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      PREFACE

      BY JEAN MOUTTAPA

      To communicate the essence of what he had to transmit ton beauty—a theme that, to him, involved nothing less than the salvation of the world, as Dostoyevsky had once asserted—François Cheng felt the need to take a detour via orality, via the encounter with beings of flesh and blood. His five meditations on beauty in The Way of Beauty were thus shared with a group of friends over the course of five memorable evenings, before being shared with a wide audience through writing.

      Seven years later, at the age of eighty-four, the poet felt almost an urgent need to speak of death. Or in other words of life, since his remarks, at the crossroads of Chinese and Western thought, are inspired by a passionate vision of “open life.” And if he had found beauty too vital, too urgent a theme to make the subject of an academic treatise, what about death! That is why the same progression from oral exchange to writing was so clearly essential.*1

      Thus the present meditations too are born of sharing and marked by the seal of exchange between the poet and his interlocutors. Their readers will find themselves party to that exchange, they will be able to count themselves among the “dear friends” whom the author addresses. They will hear him, at the twilight of his life, truly express himself on a subject that many prefer to avoid. Here he is, baring his heart as perhaps he has never done before and delivering remarks both humble and daring. He does not claim to produce some “message” on the afterlife or to develop a dogmatic rhetoric; rather he attests to a vision.

      A vision that ascends and reverses our perception of human existence, that invites us to contemplate life in the light of our own death—because to be conscious of death, according to Cheng, gives our fate its full meaning again, as an integral part of a great Adventure in becoming.

      Thus, as in The Way of Beauty, here we are in a spiraling way of thought that does not hesitate to circle back to certain themes and words, to question them again more deeply. Nevertheless this way of thought is itself aware of the limits of language, because inevitably the moment arrives when death leaves us without a voice. Thus the need for silence . . . or the poem, which is speech transfigured. That is why the fifth of these meditations assumes the poetic voice, so that beyond death, the song should have the last word.

      JEAN MOUTTAPA is the director of the spiritualities imprint of Albin Michel. As a Christian, he is well-known for his commitment to interreligious dialogue, particularly through his involvement in the Aladdin Project and in actively organizing meetings between Jews and Muslims. He is the author of several books, including Un Arabe face à Auschwitz [An Arab Facing Auschwitz] and Religions en dialogue [Religions in Dialogue]. He also edited A History of Jewish-Muslim Relations: From the Origins to the Present Day, an important encyclopedia translated by Princeton University Press.

    

  
    
      FIRST MEDITATION

      Dear friends, thank you for coming, thank you for filling this welcoming space with your presences. At this previously arranged hour, between day and night, we have gathered together. And beginning from this moment, the language that we share is going to weave a golden thread about us and try to give rise to a truth that can be shared by all.

      Nonetheless, if we think about it, we must admit that we come from afar. Each of us is heir to a long lineage, made up of generations we do not know, and each of us has been determined by inextricable blood ties that we did not choose. Nothing necessitates our desire and ability to be here together, to find some meaning in the simple fact of being together in this place. Isn’t it true that we are lost in the depths of an enigmatic universe where, according to many, pure chance rules? Why is the universe here? We do not know. Why is life here? We do not know. Why are we here? We know nothing, or almost nothing. Once again, according to many, it was by chance that the universe came about one day. At the beginning something extremely dense exploded into billions and billions of shards. Much later it was by chance that on one of those shards life one day appeared. Improbable encounter of a few chemical elements and voilà, it took! Once the process was set in motion, “it” did not stop growing, increasing in volume and complexity, transmitting and transforming itself until the advent of the beings that we call “humans.” What significance do humans have in relationship to the gigantic, that is to say, limitless, existence of the universe? Is the shard on which life appeared greater than a grain of sand in the midst of countless other shards? According to a widely held view, humans will one day be obliterated, life itself will be obliterated, leaving no more trace than a dry crust, without the universe even realizing it. From this perspective isn’t it a little pathetic, even completely ridiculous, for us to take ourselves seriously, for us to gather here this evening and propose to meditate in a scholarly fashion upon death, and therefore upon life?

      But how to deny that, if we are here, it is because this questioning exists and impels us? That it exists is already in itself an indication. If there were absolutely no possible meaning to our existence, the very idea of meaning would never have occurred to us. Whereas we know that humanity has forever pondered the reason for its presence within the universe, this universe it has learned to know a little and to love a lot. We also know that this questioning is all the more fraught because at the same time we know we are mortal. Never letting up, death drives us into our final corner. That is undoubtedly why I have the temerity to present myself before you. I have no particular qualifications for this. A few traits, incredibly banal overall, constitute my identity: I ought to have died young, and I ended up living quite a long time; I spent much time, let us say all my time, reading and writing and above all thinking and meditating; I partake of two cultures located at the two poles of the vast Eurasian continent, different enough to literally tear me apart and to enrich me as well if I can only limit myself to the best parts of both. My words will be marked by this confrontation of a lifetime.

      Let me say now, straight out, that I number among those who locate themselves resolutely in the order of life. For us, life is in no way an epiphenomenon within the extraordinary adventure of the universe. We do not accept the view according to which the universe, being only matter, would have created itself without knowing it, unaware of its own existence from start to finish for those billions of years. In total ignorance of itself, it was supposedly capable of engendering conscious, active beings who, in the space of an infinitesimal time lapse, supposedly saw it, knew it, and loved it, before soon disappearing. As if all that had been for nothing . . . No indeed, we flatly deny this nihilism that has become commonplace today. Of course we grant matter its full value, without which nothing would exist. We also observe its slow evolution and its awakening to life. But for us, from the beginning, the principle of life is contained in the advent of the universe. And the mind, which bears this principle, is not a simple derivative of matter. It partakes of the Origin, and thus of the whole process of the appearance of life, which strikes us with its astounding complexity. Aware of the tragic conditions of our fate, we nevertheless allow life to overwhelm us with all its fathomless depths, its flood of unknown promises, and its indescribable springs of emotion.

