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How to Teach Zen to Christians?  

  By Ama Samy 

Wie Zen mein Christsein veraendert: Erfahrungen von Zen-Lehrern. 

 M. Seitlinger u. J. Hoecht-Stoehr (Hg.). Herder: Freiburg-Basel-Wien. 2004. 

     I 

The above book presents the experience of Christian zen masters who are 

teaching mostly in the German-speaking countries, Germany, Austria and Switzerland. 

These teachers are men and women, Catholics and Evangelicals, priests and non-priests. 

Many of the contributors first talk about their experience in zen, how it has changed them 

in their Christian faith and experience and also go on to consider theoretical points about 

zen and Christianity and their way of teaching. Some launch immediately into a 

preaching mode; though, one can say that they are speaking from their experiential 

convictions in order to convert and convince the unconverted. 

Instead of enumerating how each author goes about the matter and critiquing each 

one, let me touch in general on some of the main points raised by them. Most of them talk 

about how their God-concept had changed by zen’s radical iconoclastic approach, ‘Kill 

the Buddha if you meet him!’( e.g. 24, 36, 63ff, 115, 126f, 142f.) They say that zen has 

no dogmas, no philosophy and is no religion ( e.g. 32—5, 58—61). They point to zen’s 

objectless meditation: meditation without thoughts or images, munen muso. This 

experience is beyond concepts, thoughts, and images (e.g. 34-5, 60-1). Zen’s stress on 

body and body/breath awareness has been salutary and healing;  and zen’s teaching on 

living in the now has been liberating. Zen leads to the realization of non-duality, 

particularly of God and self, also of world and self, and self and others ( e.g. 33, 41, 64-5, 

128, 166). The personal I-Thou relation of theism is put in question (e.g. 36-37, 61-3). 

Some struggle to show how Christian prayer can be in harmony with zen practice 

(Especially Brantschen, Gyger and Kopp). Some also question all assertions of simple 

non-duality (Gyger, Kopp) and there is a latent theological dispute going on among some 

of them.  

Most point out that zen has only deepened their Christianity and faith. They have 

gained deep insights into the Bible and their Christian religion (e.g.16, 62, 77, 90, 97, 

112, 143); some claim that it was zen which has lead them to discover Christianity’s 

mystics and mysticism. These put great stress on the mystical experience and Meister 

Eckhart is their pre-eminent mystic and model (Particularly with Willigis Jaeger) . Some 

talk of compassion, but rarely touch on ethics and morality and the burning problems of 

evil and destruction in the world (Von Brueck deals with evil, 38-42, but it is quite 

inadequate; further, he throws away  all truth claims of religions as idols, 41-2. Cf  Dupre 

and Metz for a deeper treatment of religion, evil and suffering). Almost all seem to think 

that zen and Christianity can be synthesized, and that the mystical Christianity is the truth 

of zen; that there is one ultimate mystery of which all religions are mirrors, that dogmas 

and symbols and such are only outer garments, and that zen strips them all off to lead into 

the one reality behind them. Almost all talk rather in terms of Christian zen or zen 

Christianity. They seem to be teaching zen as a means to discover the true, mystical 

Christianity according to them.  Some even equate zazen, zen seated meditation, with 

Christian contemplation (Johannes Kopp talks of Zen-Contemplation and Zen-Eucharist). 
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Perhaps one can defend them by saying that they are talking about their experience of zen 

in terms of Christianity. However, they also interpret zen and speak of their way of 

teaching, and they do not mention that zen has to do with zen Buddhism nor do they 

claim to be leading their students into zen in terms of zen Buddhism, except perhaps for 

Stefan Bauberger. 

