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tarting in 1981 Christians and Buddhists
have been meeting informally in Boulder, Colorado
to share their experiences of the spiritual way.
Severaldozen spiritualteachers, both men and
women, representing many varieties of Buddhism
and Christianity, have explored together the value
of prayer and contemplation, attitudes toward God
and emptiness, and practicaltopics such as silence,
virtug compassion, sin, zuffering, the self and the ego.

his book assembles the most
fruitful exchanges sponsored by the Naropa lnstitute
in Boulder. lt combines talks, conversations, poetry
and rituals shared by participants at the annual
meetings. What emerges from these pages is a

sense of shared vision on the most profound level,
transcending all cultural and historical differences.
Itwill speak to Christians, Buddhists and all
people who feel drawn in the course of their lives
to encounter the transcendent.

@ Paulist Press
0{091-2880-2 $12.9s

'a
d
co
d

.D{
:c

:o
t

t



rtsicle cif oneself to rvhich one relates

rl. It is heresy, ancl it shoulcl well be

estrlt of :r cultural concliticlning orig-
ncl especially I)escartes. The rvorld-
lichotorny has proclttced the f'ruit of
ranrpecl the intr.ritive faculties of the

ally be refi of its spirittrzrl climension.

1 lriok upon God is to see that we are

arouncl us atrd rvithin us, so we can

horrlcl want to. \\/e are distinct from
n. God and tl.re true self are the same

.e sense of'beins eternal and infinite,
life is in us atrcl rve participate in his

:otrgh prayer and tnvsticisnr, the lvay

rost beings to the sollrce, u'here God

icl of'the (-lhristian n'ho has reached

as if one zlcrr God."

ics I

COMPARINGWAI'S . 135

nlit)'o1'"this" arlcl "that," "I" artcl "other." It is an experierrce of ltur-stirrg

irrtrt an oPe lllless rvl-ri<:h is rich, rather thatr a sense of throrving everything

otrt trntil all that is lefi is a blar-rk kincl of'r'rothins. So shunyata inclucles

ratler thart erclucles. It is an opening to vilstness r-ather than a r,r'ith-

drarval lr-om realitY.

Vhen You Meet the Buddha,
Kill the Buddha

David Steincll-Rast O.S.B.

Reginaltl Ra1'

Eido 
-I'ai Shinrano Roshi

Thotttas Hopkrr
H. E. thc'l'ai Situpa Rinpoche

BROI"HER Dr\VID: Recently Father Keating saicl that fbr too long
religions have disagreecl about nothing. I rvoulcl norv add that
tl.re nothing about rvhich religions have disagreed is God.
(l.auuhter arrd applause.) In the strictest sense of'the n'ord,
Gocl is nothiug. The onll' possible alternative would be that
God is sozrethins and certainly that is not the case: God is no-
thing. We live in a rvorld of things and no-things. lhese are the
t$'o exhaustive possibilities, and I rvould like to suggest that of
these tn'o, the one that is by far the rnore important to every
orre of 115-1111d I arrr rrorv appeirlirrg lo )our experience-is
nothing. (Lauehter.) We can do rvithout this thing or thar
thine, btrt as human beings \\'e cannot clo lvithout meanirtg. We
live in a lvorld rvhich is macle up of'things and meaning, and
meaning is notl-ring. I rvould feel rnuch more comfortable if I
dicht't have to use this rvorcl "God" at all, because it is a u'ord
that is so easily tnisunderstood toclay. But if I do have to use it,
I lvoulcl say that God is the clit-ection in which 1ve go in our
qrrest [or nrcarring.

All philosophical abstractions and scholarly definitions of
the nreanins oflife are simply elaborations on the experience

: a problerratic rvord. It often carrtes

g clorvn on or clenying expe rience' A

lta n,<-rrtlcl be "utrbottnclecl olletttress.''

nce of shur-ryata involves letting go of

;h air. Shunyata is arl openine of'the

cl to shecl the protective sttrvival uren-

3-t



]36 . SPEAKING OF SILENCE

of belonging. 'fhose peak moments of one's life break down
the illusion of duality, the illusion of isolation. Even though we
don't often allow ourselves to remember those times of
communion with ultimate reality because they are so shattering
to our little egos, still, we have all had them. So meaning is not
somewhere "out there," toward which we move; it is more an
experience of something reaching out to us. Actually, nothing
is reaching out to us. Nothing is happening to us, you see.

