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HAVE you ever indulged in a sort of life-after-death reverie? If you have, then you saw yourself, after you had just died, arise from the grave and walk about the streets, unconcerned with yourself, a disembodied spirit, yet in possession of all your senses and sensibilities, watching life pass by, observing the entire panorama of all things between heaven and earth, a mere spectator of existence and yet enjoying it fully. Imperceptibly you become completely involved in it precisely because you are not personally involved. You have become like a god who walks about dispassionately, or perhaps even compassionately, among the denizens of the earth. You have descended from the Olympus and you are “slumming” among the mortals. Or to return to the original reverie: You have been dead and you are reborn. Your rebirth makes you perceive, taste and enjoy existence in a sort of pristine freshness, so that not only you but the whole world seems miraculously new and reborn. Bunan, one of the Zen masters, expressed it thus : −

“While living

Be a dead man,

Be thoroughly dead−

And behave as you like

And all’s well.” (6, p. 325.)

That is, you ought to live life with the paradox of detachment and intensity, with aloofness and concentration. Only thus will you be able to live fully, to penetrate effortlessly to the very core of existence of each thing, to share its essence and existence which are one, to taste its pure being in the “Eternal Now”. This is in essence the mystical feeling, the mood in Zen Buddhism, and this mood reflects its philosophy, its method, and its way of life.

Disillusionment with the Mechanized World

   The recent interest in Zen Buddhism by the Western world is due to a number of reasons, the most likely one of which is the disillusionment with the mechanized world we live in. The great hopes we had placed in science and in progress seem to have been shattered. The frightful possibilities of an atomic war−the ultimate destruction that threatens the human race−makes man realise how close he lives to the brink of disaster, how he walks about at every moment not with his shadow, but with the shadow of death clinging to him. More than ever he is ready to pause, to take thought and to reflect again upon the ancient questions: “What is the meaning of all this? What is the meaning and purpose of my life? What, if any, is the cosmic sense of things? Is there any relationship between my life and ultimate reality?” More than ever man feels the need for some definite philosophy of life to live by, for some spiritual anchor in the vast turbulent sea of uncertainties that he has been drifting in for lack of vision and direction.

   The contemporary philosophic movements have apparently not been able to give men this broader vision and sense of direction. The problems they discussed were usually of narrow, professional interest. Some of them extol science and the scientific method. But science is a two-edged sword. It can lead to a more abundant material life or it can lead to material destruction. Science does not deal with the uses of science. Value questions−one of which might refer to science itself−are not considered proper material for scientific investigations. They are considered to be too subjective, too “emotive”. The philosophers of “logical analysis” deal mainly with semantics, with words and the meaning and analysis of words. But to the man in search of positive Truth, their sophisticated product, whatever value it may have, looks more like cold and barren speculation.

   Thus many have turned to the mysticism of the East, to Buddhism, especially to Zen Buddhism. But why specially to Zen Buddhism? This is partly because of the recent closer contact with Japan, the mediating work of D.T. Suzuki, the chief exponent of Zen in English, and maybe partly also because of the fascination of the new, the strange, the unknown and the exotic. But undoubtedly the chief attraction to Zen lies in the fact that, in contrast to the more recent Western philosophies, it apparently is a fruitful philosophy since it has to some extent influenced the very life of the Japanese people and has moulded its cultural and artistic expression. Japanese painting, poetry, sculpture and architecture in their delicacy and simplicity of form and content reflect to a considerable degree the mood and thought of Zen. And even some of the applied arts, such as Japanese acting, archery, garden culture and flower arrangement, and the “art” and ceremony of tea drinking have something of the Zen spirit about them.

