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Bi~Traditional Practice
In the past year the world total of Catholic priests and nuns

who are authorized Zen teachers has grown to at least fourteen, scat-'
tered across Japan, India, the Philippines, Europe and the United
States. The great pioneer of this movement was the late Jesuit Priest
Hugo M. Enomiya-Lassalle, who began Zen practice in 1943 and influ­
enced many other Christians, both lay and clergy, Catholic and Protes­
tant, to commit themselves to the Zen path.

The question which arises for people trained and accom­
plished in two spiritual traditions is: How does one integrate the two
paths?-and-Is it even possible to hold and practice two different
religions? This question is especially acute for those who hold such
diverse and ancient traditions as Zen Buddhism and Catholic Christi­
anity, traditions which are, respectively, Eastern and Western, non­
theist and theist. The topic addressed in this paper follows from this
question: How does a bi-traditional person teach others?

What is presented here is neither an attempt at scholarly
research nor an essay on the specific history or teachings of the two
traditions. It is, rather, a reflection on the author's experience of being
a teacher of both Christian contemplation and Zen Buddhism.

The foundation of inter-disciplinary practice is the recogni­
tion in experience of a resonance between the two traditions. Many
Christians remark, after their first Zen experience, that it is what they
have always been seeking. What is being sought is beyond definition,
not a thing, nor even understanding, but rather a living awareness of
no separation from "Ultimate Reality." However that Reality may be
conceived by the various religious traditions, longing to experience it is
innate in everyone. The direct, non-mediated experience has been the
central focus of Zen in Buddhism and contemplation in Christianity.
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The teaching of contemplation in Western Christianity in the
past six centuries was reserved to the monasteries, and often to obscure
monasteries or those which are, to-day, lost altogether, but this did not
diminish basic spiritual longing. There were many sheep without a
shepherd in those times. In the latter half of our century, pioneers have
arisen who have rediscovered the Christian contemplative tradition.
Some of these pioneers realized that traditional Christianity does not
have a systematic teaching on contemplation, and have discovered that
the techniques of Zen meditation provide a definite way of practice. At
the same time, they have discovered that the teaching of Buddha and
later masters not only does not contradict, but enriches, their insight
into Christian teaching. Above all they have come to appreciate the
vital necessity of having the guidance of an authentic teacher.

Many others, however, still had no way of entering, or' know­
ing about, the Christian contemplative tradition. The way of devo­
tional prayer was no longer satisfactory for such people and many
could no longer honestly accept the literal interpretation of Christian
myth and doctrinal formulae. Leaving Western Christianity behind,
they sought a way of spiritual practice and enlightenment in Eastern
ways, such as Zen Buddhism. Sooner or later most of these people find
that they must deal with their Christianity. Even though they may have
consciously repudiated Christianity, they are still unconsciously
Christian.

James Hillman writes about this fact from the point of view
of depth psychology. What he has to say applies also to depth spiritual­
ity. Replying to a question about Christianity, Hillman says:

I am more worried about the actual shadow of Christianity working in our
mind-sets, in our repressions .... The Christian heritage is constantly at
work, like a vaccine, like a toxin, invisibly inside our feelings and reactions
and ideas....

L.P. We are not practicing Christians .... [ellipsis in original-Ed.] .
J.H. Yes, we are, because we are behaving Christians-we suffer in a Chris­
tian way, we judge in a Christian way. We have to see this or we remain
unconscious, and that means our unconsciousness is primarily
Christianity." I

The role of the bi-traditional teacher is to help free this unconscious­
ness. Seeing through the literalizations of religious imagery and philo­
sophical buddhology or theology is one of the fruits of authentic
enlightenment and mystical vision.

The bi-traditional teacher must be a detoxified human being,
whose authority is an inner, natural authority with no reliance on

outward structures. This inner authority must havc been tested, relined
and confirmed by the teacher's teachers and those who chooscilO
become disciples: when one meets one's true teacher there is intuitiv()
recognition. This is also true of the teacher meeting the true disciplc-;
there is a response to a sense of connection, and safety in each ()thcr'~
presence. ·'Oi'

The connection between teacher and disciple arises also t'l'Oni .

a full recognition of mastery. There must be trust, but not blind Ii\ith,
in the teacher. The point of this special pedagogy cannot be imitlltiqli
or dependency. The teacher seeks to create those conditions in which
the disciple realizes his or her own inner authority. The point is Iibcl'lt:
tion. The teacher seeks freedom, which is the attainment of tme
authority for self and for one's disciples ..

The teachers of Zen and contemplation are not spiritual
directors in the later Western sense, that is to say, they do not conlillli,
ally discuss spiritual states or levels. The role of the teacher is literally
vital, life giving. The teacher "has" nothing to "teach." What the
teacher has is hard work, experience and a lifetime of striving to redi­
rect every, aspect of body, mind and soul to Ultimate Reality (ll1d

discern the Essential Nature of the universe. The teacher presents hir.
or her disce~nment of reality by word and action. What is sought hy tim
disciple is not explanation, counseling, or any kind of dialogue arguing
a point. The teacher is asked for, and is expected to give, what the
Desert Fathers called "the Word of Life."

