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SUMMARY

The Sino-Japanese religious tradition of Chan Buddhism, known in the West by its Japanese name Zen, has been surrounded by both mystique and skepticism in the Western mind. Recently, many controversies have come to the forefront regarding the nature of Zen Buddhism, and our Western interpretation of it. These days, Zen scholars and Zen practitioners are often at odds with each other regarding the true nature of Zen spirituality. This study attempts to elucidate the current controversies around Zen by taking a closer look at our Western self-understanding and relationship to spirituality, as described in the work of the contemporary Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor. Taylor’s findings regarding what it means to be spiritual in our secular age are summarized under the headings of universalization, individualization and psychologization. These headings are subsequently used to critically review the reception of Zen Buddhism in the West. Taylor also identifies several questionable trends in our current approach to spirituality, such as excarnation, a therapeutization of religion, and a neglect of ordinary life. A more inclusive Zen spirituality could help to counterbalance those trends.

Zen Buddhism in the West

Zen
 has exercised a fascination over Western philosophers, theologists, psychologists and spiritual seekers. Since it made its entry in Western culture around 1920, in the writings of the Japanese religious scholar D.T. Suzuki (1870-1966), it has captured the imagination of many. It has been hailed as a universal religion, founded on individual experience rather than conformity to church structures, meditation rather than ritual, critical investigation leading up to ‘the Great Doubt’ rather than belief in religious dogma’s. For many intellectuals, Zen served as a perfect replacement for a Western Christianity that was perceived as outmoded. It was viewed as an exponent of the mystical East, as epitomized in Eugen Herrigel’s Zen in the Art of Archery.

Zen was embraced in the fifties by artists and intellectuals like Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg and Alan Watts, who formed the Beat Zen Generation. The counter revolution of the sixties established Zen as part of the Western spiritual landscape. Japanese Zen masters (roshi’s) came to teach in the West (Yasutani, Maezumi, Shunryu Suzuki, Sasaki), and their Western students became roshi’s as well (Richard Baker, Robert Aitken, Philip Kapleau, Dennis Merzel, Bernie Glassman, Daido Loori). In the seventies and eighties, with the rise of humanistic and transpersonal psychology, Zen became ever more popular. 

But Zen was also approached very critically. Arthur Koestler criticized the deliberate obscurity of the Zen texts in his book The Lotus and the Robot.
 The Japanese novelist Yukio Mishima portrayed the Zen monastery in his novel The Temple of the Golden Pavilion as a power-infested, authoritarian community.
 In line with this critical approach, the Chinese historian Hu Shi approached Zen as merely one religious sect among others, and attempted to describe the Zen tradition within the context of larger political and social developments in the Chinese historical tradition.

In the seventies and eighties, the Japanese Zen scholar Yanagida Seizan introduced a philological approach. Together with Western students, he carefully researched many Zen texts that had been discovered in the early twentieth century in a cave in Dunhuang. Their results led to a questioning of many established Zen myths, and to critical considerations about the nature of the spirituality of Zen. A 1995 publication, Rude Awakenings, stressed the need for a self-understanding of the Zen tradition itself.
 Western Zen priest Brian Victoria published in 1997 Zen at War, documenting nationalism and war crimes by Japanese Zen masters, throwing doubt on the universality of Zen spirituality.

In a recent publication, Steven Heine has attempted to clarify the conflict between these two competing perspectives on Zen. As Heine points out, these days nearly everyone agrees that Zen is generally sorely misunderstood, and in need of clarification.
 Discussion has arisen as to what constitutes the ‘real’ Zen. Heine’s book Zen Skin, Zen Marrow therefore carries the ironical subtitle ‘Will the real Zen Buddhism please stand up?’.

As Heine points out, the Western study of Zen Buddhism has all too often been a reflection of the preoccupations of Western modernity. The critical approach to Zen is part of a reaction to the wider phenomenon of Orientalism, the stereotypical approach of Western scholars to Oriental culture based on thinly disguised, hegemonic agendas.
 Whereas the colonial West has tended to portray the East as generally inferior and degenerate compared to Western civilization, the field of religious studies (more dominated by the temperament and outlook of Romanticism) has often shown a seemingly opposite pattern of thought. The spirituality of the East is considered superior to Western varieties (reverse Orientalism). Those two opposed perspectives are both a gross distortion. ‘Buddhism is seen either as a sublime and quaint form of meditative mysticism, based on mind-purification and self-transformation, or as the hollow shell of a sequestered ancient cult that broods on death and decay yet thrives on monastic political intrigue’.

Elsewhere, I have argued that the conflict between what I called the ‘Romantic’ and the ‘historicist’ Zen reception could be fruitfully approached from a cross-cultural hermeneutical perspective.
 Philosophical hermeneutics, as described in the writings of the German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-2002), does not aim to reach ‘objective’ meanings, but strives after making preconceptions explicit, and making use of them in order to come to a constructive dialogue. A hermeneutical approach to Zen would not so much look for the ‘real Zen’ (whether conceived as a Romantic ineffable truth, or an objective historical narrative) as for what Zen has been and can be to us, Westerners, in the twenty-first century. Our interpretation of Zen cannot but be shaped by our own pre-verbal understandings of what ‘spirituality’ means, and the contexts and conditions within which it is possible for us to have ‘spiritual experiences’.

