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About the book

In "Zen and the Birds of Appetite," Thomas Merton, a notable figure known

for integrating Eastern and Western philosophies, embarks on a profound

exploration of Zen wisdom. Merton, who spent much of his life in a Trappist

monastery, presents a collection of essays that not only reflect his deep

spiritual insights but also showcase the humor and paradox inherent in these

traditions. 

He provocatively begins his discourse by asserting that "Zen enriches no

one," prompting a dialogue with the teachings of D.T. Suzuki, a key

proponent of Zen Buddhism in the West. This assertion opens the door to a

deeper inquiry into the relationships between Zen philosophy and

Christianity. Merton draws parallels between the two, demonstrating how

both paths seek to uncover fundamental truths about existence and the search

for meaning. 

As he navigates his reflections, Merton reveals that engaging with Zen does

not dilute his Christian faith; rather, it enhances his understanding of it. He

posits that the essence of Zen is often elusive, teaching that true

comprehension requires a sincere and open heart. Similarly, he suggests that

the eternal truths of Christ are readily available to those who earnestly

pursue them. Through these intimate essays written during the later years of

his life, Merton invites readers to reflect on their own spiritual journeys,
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encouraging a quest for deeper truth transcending doctrinal divides. The

humor, paradox, and joy found within these pages align seamlessly with

Merton's mission: to inspire a rich dialogue between diverse spiritual

traditions, ultimately fostering a greater understanding of the human

experience.
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About the author

Thomas Merton, known as M. Louis in his monastic life, was a significant

figure in American spirituality and social thought during the mid-20th

century. Entering the Trappist Abbey of Gethsemani in December 1941,

Merton dedicated himself to a life of contemplation, writing, and activism.

He was ordained a priest in May 1949 and spent the rest of his life at the

abbey, where he wrote prolifically, authoring over 50 books addressing

spirituality, social justice, and pacifism.

His most famous work, *The Seven Storey Mountain*, is a powerful

autobiography that traces his journey from a troubled youth to a monk,

resonating deeply with readers and making a lasting impact on American

literature. This book, among others, highlights Merton's belief in the

importance of inner spiritual life and social responsibility, embodying the

dual commitment to personal piety and public engagement that characterized

his work.

Merton was also a pioneering figure in interfaith dialogue, recognizing the

need for mutual respect and understanding between different religions. He

engaged in meaningful conversations with Eastern religious leaders, such as

the Dalai Lama and Thich Nhat Hanh, exploring themes of Zen Buddhism,

Confucianism, and Taoism. His efforts to bridge the gap between

Christianity and Eastern philosophies were groundbreaking, enriching
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American religious thought and advancing the discourse on comparative

religion. Through his writings and relationships, Merton encouraged a

deeper understanding of the spiritual paths across cultural divides,

advocating for a more compassionate world.

In summary, Merton's legacy is not only that of a monk and writer but as an

influential thinker who sought to harmonize the wisdom of diverse spiritual

traditions with the urgent call for social justice. His work continues to

inspire those seeking a deeper understanding of faith, peace, and the

interconnectedness of humanity.
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Chapter 1 Summary: The Study of Zen

### The Study of Zen: A Summary

Understanding Zen Through Structure  

Thomas Merton initiates a thoughtful exploration of Zen by questioning if it

can be fully traced and understood through the lens of structural

anthropology. He teases apart the duality of Zen as both a cultural

expression rooted in Buddhism and a practice that transcends rigid

categorizations, suggesting that its true essence may lie beyond conventional

frameworks.

Cultural Context of Zen  

Historically, Zen arises from the fusion of Indian Buddhism and Chinese

philosophical traditions. This amalgamation gives rise to distinct practices

such as meditation methods and the intriguing study of koans—paradoxical

anecdotes or riddles integral to Zen training. Merton draws insightful

comparisons to other faith systems, notably Catholicism, highlighting how

Zen's specific practices divergently reflect broader spiritual themes.