In an appendix, the co-editor M. Seitlinger, corrects many of the one-sided 

approaches of the Christian zen teachers. The polarities or contradictions of language and 

experience, of one and many, personal and impersonal/transpersonal, dualism and non-

dualism, are some of the major points clarified by the editor and put into proper 

perspective: they are polarities and one side cannot be over-stressed at the expense of the 

other; these polarities obtain both in Christianity and Buddhism/zen. He also points to the 

problem of differing interpretations among zen masters and that of the moral failures of 

some zen masters. He has done a great service; still he does not touch the core problem of 

the inter-religious dimension of Christians doing zen; he actually thinks that zen can be 

inculturated into Christianity (in Introduction, pp.8-9). He points out the inevitable and 

necessary polarities of language and experience, duality and non-duality and such in 

Christian experience and interpretation; but such paradoxes and polarities are not the 

problem as such, though many of the Christian zen teachers seem to be confused and 

confusing these matters. 

In part II below, I offer some critical comments on the way the teachers interpret 

and teach zen in terms of Christianity and Christian mysticism. In part III I propose what 

seems to me to be the right and proper way to go about zen and inter-religious 

relationship. I draw on the ideas of some inter-religious leaders to articulate my approach. 

Zen as well as inter-religious relationship are of vital importance for us today and offer us 

great promise, and mismanaging them will be disastrous in the long run. 

     II 

I would like to say first that the practice of zen among Christians has done a great 

service, it has opened to the Christians their own riches. It has helped them to experience 

the contemplative dimension of Christianity and spirituality, it has freed them from the 

stifling dogmas and institutionalization of Christianity. Many have come back to their 

Christian roots through zen. Zen has helped them to live in the now, to see eternity in a 

grain of sand, to see their life as graced and grounded in mystery. It has also taught them 

to be open to other religions. But the zen taught by the Christian zen masters is 

problematic. 

Zen has helped Christians to appreciate the mystical dimension of Christianity. 

But the problem is that many of the Christian zen teachers take mysticism to be only of 

one kind, that of unity mysticism. There are different kinds of mysticism, whether in 

Christianity or Hinduism or other religions. The Christian Bridal mysticism cannot be 

reduced simply to unity mysticism; the mysticism of St. Ignatius is not the same as that of 

Meister Eckhart. Meister Eckhart is not a typical Christian mystic. He is as much a 

philosopher in the Neoplatonic tradition as a mystic; it means that his teaching owes 

much to his philosophical understanding. Furthermore, he ought to be interpreted in 

orthodox terms rather than in some esoteric Buddhist terms as D. T. Suzuki and company 

do. The mystic is situated in his/her cultural, social, historical context and the mystic’s 

experience is interpreted experience. Christian mysticism flows from Christian Bible, 

liturgy, doctrine and practice. When Karl Rahner talks of the future Christian as a mystic, 
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he is rather thinking in terms of Ignatian Christo-centric spirituality. Rahner is right-- and 

zen can be a grace for us in this-- to call us to God as Mystery that grounds our very 

existence as well as all beings, and to remind us that our life is embraced by the horizon 

of unconditional love and mercy. But zen teachers have to be aware that talk of 

mysticism can lead people to be obsessed with some special experiences. The experience 

of Mystery is manifested rather in self-transcending love, as Rahner puts it, in hoping in a 

hopeless situation, forgiving without acknowledgement, bearing pain patiently, taking up 

the burden of responsibility, facing loneliness and the darkness of death, in selfless 

service and in trustful endurance of life’s seeming meaninglessness. The experience of 

God is most often the experience of the seeming absence of God in the world rather than 

of the symphony of God and of light from light, as Willigis Jeager proclaims (62-3). Here 

one may remember Martin Buber’s criticism of the impersonal unity mysticism as 

inferior to the personal one and as not so healthy either. 