Heine contributes to such a cross-cultural hermeneutical approach by providing more information about the actual social and political context within which Zen functioned as a religion in Japan. By investigating the actual practice of Zen, ‘Zen on the ground’ rather than relying only on published accounts of doctrine and soteriology, he attempts to elucidate the common self-understanding of the Japanese culture that surrounded Zen. This is surely an important step to a less biased current understanding of Zen. 

The other half of such a hermeneutical investigation would be to bring to light our own common self-understanding out of which we attempt to make sense of ‘Zen’. Let us investigate, therefore, how our various current understandings of Zen have been shaped by our contemporary self-understanding, not taken as a theory of what we are and what spirituality is, but as our lived and sensed understanding that precedes our conscious interpretations. What is the unspoken context within which we think and speak about ‘the spiritual’ in our time and age?
Taylor on secularity

In his latest work, A Secular Age, the contemporary Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor (b. 1931) undertakes a historical analysis of today’s secular society, in order to elucidate what it means to be spiritual in a secular age.
 Although many today seem to agree that we live in a secular age, it is unclear what this secularity exactly entails, and what consequences it has for spirituality. What does it mean to be spiritual in a secular age? Taylor aims to clarify these issues by giving a historical account of the secularization of Western cultural and social orders. He attempts to identify what it means to inhabit a secularized society, and clarify the conditions of the experience of and the search for the spiritual in our current age.

For some people, ‘secularity’ refers to the retreat of religion from public spaces. For others, perhaps most people, the term refers to the falling off of religious belief and practice, especially in Western Europe. Taylor distinguishes, however, a third meaning. Secularity refers, in this perspective, to ‘a move from a society where belief in God is unchallenged and indeed, unproblematic, to one in which it is to be understood to be one option among others, and frequently not the easiest to embrace’.
 Belief in God is no longer axiomatic; there are alternatives. This type of secularity has a major impact on spirituality. It affects ‘the whole context of understanding in which our moral, spiritual or religious experience and search takes place, (...) the implicit, largely unfocussed background of this experience and search’.

One important aspect of the spiritual life, according to Taylor, is a lived experience of a sense of what he calls ‘fullness’: some way in which this life looks good, whole, proper, really being lived as it should. This can be an experience which unsettles and breaks through our ordinary sense of being in the world, or an experience where ‘our highest aspirations and our life energies are somehow lined up, reinforcing each other, instead of producing psychic gridlock’.
 The sense of fullness can be interpreted according to theistic beliefs (Christianity, Judaism, Islam) or in a non-theistic way (Buddhism, Daoism). For theistic believers, the sense is often that fullness comes to them, in the context of a personal relationship with the divine. Non-theistic believers also experience a transcending of the self, opening it out.

These days, the whole background framework in which one approaches the spiritual life has changed. Premodern naive frameworks have given way to a reflective framework. Belief in God is now one option amongst others, for some the most plausible option, for others very implausible. It is this shift in background that Taylor calls the coming of a secular age. This shift is not just a shift in beliefs or creeds, but a shift in terms of experience and sensibility. It determines the context in which our relationship to spirituality takes place. Perhaps some kinds of immediate, naive experiences of fullness are no longer accessible to our modern minds, Taylor suggests: ‘we have moved from a world in which the place of fullness was understood as unproblematically outside of or ‘beyond’ human life, to a conflicted age in which this construal is challenged by others which place it (in a wide range of different ways) ‘within’ human life’.

Secularity, therefore, refers to a new context within which the spiritual life nowadays takes place, which constitutes a shift from premodern naive acknowledgements of the transcendent. Taylor stresses that this is very different from past shifts, where one naive horizon replaced another. 

The rise of secularity

Secularity has often been explained by the fact that science has increasingly refuted and therefore robbed religious belief of its plausibility. In this view, secularity is just an inescapable consequence of the rise of science: religious beliefs are being crowded out by scientific theories. Modern civilization therefore unavoidably results in a ‘death of God’. Taylor disagrees with such explanations, which he labels ‘subtraction stories’: the idea that modern humanity has liberated itself from earlier, confining horizons, illusions, or limitations of knowledge. According to Taylor, secularity is not just the result of a gradual disenchantment. It arose out of a newly invented and constructed self-understanding.
 Taylor stresses that such a self-understanding is not a theory about ourselves but a lived understanding, ‘the construal we just live in, without ever being aware of it as a construal or – for most of us – without ever even formulating it’.
 It should not be taken as a set of beliefs which we entertain about our predicament; rather it is the sensed context in which we develop our beliefs. ‘We have here what Wittgenstein calls a “picture”, a background to our thinking, within whose terms it is carried on, but which is often largely unformulated, and to which we can frequently, just for this reason, imagine no alternative’.