      I personally have an additional reason for being among those advocates of life: I came from what used to be called the “third world.” We then formed the tribe of the damned, the eternally broken in body and spirit, bearers of suffering and grief, in such a state of ruin that the least crumb of life was received by us as an unhoped-for gift. As the have-nots we had some motive for vowing infinite love for life: because we had drunk all the bitter dregs of existence, we had also, from time to time, tasted unheard-of delights.

      Thus we, the others, who reject any form of nihilism, acknowledge that we say yes to the order of life. Whatever our education and our convictions, that is where we return in some way to the intuition of the Tao. The Way, that gigantic directed march of the living universe, shows us that a Breath of life, beginning from Nothing, made Everything come about. Like the materialist for whom “there is nothing,” we also speak of Nothing, but this Nothing signifies Everything. That is why, adopting the expression of Lao Tzu, the father of Taoism, we can say that “what is comes from what is not, and what is not contains what is.”

      There we have a mystery that seems to surpass our understanding. Maybe not completely, because on our very modest scale we have a fairly intimate experience of Nothing, by the very fact that we are mortals. Death lets us see for ourselves the incredible process by which Everything topples over into the Nothing. Over the course of our lives, each of us has been confronted up close or at a distance with the deaths of those dear or unknown to us, and on another level, we have “died” many times ourselves. That is what makes us aware of the omnipresence and power of death—individual death and death of the species. But curiously, here again, an intuition also tells us that it is our consciousness of death that makes us see life as an absolute good and the advent of life as a unique adventure that nothing could replace.

      However, before being able to advance one step, our meditation nevertheless hits up against the enigma of death itself, a double enigma: on the one hand, we are not in a position to comprehend the reality of death—no one has ever come back from beyond the fateful boundary to bear witness; on the other hand, neither have we the capacity to imagine concretely an order of life in which death would not exist. We all hope for life to last an eternity, and that hope is wholly legitimate: caught up in an adventure so full of ordeals, we are entitled to aspire to it. But are we really in a position to enjoy an accurate vision of what is called “eternal life”? Do we know by and according to what conditions such an order of life is conceivable? To have even the slightest idea of it would undoubtedly require a far more daring, more arduous effort of the imagination. We will return to it in our last meditation.

      For the time being, let us nevertheless try for a moment to imagine, according to our experience of life here, a form of existence in which beings would be totally unaware of death. Thus they would be there forever, contemporaries forever. Moreover, words like forever and contemporary probably would not exist in their vocabulary, since time, de facto, would be absent from their universe. Everything having been given forever, they would have no idea of dispersal and renewal, much less of transformation or transfiguration. Everything being repeatable and deferrable, they would have no irresistible impulse or irrepressible desire for fulfillment. They would feel no astonishment, no gratitude with regard to existence, perceived by them as a given that would continue indefinitely and never as an unhoped-for, irreplaceable gift.

      Let us go no further in the description of this hypothetical world. Already it has the merit of making us aware of what constitutes the essence of life. A word comes to mind that seems to characterize this notion, the word becoming. Yes, that’s it, life: something that comes about and that becomes. Once it comes about, it enters into the process of becoming. Without becoming, there would be no life; life is life only in becoming. From there we can understand the importance of time. It is in time that this unfolds. As for time, it is precisely the existence of death that has conferred it on us! Life-time-death is an indissociable whole, unless it is rather death-time-life. We can juggle them as we like, but we cannot escape these three concomitant, complicit entities that determine all living phenomena. Because if time seems to us a terrible devourer of lives, it is at the same time the great provider of them. We suffer its hold; that is the price we pay for entering into the process of becoming. That hold is manifest in the unceasing cycles of births and deaths; it establishes the tragic condition of our fate, a condition that could also be the grounds for a certain grandeur.

      The bodily death that is the cause of our anguish and our terror, that in the 
hands of criminals becomes the supreme instrument of Evil—a theme to which we 
will devote another meditation—we discover with alarm is thus necessary to life. 
We discover this either with alarm or with reverence, according to our 
perspective, because death can prove to be the most intimate, most secret, and 
most personal dimension of our existence. It can be that crux of necessity 
around which life is articulated. In this sense, Francis of Assisi’s Canticle of the Creatures is revolutionary for calling bodily death “our sister.” We are thus offered a change in perspective: instead of staring at death in horror from this side of life, perhaps we can integrate death into our vision and imagine life from the other side, from our death. From that position, while we are alive, our orientation and our actions would always be surging toward life.

      Without this reversal, we remain dominated by a closed view according to which, no matter what we do, our life fizzles out with a conclusion that is summed up in one word: nothingness. It follows that we see the unfolding of our life as the prison sentence of one condemned to death, whose execution is deferred but inescapable, or as the course of a car driven by a maniac at breakneck speed until the accident happens, both unforeseen and foreseeable. On the other hand, viewing life beginning from a deep understanding of our death, we enjoy a more open vision to the extent that, exactly in accordance with the process of the origin of life, we are taking part in the great Adventure, and each moment of our life is thus a surge
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