all mankind is being knit together in
an ever increasing coherence around its common center: Christ” (p. 198). Is this Zen? Is Zen
incompatible with Christianity?It is certainly true that for Zen there is absolutely no evidence of a
personal center of convergence in the New Testament sense. (Though the concept of the
Buddha-nature as central to all being might be considered in some way analogous to this. Yet I
think the analogy would remain hemmed in by serious ambiguities.) What I intend to question is
simply the idea that Zen meditation is simply a rest in individual “essence” which abolishes all
need for and interest in external and historical reality, or the destiny of man.IIOne of the most
thorough recent attempts to explain Zen by tracing its history is the work of a Jesuit scholar who
has spent years in Japan. This book is very clear, full of new material. It is probably the best and
most comprehensive history of Zen that has yet appeared in any Western language.3Father
Heinrich Dumoulin is no novice in the study of Zen Buddhism. For over twenty-five years he has
been publishing articles in learned Oriental journals on this subject, and in 1953 an English
translation of a preliminary study, of which the present book is a full development, was published
by the First Zen Institute of America.4 Hence it is clear that we are dealing with a widely
recognized Western authority on Zen, and one who, besides having a profound insight into
Japanese religion and culture, is a Christian scholar and theologian. This book makes it possible
for the average Christian student to advance, with a certain amount of security and confidence,
into a very mysterious realm.Some fifteen years ago I had occasion to speak with a European
member of a contemplative order who was on his way back from China (where his life was
endangered by the advance of the Communist armies). I asked him, in passing, if he knew
anything about Buddhist contemplatives and contemplation. He shrugged, made a gesture in
the air, and said: “Dreams! Dreams!” This is not an unusual response. It is a cliché generated by
familiarity with apologetic texts, in which Buddhism is dismissed with two tags: “pantheism” and
“nirvana.” Nirvana is generally interpreted to mean something like a state of catatonic trance—a
total withdrawal from reality.Buddhism is generally described in the West as “selfish,” even
though the professed aim of the discipline from the very start is to attack and overcome that
attachment to individual self-affirmation and survival which is the source of every woe. The truth
is that the deep paradoxes and ambiguities of Buddhism have led most Westerners to treat it as
a mixture of incomprehensible myths, superstitions, and self-hypnotic rites, all of it without
serious importance.The first Jesuits in Japan made no such mistakes. They had a very healthy
respect and curiosity for the thought and spirituality of “the bonzes.” St. Francis Xavier wrote:I
have spoken with several learned bonzes, especially with one who is held in high esteem here
by everyone, as much for his knowledge, conduct and dignity as for his great age of eighty years.



His name is Ninshitsu, which in Japanese signifies “Heart of Truth.” He is among them as a
bishop, and if his name is appropriate, he is indeed a blessed man … It is a marvel how good a
friend this man is to me.5Though Japanese religion was then in a state of decline, the Jesuits
quickly found that the Zen temples were still (in spite of serious abuses) the centers of a very
real spiritual life. It is true that the many-sided manifestations of Buddhist life and thought were
not always easy to grasp or entirely congenial to the Christians. Nor was it possible to expect
men trained in scholastic theology and Aristotelian logic to take kindly to the outrageous
paradoxes of Zen, which is aggressively opposed to all forms of logical analysis. A genuine
dialogue between the Jesuits and the Zen masters was no simple matter, especially on the
highest level, which Father Dumoulin does not hesitate to qualify as “mystical.”On the cultural
level, however, the encounter was relatively easy. The Jesuits were entirely charmed with the
subtlety, the refinement, the perfection of taste, and the good order that reigned even more in the
Zen temples than everywhere else around them. Hence they did not hesitate to exercise their
characteristic flair for adaptation and model the outward forms and ceremonies of their
community life in Japan on those of the Zen monks. Indeed, it was altogether logical for them to
do so, since they were not blinded by the illusion of so many others who tended to identify the
accidental outward forms of Oriental culture with “pagan religion” or those of European culture
with essentials of Christian piety. St. Francis Xavier, who seems to have been free from illusion in
this respect, did not hesitate to say of the Japanese in general: “In their culture, their social
usage, and their mores, they surpass the Spaniards so greatly that one must be ashamed to say
so.”The famous Jesuit Visitator of the Oriental province, Valignano, strongly urged the
missionaries to associate with the Zen monks. This meant participation in the quasi-religious
“tea ceremony,” in which the Jesuits not only took a keen interest, but which they practiced with a
relatively consummate artistry, sharing with their Zen friends a real appreciation of its spiritual
implications.The uninitiated Western reader might imagine, at first sight, that the “tea ceremony”
is a hieratic social formality, an external ritual without inner significance or life. Not if it is
practiced as it should be. It is in the true sense an “art” and a spiritual discipline: a discipline of
simplicity, of silence, of self-effacement, of contemplation. But it must be noted that it is all these
things in a setting of communality and, one might say, of “convergence.” The tea ceremony,
properly understood, is a celebration of oneness and convergence, a conquest of multiplicity
and of atomization, a liturgy that is not without certain spiritual features in common with the
Eucharistic repast, the primitive Christian agape. To begin with, all who participate in the tea
ceremony must first put off (as far as possible) their artificial social and external persona and
enter in their simplicity, one might almost say “poverty,” into the oneness of the communion,
where there is no longer any distinction of noble and commoner. There is, incidentally, a kind of
Franciscan simplicity in the spirit of the tea ceremony.It is true that in speaking of the tea
ceremony we are speaking of its spirit and ideal, which may not always be perfectly realized, just
as the spirit and ideal of the liturgy are not always realized in practice either. The fact remains
that the tea ceremony is a contemplative exercise (rather than a religious rite) which does not