Taylor describes the rise of secularity with an alternative, more complex narrative than the traditional subtraction stories. In the Middle Ages, the world was seen as an enchanted cosmos, which involved a social embeddedness and an acceptance of the order of things. The self was embedded within a social and cosmic order. Gradually, this enchanted cosmos became ‘disenchanted’. Crucial to this process of disenchantment was a ‘great disembedding’: the world came to be seen as constituted by individuals. As a result of the process of disenchantment, the porous, socially oriented self in an enchanted cosmos has given way to a universe of buffered selves and bounded ‘minds’, which have thoughts and feelings situated within them. The Cartesian subject (res cogitans) became strongly separated from the outside world, the body included (res extensa). Mind and world became clearly separated. The subject-object distinction became more and more pronounced.

The new self-understanding as buffered, bounded selves required new inner sources of moral power. During the course of the Enlightenment, one of these new sources proved to be disengaged reason, freeing us from our narrow perspective and allowing us a view of the whole, thereby kindling a desire to serve that whole.
 Science could now pursue objective truths with universal validity (universalization).

As a second development, through the practice of introspection, a rich vocabulary of interiority developed. Man conceived of himself as having inner depths. Even stronger, the depths which were previously located in the cosmos, the enchanted world, were now placed within.
 The spiritual life became a matter of accessing those inner depths (psychologization).

A third development was that in Western societies, a culture of ‘authenticity’ or expressive individualism arose. People are encouraged to discover their own fulfillment. The last half-century is dubbed by Taylor ‘the age of authenticity’. The individuality that already characterized modernity has shifted into a widespread expressive individualism. Each one of us has his or her own way of realizing our humanity, and it is important to find and live out one’s own. Many forms of therapy encourage their clients to find themselves, realize their true self.

In the context of expressive individualism, it is not necessary to embed our search for the sacred in any broader religious framework. Doctrinal issues seem irrelevant. One can only connect with the sacred through passion and deeply felt personal insight. The spiritual as such is no longer intrinsically related to society. The spiritual path becomes a personal search (individualization). 

These three trends of universalization, psychologization and individualization came together in the development of the concept of ‘religious experience’. In order to shield religion from the discoveries of science, a distinction was made between the diverse cultural manifestations of religions, and the universal experiential ground of religion. For the latter aspect, the term ‘religious experience’ was coined. Wayne Proudfoot has argued that the category ‘religious experience’ is of fairly recent origin (early nineteenth century) and that it was ‘motivated in large measure by an interest in freeing religious doctrine and practice from dependence on metaphysical beliefs and ecclesiastical institutions’.
 

As American Zen scholar Robert Sharf points out, investigators of religious or mystical experience usually focus on the qualifiers ‘religious’ or ‘mystical’, whereas the term ‘experience’ is taken as self-evident. ‘The notion that the referent of the term ‘experience’ is self-evident betrays a set of specifically Cartesian assumptions, according to which experience is held to be immediately present to consciousness’.
 

The immanent frame

These days, as a result of the gradual process of disenchantment, we make a distinction between the immanent and the transcendent, the natural and the supernatural. Believers and unbelievers alike accept the concept of ‘nature’ as an independent domain that can be researched by science, and whose working can be systematically understood and explained on its own terms. The spiritual search takes place today within the context of a self-sufficient immanent natural order. This order can be either closed (a naturalistic rejection of the transcendent) or open (as in modern forms of spiritual seeking). Taylor calls this context ‘the immanent frame’. The immanent frame can be ‘spun’ as either open or as closed.
 This spinning is a way of convincing oneself that one’s reading is obvious, compelling, allowing of no demurral.

But our current predicament is even more complicated than a simple battle between the open and closed versions of the immanent frame. Taylor reframes the struggle between the secular and the spiritual as a three-cornered battle:

(1) Secular, exclusive humanists with Enlightenment values who deny transcendence. As a result of centuries of disenchantment, God is dead. Religious beliefs have been rendered superfluous by the discoveries of science. According to some Enlightenment thinkers, the power to reach fullness is located within. Kant would say that as rational agents, we have the power to make the laws by which we live. Feuerbach would add that we project God because of a sense of our inner power which we mistakenly project outside us: secularization would involve re-appropriating this power for ourselves. Exclusive humanism holds an ‘immanence perspective’: it sees our highest goal in terms of a mutual human flourishing, each pursuing his or her own happiness on the basis of assured life and liberty, in a society of mutual benefit.

(2) Anti-humanists who deny and attack the claims of self-sufficient reason. As Taylor puts it, ‘reason by itself is narrow, blind to the demands of fullness, will run on perhaps to destruction, human and ecological’.
 For these postmodern thinkers, the buffered, rational modern self comes under heavy critique. They offer however no alternative strategy for reaching fullness, but stress the irremediable nature of division, the lack of center, and the perpetual absence of fullness. These anti-humanists turn against the values of the Enlightenment, but don’t return to religion or the transcendent. They remain naturalistic. Taylor labels this revolt against secular humanism ‘the immanent-counter-Enlightenment’. Nietzsche is the most influential instigator of this revolt, and in his wake follow Bataille, Foucault and Derrida.