Comparative Analysis of Religions  
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In his analysis, Merton deftly contrasts Zen Buddhism with Catholicism,

identifying both similarities and inherent differences. Central to his

argument is the assertion that while these traditions may be structurally

different, they ultimately guide practitioners toward a common higher truth,

transcending their unique cultural and doctrinal narratives.

Beyond Religious Labels  

Many individuals who practice Zen resist the confinement of its

categorization, believing that strict definitions impinge upon the essence of

the Zen experience. Merton underscores this sentiment through the

perspectives of notable Zen masters, who advocate for understanding Zen as

a formless existence, emphasizing its capacity for transcending traditional

boundaries.

Zen’s Essence and Consciousness  

Zen is articulated as a form of pure consciousness, unhindered by specific

cultural or religious identities, akin to a mirror reflecting reality without

bias. This quality not only allows Zen to traverse various cultural landscapes

but also unveils its universal attributes, suggesting that its truths are

accessible to all.
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Intersections with Christianity  

Merton further strengthens his argument by drawing parallels between Zen

and contemplative practices in Christianity, particularly within mystical

traditions. Here, the abandonment of self and cultural heritage becomes

crucial, as these practices aim for a unified experience with the

divine—reflecting a shared spiritual aspiration.

Union Beyond Structures  

Both Zen and Christian mysticism converge on the idea of unity and

boundless freedom that exists beyond structured religious confines. Merton

notes that in this realm, traditional distinctions lose their potency, revealing

a profound kinship between these spiritual paths despite their outward

differences.

Path to Understanding Zen  

Merton concludes by emphasizing that a genuine understanding of Zen

requires diving beneath its superficial expressions to uncover the essence

that exists beyond fixed definitions. This quest for deeper truths resonates

strongly with the pursuits found in Christian mysticism, echoing the insights

of figures like Meister Eckhart.
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Breaking Through Cultural Shells  

The final exhortation of Merton inspires readers to transcend the symbols of

cultural and religious identities, advocating for the discovery of a shared

essence that unifies rather than divides. This perspective aligns closely with

Zen's approach to grasping truth and consciousness—encouraging

individuals to venture beyond the constraints of structured belief systems to

find what lies at the heart of existence.
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Chapter 2 Summary: New Consciousness

The New Consciousness

Christian Renewal and Openness to Asian Religions  

The modern Christian landscape has been significantly reshaped by a

renewed emphasis on openness, particularly towards Asian religions like

Hinduism and Buddhism. This shift can be traced back to the Second

Vatican Council (Vatican II), which encouraged Christians to recognize and

value the spiritual insights these traditions offer. However, lingering

misconceptions remain among many Christians. While progressive factions

within Christianity advocate for inter-religious dialogues, they frequently

carry biases stemming from secular and Marxist ideologies that portray

religion as generally detrimental.

Christian Prejudices Against Asian Religions  

Skepticism marks the interaction of progressive Christians with Hinduism

and Buddhism, with critiques labeling these traditions as escapist or

life-denying. Such attitudes largely spring from misunderstandings and a

lack of historical context regarding these religions. Though there are those

within Christianity who appreciate the insights offered by these Eastern
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pathways, both conservative and progressive branches often maintain a wary

stance.

The Shift in Christian Consciousness  

An essential debate within the Christian community concerns the evolution

of consciousness over time. Traditionally, it was thought that modern

Christians could tap into the purity of early experiences of faith. However,

recent theological scholarship reveals a significant break from this belief.

Early Christians lived in expectancy of Christ’s return, focused on a vibrant,

Spirit-filled existence rather than on earthly detachment.

Metaphysical vs. Dynamic Consciousness  

The historical trajectory of Christianity shows a shift from a dynamic,

prophetic experience to a more metaphysical understanding that emphasizes

static doctrines. This transition has led contemporary Christians to grapple

with the relevance of ancient mystical experiences in today’s spiritual

context. Critics argue that modern Christianity often prioritizes activism and

social justice, relegating mysticism to the margins of faith practice.