manifest a spirit of individualism, withdrawal, and separation, but rather of communality and
“convergence” at least in a primitive and schematic sense.There are several instances of Zen
masters who became Christians in the early days of the Japanese mission, along with some of
the “tea masters,” who were not always members of the Zen sect.One early Jesuit has left us a
moving account of his impressions of the tea ceremony in a sixteenth-century Portuguese
manuscript, an excerpt of which has been published for the first time by Father Dumoulin. We
reproduce it here, for it summarizes the ideas of Zen that the Jesuits acquired in this first
encounter. The writer’s emphasis is on what appeared to him to be a quasi-monastic simplicity
and silence in the tea ceremony, which he calls a “religion of solitude”—adding later, “cenobitic
solitude.”[The “art of tea”] was established by the originators in order to promote good habits and
moderation in all things among those who dedicate themselves to it. In this way they imitate the
Zen philosophers in their meditation, as do the philosophers of the other schools of Indian
wisdom. Much rather they hold the things of this world in low esteem, they break away from them
and deaden their passions through specific exercises and enigmatic, metaphorical devices
which at the outset serve as guides. They give themselves to contemplation of natural things. Of
themselves they arrive at the knowledge of the original cause in that they come to see things
themselves. In the consideration of their mind they eliminate that which is evil and imperfect until
they come to grasp the natural perfection and the being of the First Cause.Therefore these
philosophers customarily do not dispute or argue with others, rather allowing each person to
consider things for himself, in order that he may draw understanding from the ground of his own
being. For this reason they do not instruct even their own disciples. The teachers of this school
are also imbued with a determined and decisive spirit without indolence or negligence, without
lukewarmness or effeminacy. They decline the abundance of things for their personal use as
superfluous and unnecessary. They regard sparsity and moderation in all things as the most
important matter and as being beneficial to the hermit. This they combine with the greatest
equanimity and tranquillity of mind and outer modesty … after the manner of the Stoics who
thought that the consummate person neither possesses nor feels any passion.The adherents of
cha-no-yu claim to be followers of these solitary philosophers. Therefore all teachers of this art,
even though they be unbelievers otherwise, are members of the Zen school or become such,
even if their ancestors belonged to some other persuasion. Though they imitate this Zen
ceremony, they observe neither superstition nor cult, nor any other special religious ritual, since
they adopt none of these things from it. Rather they copy only their cenobitic solitude and
separation from the activities of life in the world, as also their resolution and readiness of mind,
eschewing laxity or indolence, pomp or effeminacy. Also in their contemplation of natural things,
these practitioners imitate Zen, not indeed with regard to the goal of the knowledge of being and
the perfection of original being, but rather only in that they see in those things the outer tangible
and natural forms which move the mind and incite to solitude and tranquillity and detachment
from the noise and proud stirring of the world.6This is hardly a Teilhardian attitude, but the
language is that of a sixteenth-century European Jesuit. Hence its Western and “individualist”



emphasis.IIIWhat, exactly, is Zen?If we read the laconic and sometimes rather violent stories of
the Zen masters, we find that this is a dangerously loaded question: dangerous above all
because the Zen tradition absolutely refuses to tolerate any abstract or theoretical answer to it.
In fact, it must be said at the outset that philosophically or dogmatically speaking, the question
probably has no satisfactory answer. Zen simply does not lend itself to logical analysis. The word
“Zen” comes from the Chinese Ch’an, which designates a certain type of meditation, yet Zen is
not a “method of meditation” or a kind of spirituality. It is a “way” and an “experience,” a “life,” but
the way is paradoxically “not a way.” Zen is therefore not a religion, not a philosophy, not a
system of thought, not a doctrine, not an ascesis. In calling it a kind of “natural mysticism,” Father
Dumoulin is bravely submitting to the demands of Western thought, which is avid, at any price,
for essences. But I think he would not find too many Eastern minds who would fully agree with
him on this point, even though he is, in fact, giving Zen the highest praise he feels a Christian
theologian can accord it. The truth is, Zen does not even lay claim to be “mystical,” and the most
widely read authority on the subject, Daisetz Suzuki, has expended no little effort in trying to
deny the fact that Zen is “mysticism.” This, however, is perhaps more a matter of semantics than
anything else.The Zen insight cannot be communicated in any kind of doctrinal formula or even
in any precise phenomenological description. This is probably what Suzuki means when he says
it is “not mystical”: that it does not present clear and definitely recognizable characteristics
capable of being set down in words. True, the genuineness of the Zen illumination is certainly
recognizable, but only by one who has attained the insight himself. And here of course we run
into the first of the abominable pitfalls that meet anyone who tries to write of Zen. For to suggest
that it is “an experience” which a “subject” is capable of “having” is to use terms that contradict all
the implications of Zen.Hence it is quite false to imagine that Zen is a sort of individualistic,
subjective purity in which the monk seeks to rest and find spiritual refreshment by the discovery
and enjoyment of his own interiority. It is not a subtle form of spiritual self-gratification, a repose
in the depths of one’s own inner silence. Nor is it by any means a simple withdrawal from the
outer world of matter to an inner world of spirit. The first and most elementary fact about Zen is
its abhorrence of this dualistic division between matter and spirit. Any criticism of Zen that
presupposes such a division is, therefore, bound to go astray.Like all forms of Buddhism, Zen
seeks an “enlightenment” which results from the resolution of all subject-object relationships and
oppositions in a pure void. But to call this void a mere negation is to reestablish the oppositions
which are resolved in it. This explains the peculiar insistence of the Zen masters on “neither
affirming nor denying.” Hence it is impossible to attain satori (enlightenment) merely by quietistic
inaction or the suppression of thought. Yet at the same time “enlightenment” is not an experience
or activity of a thinking and self-conscious subject. Still less is it a vision of Buddha, or an
experience of an “I-Thou” relationship with a Supreme Being considered as object of knowledge
and perception. However, Zen does not deny the existence of a Supreme Being either. It neither
affirms nor denies, it simply is. One might say that Zen is the ontological awareness of pure
being beyond subject and object, an immediate grasp of being in its “suchness” and