 Further, many teachers seem to confuse non-duality and duality. Johannes Kopp 

spends much of his essay defending dualism; and Willigis Jaeger says that what Jesus is, 

he is that (p. 62): he fails to make the Christian differentiation, that we are what we are by 

grace, whereas Jesus is by nature what he is. Jaeger holds to a nonduality between God, 

self and world, in which the finite, mortal humans and world are dissolved into the 

eternal divinity. Dualism is rather a vague term with varied meanings. But in general, 

dualism proper is ontological dualism: two opposed, co-equal, causal principles as the 

source of  the universe and of existence ( See Ugo Bianchi). All other dualities of 

body/mind, good/bad, subject/object are rather polarities. In Christian vision, God is the 

only author of existence and of the universe; furthermore, God is also the redeemer, 

bringing together enemies and friends, healing the broken and divided world. All 

creatures are in God and at the final consummation of creation, God will be all in all (See 

Miroslav Volf). In zen, dualities are embraced in non-duality, non-duality is not opposed 

to duality. According to the great zen master Dogen, as interpreted by Dogen scholar 

Kim, the freedom flowing from zazen practice is not a matter of transcending our 

polarities/dualities, but of realizing them: “…opposites of dualities are not obliterated or 

even blurred: they are not so much transcended as realized. The absolute freedom in 

question here is that freedom which realizes itself in duality, not apart from it” (Kim, 52-

3). Non-duality in zen refers most often to the existential-phenomenological experience 

of acting immediately and spontaneously without calculating self-reflection, in which 

subject-object duality disappears; this is not peculiar to zen. However, in the ultimate 

level the zen non-duality and the Christian non-duality are not the same. There is a 

relational dimension to Christian vision of ultimate reality, which remains ambiguous or 

questionable in zen. The Heart Sutra, which is recited daily in most zen centres, 

proclaims: form is emptiness and emptiness is form, form is exactly emptiness, emptiness 

exactly form. The Japanese zen philosopher Shin’ichi Hisamatsu’s remark is a reminder 

of this: “Zen’s ‘nonduality’ is not ‘participation.’”  According to him, from the point of 

view of zen, participation implies duality.   

Most people, even zen teachers, do not understand the function of religious 

language. The zen teachers  take language mostly as literal and representational. This is 

only one function of language; religious language is rather expressive, narrative, 

performative, symbolic, paradoxial and metaphoric. Paul Ricoeur talks of first naivete 

and second naivete in religious understanding and language. In the first, people take 
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religious symbols and doctrines as literal truths. After having seen through the symbolic 

and religious meaning of such language, they can in the second phase come to use 

religious language freely and unobstructed. Our zen teachers seem to be stuck in between 

the two naivetes! Truth is not merely a matter of conceptual literalism nor merely 

metaphoric and symbolic. I would like to quote the beautiful words of Simone Weil: 

“When genuine friend of God—such as Eckhart, to my way of thinking—repeat words 

they have heard in secret amidst the silence of union of love, and these words are in 

disagreement with the teaching of the Church, it is simply that the language of the market 

place is not that of the nuptial chamber.” 

Experience and language cannot be separated. Human reality is reality permeated 

with symbols, images, concepts and ideas. We see reality in terms of ‘seeing-as’; ‘seeing-

as’ is the human way of being in the world and experiencing reality. It should be added 

that enlightenment or awakening takes place in language: enlightenment is a metaphoric 

process (See the chapter on metaphoric process in my book, Zen: Awakening to Your 

Original Face). There is no experience without interpretation and language. And without 

religious language, there is no religious or spiritual experience. Many seem to think 

erroneously that zen is beyond all concepts, language and philosophy. Of course, there is 

the reality of being-with-oneself, of consciousness-being-conscious; but this needs to be 

enfolded, validated and authenticated in conscious experiencing-as, or seeing-as. Zen 

awakening is one of affirming the Zen Buddhist vision and way of life. It is through the 

one unique door that one enters into the All. Even in zen there are conflicting 

interpretations of awakening and of the process. This calls one to the need to be rooted in 

a particular zen tradition, community and discipleship. 