   Zen is derived from the Mahayana branch of Buddhism, and the very nature of Buddhism is mysticism which in essence is not different from universal mysticism, from Judeo-Christian, Indian, Islamic or the philosophic mysticism of a Plato, Giordano Bruno, Spinoza, or the late Constantin Brunner. And all mysticism has a speculative basis. Hence everywhere meditation is a prime condition. This is because mysticism, which is essentially the union of the mind, the “soul”, the “self” with the all-inclusive One must be able to “see” and experience the one in spite of the many. It needs therefore to differentiate between that which appears, the phenomena of the world, and that which is beyond the veil of all appearances. It tries to distinguish between the world of change and flux and that which persists through all changes and transformations. It must penetrate beyond the ephemeral and transient to the idea of the eternally constant being, the “undifferentiated unity” in H. Stace’s phrase, the Absolute Being underlying all. Mysticism is the union with Absolute Being which is all these phenomena, and yet is none of it, and cannot be exhausted by any infinite number of them. Though seemingly divided into infinite, separate phenomena, it is not divided at all, since being is continuous and suffers no break. In a dialogue between Nagasena and King Milinda, Nagasena says: “It cannot be said that Nirvana is brought about, but neither, that it is not brought about. No more can one say that it is the sight of the eyes, nor in the hearing of the ears, in the smelling of the nose, the tasting of the tongue or the feeling of the body.” Whereupon Milinda replied: “You speak, then, of a thing that is not; you only say that Nirvana is Nirvana, I conclude, therefore, that there is no Nirvana?” But Nagasena answered: “Great King, Nirvana is!” (1, p. 28.)

The Mystic’s Enlightenment
   This experience that Nirvana is, this realisation of the Absolute Being, is the mystic’s Enlightenment, called either Ken-sho or Satori in Zen. Though it has been preceded by contemplation the experience itself is immediate, intuitive, the sudden illumination of one’s innermost being that one is one with the All. This deep intellectual awareness reverberates the be-thinking oneself of one’s absolute essence, as Brunner puts it.

   It is the Enlightenment that marks the beginning of life in Nirvana, the “Everlasting Now”; it is with Satori that one enters the life of Zen. But the technique and the emphasis in Zen is to get Satori directly and immediately, directly from life and things about, rather than by meditation and reflection. This is its mystical strength but also its methodological weakness. The technique, to be sure, does include meditative exercises on certain paradoxes and riddles, called Koans, but these koans are purposely obscure, highly subjective and consequently very vague. They, too, like the things about, are supposed to be experienced directly rather than thought about. “Hakuin held his hand up in the air and told his pupils to listen to the sound it made. What was it like?” (2, p. 40.) The novice to whom such koans are given by the master is discouraged from applying the thought processes he is accustomed to use, and when in his perplexity he asks for some hint as to its deeper meaning he is frequently hit or struck with the master’s staff. These “acts of physical violence. . . are apparently intended as a kind of shock treatment aimed at jolting the aspirant out of his intellectual understanding of the world into the mystical consciousness.” (5, p. 88.)

   Zen, then, differs from classical Buddhism primarily in the technique which discourages thinking and contemplation that conceivably could, in many cases, lead one up the steps of the ladder to the mystical experience. Zen throws away the ladder to begin with. It wants the aspirant to jump or soar up directly to the mystical experience, by the immediate and direct living in things. As Alan Watts puts it somewhat crudely: “Zen does not confuse spirituality with thinking about God while one is peeling potatoes. Zen spirituality is just to peel the potatoes.” Buddha, of course, had stressed the point that the mystical experience is unique and that ordinary thinking and the laws of logic do not apply to it. In spite of his awareness of the limitation and the inadequacy of words, the mystic does use discourse to communicate to others the way and the nature of the mystical insight and experience. “There is no other errand-runner,” says C. Brunner, “between the Spirit and the world, we have no choice but to express ourselves in words. But that precondition, the presupposition in hearing words concerning the spiritual, is that no word carries its worldly meaning.” That is to say “words are to be radically stripped of their actual sense and are to express something non-practical, non-thingly, neither individual nor collective−in short, the non-relative, the utterly unmarked, uncharacterised absolute spiritual. Thou shalt not make images; but each word makes an image”. (1, p. 10.) Then all that we can do is to use words in order “to try to sidle up as closely as possible” to the real spiritual meaning, in order to try the paradoxical method of expressing that which is inexpressible, ineffable.