“thusness.”But the peculiarity of this awareness is that it is not reflexive, not self-conscious, not
philosophical, not theological. It is in some sense entirely beyond the scope of psychological
observation and metaphysical reflection. For want of a better term, we may call it “purely
spiritual.”In order to preserve this purely spiritual quality, the Zen masters staunchly refuse to
rationalize or verbalize the Zen experience. They relentlessly destroy all figments of the mind or
imagination that pretend to convey its meaning. They even go so far as to say: “If you meet the
Buddha, kill him!” They refuse to answer speculative or metaphysical questions except with
words which are utterly trivial and which are designed to dismiss the question itself as
irrelevant.When asked, “If all phenomena return to the One, where does the One return to?” the
Zen master Joshu simply said: “When I lived in Seiju, I made a robe out of hemp and it weighed
ten pounds.”This is a useful and salutary mondo (saying) for the Western reader to remember. It
will guard him against the almost irresistible temptation to think of Zen in Neo-Platonic terms.
Zen is not a system of pantheistic monism. It is not a system of any kind. It refuses to make any
statements at all about the metaphysical structure of being and existence. Rather it points
directly to being itself, without indulging in speculation.Father Dumoulin does not attempt to
explain Zen or analyze it. He treats it with a respectful and historic objectivity. He tells us where it
came from, how it developed, and what the various schools were. Though Suzuki and the other
writers on Zen are generally careful to identify the Zen masters whom they quote, and to try to
situate them in their context, a simple yet complete historical outline has long been badly
needed. Father Dumoulin gives us the whole picture. After some early chapters on Indian
Buddhism, with necessary information on the Mahayana sutras (without which Zen is not fully
understandable), he speaks of the introduction of Zen to China by the semilegendary
Bodhidharma, a contemporary of St. Benedict in the West (sixth century A.D.).In point of fact,
Zen was not suddenly “introduced” to China by any one man. It is a product of the combination of
Mahayana Buddhism with Chinese Taoism which was later transported to Japan and further
refined there. Though Bodhidharma is regarded as the first in a line of Zen patriarchs who have
“directly transmitted” the enlightenment experience of the Buddha without written media or
verbal formulas, the way for Zen was certainly prepared before him. The four-line verse (gatha)
attributed to Bodhidharma, and purporting to contain a summary of his “doctrine,” was actually
composed later, during the T’ang Dynasty, when Zen reached its highest perfection in China.
The verse reads:A special tradition outside the scriptures (i.e., sutras),No dependence upon
words and letters,Direct pointing at the soul of man,Seeing into one’s own nature and the
attainment of buddha-hood.It is clear from this that Zen insists on concrete practice rather than
on study or intellectual meditation, as a way of attaining enlightenment. The key phrase of this
verse is: “Direct pointing at the soul of man,” and this is practically repeated in the synonymous
phrase that follows: “Seeing into one’s own nature.” The commonly accepted translation “seeing
into the soul of man” is, however, rather unfortunate. It suggests an opposition between body-
soul, spirit and matter, which is not to be found in Zen, or at least not in the way that such terms
might suggest to us. This, in fact, rather disconcerted St. Francis Xavier when he conversed with



his friend the Zen master Ninshitsu. The good old man did not seem to know whether or not he
had “a soul.” In fact, to him the concept that “a soul” was a sort of object that “one” could be
considered as “having” and even “saving” was completely unfamiliar. He sought salvation,
indeed, but this search could only be expressed in utterly different terms.In other texts of
Bodhidharma’s verse, the word here given as soul is “mind” (h’sin). But “mind” (h’sin) is more
than a psychological concept. Nor is it equivalent to the scholastic idea of the soul as “form of
the body.” Yet it is certainly considered a principle of being. Can we consider it a spiritual
essence? I think not.Suzuki says that “mind” in this sense is “an ultimate reality which is aware of
itself and is not the seat of our empirical consciousness.” 7 This “mind” for the Zen masters is not
the intellectual faculty as such but rather what the Rhenish mystics called the “ground” of our
soul or of our being, a “ground” which is not only entitative but enlightened and aware, because it
is in immediate contact with God. In the Zen context, “mind” has a kind of ontological value
which brings it close to the parallel term “nature” in the next line. But its connotations are
existentialist, dynamic, and concrete. The New Testament term that might possibly correspond
to it, though of course with many differences, is St. Paul’s “spirit” or “pneuma.”It must be admitted
that a great deal of study remains to be done to clarify the basic concepts of Buddhism, which
have usually been translated by Western terms that have quite different implications. We have
habitually taken Western metaphysical concepts as equivalent to Buddhist terms, which are not
metaphysical but religious or spiritual, that is to say, expressions not of abstract speculation but
of concrete spiritual experience.As a result, we have read our abstract Western divisions into an
Oriental experience that has nothing whatever to do with them, and we have also presumed that
Oriental contemplation corresponded in every way with Western philosophical modes of
contemplation and spirituality. Hence the mystifying use of terms like “individualism,”
“subjectivism,” “pantheism,” etc., one on top of the other, in our discussion of something like Zen.
Actually these terms are worse than useless in this case. They serve only to make Zen utterly
inaccessible.The Zen insight, as Bodhidharma indicates, consists in a direct grasp of “mind” or
one’s “original face.” And this direct grasp implies rejection of all conceptual media or methods,
so that one arrives at mind by “having no mind” (wu h’sin): in fact, by “being” mind instead of
“having” it. Zen enlightenment is an insight into being in all its existential reality and actualization.
It is a fully alert and superconscious act of being which transcends time and space. Such is the
attainment of the “Buddha mind,” or “Buddhahood.” (Compare the Christian expressions “having
the mind of Christ” [1 Cor. 2:16], being “of one Spirit with Christ,” “He who is united to the Lord is
one spirit” [1 Cor. 6: 17], though the Buddhist idea takes no account of any “supernatural order”
in the Thomist sense.) The Zen insight is the awareness of full spiritual reality, and therefore the
realization of the emptiness of all limited or particularized realities. Hence it is not accurate to say
that the Zen insight is a realization of our own individual spiritual nature, or (as Zaehner would
say) of our “pre-biological unity.”One might ask if our habitual failure to distinguish between
“empirical ego” and the “person” has not led us to oversimplify and falsify our whole
interpretation of Buddhism. There are in Zen certain suggestions of a higher and more spiritual