(Laughter.)
As Mother Tessa was saying earlier, the spiritual

experience begins not with us, but with God. God loves us first.
In that moment in which we are overwhelmed by reality, we
know that ultimate reality comes toward us, reaches out to us,

and speaks to us. The Biblical tradition says that everything in
the spiritual life hinges on the reality that God speohs to us. In
Buddhism, the emphasis seems to be much more on the
silence. In Christianity and Judaism the emphasis is on the
word which comes out of the silence and which leads us back
into the silence, or back into what we could call the "emptiness
of God." "Word" and "silence" are the terms Christians use to
speak of the polarity within God. And specifically as Christians,
we know that ultimate reality is reaching out to us because of
Christ, who reached out to us in such an unprecedented way.
Those who first encountered Jesus the Christ discovered, in a
unique way, what God is like, and the world is still
reverberating from their experiences. And so the Christian
path is to come to know God, who is the silence and who
cannot be seen, except through his icon. We can listen to the
silence of God through his word and we can find that word
crystallized in Christ. Where does this path lead us? According
to Dionysius the Areopagite, in the end of all our knowing we
shall come to know God as the unknown. Now this is totally
different from saying that no matter how much we know, we
shall never know God. We shall know God, but we shall know
him as the unknown. It is the same in human terms: the more
you come to know a person, the more you know that you don't
know that person at all.
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RLr(;(;lE Rr\\':'l'lrlrlk yotr, llrother Davicl. Roshi, $'or-tlcl votr like tO say

s()il1e1[1i11q ()rr lltis lol)ici

EID() ROSHI: 'l'hc tllotllellt the n'orcl "Gocl" is utterecl it becolnes a

concept, I'nr afi-aicl. Ancl the ntornent we say "eml)tiness" it is

no lor.rger emPty. Ancl yet, if I clon't say allythillg you rnzry

becolte collfuse(I. But if'I clo say sotllethilg you cotrlcl beconre

equllly confusecl. (l.augliter.) -I'his is the clilenrnrir. At this lltlirlt
I think :i zen story colrld help us a krt. This story, like rllost Zel
stol-ies, takes place in Clhina. It is erllotrt a verse rvhich rve chatrt

alnrost everl' clav, rvhiclr goes Solnetlrirlg like thts: Buddhu-ttttlttl.t

pcntudts tlrc zLtfuit lotittttr.;c, rn'eaLing'right here rtoa'' It is il

beautiful concept. (Laugliter.) once , on a very hot suurtner-

clay, the Chit]ese Zen lnaster Nlayoku n'as fanning hiqlself like

this . . . (Roshi sits back ancl feurs hinrsell). watching this, his

stllclelt thorrght, "Wc often say thlt buclcl[a-nature pervacles

the u,hole universe, revealing right her-e norv. We zrlso say that

buclclha-r-rature is cool ancl ltrcicl. wh1" if that is the case, does

rny ntaster neecl to use a f irn?" So he thought that this lvas :r

goocl chance fbr :r clharnla argllnrellt. So he said, "Master, yor-r

of ten sary that cool, ltrcicl buddha-Ilitttlre pervacles the rvhtlle

tttriverse, revealing right here right nou'' Why then clo you

have t<.r Llse your fall to cool yottrsell-i" The lnaster Mayokrr

srnilecl ancl saicl, "Yor.r uncler.stand the concept of'buclclha-

ll:ltlll.e, btrt you clol't unclerstapcl the yital btrclclha-llatllre

itself." He continued to f:rn himself'. The student n'atchecl his

tnaster altcl repeated to himself rvhat he l-rad been tolcl. All of a

suclclen, for some l-easot), this young Chinese motlk trttclerstood

rvhat his nlaster Ineallt.
Although it is true, frotn atl enlightenecl vista, that

buclclha-nature pervacles the u'hole universe, revealing right

here ancl norv trnless sotltethinq is clone-in this case . , . (fans

air across the r-nicropholle) . . . buddha-rlatllre or Gocl or

emPtiness renlzrit't as concePts. Fol this reasoll we clo

nreclitation. For this reason lve do borvirlg Practices, u'e clo

chanting, ancl lve do ntanl'other things. Doing sornethinq is so

itrtpor-tant. I have lllore to say, especially to Father Hopko' but
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I will give him a chance to talk first. Later we can discuss "when
you meet the Bucldha, kill the Buddha." (Laughter.)