(3) Believers in transcendence. For Taylor, transcendence doesn’t refer in the first place to a belief in the existence of God or a higher reality, but to the sense that there is a good higher than human flourishing, a transformation possible beyond human perfection. Secular humanists are happy living for goals which are purely immanent; they live in a way that takes no account of the transcendent. Believers in transcendence claim that the best life involves our seeking a good which is beyond our individual life, and that it is possible to aspire to a way of life that goes beyond ordinary human flourishing. Taylor calls this, in contrast to the immanence perspective, ‘the transformation perspective’. 

Category (3) includes transcendence-based spirituality, such as Christianity and Buddhism, but also Romanticism. According to Romanticism, our rational mind has to open itself to something deeper and fuller, and these deeper sources lie at least partly within us: our own deepest feelings or instincts. Part of the Romantic tradition is an attempt to return to religion, but without the mistakes of the past. In category (3) a distinction can be made between those for whom the move to secular humanism was just a mistake which needs to be undone (3a), and those who think that secular humanism is a necessary and useful stage on the road to a more mature spirituality (3b).

Between these three corners, alliances shift continuously. (1) and (2) are both anti-spirituality. They both share an immanent emancipation narrative. (2) and (3) share forces against the naive optimism and belief in progress of (1). (1) and (3) are both opposed to the relativism and nihilism of (2).

The actual experience of living within Western modernity, characterized by Taylor as ‘the malaise of modernity’, has spawned all kinds of protest movements against secular humanism. Many people feel pulled two ways, towards openness and towards closure. Some waver between these two perspectives, they stand, like for example William James, ‘in that open space where you can feel the winds pulling you, now to belief, now to unbelief’.
 As Taylor points out, in our current fragmented society the positions are not fixed and stable. Many people change their positions during a lifetime, or between generations, to a greater degree than ever before.
 ‘The whole culture experiences cross pressures, between the draw of the narratives of closed immanence on one side, and the sense of their inadequacy on the other’.

Varieties of spirituality today

The developments within Western modernity have destabilized and rendered virtually unsustainable earlier forms of religious life, but new forms have sprung up.
 For the first time in history, a purely self-sufficient, or exclusive humanism (excluding a transcendent dimension) became a widely available option as an alternative to religion. The rise of such an exclusive humanist alternative to Christian faith led to an ever-widening plurality of spiritual options. 

These days, many are looking for a more direct experience of the sacred, for greater immediacy, spontaneity and spiritual depth. ‘They are seeking a kind of unity and wholeness of the self, a reclaiming of the place of feeling, against the one-sided pre-eminence of reason, and a reclaiming of the body and its pleasures from the inferior and often guilt-ridden place it has been allowed in the disciplined, instrumental identity. The stress is on unity, integrity, holism, individuality; their language often invokes harmony, balance, flow, integrations, being at one, centered’.
 New forms of religious life are therefore more personal, committed, devoted, rather than old religious forms which centered around collective ritual. Current individual spirituality involves self-examination and self-development, ultimately resulting in authenticity.

For many today, ‘religion’ has a negative ring to it, whereas the turn to ‘spirituality’ is seen as a move in the right direction. For example, Heelas and Woodhead present a ‘spiritual revolution claim’ which entails that ‘in the West those forms of religion that tell their followers to live their lives in conformity with external principles to the neglect of the cultivation of their unique subjective lives will be in decline [...] By contrast, those forms of spirituality in the West that help people to live in accordance with the deepest, sacred dimension of their own unique lives can be expected to be growing’.
 

They attempt to account for the movement from religion to spirituality by offering, based on Taylor’s work, a ‘subjectivization thesis’.
 They distinguish life lived according to external expectations (life-as) from life lived according to one’s own inner experience (subjective-life). They use the language of life-as and subjective-life to distinguish between life-as religion and subjective-life spirituality. Religion is bound up with the notion of life-as, whereas spirituality is bound up with subjective-life.
 

Carette and King, on the other hand, evaluate the current turn to spirituality negatively.
 They see the rise of spirituality as the result of a gradual individualization, psychologization, privatization and eventually commercialization of religion. ‘Spirituality’ is in their opinion a term that, in our secular age, is being used in order to avoid uncomfortable associations with transcendence.

The three interrelated trends of universalization, individualization and psychologization of religion come together in William James’s work The Varieties of Religious Experience.
 James distinguishes living religious experience from communal religious life. For James, true religious life is first of all a matter of the individual, not of a community, and second of all, it can be found in individual experience, in feeling. 

In a publication several years earlier to A Secular Age, Taylor critically reflects on James’s work.
 What James fails to recognize, according to Taylor, is that the religious connection between the spiritual practitioner and the divine may be essentially mediated by communal religious life. ‘What James can’t seem to accommodate is the phenomenon of collective religious life, which is not just the result of (individual) religious connections, but which in some way constitutes or is that connection. In other words, he hasn’t got place for a collective connection through a common way of being’.