Contemporary Needs and Challenges  

Today’s Christian consciousness largely prioritizes community action and
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engagement with societal challenges, often at the expense of contemplative

traditions. This trend raises critical questions about identity and the holistic

integration of spiritual life with worldly realities. It invites a re-evaluation of

the artificial barriers imposed between the sacred and the secular, suggesting

a need for a more encompassing understanding of spirituality.

Towards a Synthesis of Diverse Experiences  

Rather than viewing mysticism as oppositional to modern existential

experiences, there is an encouragement to explore their potential

coexistence, creating a richer understanding of faith. Dialogue with Eastern

religions can illuminate strategies for overcoming self-centeredness,

fostering a profound and engaging relationship with both faith and daily life.

Concluding Thoughts  

The inquiry into Zen and other Asian religious traditions within a Christian

framework is not intended as an exhaustive thesis but rather as an

exploration of their contemporary significance for Christians. The narrative

acknowledges the potential for fostering mutual understanding and spiritual

growth between Western Christianity and Eastern philosophies, ultimately

enriching the spiritual journey in our modern world.
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Chapter 3 Summary: A Christian Looks at Zen

A Christian Looks at Zen

Introduction to Dr. John C.H. Wu’s Work  

Dr. John C.H. Wu stands out as an interpreter of Zen Buddhism for Western

audiences, uniquely positioned by his dual understanding as both a scholar

of Zen and a Christian. His approach allows him to engage with Zen

teachings deeply, without the need for alignment or reconciliation with

Christian doctrine, offering a fresh perspective on this Eastern philosophy.

The Nature of Zen  

Zen is often seen as enigmatic, occasionally dismissed as irrational or

non-religious. It stands in stark contrast to conventional religious practices

by promoting direct personal experience and awakening rather than focusing

solely on formal beliefs or doctrines. Unlike Christianity, which develops

systematic teachings about God, Zen emphasizes the immediate engagement

with reality and the everyday human experience, highlighting a path to

enlightenment grounded in lived experience.

Comparing Zen and Christian Experience  
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Drawing comparisons between Zen and Christianity can be complicated due

to their fundamentally different philosophical underpinnings. Zen resists

categorization and emphasizes an unmediated access to reality, while

Christianity is built on revelation and doctrinal teachings. Each faith serves

different roles in addressing spiritual inquiries.

Zen as a Unique Approach  

Zen prioritizes a direct experience of life over abstract systematic teachings,

urging individuals to face their existence without relying on established

concepts. In this regard, it diverges significantly from Christianity, which

underscores the importance of doctrine and language in conveying spiritual

truths. This difference reinforces Zen's insistence on personal and immediate

experience as the cornerstone of spiritual understanding.

Experiential Knowledge in Christianity  

Christianity honors personal experience as well, particularly the

transformative union with Christ. Within this mystical dimension, believers

encounter the divine in ways that go beyond mere doctrinal affiliations. The

richness of these experiences adds depth to the Christian faith, akin to Zen's

emphasis on experiential knowledge.
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Potential Common Ground  

Despite their differences, both Buddhist and Christian traditions reveal

significant commonalities, particularly regarding the role of direct

experience. Both emphasize the transformative power of confronting

suffering and the depth of personal experience in shaping an individual’s

spiritual journey.

The Role of Experience in Both Traditions  

The core of both Zen and Christianity is found in the personal experiences of

their adherents. These experiences not only inform how each faith is

practiced but also illustrate the inadequacies of simplistic comparisons

between the two. The depth of engagement with one’s faith reveals a rich

tapestry of spiritual life that extends beyond mere ideological understanding.

Conclusion  

While fully grasping Zen may be elusive for many, exploring its profound

teachings promises to enhance spiritual practice. Zen's insights into the

human condition can serve as a complementary force to Christian teachings,

fostering a return to a straightforward, direct awareness of existence.

Through this exploration, individuals can enrich their spiritual lives and

deepen their understanding of faith across traditions.
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Chapter 4: D.T. Suzuki: The Man and his Work

### D.T. Suzuki: The Man and His Work

Unusual Age and Unusual Men  

In a world fraught with complexity and crisis following World War II,

Daisetz Suzuki emerged as a unique and influential figure. Although he may

not be as universally recognized as luminaries like Albert Einstein or

Mahatma Gandhi, Suzuki's impact on the spiritual and intellectual climate

was profound. His exploration of Zen Buddhism provided a vital resource

for confronting the existential challenges of the era, offering insights that

transcended traditional boundaries.