FATHER HOPKO: I think by a miracle I can be brief. (Laughter.)
According to the tradition of Easrern Christianity, God is

inconceivable and any concept, n,ord, or idea is inadequate to
the reality of God. Every time we gather ro worship God in the
eucharistic liturgy of the Eastern church, we pray with these
words, attributed to SaintJohn Chrysostom:

Holy art Thou and all-holy, Thou and Thine
only-begotten Son and Thy holy Spirit. . . . for
Thou, O God, are ineffäble, inconceivable, in-
visible, incomprehensible, ever-existing, and
eternally the same.

If you equate God with a concept, you have an idol and
not God. The scriptures say that there are many gods and
many lords. But there is also the one God of all gods. He is the
true God, the living God, the holy God. According to the Bible,
the real problem is not no God; the problem is the/i.r1se god. And
I think you could say that, in fact, everyone has gods. There is

no such thing, using modern language, as a true atheist.
Whatever one adores, loves, lives by, and considers to be
essential in life is one's god or idol. According ro the tradition,
physical and carnal idols are relatively harmless-
much more treacherous are those we create in the realm of the
spirit, when we try to create our own God. But that rvhich
falsely claims ultimacy, reality, is not God; it is the enemy of
God.

When you encounter the true God, you encounter an
absolute that is other than anything you know. You are dumb
and cannot speak. All of your concepts are smashed as so many
idols. In the Hebrew scriptures of the Old Testament, Moses,
Elijah, Isaiah, and Job all bore witness, in the mystical
contemplation of their experiences, that God cannot be seen. If
we do have to speak about God, I think we could even go
beyond saying that God is ineffable, inconceivable, invisible,
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and incomprehensible. 'lhe sixth-century work callecl Mlsllcnl
7-heologt, attributed to Dionysius the Aeropagite, begins rvitl.r a

prayer addressing Ciocl: "() Thou rvho art beyoncl being supra-
substantial, slrpra-essential! O'I-hou art beyond goodness! O
'fhou art beyond God!" f)ivinity comes fronr the one rvho is
even beyond clivinity. T'he supra-unknou'able l.ras made his

supra-unknolvableness knorvn through supra-unknorving.
These are worcls of Saint Maxinrus. In other words, Gocl has

shown hinrself. Rel:rtive to ernptiness, this means that there is

sonlething. 'l"he Ultirnate Reality, the God lr,ho is even "beyond
divinity," radiates ancl shines forth rvith rvhat is knorvn in our
traclitiorr as tl'rc "clivine energies": divine activities, divine
rvorcls. clivine expressions, clivine epiphanies, ancl clivine
rnar.rifestations. 'I'herefore rve have :lccess to hin'r; 'rve knorv the
supra-trnknorvable Gocl. In the fourteenth centrlry, Gregory
Palzrmas hacl a theological dispute'rvitl'r the Western Christians
about this. Western theology clainrecl that God has no real
relatiorrship n'ith the rr'orlcl ancl cannot be experienced beyoncl

our icleas ancl concepts abor-rt hirn, rvhich ale alrvays limited and
therefole ultir.r.rately false. Ilut Gregory Palamas saicl that God
not only catt be expcrier"rcecl, he riusl be knorvn, because that is

lvhat our life is all about.
In the Eastern traclition u'e clescribe the ineffable

experiencc of God as "luminous clarkness," "sotrer inebriation,"
"clrr-r nken sobriety," "rvise foolishness," "foolish rvisdorn"-ancl
probably rve shoulcl norr' coin two new phrases: "full ernptiness"
and "ernpty fullness." For exarnple, God tolcl Moses on top of
the mountain, "You can only see lny glory." Moses had to hide
in the cle f t of the rcck and cover his {erce as the sple ndor of tl're
Lorcl passed by. Gregory of'Nyssa, in his rnystical treatise Zre
Lif'e of'Moses, interprets this story to mean that rve can come
into conrrnunion rvitl'r Gocl in his rnanif'esting actions torvard us,

but God as he is in himself is hiclden from us. He is alrvays

eternally hiclclen fronr us ancl is not knorvn by an1' creatrlre-
not because God has not revealed himself, but because God
cannot be clirectlv seen. Othenvise Gocl wolrlcl not be Gocl.