One may, perhaps, point to the so-called objectless meditation. This does not 

belong exclusively to zen, it comes rather from yogic tradition and practice. Objectless, 

non-intentional, bare consciousness is our fundamental being-with-oneself. It is our 

ordinary, everyday consciousness, “there is nothing special to it,” as zen masters say; we 

have only to advert to it and learn to abide in it. As such it is beyond methods, doctrines, 

and religions. However, the authentication of such self-presence, as mentioned above, is a 

matter of ‘experiencing-as’; further to appreciate the self-presence and realize this as 

openness to the all and to the Beyond, is a further step in faith, hope and love, and it 

implies a way of seeing and of vision in terms of a particular world-view and religion 

(See below on shikantaza). In zazen all this is rooted in zen tradition and flowers into zen 

vision and way of life. It is meaningless apart from zen tradition and understanding. The 

great zen masters like Rinzai and Dogen and the great Indian advaitic savants like 

Sankara are rooted and grounded in their respective scriptures, sutras and tradition. There 

is in them a tension, a dialectic, between scripture and the beyond-scripture. 

Many talk of transformation of God-image. It is actually a matter of spiritual 

growth and maturity in course of life. But was it necessary to go to zen for this? This only 

shows that they have not gone deep into Christian tradition. There is a long tradition of 

negative theology in Christianity. Even the great scholastic Thomas Aquinas wrote that 

we cannot know what God is, only what he is not (Summa contra gentiles, I c. 14). Karl 

Rahner is a wonderful model, too. It is not necessary to go to the mystics for this, 

ordinary theological understanding is enough.  Again Christian life is not one of getting 

into the so-called mysticism, but being converted from self-centredness to 

God/neighbour. Rarely do the Christian zen teachers talk of conversion. Many people 
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who come to zen, use it in service of their individualism and narcissism, seeking for some 

self-affirming and self-enhancing experiences. The God-centred person, as in the Ignatian 

Exercises, lives grounded in the divine mystery of love and this is shown in the measure 

one becomes self-less and self-giving. As one can see, all that the Christian zen masters 

talk of having attained through zen in their Christian life can be very well attained by 

traditional, or modern, Christian spiritual practices and exercises.  

Further, one has to face the mystery of evil and suffering, brokenness, injustice 

and conflicts in the world, and Christian faith is best seen as answering to these in terms 

of memoria passionis, mortis, et resurrectionis Jesu Christi, as in the theological vision 

of J.-B. Metz. Brian Victoria’s books Zen at War  and Zen War Stories demonstrate that 

Enlightenment is not enough for discerning judgment and action in the world. Evil runs 

through one’s own heart and self-deception is ever-present to the enlightened zen masters 

as well. That is part of the meaning of “no salvation apart from the Church”. What 

sustains and carries one are the community or sangha and its tradition and dialogue of 

discernment in the community. Sadly, the centrality in zen of sangha, the community of 

disciples, as well as of the master-disciple relationship, seems practically to be absent 

from the understanding of zen with these teachers.  

Many also take zen meditation to be non-religious and also as independent of 

Buddhism (e.g. von Brueck, Jaeger, Zell). It is serious mistake. Zen is basically religious 

and it is rooted in Mahayana Buddhism. Many people are allergic to institutional religion, 

though they seek for a religious meaning and sense to their life. But such a religious or 

spiritual dimension can flow only from a religious tradition, vision and faith. Being 

religious means faith, fellowship, discipleship, ethical precepts and the like. The divorce 

of Buddhism from zen stems partly from Sanbo Kyodan school of zen. When Yamada 

Ko’un roshi of this school opened zen to Christians and non-buddhists, it was an act of 

great openness and generosity on his part. But he was unclear about all the ramifications 

and consequences, and could not make clear the demarcations and boundaries. He was 

rather taken up with Westerners and Christian priests and nuns, and as soon as one had 

run through the koan curriculum, he authorized them as zen teachers; and he later 

regretted having authorized some uncritically and indiscriminately but could not undo his 

mistakes. His successors along with the Christian Sanbo Kyodan teachers have further 

muddied the waters. They have in a way made zen into Christian zen or Christianity into 

zen Christianity; or reduce Christianity to zen or reduce zen to Christianity. If the one is 

essentially the other, why do Christians practice zen? Or is it used only as a means to 

deepen their Christianity? Just doing koans and getting the correct answers, without the 

religious dimension, is playing games and manipulating experiences, concepts and ideas. 