The emphasis on religion as a matter of personal, inward commitment and devotion is a specifically Western historical development. As Taylor points out, in many non-Western religious traditions this devaluation of the life of collective ritual has not taken place.
 The recent stress on personal religion as more authentic than collective practice, as put forward especially in the work of William James, is central to Western modernity.

Zen within the immanent frame

We can now return to the internal struggles within the Western reception of Zen Buddhism, and interpret them from Taylor’s perspective. First of all, we can recognize the three categories (secular humanists, anti-humanists and believers in transcendence) that Taylor refers to. The original Romantic interpretation of Zen, by Suzuki, Herrigel and others, labeled by Heine as ‘the Traditional Zen Narrative’ (TZN), can be seen as position (3a): those who see secular humanism as a mistake, and want to return to the religious but without the trappings of organized Western religion. They regarded Zen as a universal kind of spirituality that could be practiced regardless of the religious tradition one belonged to, a counterforce to the Western one-sided focus on Cartesian rationality. No small amount of Romanticism and Reverse Orientalism was present in this early embrace of Zen.

The criticisms of Hu Shi, Koestler and Mishima, labeled by Heine as ‘Historical and Cultural Criticism’ (HCC), can be placed in the category of (1): secular humanism. They consider Zen to be a remnant of the past, an authoritarian Buddhist sect that shows all the trappings of organized religion. Initially, much academic Zen scholarschip fell into this category. As Zen scholar Carl Bielefeldt puts it:

The postwar Japanese scholarschip copied by American Zen academics was based on a ‘modernist’ ideal of historical objectivity that sought to rule out of bounds normative judgments about the validity of Zen claims or the authenticity of Zen experience. The question of the inner states of the Zen masters was banished beyond the purview of the responsible historian of the Zen documentary record.

But Zen scholars from recent years can perhaps be placed, not so much in category (1) as in category (2). They operate, like Nietzsche, as ‘masters of suspicion’, deconstructing and unmasking not only the traditional self-understanding of the Zen tradition through genealogical analysis, but also the modernist attempt to reconstruct the objective textual history of Zen ideas. Zen scholars have gone from modernity to postmodernity. But, as could be expected from Taylor’s description of category (2), this does not imply a return to Suzuki’s transcendentalist Zen. On the contrary, as Bielefeldt notes, in postmodern Zen research,

the very suggestion that such [Zen] ideas might express a spiritual experience (let alone a spiritual truth) has come itself to be seen as a reactionary political gesture. If our reintroduction of subjectivity into historical narrative has permitted us to imagine once again the inner states of the Zen masters, we can no longer imagine their enlightened insights but only their mundane motives.

As a result, the religious position of the Zen tradition has become unstable and fragmented in much the same manner as that of its Western religious counterparts. Zen is coming of age, and is fully experiencing the various ‘cross pressures within the immanent frame’ that Taylor has described. Let us take a look at the Western encounter with Zen from the perspectives of universalization, psychologization and individualization.

(1) Universalization – Universal or historic?

When in the beginning of the twentieth century, Suzuki presented Zen Buddhism to the West, he portrayed Zen as a universal contemplative practice, based on a transmission ‘beyond words and letters’ of the original insight of the Buddha. But recent philological studies have emphasized that Zen is one of the most literary of the Buddhist traditions, and have started to interpret the ‘universal’ experience of enlightenment from within cultural and historical contexts. Is Zen a universal religion or merely one of the Buddhist sects?

Bielefeldt has connected what he calls the current ‘Zen wars’ to a fundamental tension within the Zen tradition itself.
 From its very first arrival in China, he says, the Chan movement presented itself as both universal and historic. The myths around its fifth-century founding figure Bodhidharma present him on one hand as an Indian monk, heir to an esoteric understanding of the true Buddhist teachings, handed down in secret by a line of Indian ‘patriarchs’ since the days of the Buddha himself. This committed the Chan movement to a historical vision of the true church with an apostolic succession. On the other hand, Bodhidharma is presented as a revolutionary whose radical message rejected all Buddhist dogma and ritual, and who taught a ‘direct pointing’ at the fact that everybody is by nature spiritually complete, without need of religion.

Therefore, from the very first beginning, Zen’s anti-establishment rhetoric and its message of universal, trans-historical salvation clashed with its deep historical commitments. Everyone possesses the enlightened Buddha mind and needs only to recognize it; yet in order to recognize it, one has to belong to the Zen lineage.

This fundamental tension within the Zen tradition between the timeless and the temporal (or the spiritual and the secular) has broken apart in modern times, and has led to warfare between Zen philosophy and Zen history. The Japanese persecution of Buddhism as a ‘foreign’ religion in the Meiji Restoration (1868-1912), led to the need for Buddhism to define itself as both central to the Japanese national experience, and as international and modern. Therefore, Suzuki presented Zen to the West as a universal way to salvation, free from linguistic and cultural determination. To a Japanese audience, he presented Zen as embodying the essence of Japanese culture.