personalism than one might at first sight expect. Zen insight is at once a liberation from the
limitations of the individual ego, and a discovery of one’s “original nature” and “true face” in
“mind” which is no longer restricted to the empirical self but is in all and above all. Zen insight is
not our awareness, but Being’s awareness of itself in us. This is not a pantheistic submersion or
a loss of self in “nature” or “the One.” It is not a withdrawal into one’s spiritual essence and a
denial of matter and of the world. On the contrary, it is a recognition that the whole world is aware
of itself in me, and that “I” am no longer my individual and limited self, still less a disembodied
soul, but that my “identity” is to be sought not in that separation from all that is, but in oneness
(indeed, “convergence”?) with all that is. This identity is not the denial of my own personal reality
but its highest affirmation. It is a discovery of genuine identity in and with the One, and this is
expressed in the paradox of Zen, from which the explicit concept of person in the highest sense
is unfortunately absent, since here too the person tends to be equated with the individual.IVThe
most critical moment in the history of Chinese Zen is evidently the split between the northern
and southern schools (seventh century). This extremely complex affair nevertheless has one
feature which is important for the real understanding of Zen: the events which led to the
choosing of the “Sixth Patriarch,” Hui Neng.When the time came for Hung Jen, the fifth patriarch,
to transmit his role and dignity to a successor, he asked each of his monks to compose a verse
which would testify to the candidate’s Zen insight. Presumably the one whose verse was most
adequate would be worthy to succeed him as patriarch, because he would be the one whose
Zen enlightenment was most authentic.Foremost among the disciples of the old man was Shen
Hsiu. He was a senior in the community, outstanding for his experience, and his succession was
taken as a foregone conclusion. He composed a verse which ran as follows:The body is the
Bodhi-tree (under which Buddha was enlightened),The mind is like a clear mirror standing.Take
care to wipe it all the time,Allow no grain of dust to cling to it.Anyone familiar with routine
descriptions of the contemplative experience, East or West, will recognize this approach. It is, as
a matter of fact, very close to Neo-Platonism. It suggests (probably more in the translation than
in the original) the familiar Greek division between mind and matter, and it situates
enlightenment in a state of immaterial purity in essential repose, and in the absence of concepts.
It indicates a program of purification and recollection, a “liberation” of the soul from the terrestrial
and temporal condition imposed on it by the body and the five senses, so that it rests in our ideal
essence or nature.As a matter of fact, this is the kind of thing that the Western reader would be
perfectly ready to accept as Zen. But it is rejected with impassioned scorn by the Zen masters.
Another member of Hung Jen’s monastic community, who was not even a monk but an illiterate
oblate working in the kitchen, reacted against the inadequacy of the verse, and posted another
verse of his own, which he (and later generations of Zen masters) felt to be more satisfactory. In
fact, this untrained peasant, Hui Neng, was preferred to Shen Hsiu and succeeded Hung Jen as
the sixth patriarch. Here is the verse:The Bodhi is not like a tree,The clear mirror is nowhere
standing.8Fundamentally not one thing exists:Where then is a grain of dust to cling?Here the
Western reader is likely to be both disconcerted and misled. He will seize upon the phrase “not



one thing exists,” in order to account for his anxieties: but if he thinks this is a statement of
fundamental principle, a declaration of pantheism, he is wrong. As Suzuki says, “When the
Sutras declare all things to be empty, unborn and beyond causation, the declaration is not the
result of metaphysical reasoning; it is a most penetrating Buddhist experience.” 9 As usual,
Suzuki avoids the use of the word “mystical,” but statements about the “nothingness” of beings
and of “oneness” in Buddhism are to be interpreted just like the figurative terms of Western
mystics describing their experience of God: the language is not metaphysical but poetic and
phenomenological. The Zen insight is a direct grasp of being in itself, but not an intuition of the
nature of being. Nor can the Zen insight be described in psychological terms, and to think of it as
a subjective experience “attainable” by some kind of process of mental purification is to doom
oneself to error and absurdity. This error came to be described as “mirror-wiping Zen,” since it
imagines that the mind is like a mirror which “one” (who?) has to keep clean. To illustrate this,
here is another well-known Zen story:A Master saw a disciple who was very zealous in
meditation.The Master said: “Virtuous one, what is your aim in practicing Zazen
(meditation)?”The disciple said: “My aim is to become a Buddha.”Then the Master picked up a
tile and began to polish it on a stone in front of the hermitage.The disciple said: “What is the
Master doing?”The Master said: “I am polishing this tile to make it a mirror.”The disciple said:
“How can you make a mirror by polishing a tile?”The Master replied: “How can you make a
Buddha by practicing Zazen?” 10The capital importance of this story is that it shows, once for
all, what the Zen of Hui Neng is not. It is not a technique of introversion by which one seeks to
exclude matter and the external world, to eliminate distracting thoughts, to sit in silence
emptying the mind of images, and to concentrate on the purity of one’s own spiritual essence,
whether or not this essence be regarded as a mirror of the divinity. Zen is not a mysticism of
introversion and withdrawal. It is neither quietism nor Hesychasm. It is not “acquired
contemplation.”On the other hand, I believe one must not interpret stories like this to mean that
the school of Hui Neng attached no importance whatever to meditation, or thought that no
preliminary discipline was required: enlightenment would come suddenly all by itself. Dumoulin
himself seems to have interpreted Hui Neng’s doctrine of “sudden enlightenment” in this way, for
he says: “The elimination of all preliminary stages and the renunciation of all preparatory
exercises is the typical Chinese element in the Zen of Hui Neng” (p. 96).It is true that Hui Neng
did revolutionize Buddhist spirituality by discounting the practice of formal and prolonged
meditation, referred to as zazen (“sitting in meditation”). He placed no confidence in self-
emptying introversion. Yet it would be misleading to think that the “renunciation of preparatory
exercises” means “no preparation” or the rejection of formal zazen means “no meditation.” This
way of interpreting Hui Neng accounts for the common opinion of Westerners that his spirituality,
and that of Zen in general, is “quietistic.” Hui Neng was no quietist. On the contrary, he was
reacting against a quietistic type of spirituality. But his reaction was not activistic either. Yet we
can say it was dynamic. It was a breakthrough into something quite original and new. He refused
to separate meditation as a means (dhyana) from enlightenment as an end (prajna). For him, the