Suzuki's Impact on Western Thought  

Suzuki's dialogues and writings significantly shaped Western philosophy and

psychology, particularly within the framework of existentialism. He adeptly

navigated the space between cultures, presenting ideas that bridged Eastern

and Western thought. By removing academic jargon and engaging directly

with people, Suzuki opened up authentic lines of communication, drawing

attention to universal truths found in both Eastern and Western spiritual

traditions.
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Personal Encounter with Suzuki  

The author shares a personal anecdote about meeting Suzuki, describing the

encounter as transformative and deeply impactful. This meeting evoked a

sense of belonging and deep respect for Suzuki's representation of the “True

Man,” a revered concept embodying authenticity and wisdom in Asian

philosophy. The simplicity of their discussions contrasted the often

convoluted nature of Buddhist doctrine, emphasizing Suzuki’s existential

perspective over abstract theorization.

Understanding Buddhism Through Suzuki  

Prior to their meeting, the author found Buddhism to be complex and

enigmatic. However, Suzuki's clear and compassionate exposition made the

teachings accessible, revealing an underlying simplicity that connected

deeply with the human experience. Their discussions highlighted universal

themes found across major religions, emphasizing direct engagement with

profound existential questions.

Zen and Christian Mysticism  

Suzuki's insights harmonized with elements of Christian mysticism,

particularly drawing parallels with important figures like Meister Eckhart.
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Despite his assertion that Zen should not be categorized as mysticism due to

potential ambiguity, his ability to connect Zen principles with Western

spiritual philosophies demonstrated the shared wisdom that exists across

these traditions.

Dr. Suzuki's Literary Contribution  

Suzuki's extensive body of work provided the Western world with an

invaluable exploration of Zen thought, marking a significant achievement in

bridging Eastern philosophy with Western understanding. His written

expressions, rich in personal experiences and spiritual insights, have left an

enduring legacy that continues to resonate with readers seeking deeper

comprehension of Zen.

A Steadfast Pursuit of Zen  

The author reflects on Suzuki’s unwavering dedication to Zen themes

throughout his varied works. Each presentation, rather than being redundant,

introduced unique perspectives that showcased Suzuki’s profound spiritual

genius and ability to articulate the core of Zen practice in new and

enlightening ways.

Closing Thoughts on Suzuki's Legacy  
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Daisetz Suzuki's contributions to spirituality have woven a tapestry of

connection between Eastern and Western thought, promoting peace and

understanding in a time of potential division. His life's work stands as a

significant achievement in fostering cross-cultural dialogue and bridging

cultural differences, establishing a lasting impact on the spiritual landscape.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Nishida: A Zen philosopher

NISHIDA: A ZEN PHILOSOPHER

Kitaro Nishida stands as a pivotal figure in Japanese philosophy, drawing

parallels to Jacques Maritain's influence on Catholic thought. Nishida's

work, deeply rooted in Zen Buddhism, resonates with contemporary

audiences, particularly in the West, through its universal quest for unity with

the divine. To fully appreciate Nishida’s philosophy, a fundamental

understanding of Zen, alongside concepts from existential phenomenology,

is beneficial, especially as explored in his notable publication, "A Study of

Good."

Central to Nishida's philosophy is the concept of "pure experience," which

he posits as the core of consciousness, facilitating a profound connection

between the mind and reality. This stands in marked contrast to Descartes'

notion of reflexive thought, which emphasizes individualism. For Nishida,

the unity of subject and object is not an abstract concept but a vibrant

experience filled with spirit and love, essential for grasping the nature of

existence.

Nishida challenges the idea of a fixed personal identity, instead advocating

for a reality that transcends the binary of internal and external. This state of
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being, referred to in Zen as emptiness or suchness, reveals a deeper

 wisdom known as Prajna, which connects individuals to their true

 selves, also known as Buddha nature.