In a sense, therefbre, we can't really talk about knorving or
not-knowing; clur experience is even beyond not not-knowillg.
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We not only have to jettison our positive concepts; we must
jettison our negative concepts as well. We just have to shut up
in the end. (Laughter.)

If someone asks you, "Does God exist?" you can say, "Well,
if you mean, 'Is there emptiness, or God, or ultimate reality?'
the answer is 'Yes.' But if you mean, 'Does God exist like
everything else exists?' he does not exist." And in fact, you had
better say that he does not not-exist, and he does not even not
not-not-exist . . . if you have to keep talking. So, it's better nor
to keep talking and to just enjoy-and endure-the encounter.
Right? (Laughter and applause.)

REGGIE RAY: Thank you. I'd like to invite the speakers to engage
each other on this topic. Does anyone have any comments or
questions?

FATHER HOPKO: Roshi wants to talk about killing the Buddha.
(Laughter.)

EIDO ROSHI: You have a fabulous memory. Until this afternoon I
had almost completely forgotten about this subject, "when you
meet the Buddha, kill the Buddha," which I talked about last
year. So, this afternoon yoll gave me this answer: when you
meet the Christ, let the Christ kill you. Now . . . (laughter) . . .

actually it is impossible for you to meetJesus Christ. You may
meet various people on the street, all kinds of people, especially
in Boulder, (laughter) but one of the people who it is absolutely
impossible for you to meet is Jesus Christ. Right?

FATHER HOPKO: No. (Laughter.) No, it's not true

EIDO ROSHI: Well, anyway, you can explain later. Let me say rvhat I
had in my mind. (Laughter.) In the same way, strictly speaking,
it is impossible to meet the Buddha-if we mean Shakyamuni
Buddha-on the street in Boulder. It is impossible. There is

only one person who you can always meet, wherever you go,
and who in fact you cannot separate yourself from, and that is

you, yourself. You are the one who constantly carries concepts.

l---
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And so rvhen you rreet the Buclclha-rvhen yor-r rneet your
concept of the Buddha--crush that concept. When you carry
the concept of Christ or God, or the concept of shunyater, then
kill those concepts. But it is irnpossible forJesus Christ to kill
you. Right?

pATHER HOPKO: Well.. . (Eido Roshilaughs). . . i{'$/e nleet the
concept of God or the concept of Christ, it must be killed. I
would agree with that, absolutely. But something bothers me

about "when you meet the Buddha, kill the Budclha." In my
understanding, I am not the only one rvith whon-r I can hzrve a

relationship. In fact, the harclest relationship to have is rvith
one's own self, because rve don't seem to really have a self,
except the mask in the mirror. So when we are in a relationship
with ourselves, we're usually in big trouble. But the other who
colnes to me is the Christ. The one rvhom I meet mystically in
the church, in the euchalist, and in my heart is the same one
rvhose face is the face of everyone I meet. The only true image
of God is the hurnan person. That is why, accorcling to the
Orthodox tradition, there are no icons until the incamation of'
God's son and rvord as Jesus Christ, and it is also rvhy there
have to be icons after the incarnation. Paul said thatJesus is the
eihon tou aor"cttctu Theou, "the icon of the invisible God" (Col.
l:15), and Irineus said, "The only glory of'God we encotrnter is

man full-grown." God has revealed himsel{'.

I'll just end with a story about Saint Pachornius, rvho is
considered to be the founder of the first Christian rnonastic
community. One day a man came to the cenobium and said,
"I'd like to join this community." When Pachomius asked him
why, the fellow said, "I'd like to see Gocl."

"You're coming here because you want to see God?"
"Yes. What do I have to do? How rnany prostrations, how

rnany Psalms, how many prayers, how much fasting . . . ?"