two were really inseparable, and the Zen discipline consisted in seeking to realize this
wholeness and unity of prajna and dhyana in all one’s acts, however external, however
commonplace, however trivial. For Hui Neng, all life was Zen. Zen could not be found merely by
turning away from active life to become absorbed in meditation. Zen is the very awareness of the
dynamism of life living itself in us—and aware of itself, in us, as being the one life that lives in
all.When, in his verse about the “mirror,” Hui Neng rejected the “mirror wiping” concept of
meditation, he was therefore not rejecting meditation itself, but what he believed to be a totally
wrong attitude to meditation. We may sum up the “wrong” attitude in the following terms.1. This
wrong attitude assumes and gives primacy to a central ego-consciousness, an awareness of an
empirical self, an “I” which, with all the good intentions in the world, sets out to “achieve
liberation” or “enlightenment.” This is the familiar empirical ego which is aware of itself, observes
itself, remembers itself, and seeks ways to preserve and perpetuate its self-awareness. This “I”
seeks to affirm itself not only in its actions, and its thoughts, but also in contemplation. In
stripping off the exterior and sensible trappings of superficial experience, the ego seeks to
realize its own spiritual nature more perfectly. This implies a rejection of one’s sensible and
active self in order to attain to an inner “silent” self, which is still, however, our “ego.”2. The
empirical and self-conscious self then views its own thought as a kind of object or possession,
and in so doing accounts for this thought by situating it in a separate, isolated “part of itself,” a
mind, which it compares to a “mirror.” This is also considered a “possession.” “I have a mind.”
Thus the mind is regarded not as something I am, but something I own. It then becomes
necessary for me to sit quietly and calmly, recollecting my faculties and reaching down to
experience my “mind.”3. The empirical self then resolves to purify the mirror of the mind by
removing thoughts from it. When the mirror of the mind is clear of all thought (so it imagines), the
ego will be “liberated.” It will affirm itself freely without thoughts. Why does it aim at this bizarre
attainment? Because it has read in the sutras that enlightenment is a state of “emptiness,” and
“suchness.” It is an awareness of an inner and transcendental mind. Presumably if all thoughts of
material and contingent things are kept out of the mirror, then the mirror will be filled with the
pure spiritual light of the Buddha mind, which is a kind of “emptiness.”At best, this contemplation
is an ascent from the external and empirical consciousness to a higher and more general
consciousness of one’s spiritual nature. The lower self is then dissolved in the consciousness of
a universal ideal nature which transcends the external concrete self.What has happened is that
this clinging and possessive ego-consciousness, seeking to affirm itself in “liberation,” craftily
tries to outwit reality by rejecting the thoughts it “possesses” and emptying the mirror of the
mind, which it also “possesses.” Thus, “the mind” will be in “emptiness” and “poverty.” But in
reality, “emptiness” itself is regarded as a possession , and an “attainment.” So the ego-
consciousness is able, it believes, to eat its cake and have it. It renounces its empirical
autonomy in order to sink into its spiritual, pre-biological nature. But since this nature is regarded
as one’s possession, the “spiritualized” ego thus is able to affirm itself all the more perfectly, and
to enjoy its own narcissism under the guise of “emptiness” and “contemplation.”Now as Hui



Neng points out, I think quite rightly from any point of view, this elaborate mental fabrication is a
naive and pointless artifice. Indeed, it is not only useless but deceitful and pernicious, since it
induces an illusion that the empirical ego has transcended the conditions of matter and of
egotistical selfhood by “using” and “managing” separate entities such as the will, the intellect,
and so on. Admittedly, these faculties are all quite real, and we must certainly have some way of
talking about them and dealing with them when it is necessary to do so. But since in deeper
spiritual experience they do not function according to the imagery which is adequate for
ordinary, everyday life, it becomes necessary to discard that imagery and to speak in other
terms.It is quite true to say that the “sun rises” and the “sun sets” according to our empirical,
everyday experience. But such terminology is no longer adequate for the professional concerns
of a space man. So too, the Zen masters realized that to speak of the mind as a mirror which is
“owned” by the ego and which must be kept pure by the exclusion of all thoughts was, from the
point of view of Zen understanding, sheer nonsense. Such language does not come anywhere
near giving a proper notion of what true insight is. Hui Neng therefore described it in other terms,
in which, of course, he had been anticipated by many centuries in the Mahayana sutras,
particularly the Diamond Sutra.For Hui Neng the central reality in meditation, or indeed in life
itself, is not the empirical ego but that ultimate reality which is at once pure being and pure
awareness which we referred to above as “mind” (h’sin). Because he contrasts it with the
“conscious” empirical self, Hui Neng calls this “ultimate mind” the “Unconscious” (wu nien). (This
is equivalent to the Sanskrit prajna, or wisdom.)It must be said here that the “Unconscious” of
Hui Neng is totally different from the unconscious as it is conceived by modern psychoanalysis.
To confuse these two ideas would be a fatal error. As Bodidharma said, the
“Unconscious” (prajna) is a principle of being and light secretly at work in our conscious mind
making it aware of transcendent reality. But this true awareness is not a matter of the empirical
ego standing back and “having ideas,” “possessing knowledge,” or even “attaining to
insight” (satori). That might be all right in the Cartesian realm of scientific abstraction. But here
we are dealing with the vastly different realm of prajna-wisdom. Hence, what matters now is for
the conscious to realize itself as identified with and illuminated by the Unconscious, in such a
way that there is no longer any division or separation between the two. It is not that the empirical
mind is “absorbed in” prajna, but simply that prajna is, and nothing else has any relevance
except as its manifestation.Indeed, it is not the empirical self which “possesses” prajna- wisdom,
or owns “an unconscious” as one might have a cellar in one’s house. In reality, the conscious
belongs to the transcendental unconscious, is possessed by it, and carries out its work, or it
should do so. Its destiny is to manifest in itself the light of that Being by which it subsists, as a
Christian philosopher might say. It becomes one, as we would say, with God’s own light, and St.
John’s expression, the “light which enlightens every man coming into this world” (John 1:9),
seems to correspond pretty closely to the idea of prajna and of Hui Neng’s “Unconscious.”This
then is what Hui Neng means when he says “mirror wiping” is useless. There is no mirror to be
wiped. What we call “our” mind is only a flickering and transient manifestation of prajna—the