In a notable departure from traditional Buddhist teachings, Nishida’s

philosophy embraces personalism, asserting that the ultimate good is tied

 to personal existence. This may seem contradictory at first, yet he clarifies

that true personhood involves transcending the individual ego to achieve a

union with a higher reality. This fusion represents the aspirational state of

human existence.

Furthermore, Nishida articulates a profound religious demand for a

 personal God, a stance that counters the claims of the solitary ego. Rather

than advocating for a passive state of being, he emphasizes that experiencing

a personal God requires an active engagement with love. His vision of God

melds personal and pantheistic elements, signifying the unity and truth that

underpin the universe.

Ultimately, Nishida’s synthesis of religious, personal, and mystical elements

converges on the themes of love and faith. He posits that the comprehension

of God exists beyond mere analytical reasoning, culminating in the

experience of pure, simple love—a state reminiscent of a child’s heart—that

he identifies as the pinnacle of human happiness and the essence of his
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spiritual philosophy.
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Chapter 6 Summary: Transcendent Experience

Transcendent Experience

Who Has a Transcendent Experience?  

Transcendent experiences, particularly mystical ones, can often be shrouded

in confusion, making it challenging to fully grasp and achieve them. Defined

more nuancedly than just a "peak experience," transcendent experience

represents a profound metaphysical or mystical self-transcendence that

reveals the "Transcendent" or "Absolute." Unlike conventional objects of

experience, this transcendent presence functions as an overarching Subject. 

Achieving transcendent experience involves recognizing one’s role in the

broader tapestry of existence, fostering a deep, loving connection with all

that is. This goes beyond simple immersion in nature or ethical conduct; it

signifies a profound transformation of the experiencing subject itself. Instead

of solely identifying with the individual ego, this experience invites one to

transcend beyond personal identity into a realm of superconsciousness.

Moreover, expressions of transcendent experiences derived from aesthetic or

moral viewpoints can mislead when applied to religious or mystical

disciplines. Traditions like Zen Buddhism, Sufism, and Christian mysticism
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fundamentally challenge the idea of the ego as the sole subject of

experience, pushing us to explore consciousness detached from

individualistic constraints.

Understanding Transcendence in Religious Traditions  

In various religious contexts, transcendent experiences are frequently

conveyed through themes of asceticism and self-emptying rather than

egocentric fulfillment. These traditions prioritize the dissolution of the ego

in favor of achieving a deeper, unified consciousness with the Absolute.

Within Christianity, for instance, the focus shifts from individual selfhood to

the realization of identity through Christ. This transformation underscores

that genuine transcendence is rooted in emptiness and openness to divine

influence.

Buddhism provides a complementary framework, similarly portraying

nirvana as the emptying of the self to engage with the enlightened

Buddha-mind. While both Buddhist enlightenment and the Christian

resurrection echo in their self-emptying principles, they diverge; Buddhism

emphasizes an existential realization, while Christianity highlights a

personal relationship with the divine, which guides its understanding of

transcendence.

The Role of the Ego and Personal Identity  
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Both religious traditions emphasize the necessity of relinquishing the

limiting aspects of the ego to participate in a broader unity or divine

consciousness. Spiritual mentors within these contexts warn against the

temptation of seeking personal acclaim from spiritual experiences,

identifying such desires as significant barriers to authentic realization.

Understanding how the ego interacts with personal identity is crucial for

fostering dialogue between Eastern and Western spiritual practices. The

concept of the metaphysical person, who experiences harmony with the

Ground of Being, sharply contrasts with the empirical ego. True

transcendence arises from a foundation in the absolute, moving beyond the

fragmented perception of selfhood. Achieving unitive wisdom necessitates

transcending the paradox of experiencing being through the lens of a

separated self, recognizing that the act of identifying as a separate 'self' can

obfuscate the true essence of transcendence.
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Chapter 7 Summary: Nirvana

Nirvana: An Overview

Metaphysical Insight in Buddhism  

Buddhism stands out for its focus on metaphysical insight, a core tenet that

transcends traditional classifications of religion. Rather than being defined

by complex doctrines, Buddhism embodies a practical approach to life

centered on compassion and comprehension. The path to enlightenment, or

Nirvana, signifies a union of subject and object, achieved through an

expanded consciousness that shifts perception and understanding.