Suzuki’s influence within Japanese Zen circles has remained limited. As Sharf points out, ‘“professional” Zen monks typically have little regard for university professors and intellectuals who, lacking the appropriate ritual training and institutional credentials (i.e. “dharma transmission”) nonetheless feel free to pontificate on the ‘essence’ of Zen’.

The stress on the universality of the Zen enlightenment experience has lead to a dubious situation with regard to ethical issues. According to the TZN, although Zen spirituality is ‘beyond good and evil’, ultimately the Zen enlightenment experience leads to a benevolent social justice. In line with the universal claims of Zen, all beings are equal because they are all endowed with Buddha nature. The practice of Zen meditation will facilitate the manifestation of this Buddha nature, and therefore lead to world peace and harmony. But as part of its historical claims, Zen has been reconstructed in recent times by its Japanese adherents as a characteristically Japanese spirituality. This has caused it to become caught up in dubious political agenda’s, especially around World War II. Actual Zen practice in Japan has been characterized by social injustice, nationalism and military aggression. HCC critics say that Zen’s radically relativistic position opens the door to antinomian tendencies, and that Zen is badly in need of a social ethic.

(2) Psychologization – The ‘pure experience’ of the Kyoto school

One of the issues in the conflict between the TZN and the HCC concerns the role of experience. According to the TZN, Zen is about realizing the ineffable ‘without relying on words and letters’. But while it on one hand denies the efficacy of language, it makes extensive use of language in its voluminous records collected. According to Koestler, the language of Zen is deliberately opaque and obscure. Or is Zen language a profound soteriological tool for awakening?

The TZN claims that the Zen stories are spiritual technology (in Buddhist terms: upaya, skillful means), intended to lead the Zen practitioner to a direct, unmediated experience of reality beyond the realm of conditioning. This precludes all kinds of mediating objects such as images, symbols, or representation of deities. The ninth-century Chinese Zen master Linji famously admonished his students ‘If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him!’.

In his presentation of Zen to the West, Suzuki was aided by members of the so-called Kyoto school, a group of Japanese philosophers that tried to express Zen Buddhist thought in Western philosophical concepts. The founder of the Kyoto school, Suzuki’s longtime friend Nishida Kitarō (1870-1945), described the Zen enlightenment experience as a ‘pure experience’ beyond the subject-object distinction, in which reality is seen as it really is, undistorted by disturbing emotions, preconceptions and attachments. Nishida’s concept of pure experience was based on his reading of a.o. William James (to which he was introduced by Suzuki). And although Nishida dropped his notion of ‘pure experience’ in his later work, Suzuki adapted it as the central hermeneutical principle in his presentation of Zen to the West.

From a Taylorian perspective, the claim of a ‘pure experience’ can be seen as a response to the cross pressures experienced within the immanent frame. The sense of loss that came with the death of God led to a yearning for authentic religious experience. As Heine comments, ‘Reverse Orientalism, which rejects comparisons with Western spirituality as being somehow beneath the pale of Zen, tends to view Eastern mysticism in a way that inverts – or converts – European Romantic fantasies of an idyllic realm, or at least builds on conceptions of religious experience initially developed by the West’.
 

However, as Taylor notes, our Western notions of experience have a distinctly Cartesian flavor. We

think of ‘experience’ as something subjective, distinct from the object experienced; as something to do with our feelings, distinct from changes in our being: dispositions, orientations, the bent of our lives, etc. (...) This notion of experience, as distinct both from the object and the continuing nature of the subject (experiencer), is quintessentially modern, and springs from the modern philosophy of mind and knowledge which comes down to us from Descartes and other writers of the seventeenth century. We see the influence of this in William James’ work.

Taylor points out that in the Middle Ages, people spoke about their experience of fullness as an immediate experience of power, without making a distinction between their experience and their construal of it. To a (post)modern observer, their interpretation of their experience is one of a possible set of construals, but for themselves, they simply experience reality as it is. Contemporary African thought is another example. The spirit world is not a possible interpretation of their experience: the spirits that surround them are simply there, as an immediate certainty. In our civilization, these forms of immediate certainty have largely eroded.

Therefore, the fascination with and yearning for unmediated religious experience may be more a reflection of modern Western preoccupations than an inherent quality of Zen Buddhism. Sharf claims that the role of ‘experience’ may have been exaggerated in contemporary scholarship on Zen.
 He argues that historical and ethnographic evidence suggests that the privileging of experience may well be traced to twentieth-century Zen reform movements that urged a ‘return’ to Zen meditation (especially the Sanbōkyōdan movement, see below), and that these reforms were profoundly influenced by religious developments in the West.
 Sharf even controversially claims that ‘Zen monastic training in contemporary Japan continues to emphasize physical discipline and ritual competence, while little if any attention is paid to inner experience’.