Pachomius answered, "Listen, if you want to see God, you
don't have to pray and fast. You don't even have to joir-r the
community. Just come along with me, and I will show you
God." Pachornir-rs took him inside ancl, inclicating the meanest,
lowliest, dirtiest, most demented of the brethren, said to him,
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"Look. There is God."
The visitor said indignantly, "You mean to tell me that's

God?"
Pachomius answered, "If you don't come to see God in

him, you will see God nowhere."
God is formless, imageless, and the only vision of God we

have is in the one made in his icon and according to his

likeness, by grace. That refers to each one of us. God's eternal
icon has come in human form asJesus Christ, the one through
whom God is now definitively and fully revealed. No man has

seen God, but the only begotten son who dwells in the loins of
the Father has come and made him known (John l:18). Christ
is identified with everyone, and therefore, when I encounter
anyone I must let that person slay the ego in me. Aud that is

what I meant when I said "if I meet the Christ, may the Christ
kill me," because that is the only way of coming alive.
(Applause.)

BRO'IHER DAVID: The Eastern tradition of Christianity is rvell-
known for its doctrine of icons, which is quite unfamiliar to us

in the West. Tibetan Buddhism, however, also has a rich
tradition of iconography, and since I've always been especially

intrigued by the iconocraphy of Tibetan Buddhism, I would
like to ask Situ Rinpoche if he would tell us a little bit about the

meaning of deities depicted in statues and thangkas,
particularly in the context of discussing representations of God

or the divine reality.

SITU RINPOCHE: The purpose is to signify the essence of one's own
physical body and the essence of oue's own mind. The essence

of each of us, as Roshi said, is buddha-nature. Buddha-nature
isn't something separate from us, or something we have lost

and have to get back by practicing rneditation. No. It is already
there, but we have to awaken it. I think the meaning of "kill the

Buddha" or "may Christ kill you" comes in here because that

which prevents you from realizing buddhahood, or which
makes you different from Christ, is duality. It is a mistake to

think that you are the subject and Christ or Buddha is the
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object. Duality makes you unable to comntunicate, unable to
realize. So what you kill is duality. Then you are able ro realize
the ultimate essence of yourself as the ultimate essence of
Buddha, or, in Christian terms, of God.

In the example of Vajradhara (indicates painring hanging
above Buddhist shrine), his essence, which is the same as our
essence, has three aspects: nirmanakaya, sambhogakaya, and
dharmakaya. His outer appearance, or nirmanakaya, is like
that of Buddha Shakyamuni: he has the eighty lesser marks
and thirty-two greater marks of a buddha's physical body.
These signify the ultimate nature of one's orvn physical body.
Vajradhara's ornaments, such as his crowrr, earrings, and so on,
represent the higher levels of realization and manifestation of
the Buddha, as well as his activity in the world. This is the
sambhogakaya aspect. Then, the blue color of Vajradhara's
skin represents the Buddha's mind and the ultimate essence of
our minds, which is the dharmakaya. Blue is the color of space
and the color of emptiness. The nature of dharmakaya is
limitless, endless, and beyond any concept of "I realize this or
that." It is free from subtle duality. So Vajradhara nor only
signifies the ultimate nirmanakaya, sambhogakaya, and
dharmakaya of Buddha Shakyamuni, and of all the buddhas of
the past and the future: it is also the essential nature of each
one of us.

REGGIE RAY: This evening we've been discussing God and empriness
in a relatively sophisticated way. I get the feeling thar there is
no fundamental incompatibility in our different perspecrives.
And yet, earlier today when I was participating in the Christian
liturgy, I was going along and really enjoying the whole thing
until at one point I suddenly realized that I felt as rhough I was
praying to someone. And then my next thought was, well, who
is that someone? Now was that a misunderstanding on my part?
(Laughter.)

BROTHER DAVID: Many people feel uncomfortable with the idea of
a personal God because of the widespread Christian
misunderstanding of God as a person who sits somewhere "up
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rhere." On the other hand, ultirnate reality rnust include the
perf'ection of personhood, so it can't be totally irnpersonal. We
rnight as rvell think of the ultimate reality as a person to begin
with; this is much better than thinking of it as some sort of a
cosmic pudding, which would be our alternative. So we ought
ro remember that the ultimate reality has all the perfection of
personhood, but none of its limitations. We can address

ourselves to God as we slide into prayer, just as we did this
afternoon. We can also experience compassion reaching out to
us. But we must also go beyond this personal quality, whether
we are Christians or Buddhists, or anything else.