Dialogue Between Buddhism and Christianity  

The concept of enlightenment in Buddhism opens avenues for meaningful

dialogue with Christian beliefs, especially in areas of mysticism, ethics, and

metaphysics. Ethical parallels can be challenging due to different theological

foundations; however, metaphysical dialogues have been enriched by

thinkers like Gabriel Marcel, indicating potential areas of overlap between

the two spiritual traditions.

The Nature of Nirvana  
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In Western interpretations, Nirvana is often seen as a mere absence or

rejection of the world. Contrary to this misconception, Nirvana embodies a

deep awareness of existence and is an acceptance of being rather than a

denial. Both Buddhism, through the concept of Avidya (ignorance), and

Christianity, with the notion of original sin, address humanity's

disconnection from reality.

The Folly of Desire  

Desire acts as a disruptive force that leads to suffering, hindering one's

ability to attain genuine happiness. The cycle of craving only perpetuates

pain, a theme resonant in both Buddhist and Christian teachings. Nirvana is

misinterpreted when viewed as a lack of experience; instead, it signifies a

profound awakening to love and an authentic engagement with reality.

The Reality of Love and Being  

Nirvana transcends conventional experience, representing the realization that

love is fundamental to both existence and being. Enlightenment is not

something to be possessed but arises from the relinquishment of the ego.

This idea parallels the teachings of Jesus Christ, emphasizing selflessness

and the unity of all beings through love.
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Authenticity and Liberation  

True liberation comes from letting go of desires that confine the self.

Nirvana is not an escape from the world; rather, it encourages an authentic

relationship with reality, where the boundaries between Nirvana and

Samsara (the cycle of birth and rebirth) blur. This perspective promotes an

appreciation for the world as it is, unmarred by desire-driven illusions.

Conclusion  

Both Buddhism and Christianity provide deep reflections on the human

experience and the quest for authentic existence. They call upon individuals

to rise above fragmented conditions through love, awareness, and the pursuit

of wholeness—both with the divine and in relation to the world around

them.
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Chapter 8: Zen in Japanese Art

ZEN IN JAPANESE ART

Japanese art is deeply intertwined with the spiritual dimensions of the

culture, drawing influence from Shinto, Confucianism, and Buddhism. This

artistic expression includes various forms, such as contemplative paintings,

ink drawings, calligraphy, and the ceremonial practice known as the "art of

tea." All these forms are steeped in Zen principles, focusing not merely on

religious aspects but as pathways for spiritual experiences. By transcending

traditional symbols used in worship, contemplative art captures fundamental

truths rooted in mysticism and the divine.

Philosophical Insights

Toshimitsu Hasumi's interpretations of Kitaro Nishida's philosophy

emphasize a fundamental "Nothing" or "Emptiness" as the core of existence,

diverging from Nishida's view of a personal God. This notion resonates with

Buddhist teachings, presenting "Nothing" as a life-enhancing concept that

enriches understanding through Zen and its artistic expressions. Such

insights illustrate beauty as a reflection of the Absolute, merging aesthetic

appreciation with deeper spiritual realities.
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The Role of Art and Spirituality

Zen art transforms the creative process into a meditative exploration that

uncovers primal consciousness, blurring the lines between art, life, and

spirituality. The tea ceremony stands as a quintessential example,

embodying a monastic lifestyle where artistic expression, spiritual practice,

and community converge, culminating in a manifestation of the divine.

Contrary to some Western interpretations that might view the ceremony

merely as social engagement, it is a deeply spiritual event driven by the

values of Harmony, Respect, Purity, and Stillness.

Significance of Wabi

The concept of Wabi reflects a profound appreciation for simplicity and

aesthetic poverty, much like the Cistercian emphasis on minimalism in

architecture. This value encourages individuals to reconnect with a

contemplative, spirituality-rich outlook on life, fostering deeper awareness

and understanding of one’s existence.