The teachers talk of pure experience, free from ideology and dogmas; how can they be 

ignorant of the power games involved in any knowledge and relationship, especially in 

zen koan practice (cf. Foulk,  Hori)? Authentication of zen enlightenment, transmission, 

lineage, master-disciple relationship and all such are not simply matters of truth and its 

validation; they involve relationship of trust, judgements, power and hierarchy; and their 

misuse and abuse are ever present. 

Those who follow the Soto way of “just sitting” may seem to escape all this, but it 

is not so. Just sitting, shikantaza, is a beautiful practice. It gets its meaning only in the 

religious context, otherwise it becomes relaxation and stress-relief, with perhaps some 

healing dimensions. The shikantaza practice is deeply religious. It can be done by 
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Christians as contemplative practice. Then it becomes Christian practice, with only the 

name of zen added to make it something special. Thomas Merton pointed out long ago 

how this practice can be a wonderful Christian practice. He also noted that the Jesuit zen 

historian Heinrich Dumoulin was sympathetic to this form of zen practice since it can be 

practiced by Christians without any problem, but that he was not enthusiastic about the 

Rinzai koan zen. If ‘just sitting’ is done as Christian form of prayer, it is not necessary to 

quote the authority of zen for this. Some of the modern Christian prayer methods such as 

Centering Prayer(Keating) or Mantra Prayer(Freeman) are witness to this.  Zen 

shikantaza is rooted in Soto zen Buddhist tradition. See here the remark of zen historian 

Bielefeldt on  Dogen’s choice of shikantaza: “…for Dogen, no text or set of texts 

determined the orthodox understanding [of shikantaza]; this was done only by the 

enlightenment of the Buddha and the historical continuity of the tradition with that 

enlightenment. This continuity…sustained the life of the true dharma and guaranteed the 

validity of his religion…. In the end the selection of zazen as the one true practice is an 

act of faith in a particular vision of sacred history….In religious terms, then, the act of 

sitting becomes the sign of our faith in the historical reality of the tradition of enlightened 

practice and our acceptance of participation in it” (pp. 168-69). 

All of this adds up to an  indictment that these Christian zen teachers are not true 

to zen, that they are not teaching zen as zen, but using it to further their own agendas. 

They expropriate it to preach their brand of Christianity. They extract some parts of zen, 

idealize them as eternal, non-religious, transcendent truths, then import them back into 

their form of Christianity, discarding the religious roots and frame of zen, uprooting it 

from Buddhism. It is a form of colonialism, or to use another disputed term, 

‘Orientalism.’ That is to say, they see zen through their own glasses and tend to declare 

what true zen is according to them, and interpret Christianity in those terms. These 

Christian zen teachers are caught in the struggle for power and control of the message. Of 

course this does not apply to every Christian who is a zen teacher, but it applies to most 

of them. (It does not mean that the non-christian teachers are better off! Zen as taught in 

the West, whether by Buddhist teachers or by non-Buddhist ones, has many blind-spots 

and lacunae. It is a matter of the depth of Awakening and maturity of the teachers as well 

as the difference of cultures. The Japanese teachers have similar problems, but their being 

embedded in the monastic community and religious tradition makes up for their failures.) 

Can Christians be true zen teachers and masters and teach zen authentically? Let me 

briefly articulate the possibility and the way of doing it. 

   III 

As mentioned already, zen as it has been taught by Christian zen teachers has 

done a great service for Christians. Most people, perhaps, need only this sort of zen 

practice, and they will not be ready or open to the deeper reaches of zen. Sitting in silent 

awareness or doing some koans in order to help open their minds, is good enough for 

them. But if one wants to practice zen seriously, one has to pass over into the realm of 

zen and zen Buddhism.  