EIDO ROSHI: The word "emptiness," generally speaking, creates

rnisunderstandings. But at the same time, "emptiness" has the
positive meaning of emptying our concepts---{oncepts of God,
concepts of dharmakaya, sambhogakaya, nirmanakaya. Even
the concept of emptiness can be emptied. That is an accidental
benefit of saying "emptiness" instead of "shunyata." It prevents
the over-personalization of God.

REGGIE RAY: Rinpoche, could you say something about why
emptiness isn't a nihilistic notion? I think that is difficult for
many people to understand.

SITU RINPOCHE: Yes. If rve just say "emptiness," it seems to be only
empty. That is rvhy I explain emptiness as three levels: there is

relative interdependence, or appearance; ultimate emptiness;
and the union of interdependence and the ultimate. There is

no contradiction among these three. The essence of all relative
appearance rs the ultimate, which is emptiness. I agree, Roshi,
that "ernptiness" can create misunderstanding. I have difficulty
using the word "emptiness." I used to use the word "voidness,"
but rny English is not very good. Maybe that is also not a
correct translation.

EIDO ROSHI: Sometimes I use "as-it-isness." (Laughter.)

SITU RINPOCHE: Yes, rhar is a good term.)HARA.
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EIDO ROSHI: But it has a fatalistic implication.

SITU RINPOCHE: Yes, sometimes people have that
misunderstanding.

EIDO ROSHI: After all, "shunyata" is the best.

SITU RINPOCHE: Yes. (Laughter.)

REGGIE RAY; Perhaps we could open up the discussion. Are there
any questions?

QUESTION (from audience): For a long time I have had a sense of
relationship to a personal God from whom I can learn, in the
way Brother David speaks of the sign or word of God which is
present in phenomenal reality. In the Buddhist sense, I
understand the experience of shunyata as something like
having the ground pulled out from under you, of suddenly
being lost without anything to hold onto. Is there also an

experience of shunyata that includes relationship?

EIDO ROSHI: Before I say something about the probability or
capability or even the possibility of having a relationship with
shunyata, let me say a little more about shunyata, You are
shunyata. Do you understand this? I am shunyata. And
relationship is also shunyata. (Pause.) Got it?

qUESTION (cont.): Right. (Laughter.)

FATHER KEATING: But could we not at least say that our experience
of shunyata is one of incredible tenderness and compassion-
that it is one of the most profound analogues of human love

that could be articulated?

EIDO ROSFII: I accept that. But yet, may I add that eventhatis
shunyata.

SITU RINPOCHE: I think we somehow have to relate with people's
development. At the relative level, we have faith, devotion, and
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trust in the ultimate truth, so that we achieve realization of the

ultimate gradually, step by step. Then we see that relative
appearance and emptiness are not two.

OUESTION: We've been talking about an experience, and we've called

it "shunyata" and also "God." When I listen to both the

Buddhists and the Christians I hear that basically there is no

difference; there is no conflict. But very little has been said

about the actual path or process that allows us to have this

experience. And it seems unclear to me how, as Christians, a
dualistic relationship to God leads us to the experience of
shunyata.

FATHER HOPKO: First of all, I personally would not try to say at this

point where there are differences or no differences. I am just
trying to hear what is being said. I do know that what Situ
Rinpoche said about relative and ultimate rang a thousand bells

in me. God is at one and the same time totally other, totally
beyond, beyond even apophaticism;1 and yet he is also related
to me. And both are divine. For the record, many Western
Christians think we Eastern Orthodox are heretics on that
point. (Laughter.) Still, I think we should be very careful about
coming to final conclusions about what is the same or not the
same in Christianity and Buddhism.

