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In Memoriam

Teresita . . . Magus

 

It burns in the void.

Nothing upholds it.

Still it travels.

—Kathleen Raine
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FOREWORD

Zen training has traditionally included two paths that are usually combined but not to be confused: the path of teacher and the path of priest. The path of the Zen teacher is to fully realize, and then to transmit, the unconditional experience that is the essential core of Zen and, I believe, the core of all mystical traditions. One can describe this unconditional experience as the seeing into our deepest natures as human beings and the realizing of the oneness of all life.

The path of the Zen priest is the clerical or liturgical path that celebrates the essential experience of the oneness of all life. The form of this liturgical celebration has evolved over many centuries in the Buddhist culture of China and Japan into traditional expressions of chant, dress, and lifestyle.

Robert Kennedy, already a Catholic priest, has not pursued the path to the Zen Buddhist priesthood, but rather has pursued the path of the lay Zen teacher: he has trained for twenty years with Zen teachers, he has been approved by them, and he has been installed as a Zen teacher himself.

For many years I have been convinced that the Zen experience can be celebrated not only by Buddhists in China and Japan in their liturgies, but also by people of other faiths in their own liturgical forms.

I am pleased to confirm that Robert Kennedy has accom­plished these goals. He has plumbed the depths of the Zen teaching tradition without deviating from the Jesuit path to which he committed himself as a young man. He has celebrated the Catholic liturgy for us in the Zen Center in a manner that leads the participants to deepen their contemplative life. And he has written this book to help his readers undergo the process of spiritual alchemy that he so lucidly describes in these pages.

Having seen to the completion of his Zen training, I have fully entrusted him with the teaching of the White Plum lineage transmitted to me by my own teacher, the Venerable Taizan Maezumi Roshi.

On behalf of this lineage, I feel greatly honored to have been able to help Robert Kennedy along the Zen path, and I look forward with excitement to see how his unique expression of the Dharma will manifest itself within the Catholic tradition.

I have given Robert Kennedy the name Jinsen, meaning the fountain of God or that place where God springs up in the world to be a source of light and peace to all. May this name be fulfilled in him in the years to come.


Bernard Tetsugen Glassman

Abbot of the Zen Center of New York


Preface

My journey will be familiar to all who remember the pre-Vatican II Catholic Church. I was born in an Irish-Catholic ghetto in Brooklyn, New York, to a devout family, and was educated by nuns and priests. And so it will come as no surprise that on graduating from a Jesuit high school, I immediately joined the Jesuits and vowed to stay there.

No one familiar with the style of pre-Vatican II religious life will be surprised that I volunteered to go to Japan to bring the Roman Catholic Church to the Japanese people. And there, after several years of language study, English teaching, baseball coaching, and pre-Vatican II theology, I was ordained a priest in Tokyo by Cardinal Doi in March 1965.

The ordination took place in the teeth of the wind of Vatican II that blew away the form of the Catholic Church as I knew it. A sudden sea change should not frighten a sailor, but I was not one of those forward-looking Jesuits who knew what was wrong with the Church, nor did I delight in the upheaval that followed the Council. My temperament and training and my relative isolation in Japan on the fringe of the Church led me to cling to the only form of Catholic life I knew. I tried to be faithful to what I was taught, but finally the dike had more holes than I had fingers, and the flood of changes in my life swept away my old religious certitudes. Most painfully, I lost my way in prayer. The precious words and images and the stately liturgy that had sustained me for so long suddenly froze on my lips and in my heart. What a blessing that was, though I didn’t know it then.

And so, washed up on the beach with little saved from my religious shipwreck, I looked about for a fresh start. I completed doctoral studies in theology at the University of Ottawa. I entered a psychoanalytic training institute in New York City and asked only that my training analyst be Jewish. I also returned to Japan during a sabbatical year in 1976. This time I was not a missionary but a pilgrim, and I sought out those fellow Jesuits who were working and dialoguing with Zen Buddhist masters. I wanted to meet and pray with those Zen masters who were revered for their depth of insight and discernment. How ironic it was that in my attempt to put a firm foundation under my religious life, I turned to a wisdom tradition that knew that there was no firm foundation to life and that there was nothing “religious” about life either. What a grace was given, though I was unaware of it at the time. 