The term ‘passing over’ was used first by John Dunne. There are degrees of 

intensity and radicalness in passing over. (Dunne himself does not seem to go far enough 

in this passing over.) ‘Passing over’ takes place in passing over from one culture to 

another, from one way of life to another, from one religion to another. It is a shifting of 

standpoint, a going over to the standpoint of another culture, another way of life, another 
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religion. Passing over leads to a return: it is followed by an equal and opposite process 

we might call ‘coming back,’ coming back to one’s own culture, one’s own way of life, 

one’s own religion; not only with new insights, but self transformed and converted. To 

truly practice zen, one has to pass over into the world and vision of zen and its practice; 

into Mahayana Buddhist tradition, sutras, symbols, rituals, transmission, lineage and so 

on. In passing over one ‘dies’ to one’s own world of meaning, culture and religion, and 

learns to think, feel, imagine and act in terms of the zen world. It must be also said that 

such passing over can truly take place only when one has come to the limits of one’s own 

life-world or religion, when one has come to an impasse in life and faces an abyss of 

darkness and night. In passing over, one lets oneself go into the abyss, and in the falling 

one is redeemed; one is baptised into a new birth and new world of meaning and 

language.  

The vision  and experience of reality and world in terms of zen is not the same as 

those of Christianity. There are similarities, overlaps, and analogues, but still they are not 

the same. Though the two traditions can, in the words of Christopher Brown , “vibrate 

sympathetically—like two distinct strings on an instrument ;”  yet, one must not forget 

that “ Buddhist and Christian characterizations of absolute reality are neither 

contradictory, nor complementary, but simply incommensurable. Their ‘grammars’ 

simply do not correspond” (pp. 188, 186). Ko’un Yamada used to say that tea is tea 

whether you are Christian or Buddhist or atheist, and so also enlightenment is the same 

for all. It is a false analogy. Is the wine and bread in the Christian Eucharist the same to a 

Buddhist, to a Christian and to an atheist? It might taste the same, but the meaning and 

significance are not the same for everyone. Symbols, words, and rituals in one religious 

system cannot be simply taken out of their living context and equated with those of 

another tradition, religion or culture. Thus it is false and misleading to equate zen 

Emptiness with Christian idea of God (e.g.  Jaeger p. 61). Words and concepts in a 

language have meaning in the overall context and use in that language community. One 

has to experience the world and reality in the context and in terms of zen: one has to learn 

to act in the zen way; for there is a surplus of meaning in zen action and words which 

cannot be exhausted in analysis, explanations or word equivalences.  

It is not enough for us to pass over into zen. One has to return to one’s original 

home ground and world. In this return one is the same and not the same. One has been 

transformed and one can now discover new depths and heights in one’s own religion. 

Passing over and returning is not rejecting one’s religion or tradition, nor diminishing or 

denigrating it in comparison to zen. One stands in creative fidelity to one’s own religion. 

There is fidelity but also creativity and openness. There is no more idolatry, there is true 

worship in spirit and truth. One can now move freely in the language and symbols, 

doctrines and rituals of Christianity, in the second naivete of Paul Ricoeur. Of course 

there is the danger for some of losing themselves in the new found religion of zen, taking 

it as the final and absolute truth, or being stuck in cynicism and hyper-criticalness 

towards Christianity or towards zen. This simply shows that they are caught in literalism 

of language and truth as representation. They have not really come to awakening, they are 

not liberated. 