Tea Ceremony as Spiritual Experience
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The tea ceremony exemplifies the profound unity among participants, where

the identities of the host and guest dissolve into a collective spiritual

experience. This shared moment fosters an insightful awareness of the

essence of existence, conveyed through poetic expressions that highlight the

harmony between the individual and universal reality, suggesting that true

meaning transcends feelings of separation.

Conclusion and Dialogue Between Traditions

The text draws parallels and distinctions between Buddhist and Christian

traditions, presenting Christianity as the embodiment of God's Incarnation

while framing Zen as a path toward internal enlightenment of the divine,

perceived as "Nothing." This framing invites constructive dialogue between

the two faiths, promoting a space for mutual understanding and respect

through the exploration of spirituality and the divine.
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Chapter 9 Summary: Appendix: Is Buddhism
Life-Denying?

APPENDIX: IS BUDDHISM LIFE-DENYING?

Overview of Common Misconceptions  

In the Western worldview, Buddhism is often mischaracterized as a

philosophy that shuns the material world, labeling it and its inhabitants as

"unreal." This simplistic interpretation views the pursuit of Nirvana—an

ultimate state of liberation—as a negative retreat from existence. Such a

perspective overlooks the rich and nuanced understanding of Buddhist

mindfulness, which is fundamentally rooted in a profound respect for all

forms of life.

Two Aspects of Mindfulness  

At the core of Buddhist practice lie two essential elements of mindfulness:  

1. Understanding Suffering: Meditation serves as a tool to delve into the

 realities of suffering, revealing its complexities and the human experience

surrounding it.  

2. Compassion and Nonviolence: This aspect emphasizes taking active

 steps to alleviate suffering for oneself and others, embodying the principle
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of compassion that Buddhism champions.

The Interdependence of Protection  

Buddhist mindfulness posits that the protection of oneself is inherently

linked to the protection of others. By fostering a sense of compassion and

engaging in non-violent practices through meditation and patience,

practitioners cultivate a harmonious relationship between self-care and care

for others.

Refuting Misconceptions of Suffering in Buddhism  

Critics often label the emphasis on suffering in Buddhist meditation as

overly morbid or self-punishing. However, Buddhist doctrine argues that

recognizing and accepting suffering is crucial for genuine spiritual growth.

This perspective starkly contrasts with superficial optimism that attempts to

bypass the painful realities of life.

Buddhism's Active Engagement with the World  

Rather than advocating for withdrawal from life, Buddhism encourages

confronting and engaging with worldly challenges through a lens of

understanding and compassion. This approach involves embracing both the

joys and struggles of existence as part of the human journey.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


The Body's Role in Meditation  

Contrary to the notion that Buddhism seeks to escape the physical realm, it

actually underscores the significance of bodily awareness. Mastery of the

body is viewed as a prerequisite for achieving mastery over the mind, thus

reinforcing the intrinsic connection between physical presence and mental

clarity within meditation practices.

In summary, Buddhist practices promote a profound reverence for life

through the acknowledgment of suffering, the cultivation of compassion, and

a holistic integration of body and mind during meditation. This

comprehensive view illustrates that Buddhism is not life-denying but rather

life-affirming, encouraging a compassionate engagement with reality.
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Chapter 10 Summary: Wisdom in Emptiness

### WISDOM IN EMPTINESS

#### Prefatory Note

In 1959, after translating "Verba Seniorum," a collection of sayings from the

Desert Fathers, Thomas Merton sought to bridge Eastern and Western

contemplative traditions by engaging in a dialogue with Daisetz T. Suzuki, a

prominent Zen scholar. Their conversation focused on the wisdom found in

both spiritual paths, particularly reflecting on themes of poverty, solitude,

and spiritual simplicity.

#### KNOWLEDGE AND INNOCENCE  

*By Daisetz T. Suzuki*  

In this chapter, Suzuki explores the intricate relationship between morality

and Zen practice, asserting that while Zen transcends traditional moral

frameworks, it does not reject ethical principles. He introduces the concept

of "suchness," which resonates with Christian ideas of innocence, pointing

towards a state where the distinction between good and evil fades, and

practitioners reconnect with their primal essence, devoid of ego.