   It is for this reason that Zen Buddhism tries to go even farther. It tries to do without words and concepts altogether. It would, no doubt, prefer silence as a method of teaching−and many Zen masters, it appears, come very close to this method. The frequent silent gestures repeated by some masters, day after day, show them to be an essential part of the technique. This is also in evidence in Zen-influenced painting and poetry, where a few simple strokes or a few spare words−the rest being emptiness or silence−attempt to capture the essential spirit of the thing. Admirable as this method of expression is for those who have already imbibed the life of Zen, for those who have already “achieved Satori”, it is questionable whether for those who are still striving after truth and the mystical experience this method can be other than most difficult and frustrating. Zen emphasises the short cut. It tries to force through to the mystical experience by way of the direct, immediate sense impressions of concrete things. The monk asks the Master, “How may I enter in the Way?” and the Master, pointing to the mountain spring, responds, “Do you hear the sound of that torrent? There you may enter.” Another time Master and monk are walking upon the mountain and Master asks, “Do you smell the mountain laurel?” “Yes.” “There, I have held nothing back from you.” (4, p. 348.)

The Experience of Concrete Things
   These brief conversations indicate concisely the method of Zen, so strange and puzzling to the Western mind and, we may surmise, equally so, at least initially, to the Eastern mind. Instead of leading one through ever higher and ever more universal conceptions, embracing all the infinite variety of phenomena, to a unified cosmic view of all things, to the view which Spinoza called sub specie aeterni−from which sublime view the mind may feel itself suddenly thrust into the radiant light of the spiritual experience of the One, the Zen master tries to point the way by means of the experience of concrete things: “The sound of the torrent, the smell of the laurel.” But it is the concrete thing which, to begin with, is the very obstacle to the inner experience. And man has been habituated from his birth to look at the world of concrete things in a concrete, unspiritual way. True, the Master wants him to see the same things differently now, in a different way. But the novice does not know how to see, nor what to think. He goes away puzzled, mystified and depressed. The intense, prolonged concentration−without content−on what the Master said may possibly help a very few. But it is doubtful whether the great many monks in the Zen temples get more than a superficial semblance of the mystical experience. Hypocrisy and pretensions and shallow imitations must abound under such a technique of training; and institutionalised ceremonies and rituals add a routine veneer over what is supposed to be a vibrant experience. The short cut may prove to be a long, long way about. The monks may be brooding for years over the particular concrete thing before them or the koan given them, and it is questionable whether many of those can thus attain the Satori they are speaking of. “If I am asked, then,” says Suzuki, “what Zen teaches, I would answer, Zen teaches nothing. Whatever teachings there are in Zen, they come out of one’s own mind. . . Zen wants to have one’s mind free and unobstructed; even the idea of allness or oneness is a stumbling block and a strangling snare. . . Zen perceives or feels, and does not abstract nor meditate. Zen penetrates and is finally lost in the immersion. Meditation, on the other hand, is outspokenly dualistic and consequently inevitably superficial.” (6, pp. 9-12.)

   This fierce rejection of all thought and complete immersion in concrete life is no doubt the tour de force and the ultimate in mysticism, but it is only for the few and for the Westerner hardly a proper method of attaining it, unless like the Zen devotees he chooses to confine himself for a number of years to a secluded monastic life in order to be trained in the Zen way by a Zen master.

Logic and Mysticism
   But there are “many mansions in my Father’s house”. The man of the West need not leave his abode in order to attain to a richer spiritual life. Science and knowledge and logical thinking can even help instead of hindering. Spinoza expressed this beautifully in the Ethics: “The more we understand individual things the more we understand God.” Meditation and reflection and the study of the great philosophies, especially of Plato, Spinoza, and of the recent philosopher, Constantin Brunner, are more likely to be meaningful to us than the Zen technique which ultimately depends on the intimate relationship between disciple and master. Mystical philosophies, however, of both East and West, speak mostly and directly of the end result of philosophy, of the high peaks of the contemplative life, of the spiritual vision in the moments of ecstasy. But to achieve firmness and certitude, to be firmly anchored both in practical and spiritual life one needs not only  the mystical awareness of unity, but also the logical articulation of ideas, the knowledge given by science, conceptualisations that are interrelated and integrated, in short, systematic thought. The final aim ought to be a philosophic structure that is firmly rooted in the realities of life with its lofty spire jutting into the spiritual realm. The way of mysticism, especially Zen Buddhism, is open only to the few−and to some others only at a rare constellation of factors. For the Western man, at any rate, Goethe’s advice is perhaps the most apt: “If you care to proceed to the infinite, explore all ends of finite.”

“Willst du ins Unendliche schreiten

  Geh du ins Endliche nach allen Seiten.”
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