David J. Krieger explains this whole process in terms of communication in three 

phases: Argumentative Discourse, Boundary Discourse and the Discourse of Disclosure. I 

need not go into details of his description, which are finely drawn, except to summarize  
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briefly:  the first is the level of communication within the boundaries of a particular 
life-world horizon, a particular culture or religion. Conversion in this realm is 
confessional conversion: one is converted to one’s own religion or culture, 
becomes more committed to it. It is in terms of common values and common 
“language”, of a common life-world. One deals here in terms of reason, 
persuasion, argumentation and verification, and consensus is validated within 
accepted common criteria. One argues to the reasonableness, validity and 
superiority of one’s way of life or religion. Procedures of verification are 
commonly accepted, there is some detachment and distance in reasoning and 
understanding, there is progressive learning and growth in knowledge, with 
openness to revision and modification. All are invited to participate in this world of 
reason and values. There is a learning from one another. Elements from other 
cultures and religions can be taken and incorporated into one’s religion and 
culture in terms of one’s own religion and culture. It can be called assimilation. It 
happens all the time in history. 

Boundary Discourse happens, on the other hand, when different religions meet 

and confront. They are different  and incompatible life-worlds, different paradigms of 

reality, different stories. As Alsdair MacIntyre points out about ethics, “I can only answer 

the question ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the question ‘Of what story or stories do I 

find myself a part?” Here argumentation and reasoning will not work; for there is no 

consensus on the criteria and meaning. There is a crisis of meaning, the very criteria of 

meaning and validity are called into question. We enter here into the space between life-

worlds, where we are caught between their boundaries; it is clash of life-worlds and 

interpretations. Here one cannot make claims to validity and verification by the criteria of 

one’s own world, or by reason and logic; hence one proclaims absolute truth, presents 

one’s truth as the truth. One proclamation and one revelation is set against another 

proclamation and another revelation. One attempts to convert the other to one’s own 

world-view. Proclamation calls for mission, for prophets and apostles, claiming universal 

truth and salvation. What is needed is not verification by some criteria, but conversion, 

decision, a leap of faith. This was the approach of missionaries , leading to religious and 

cultural polemics. 

The third form of conversion and communication is Discourse of Disclosure. It is 

the in-between space of disclosure between religions and cultures. In this space, life-

world horizons of meaning can genuinely encounter one another. Discourse of Disclosure 

lets the other be the other and presence itself as it is without the imposition of one’s 

categories, expectations and needs. In this space, zen is zen, and Christianity is 

Christianity. It is non-violent openness to the other and letting the other be other. Krieger 

does not talk about passing over and returning; but it is in passing over into the other and 

returning that such a Discourse of Disclosure becomes possible. Further, we come to 

ourselves only by opening ourselves to the other or letting the other enter our hearts and 

minds. Only in our openness to the other does our life become ever creative, open to the 

ever new. In this passing over and returning we realize our selves as boundless openness 

and as embracing all  the world: this is our Self-Realization. “Within the discourse of 

closure, an entity is what it is because it is not other than itself, but within dis-closive 

discourse a thing is what it is because it can be other. Within a discourse of disclosure, 

identity is not constituted by exclusion and repression”( The New Universalism , 151).   
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“….(the self of disclosure) is a medial subject, that is, the medium of communication, the 

place of transformation, the subject of interpretation…..The medial subject is constituted 

by the wisdom of knowing that it does not know ‘who’ it is (docta ignorantia), for it can 

be anything—in fact, it is everything. It is pure transformational potential, pure relation, 

the infinite movement and process of identification, and never its particular and limited 

result. The temporal mode of medial subjectivity is creative presence, the ‘moment’, and 

its spatial mode is dramatic self-distance, that is, the space between the mask and the 

face” (Communication Theory, 350).This way of being and acting is not based on power 

and exclusion but on non-violent love. It is redemptive love of solidarity with the enemy 

and voluntary self-suffering, ahimsa and satyagraha. “A pragmatics of non-violence 

opens up a horizon of encounter and thus carries discourse into the realm where power 

confronts and excludes the other, thereby transforming the violence of exclusion into a 

solidarity from which speech may arise”( The New Universalism, 151). 