The discussion emphasizes the importance of balancing moral and ethical

standards with spiritual purity. Suzuki illustrates this through anecdotes of
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Zen monks engaging with their communities, demonstrating that true ethical

understanding grows from disciplined practice. This, he argues, fosters a

sense of responsibility towards others, essential for any viable spiritual path.

#### THE RECOVERY OF PARADISE  

*By Thomas Merton*  

Merton's reflections revolve around the idea of paradise as not merely a

future reward but an attainable state of being here and now. Drawing

inspiration from Russian author Fyodor Dostoevsky, he posits that paradise

is recovered through innocence, purity, and a profound unity with God. He

contrasts this view with Eastern interpretations of emptiness, often seen as a

negation of the self, against Christianity's aim for divine union via love and

grace.

Merton articulates that this journey of purification is crucial, leading to

emotional stability and the readiness to engage in God's transformative

work. He underscores the necessity of integrating both knowledge and

innocence in spiritual growth, suggesting that true liberation arises from

divine love, which surpasses simple adherence to ethical norms.

#### FINAL REMARKS  

*By Daisetz T. Suzuki*  

In his closing thoughts, Suzuki examines the differing perspectives on

emptiness in Zen and Christian mysticism. While Christian mysticism
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emphasizes God as the Creator, Zen fosters a deeper connection to the

essence of the Godhead. He recognizes that both traditions ultimately strive

for a unifying experience with the divine, despite their differing

methodologies and expressions.

#### POSTFACE  

Merton and Suzuki's dialogue enriches the understanding of both Zen and

Christian mysticism, celebrating the shared spiritual terrain that transcends

specific belief systems. Both thinkers advocate for authenticity in spiritual

practice, stressing the necessity of simplicity and purity to cultivate deeper

connections with the divine, ultimately enriching the spiritual journey for

adherents of both traditions.
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Chapter 11 Summary: Postface

### Postface Summary

The Postface of the book serves as a reflective conclusion that guides

 readers through its unconventional structure, which presents essays in

reverse chronological order, including an engaging dialogue with the

influential Zen teacher, D.T. Suzuki, that dates back a decade. Although the

author contemplated revising some of his concluding thoughts from the

dialogue—for fear they could be easily misinterpreted—he ultimately chose

to retain them as a lesson in the complexities of Zen philosophy.

Encouraging Reader's Freedom of Choice, the author invites readers to

 explore the material in a non-linear fashion. For those who start with the

Postface, a reference to the Author’s Note at the beginning is

 recommended for greater context and understanding. 

A central theme arises in the distinction between Zen Intuition and

 Linguistic Analysis. Merton emphasizes that Zen intuition involves

 grasping the essence of reality within everyday life, contrasting sharply with

the analytical deconstruction often applied to language. While both

perspectives seek to avoid mystification, Zen transcends the simplistic,

one-dimensional thinking that predominates in modern, technology-driven
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societies.

The text takes care to address common Misunderstandings of Zen, clarifyi

ng that the philosophy should not be conflated with mere positivism.

Instead, Merton posits that a genuine comprehension of Zen necessitates a

break from societal and cultural conventions. At its core, Zen embodies a

revolutionary change, championing unity and simplicity over dualistic

ideologies.

Merton further elucidates the Experience of Zen through a rich metaphor

 involving mountains and rivers, suggesting that understanding calls for

more than surface-level interpretations of facts. Through this lens, he

illustrates how Western culture is ensnared in a paradox, caught between an

overarching rationality that risks becoming totalitarian and the absurdity of

existence.

Finally, the author underscores the Urgency of Awareness as the spiritual

 essence of Zen. This message challenges individuals to confront the

inherent contradictions of life, presenting a choice between madness and

innocence. Ultimately, Merton advocates for heightened awareness as a

means to navigate the complex spectrum of human experience, leading to

clarity and deeper understanding in an often chaotic world.
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