The other thing I want to say is that I'm frankly sick of the
word "relationship." I forbid my students to use it. (Laughter.)
People these days are so interested in relationships: their
relationships to themselves, to their spouse, to God, and so on.
They are so involved in these issues that they can never see the
other clearly enough to really experience the fact that duality is
a myth. It's very interesting that in Greek theology, the term
persona, which means "person," was specifically and
consciously not used. Persona was considered to be only a kind
of mask or a way of acting. And when you go as far as persona

est relatio (i.e. person is relation), then everyone becomes

neurotic. (Laughter and applause.)

BROTHER DAVID: I would just like to add that in any tradition we

are referring to the common experience of being human. We
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then interpret and live out that experience in vastly different
ways. And in my rnind there cannot be conceived two ways that
are lived out more differently than Buddhism and christianitu
because one is the way of word and the other is the way of / '

silence. Whar greater disparity can you imagine! But they corns
from the same experience and, by very different routes, lead to
the same experience. The proof is that when you get masters of
both spiritual traditions together, such as we have here, yos sqg
that they get along wonderfully, and they're so similar you can
hardly tell them apart! (Much laughter.)

I\ot Just Empty
David Steindl-Rast O.S.B.
H. E. the Tai Situpa Rinpoche
Thomas Hopko
Thornas Keating O.C.S.O.

BROTHER DAVID: Rinpoche, one of the difficulties l,ve had in our
previous discussions concerns the idea that, in order to attain
ultimate wisdom, awareness as we know it must be overcome.
To me, wisdom without awareness is unimaginable.

SITU RINPOCHE: Wisdom is the union of clarity and emptiness, or
we could say, awareness and emptiness. The essence of both is
nonduality; that is the ultirnate aspecr. If you only have the
empty quality of wisdom, without clarity, that is nihilism. And
if you only have clarity without the empty quality, that is
eternalism. But the inseparable union of the two, that is the
ultimate. And when we say "ultimate" we don't mean the
opposite of relative. The real ultimate isn't the opposite of
relative: there is the ultimate aspect of the ultimate, and there
is the ultimate aspect of the relative. That is the real ultimate.

FATHER HOPKO: In the Eastern Christian tradirion, this union
would be callecl "Palamite awareness."
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SITU RINPOCHE: I see, I see. Is this Latin?

FA.;I]ER HOPKO: No. it is namecl after Saint Gregory Palamas, who
delelopecl the conception that, in the trltimate reality, there is

allvays an eterual and utrchanging expression rvhich can be

called relative in sorne sense. The greatest lrvstel-y is the union
of the ultirnate reality and its expression. Without that
expression Gocl rvoulcl jLlst be zr monadic nothing.

SITU RINPOCHE: I see'

FATHER KEA'I'ING: Rinpoche, I have a question, rvhich is of extreme
interest to nre, concerning the Vajlayana traclition. I knorv little
o1'this tradition, though I wish to lealn more. I unclerstand
rhat Vajral'ana teachirrgs errable tlre practitioltel t() experience
tire qualities of ernptiness tllat are not just empty. In other
rvorcls, there is a certain richness or lunrinosity-or perhaps we

could call it the quality of'lor.'e-that star-ts to emerge in one's

practice. I'm not quite sure if I have the corr-ect urrderstanding
hcre. And although lve, ers Christians, appreciated y'our
pl'esentation of Tibetan Buddhisrn very rnuch, frorn yotu-
clescription we rvere left rvitl'r some feeling that y<lur traclition is

lacking in a certain rvarmth-a certain quality of lelationship or
lor,e-lvhich rvoulcl add a little erlthusiaslr to the search. you
nright say. (Laughter.) But youl actual presence, and also rvhat
y,ou u'ere just describing to us, gives rne the grorving conviction
that this emptiness is not just entpty. As you said, there is a
relative quality that is expressing itself there. I have the feeling
that this teaching is very, very lich, ar-rcl yet I also get the
f'eeling that you keep hiding it in your back pocket someplzrce. I
think that rve Christians wciulcl be nttrcl.r more at horne in the
Buclclhist presentation if u'e had more of an inkling of rvhat
lies, expelientially, n'irhin ernptiness.

SI'IU RINPOCHE: I think yor-r alreacly saicl it. In'libetan rve say tong
tartg rtyirtgle sungjuh, u'liich rneans "the trnion of emptiness ancl
cotnpassion," or you could say,, "the inseparabilitl, of'emptiness
ancl compassion."
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FATHER HOPKO: We say "union without conf'usion."