formless and limitless light. We cannot be enlightened by cutting the manifestation off from the
original light and giving it an autonomous existence which it cannot possibly have. Another Zen
master said, characteristically, that there is no enlightenment to be attained and no subject to
attain it. “No one has ever attained it in the past or will ever attain it in the future, for it is beyond
attainability. Thus there is nothing to be thought of except the Unconscious itself. This is called
true thought.” 11 Therefore Bodidharma said, “All the attainments of the Buddhas are really non-
attainments.” 12As long as the empirical ego stands back and imagines itself to be illuminated
by any light whatever, whether its own or beyond itself, and strives to see things in its “own mind”
as in a mirror, it simply affirms itself as distinct from a source outside itself to which it must attain,
because it is “separate” and distant. But in actual fact, Hui Neng says, there is no attainment,
and therefore to busy oneself about seeking a “way” to attainment is pure self-deception. Zen is
not “attained” by mirror-wiping meditation, but by self-forgetfulness in the existential present of
life here and now.This reminds us of St. John of the Cross and his teaching that the “Spiritual
Way” is falsely conceived if it is thought to be a denial of flesh, sense, and vision in order to
arrive at higher spiritual experience. On the contrary, the “dark night of sense” which sets the
house of flesh at rest is at best a serious beginning. The true dark night is that of the spirit, where
the “subject” of all higher forms of vision and intelligence is itself darkened and left in emptiness:
not as a mirror, pure of all impressions, but as a void without knowledge and without any natural
capacity to know the supernatural. It is an error to think that St. John of the Cross teaches denial
of the body and the senses as a way to reach a higher and more secret mystical knowledge. On
the contrary, he teaches that the light of God shines in all emptiness where there is no natural
subject to receive it. To this emptiness there is in reality no definite way. “To enter upon the way is
to leave the way,” for the way itself is emptiness.We are plagued today with the heritage of that
Cartesian self-awareness, which assumed that the empirical ego is the starting point of an
infallible intellectual progress to truth and spirit, more and more refined, abstract, and
immaterial.Now this state of affairs can never be remedied by the empirical ego’s merely going
through gestures of purification and concentration, suppressing thought, creating a void in itself,
sinking into its own essential purity, and so on. This is only another way of affirming itself as an
independent, autonomous possessor now of thought, now of no-thought; now of science, now of
contemplation; now of ideas, now of emptiness. The “emptiness” which the empirical ego strives
to produce in itself by “wiping the mirror” clean of all thoughts is then nothing but a trick. At best it
is bogus mysticism; and at worst, schizophrenia. In any case, it is pure illusion, and it makes true
enlightenment impossible. This is precisely what Zaehner stigmatizes as “individualism” and
“passive mysticism” in its most refined and dangerous sense.VAs Hui Neng saw, it really makes
no difference whatever if external objects are present in the “mirror” of consciousness. There is
no need to exclude or suppress them. Enlightenment does not consist in being without them.
True emptiness in the realization of the underlying prajna-wisdom of the Unconscious is attained
when the light of prajna (the Greek Fathers would say of the “Logos”; Zaehner would say “spirit”
or “pneuma”) breaks through our empirical consciousness and floods with its intelligibility not



only our whole being but all the things that we see and know around us. We are thus
transformed in the prajna light, we “become” that light, which in fact we “are.” We see the light in
everything. In such a situation, the presence of external objects and concepts in our mind is
irrelevant, for our knowledge of them is no longer obtained by thinking about them as objects.
We know them in a vastly different way, as we now know ourselves not in ourselves, not in our
own mind, but in prajna, or, as a Christian would say, in God.This state of “enlightenment” then
has nothing to do with the exclusion of external or material reality, and when it denies the
“existence” of the empirical self and of external objects, this denial is not the denial of their reality
(which is neither affirmed nor denied) but of their relevance insofar as they are isolated in their
own forms. They have become irrelevant because the subject-object relationship that existed
when the empirical self regarded them and cherished its thoughts about them has now been
abolished in the “void.” But this void is by no means a mere negation. It would be more helpful for
Western minds to call it a pure affirmation of the fullness of positive being, though Buddhists
would prefer to stick to their principle, neither affirming nor negating.The void (or the
Unconscious) may be said to have two aspects. First, it simply is what it is. Second, it is realized,
it is aware of itself, and to speak improperly, this awareness (prajna) is “in us,” or, better, we are
“in it.” Here of course the mirror of “mind” is not our mind but the void itself, the Unconscious as
manifest and conscious in us. Hui Neng describes it in the following terms:When the light of
Prajna penetrates the ground nature of consciousness [In this translation, Suzuki is obviously
thinking of Eckhart] it illuminates inside and outside; everything grows transparent and one
recognizes one’s inmost mind. To recognize the inmost mind is emancipation … this means the
realization of the Unconscious (wu nien). What is the Unconscious? It is to see things as they
are and not to become attached to anything … . To be unconscious means to be innocent of the
working of a relative (empirical) mind … . When there is no abiding of thought anywhere on
anything—this is being unbound. This not abiding anywhere is the root of our life.13Prajna,
therefore, is not attained when one reaches a deeper interior center in one’s self (Suzuki’s
translation, “one’s inmost mind,” might be misleading here). It does not consist in “abiding” in a
secret mystical point in one’s own being, but in abiding nowhere in particular, neither in self nor
out of self. It does not consist in self-realization as an affirmation of one’s own limited being, or
as fruition of one’s inner spiritual essence, but on the contrary it is liberated from any need of self-
affirmation and self-realization whatever. In a word, prajna is not self-realization, but realization
pure and simple, beyond subject and object. In such realization, evidently “emptiness” is no
longer opposed to “fullness,” but emptiness and fullness are One. Zero equals infinity.14Another
Zen Master was asked how this enlightenment could be attained.He answered: “Only by seeing
into nothingness.”Disciple: “Nothingness: but is this not something to see?” (I.e., does it not
become an object—the empty mirror, unstained by “thought”?)Master: “Though there is the act
of seeing, the object is not to be designated as something.”Disciple: “If this is not to be
designated as ‘something’ [object], what is the seeing?”Master: “To see where there is no
something [object], this is true seeing, this is eternal seeing.” 15Where there is a “something,” a