In the return to one’s original home ground, or in the Discourse of Disclosure, one 

is both at home and grounded in one’s original home as well as in the other into which 

one has passed over. Or better, one stands in the in-between. Christianity is absolutely 

and fully true, and zen is absolutely and fully true. At the same time, Christianity is being 

transformed by zen and zen is being transformed by Christianity. The heart of 

Christianity is discovered as boundless openness to the other, and so also zen is realized 

as openness to Christianity. But not inter-mixed nor harmonized nor synthesized. Or 

rather, it is the person standing in the in-between who has been transformed and whose 

heart-mind has been opened up as boundless openness. It is not relativism nor pluralism. 

Each is unique, irreplaceable and absolute. Conflicts and contradictions  will still be 

there; but it is a dynamic and creative tension. Christianity embraces all of reality, and 

zen embraces all of reality. It is a divine paradox; there is no use trying to explain in 

clear, logical terms and one has to live in unknowing and mystery. A helpful metaphor 

may be the understanding in physics of the electron now as wave and now as particle. But 

it is in the praxis of passing over and returning that one realizes and lives out the mystery. 

This is the mystery of Christ Jesus. 

I would like to illustrate this dimension of passing over-returning-standing 

inbetween through the life and realization of Swami Abhishiktananda, who struggled all 

through his life in India (1948-73) trying to integrate Christianity and Advaita, the non-

dual spirituality of the Upanishads. Advaita and zen are close and the tension between 

Advaita and Christianity is similar to that between zen and Christianity. Abhishiktananda 

was born (1910) in France as Henri Le Saux, became a Benedictine monk and came to 

India, and established a contemplative centre with another French priest, Jules 

Monchanin, in order to bring about the inculturation of Christianity into Indian culture 

and religion. He was taken up with Hindu Advaitic spirituality, and he interpreted it at 

first as being fulfilled in Christian Trinitarian spirituality. But the more he got into 

Advaita, the more his doubts and questions about such integration surfaced, and he 

underwent a prolonged struggle and suffering. Sometimes he felt that Christianity 

included and was superior to Advaita, sometimes that Advaita included and was superior 

to Christianity. Before his death he had a deep advaitic realization. “After that the tension 

between his two experiences seemed to have disappeared….he accepted the two 

experiences—christian and advaitic—as different and no longer sought to subordinate 

one to the other or see one as being fulfilled by the other. He had two experiences of the 
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absolute in tension….With Abhishiktananda we are before a situation in which it is not 

possible to integrate the other religious experience into one’s own religious framework. 

These are two different experiences. They cannot be subordinated, one to the other, in a 

hierarchical or partial-whole or preparation-fulfillment framework. Their different 

identities have to be respected” (Amaladoss). 

Zen has been a wonderful gift to the Church and to Christians. The depth and 

riches of zen will be realized only if one can pass over into its heart and awaken to the 

Buddha heart-mind. Then one can return to one’s Christianity liberated in joy and 

gratitude. Zen also  receives in the process  the gift of Christ’s grace and light. The zen 

practicing Christian comes to stand in the in-between: he or she is a medial person. This 

is realized only in the praxis of continuous passing over and returning. And the passing 

over and returning makes possible the Discourse of Disclosure, in which reasoning and 

proclamation, argumentation and affirmation, are transformed and rehabilitated.  

If you are a zen master and teach zen, teach zen through and through, though you 

can also use Christian terms or any other terms as helpful devices. When you do Christian 

service, be Christian through and through, though of course you will be able to use zen 

stories and insights for illumination. For people who will not be ready for zen as zen, you 

can of course teach some half-way zen! But when you want to teach zen authentically 

and truly, teach zen as zen, in terms of zen tradition, zen vision and language. Let zen 

awakening be zen awakening and zen realization. Let me end with Abhishiktananda’s 

words: “The best course is still, I think, to hold on even under extreme tension to these 

two forms [Christian experience and advaitin experience] of a unique ‘faith’ until the 

dawn appears” (J. Stuart, p.268). 

 “It is false, absolutely false, to oppose Christianity and Advaita. Yet truth does not reside 

in an impossible synthesis of both but in a surpassing where both remain totally 

themselves.”(Ascent to the Depths of the Heart, p. 441). 
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