(3) Individualization – Tthe Zen spirituality of the Sanbōkyōdan

Part of the attraction of Zen for Westerners has been that it offers the individual a way to enlightenment through the practice of zazen (seated meditation). The ‘spiritual technology’ of Zen meditation seems to bypass any needs for ritual or church structures. The Chinese Zen masters from the Tang Dynasty are portrayed as radical iconoclasts, rebelling against any form of collective ritual or other ‘churchy’ distractions. As paradigmatic religious individualists, they were committed to breaking up the religious status quo wherever they encountered it. They were the new spiritual heroes of a modern Western audience that had grown dissatisfied with Christian saints.

Just like Suzuki presented Zen to the West in a way that catered to the Western preoccupation with a universally valid religion, the presenters of Zen as a living spirituality have made use of the Western preference for individuality and authenticity. As Sharf has pointed out, the Western conception of Zen has to a disproportionate extent been influenced by the contemporary Japanese lay reform movement called Sanbōkyōdan (Three Treasures Association).
 This Zen movement, that has no formal connection to the Japanese Rinzai and Sōtō Zen schools, was founded by Yasutani Hakuun (1885-1973) in 1954. Zen teachers in America that originate from this movement include Philip Kapleau, Robert Aitken, Maezumi Taizan, Eido Tai Shimano, and the Jesuit Enomiya-Lasalle. Several Catholic priests have become certified Zen teachers in the Sanbōkyōdan tradition while retaining their Catholic identity. 

The Sanbōkyōdan movement has, according to some of its critics, effectively purged Zen of much of its traditional Buddhist connotations, and advocates a universal Zen spirituality for practitioners of any religious faith that single-mindedly stresses the importance of an experience of enlightenment (kenshō), much more so than traditional Japanese Sōtō or Rinzai Zen schools. And in line with the Western ‘culture of authenticity’, kenshō does not refer to an experience of the transcendent, but to ‘seeing into one’s own nature’. One of the most famous American books on Zen, The Three Pillars of Zen, was introduced by its author Philip Kapleau (a student of Yasutani) as ‘a manual of self-instruction’.
 The book was explicitly designed to enable spiritual seekers without access to a bona fide Zen master to start Zen meditation practice on their own.

The Zen spirituality of the Sanbōkyōdan movement fits very well within the immanent frame of Western culture. This is not altogether surprising, since the movement was a modern innovation, an attempt to reform the Zen tradition in order to make it more compatible with Western modernity. Sharf suggests that it might be more appropriate to classify Sanbōkyōdan, with its disdain for scriptural study and its shrill polemics against the orthodox Rinzai and Sōtō Zen establishment, under the heading of the so-called Japanese New Religions.
 

But in recent times, as the Japanese Zen traditions are being studied more and more within their cultural and historical context, it becomes clear that Zen is more than a do-it-yourself spirituality. A recently published collection on the role of ritual in Zen memorizes how the Beat Generation embraced the antinomian, demythologized and anti-ritualistic spirit of Zen with passion.
 They considered Zen to be an antidote to the rigidity of post-war Western culture. To them, Zen spontaneity was incompatible with religious ritual, which they considered inauthentic, formulaic, repetitive, and incapable of the intense, creative fever of true spiritual experience.
 But the collection of essays shows that collective ritual, often in a supernatural context, has always played a large part in actual Zen practice. Dōgen (1200-1253), the founder of the Japanese Sōtō Zen tradition, gave detailed instructions for a ritualized performance of daily activities until the minutest details. Even the Zen meditation practice should, according to some of Dōgen’s writings, be understood as part of a collective ritual practice. This social embeddedness that we find is, actually, not very different from the social embeddedness in Western premodern religious forms of life. The Zen of radical individualism and iconoclasm, as well as its ‘Rhetoric of immediacy’
 turns out to be a modern Western fiction.

The success of Suzuki and the Sanbōkyōdan movement in the West is not without irony. As Bielefeldt has noted, the Western study of Buddhism in India in the eighteenth and nineteenth century followed a colonial model: the East provided the raw material, which was processed and packaged in the West until the end product was assembled: ‘Indian Buddhism’. But, other than in India, in Japan there were many living Buddhists around. They managed to acquire Western academic technology, reprocessed and repackaged their own Zen Buddhist tradition, and sold it back to the West as genuinely Asian but universally valid. As Bielefeldt puts it, on behalf of the Western Zen scholars,

we alone in Buddhist studies have found ourselves to be at least as much the colonized as the colonizer. [...] (at least until very recently, with the rise of Vipassana and the stardom of the Dalai Lama) we alone have been forced into competition with a living form of Buddhism that has learned to speak for itself in modern philosophical and psychological terms to a modern Western audience.

Towards an inclusive Zen spirituality

Just like Western exclusive humanism, that has generally stressed the autonomy of the individual at the expense of social embeddedness, Western Zen has addressed itself to the individual and his personal experience. We could differentiate between such an ‘exclusive’ Zen spirituality, that distances itself from its religious roots and presents itself to the world as a universal, almost secular ‘spiritual technology’, and a more inclusive Zen spirituality that honors and appropriates the ritual and communal religious aspects of its tradition. Re-appropriating such religious elements that were previously judged to be ‘churchy’ and stifling, can not only lead to such a more inclusive form of Zen spirituality, but can also help to counteract certain problematic trends that Taylor identifies in the modern Western relationship to spirituality.