limited or defined object, there is less than Act, therefore not “fullness.” Once again, “emptiness”
of all limited forms is the fullness of the One: but the One must never be regarded as an isolated
form. To avoid this temptation, the Zen masters speak always of emptiness.VIIt is impossible to
get a real grasp of Zen if one does not understand the distinction between the two concepts of
“mind” propounded by the Southern School of Hui Neng and the Northern School of Shen Hsiu.
This resolves itself into a real grasp of the difference between the two verses ascribed (at least
by posterity) to the two contestants for the title of Sixth Patriarch.It is possible to misunderstand
the true import of Hui Neng if one is unduly anxious to bring Zen a little closer to conventional
Western ideas of contemplation, so that the Zen experience can be more clearly demonstrated
to be something akin to supernatural mysticism, that is to say, to an “I-Thou” experience of God.
To reconcile Zen with this type of union with God is a very difficult task, because it seems to
involve one, again, in the subject-object relationship which is discarded by the Zen experience of
void. But is it after all necessary to cling to this one viewpoint? Is Martin Buber’s formula
absolutely the only one that validly describes this ultimate spiritual experience? Is a personal
encounter with a personal God limited to an experience of God as “object” of knowledge and
love on the part of a clearly defined, individual, and empirical subject? Or does not the empirical
self vanish in the highest forms of Christian mysticism? It is my opinion that even the
contemplation of the void as described by Hui Neng has definite affinities with well-known
records of Christian mystic experience, but space does not permit us to quote texts here.In any
event, here is how Father Dumoulin describes the “void” and “unconsciousness” of Hui
Neng:The resolving of all opposites in the Void is the basic metaphysical doctrine of the
Diamond Sutra on which Hui Neng founds his teachings. The absence of thoughts which is
achieved in the practice of contemplation by the suppression of all concepts is regarded as the
primal state of mind whose mirror light clings to no concept … The absence of all concepts
indicates that the mind adheres to no object but rather engages in pure mirror activity. This
absolute knowing constitutes the unlimited activity of inexhaustible motion in the motionlessness
of the mind … All objects are cleared away by contemplation of the void, and personal
consciousness is overcome.16It is true that Hui Neng, following the Diamond Sutra, aims at
“resolving all opposites in the void,” and if by “personal consciousness” we mean the self-
awareness of the empirical ego, then it is true that this is “overcome” in the Zen of the Southern
School. Yet it seems to me that the language in which Father Dumoulin describes the Zen of Hui
Neng does not clearly distinguish it from the “mirror wiping” of Shen Hsiu. The reason is that he
speaks, in the passages which I have italicized, of dhyana (Zen, meditation) as a means for
attaining a certain definite state of mind, a “purity” which underlies one’s ordinary thought and
which is recovered, uncovered, or what you will, by “the suppression of all concepts.” This would
be nothing more or less than “wiping the mirror” of primal consciousness clean of conceptual
thought, thus revealing the presence of an inner purity, regarded as a distinct and more
fundamental reality than the “everyday mind.” Thus, according to this view, there would be three
realities to consider: the primal mirror activity of prajna (enlightenment, contemplation, wisdom),