During this pilgrim year in Japan, I was helped by two pairs of friendly hands. Fr. William Johnston, S.J., took time from his full life to talk with me and explain that Zen was less a religion than a way of looking at life. Bill joined me on a trip to Kyoto where we walked under a blazing sun from temple to temple, sitting with any master who would have us. No endnote for the text that follows can express my gratitude for his rich companionship.

The second pair of friendly hands were those of Yamada Roshi of Kamakura. The term roshi is reserved for those few Zen teachers whose enlightened spirit is especially recognized by the community. Yamada Roshi radiated an enlightened and fruitful life, and to my delight he accepted me as his student, a Christian and a complete beginner who knew nothing at all.

Those were wonderful days sitting with Yamada Roshi and his students. Each morning I took the train from Tokyo to Kamakura and sat all day until roshi returned from work. Then he would instruct us individually and have tea with us all as a group. 

Fifteen years later when Glassman Sensei, my American Zen teacher in New York, told me I was to become a teacher myself, my first thought was to call Yamada Roshi, but I learned he had just died. The next summer, 1990, I visited Mrs. Yamada in Kamakura and tried to tell her all her husband meant to me, but tears came instead of words. To paraphrase an old Japanese poet:

Yamada Roshi,

the branches stir the breeze

to bid you farewell.

Since my installation as a Zen teacher in New York in December 1991, I have been asked by Zen practitioners if I had lost my Catholic faith and didn’t know it, or if I had lost it and didn’t have the courage to admit it. As far as anyone can answer a question like that, I have never thought of myself as anything but Catholic and I certainly have never thought of myself as a Buddhist. What I lost was a Catholic culture that has now all but disappeared from the American scene. I learned painfully that faith is never to be identified with the cultural forms of any given age, and especially when that cultural form is both taken for granted and deeply loved. While this simple truth may seem obvious to some, in my experience it was a truth burned into my soul.

What I looked for in Zen was not a new faith, but a new way of being Catholic that grew out of my own lived experience and that could not be blown away by authority or by changing theological fashion. Specifically, I looked for two things. First, to the extent that Buddhism is a great world religion, I was looking for a life of interreligious dialogue. I wanted to be in close communication with men and women who searched for the truth of their lives with such energy that I believe Jesus would say of them, “I have not found such faith in Israel.” The Church admits more freely today than ever before the grace and truth and salvation that are found in Buddhism. As such, Catholics should approach Buddhism not uncritically but with hope and anticipation.

In the Yamauchi lectures of the spring of 1994, Stephen Duffy of Loyola University says that Jesus as a “marginal Jew” could not possibly be the sole medium of grace. There was grace and truth before Jesus, and there is grace and truth now in the world that cannot know Jesus. We recognize that what we have in Jesus may be represented for others by another symbol. Jesus is the perfect expression of the Father, but not the only expression of the Father. To quote Duffy: “The Christian claim that Jesus is divine is not a claim that God is to be found only in Jesus and nowhere else, but that the only God that might possibly be discovered elsewhere is the God made known in the life and death of Jesus.”1
 Therefore interreligious dialogue with Buddhism means for me an opportunity to share in the Church’s ongoing reconstruction of itself as Catholic.

Second, and more to the point, Zen Buddhism need not be looked at as a religion at all, but as a way of seeing life that can enhance any religious faith. Yamada Roshi told me several times he did not want to make me a Buddhist but rather he wanted to empty me in imitation of “Christ your Lord” who emptied himself, poured himself out, and clung to nothing. Whenever Yamada Roshi instructed me in this way, I thought that this Buddhist might make
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