First of all, Taylor describes a shift towards ‘spiritualization’ at the cost of embodiment in the way in which transformation is viewed in current religious life. ‘We have moved from an era in which religious life was more ‘embodied’, where the presence of the sacred could be enacted in ritual, or seen, felt, touched, walked towards (in pilgrimage); into one which is more ‘in the mind’, where the link with God passes more through our endorsing contested interpretations’.
 He describes this shift as an excarnation. In premodern forms of religious life, our relation to the highest was mediated in embodied form. Today’s culture is very theory-oriented. As Taylor remarks, we tend to live in our heads, trusting our disengaged understandings of our experience.

In the Zen tradition, embodiment plays a very large role. Dōgen makes a distinction between ‘spiritual practice’ and ‘somatic practice’: ‘There are two methods of learning the Buddha Way: learning with the mind and learning with the body. Spiritual practice means learning with all the capabilities of the mind. (...) Somatic practice means learning with the body, and practicing especially with the body of flesh and blood’.
 For Dōgen, somatic practice takes the form of zazen-only (shikan taza), which can be translated as ‘just sitting’, in the complete faith that such sitting practice is not a way to enlightenment, but is enlightenment itself. Meditation practice becomes the ritual embodiment of enlightenment.

Another shift that Taylor describes, connected with the psychologization of religion, is the transfer of many issues which used to be considered moral into a therapeutic register. What was formerly sin is now often seen as sickness.
 What was formerly spiritual transformation, realizing a fullness beyond the level of ordinary human flourishing, is now seen as therapeutic healing. Transcending our humanity becomes realizing our full humanity, but unfortunately often only at a psychological level. While the ‘exclusive’ Zen spirituality has been compared enthusiastically to psychoanalysis and other forms of psychotherapy,
 an inclusive Zen spirituality is compatible with, but not limited to, a therapeutic approach. A promising approach to a mutually beneficial relationship between Zen and psychoanalysis, while keeping in mind that they cover different domains of human functioning, can be found in the work of Barry Magid.

Another trend, indicative of the ‘cross pressures in the immanent frame’ of our time, is the discomfort of many humanists with the ascetic, life-denying character of some forms of spirituality, and their corresponding plea for a reaffirmation of ordinary life. Taylor mentions Martha Nussbaum as an example of someone who warns against attempts to transcend humanity. She sees our desire to transcend our ordinary condition as based upon the unease we experience in our limitations and vulnerability. According to Nussbaum, in such an aspiration, we are forgoing something that makes human life valuable. Moreover, aspiring to transcend ourselves actually damages us. It induces hate in us against our ordinary human desires and neediness. Nussbaum wants us to value the unspectacular, flawed everyday love, between lovers, friends, parents and children, with its routines and labors, partings and reunions, estrangements and returns.
 But, as Taylor notes, such a ‘reaffirmation of ordinary life’ does not imply letting go of all spiritual aspirations. It might still require considerable self-overcoming.

Zen spirituality is very much about fully realizing one’s humanity, rather than attempting to transcend it. ‘Ordinary mind is the Way’, Zen master Nanquan (Jap. Nansen) says in case 19 of the koan collection The Gateless Gate.
 Dōgen speaks about enlightenment not as finally overcoming duality, but as fully realizing it.
 ‘To learn the Buddha Way is to learn one’s self. To learn one’s self is to forget one’s self. To forget one’s self is to be confirmed by all dharmas’.
 In this way, the Zen tradition may be able to offer an immanent form of self-transcendence: not by leaping over ourselves in order to reach some form of fullness beyond us, but by fully uncovering and manifesting the fullness that is already there. Such a fullness may not lie deeply buried within us, as many subjectivization narratives may have us believe, but in our fundamental connection to each other.

Conclusion

During the past century, the image of Zen Buddhism in the West has been largely determined by Western preoccupations, be they Orientalist or Reverse Orientalist in nature. Zen was, very successfully, presented to the West by Japanese religious scholars (Suzuki), philosophers (the Kyoto school) and Zen masters (the Sanbōkyōdan movement) as a universal form of spirituality, aimed at the individual and free of the trappings of organized religion. It was a perfect fit for Westerners who had rejected Christianity but were unwilling to accept the limitations of secular humanism or postmodernism. Zen even contributed to the rise of spirituality in the West.

But as recent research clearly reveals the Reverse Orientalist assumptions in the idealized Western images of Zen, and as the field of Zen studies matures, the collective and ritualistic aspects of Zen are being rediscovered. Far from being a disillusionment, however, such a more inclusive view of the Zen tradition can actually be quite helpful in counterbalancing the current trends of excarnation, therapeutization and neglect of ordinary life. In our secular age, with its cross pressures within the immanent frame, no easy solutions are in sight. But perhaps an inclusive Zen spirituality can help us, at the very least, to continue to stand ‘in that open space where you can feel the winds pulling you, now to belief, now to unbelief’.
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