the obscured and erroneous everyday mind in which the mirror is defiled with concepts, and the
dhyana or means by which one passes from the second to the first, by emptying the “mirror” of
concepts. According to this view, which seems to me to be that of Shen Hsiu, there is a definite
objective, a specific state of mind “to be attained”: a state of mirrorlike purity which is
enlightenment. It is the object of striving and self-purification. The individual monk sets himself
this aim, this object, this definitely limited state of consciousness, “pure mirror activity,” and when
he succeeds in attaining it, he is conscious of the fact that he is no longer in that other state, the
“everyday mind,” but is now in a higher and more perfect state, that of absolute purity.As against
this, Hui Neng affirmed that “from the first, not a thing is”; that is to say, the attaining is a non-
attaining, because the “purity” of sunyata is not purity and void considered as an object of
contemplation, but a non-seeing, a non-contemplation, in which precisely it is realized that the
“mirror” or the original mind (of prajna and emptiness) is actually a non-mirror, and “no-mind.”
This apophatic statement is therefore much more forceful and absolute than the cataphatic
positive statement of Shen Hsiu which makes it seem that in the beginning there is a primal
mirror consciousness as a specific object to be brought back to awareness by the suppression
of thought.In a word, for Shen Hsiu, the enlightenment and “seeing” of Zen consists in an
awareness of primal mirrorlike purity, and the “mirror light” of the mind is the basis, or “stand,”
upon which contemplation solidly rests. This “stand” is a “purity” existing as something entirely
apart from and “beyond” the confusion and darkness of the “everyday mind.” It is a primordial
reality to be sought as an objective basis for contemplation. For Hui Neng there is no primal
“object” on which to stand, there is no stand, the “seeing” of Zen is a non-seeing, and as Suzuki
says, describing Hui Neng’s teaching, “The seeing is the result of having nothing to stand on.” 17
Hence, illumination is not a matter of “seeing purity” or “emptiness” as an object which one
contemplates or in which one becomes immersed. It is simply “pure seeing,” beyond subject and
object, and therefore “no-seeing.” Suzuki also admits that Hui Neng does at times use terms that
suggest the other type of Zen, but there are nevertheless texts which formally exclude the “mirror
wiping” of Shen Hsiu. For example:There are some people with the confused notion that the
greatest achievement is to sit quietly with an emptied mind, where not a thought is allowed to be
conceived … .When you cherish the notion of purity and cling to it, you turn purity into falsehood
… Purity has neither form nor shape, and when you claim an achievement by establishing a form
to be known as purity, you obstruct your own self nature and are purity bound.18“Purity” or
“nirvana” or “illumination” is regarded as an objective form by those who make it the object of
“attainment” in meditation, but “when outwardly a man is attracted to form, his inward mind is
disturbed,” even if this “form” is of the highest and most spiritual nature. On the other hand, true
dhyana for Hui Neng consists in living in the midst of “form” and “beings” without being obsessed
by or attached to any of them. What is dhyana then? It is not to be obstructed in all things … it is
not to get attached to “purity.” And “those who recognize an objective world and find their mind
undisturbed are in true dhyana.” It is the exact opposite of Shen Hsiu, for whom peace and
illumination consisted in preferring inner purity to external objects. Hui Neng entirely transcends



the apparent opposition, and his “illumination” is the sure and unshakable experience that this
opposition is illusory.A disciple of Hui Neng, arguing with a representative of the Northern
School on this point of meditation as an essential means to recover an “inner illumination” which
purifies the mind and makes one see into one’s “self-nature” (one’s original nature, or the
“Buddha nature,” prajna), replied:If you speak of an illumination taking place inside and outside,
this is seeing into the mind of error … . This exercising in meditation owes its function ultimately
to an erroneous way of viewing the truth …19In a word, to view the secret inner purity of the
mirror light as a separate entity which can be objectively “sought” and “attained” by meditation is
to imagine something that is not there. “From the first, not a thing is.” There is “nothing there” and
this “nothing” that is there is “sunyata, emptiness, no-mind, the non-objective presence of no-
seeing,” and it seems much more like the todo y nada of St. John of the Cross than the
illuminated inner self of the Neo-Platonists.That is why the Zen masters of Hui Neng’s school
were so insistent on the fact that “Zen is your everyday mind.” If you cannot find the emptiness of
prajna in the very middle of concepts and contradictions, you cannot find it anywhere at all,
because in fact it is nowhere in the first place. For that reason it is foolish to assert that “it is not
in everyday things but in primal mirror activity.” Since it is nowhere, we do not need to leave the
point where we are and seek it somewhere else, but to forget all points as equally irrelevant
because to seek the unlimited in a definite place is to limit it and hence not to find it.This I think is
the chief originality of Southern Chinese Zen, and it must be clearly brought out to distinguish it
from the other forms of contemplation, both Asian and Western. The great merit of Hui Neng’s
Zen is that it liberates the mind from servitude to imagined spiritual states as “objects” which too
easily become hypostatized and turn into idols that obsess and delude the seeker. In this, the
Zen of Hui Neng comes rather close to the Gospels and St. Paul, though on an ontological rather
than on a specifically religious level.VIIThough Father Dumoulin is not sympathetic toward Hui
Neng, he gives us a warmly appreciative picture of the Japanese Zen master Dogen (thirteenth
century), whose enlightenment took place in an austere and severely disciplined Chinese Zen
monastery where meditation was practiced “literally all day and night.
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SUMMER, “Provocative and evocative. Thomas Merton is a favorite writer and thinker since I
read his bestselling memoir Seven Story Mountain years ago. This book is well-written with clear
exposition of the eastern mysticism he examines. I found the chapters on Confucian teachings
and traditions particularly illuminating, although the entire book is written in a thoughtful way,
with reflective insights about how East and West meet up when it comes to mystical pursuits.
There are many provocative and evocative elements in this book for practitioners of
contemplative disciplines. I wouldn't have expected anything less from a Cistercian monk with a
gift for writing. For those less spiritually inclined there's plenty here to gain a better
understanding of the culture and religious traditions that gave rise to contemporary Asia. Will
read this book again and again.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Anything by Thomas Merton us worth reading. After reading .... Anything
by Thomas Merton us worth reading.After reading his books, Gethsemane Abbey in New Haven
KY is on my list of places I need to see.”

T. Vanides, “A Superb Treasure. Thomas Merton engages your mind to the point where one
reading is not enough. The book requires reading over and over to penetrate the depth of
Merton's understanding of his subject matter. His fluid writing is captivating!”

Timothy bob, “over view of many open minded topics. Merton at some of his best. he covers
many topics.”

mdamon, “Thomas Merton always amazing.. Transaction was as scheduled and the book is
amazing and I might add anything dealing with Thomas Merton is a must read.”

Mike Scron-Lee, “Five Stars. Everything was great! Super service!”

arthur j barnes, “Five Stars. Excellent book and it arrived in a timely fashion.”

William O. Davis, “Five Stars. great”

Marcolorenzo, “Very finely considered treatment of Zen Buddhism. Detailed treatment of Zen in
a very considered way treading very gently on all the seemingly insurmounted problems
surrounding any description of Zen Buddhism. Rest of the text is historical discourse on the
classical mystic tradition, includes a good discussion on the crusades.”

Red Robie, “Mystics and Zen masters. Thomas Merton is a well read and scholarly author. In this
book he assimilates some very difficult ideas and presents them in a form which is easily



readable. If you want a good introduction to this subject then you won't do better than this book.”

The book by Thomas Merton has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 52 people have provided feedback.
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