Formation in Christian contemplation or Zen is done tilCt~10

face. The teacher gives instruction on how to practice, then patiently
waits for the fruition, which may be years in coming. The role of tho
teacher is to be encouraging, giving guidance in the practice, respecth\B
the inevitable transferences from disciples and turning them back Witb

support of their practice. When the disciple's personal expcricIICt~,
comes, the teacher confirms it, and in a continuing relationship 1)~IWI

to clarify and deepen that experience. The relationship is a mastcl~1
disciple relationship of two people engaged in the process of transfor,
mation which underlies learning, and it extends over years. The lop~(~t'
and better one knows another, the less one can say about the sourc(: Or

the living process, because that is the person him or herself, a funda­
mentally insoluble mystery.

The teacher must be shrewd enough to recognize those who'

come only out of curiosity. James Hillman, writing about the intcHbc¢
of pastoral counseling and clinical psychology, says "[c]uriosity
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destroys trust"-and the transformation of consciousness cannot pro­
ceed without trust-and that "[c]uriosity is negative introversion, nar­
rowly introspective rather then openly contemplative.,,2

Dissimilarities
There remain the real differences in expre'ssion and practice

between Buddhism and Christianity. Robert Aitken R6shi has written,
Yamada Koun Roshi used to say that kens"" is simply the Japanese name
for a perennial experience that is not Buddhist or Christian. I agree, but I
find that the cultivation and the application of that experience differ in
Buddhist and Christian practice.3

Zen Buddhism has a long tradition of very specific ways of training,
perhaps the most well-known being the koan. Other very developed
training, practices are the emphasis on sitting meditation (zazen)," the
system of monastic rules (Vinaya) and the ethics of Confucianism.
Along with these are the support of the Buddhist precepts and the
paramitils (virtues, perfections).4 The heart of the practice is the radical
orientation toward enlightenment, direct seeing into one's true nature
and realization of Buddhahood. This way of practice has been refined
over many centuries and is handed on from teacher to disciple in a
specific ritual.

On the other hand, Christianity has no directly comparable
traditional system of training, experience, personalization, and trans­
mission of mystical vision from teacher to disciple. The closest that
Christian tradition comes to the model of the teacher/disciple relation­
ship in Zen is found in the lives of the Desert "Fathers" (Abbas or
Ammas). The hermits of the Egyptian and Syrian deserts in the early
centuries of Christianity usually established their cells near an elder.
They were watched over by the elder and from time to time they
visited him to ask for "a word."

A monk once came to Basil of Caesarea and said, 'Speak a word, Father';
and Basil replied, 'Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart'; and
the monk went away at once. Twenty years later he came back, and said,
'Father, I have struggled to keep your word; now speak another word to
me'; and he said, 'Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thy self; and the monk
returned in obedience to his cell to keep that also.5

The whole process of teaching and learning for these ancients was done
in an atmosphere of radical simplicity, common sense and
experimentation.
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Christian Adaptation of Zen
Christian teachers of contemplation to-day who have trained

in Zen Buddhist practice have adapted the Zen methods so as to supply
the lack, in traditional Christianity, of a systematic instructional style.
Mainly, this involves telling disciples how to "sit." Sitting is done in
the traditional Buddhist lotus position, or in seiza (a Japanese form of
sitting on one's knees, but with the help of the low "prayer benches"
which have become popular amongst Christians), or on hard, straight­
backed chairs. A person then focuses on breathing, counting breaths or
keying a sacred word or sound to the breath.

A Christian contemplative retreat is conducted much like a
Zen sesshin. Participants sit for a total of seven hours daily, and each
person is assigned a task to perform during the retreat such as cooking
or cleaning. Once a day, the teacher makes a general presentation of
Christian contemplative teaching to the group. Three times during the
day, there is an opportunity to see the teacher privately. The Christian
liturgy is offered daily, and the traditional Christian prayers and read­
ings begin the morning and end the evening.

In this way the four elements of sesshin-zazen, teishtJ,
. dokusan, and ritual-have been adapted for Christian retreats. Areas

of experimentation, of course, remain. For instance, the Christian tra­
dition has nothing like the k6an system of Rinzai Zen. Aitken R6shi,
however, has written about the development of such a system:

It is possible to choose... Christian stories for the koans, but this can be
done only with the greatest care. Willigis Jager once gave in interesting
teisho on the words of Jesus at the Last Supper, "This is my body broken
for thee"-and he asked, "What is 'this body?''' At sesshins I led for

Christian a few years ago, I found a few students who distrusted the koan

Mu, so I said to them, ••'In the beginning was the Word'-What is that
Word?" However, I did not try to work up a series of subsequent kl>ans

from the Bible, but simply encouraged the students who were ready to

move along to enter traditional Zen study.

The anthologies which are used in traditional Zen study cover a period of
more than a thousand years... On the other hand, the task of developing a
Christian tradition for Zen study goes back only about twenty years. There

simply has not been time to develop a Christian kl>an system. Hasty
attempts to Japanize the Chinese koans in the Kamakura period did not
work, and this is a good lesson for us. Patiently, little by little. wise masters
working with Christians can, I am sure, develop a Zen tradition using
Christian metaphors. The process must not, however, be hurried.
Meantime, the Christians teaching Zen can draw upon Zen literature for
their inspiration. It follows that they should be as broadly conversant in
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