SITU RINPOCHE: It isn't that we are bringing two separate things
into union. Union is there already. We just awaken it.

FATHER HOPKO: In the fifth century, the Council of Chalcedon
used four negative adverbs to clescribe the union of the human,
or created, with the divine in the person of Christ: without
division, without separation, without fusion, and rvithout
change. That is how we try to conceptualize the great problem
of sirnultaneous union and distinction. If yotr don't hold both,
then either I am annihilated or God is, or we end up with
something we knorv nothing about-a freak of solne sort.

BROTHER DAVID: Christians speak about an active reaching-out of
God. Before I can be compassionate, I receive cornpassion. In
that sense, Christians say that God loved us first. Rinpoche, I'm
wondering how you would describe the process by which
practitioners realize the ultirnate, or shunyata.

SITU RINPOCHE: I don't think we could say it comes to us. Ever-r

when we say that we "achieve" realization or "reach" certain
levels on the path, it doesn't mean that we are actually going
anywhere or reaching anything. Ancl something isn't coming
toward us and shaking our hand. It is simply an awakening. In
Tibetan, the rvord for "buddha" is sanggye. Saag means
"awaken" and gye means "total flourishing" or "total
blossoming."

FATHER KEATING; I think that is a good explanation of the way
Christians could also understand the spiritualjourney. Thank
you for your explanation, Rinpoche.
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Experiences of Self

LoDpotr Loclr'ö Dorje
'Oavi.l 

St"irr.tt-Rast O'S li

IosePh Goldstein

h.utg" T'irnko

LODRÖ DORJE: Ego is a celrtr:Il isstte itr the teaching's of Buddhrsrn.

Basically it is described as the process of needing confirmation
or security, which then mattifests as the tnanv cliff'crent fornrs
of netrrosis or clelttsiot't. 'fhe entity rve habitually r-ef'er to as "I"
clr "nre" is ego. We have the r.rotion tl.rat there is alrvays a celttral
experiencer: someone thinks my thoughts, someone conles tlp
with my ideas, someone feels n-ry pain atrcl rny pleasure. Ancl

rve iclentify that someone as being continuous: "I" refers
eqtrally to rvho I atn trou'and n'ho I u'as n'hctt I rvas five years

olcl. Ego is that rvhich feels enrichecl by rnater-ial possessions

and experiences zrrtcl rvhich takes pricle rvl-ren it is

congratulatecl. lt is also the entity that feels delensive rvhen it is

accused or threatenecl. "I" am threatenecl lvhen rny family,
companv, or country is attacked. Ego is the creator of territory:
it is that rvltich trics to coltstl'u('1 a pet'soltal kirrgclonr. -l lris
notion of entity or self is technically known as the "ego of'
personality." What the Bucldha talrght, and n'l-rat a lot of'otl.rer
conten'rplative traditions teach as n'ell, is that the personality is

actually a compositing process. The narrorv version of self-
identity doesn't really exist. But the Bucldha also said that the
higher self, or the spiritual, purified self, also cloesn't exist, ancl

this rvas a revolutionary statellent. For itrstance, the Veclantic
tradition in Inclia at the tinre agreed that the empirical self is

obviously {lctional: obviously you are not just your attachlretrts,
your physical body, or the florv of your sense perceptions. But
rvhat you really are, tl-rey conclucled, is Bral-rn-ran. 'lhe teaching
of Shakyanruni Btrcldha stated that Brahman is also a lälse
identity.

Self and what the self projects are inte rclepe ndent. In
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other- words, self as experiencer and the world which the self
experiences are rnutually dependent creations which confirm
each other, constantly. To the extent that we regard the world
we project as a solid, independently-existing truth, that is also

regarded as ego process and is technically known as the "ego of
phenomena." Beyond recognizing ego of self and ego of
phenomena as empty of inherent reality, there is a further
perspective, associated with the Vajrayalra tradition, which is

that ego is a perversion of primordial intelligence. Ego is seen

as a deliberate ignorance or hypocrisy, or as a perverse twist of
the basic arvareness which is naturally and continually taking
place. In other words, ego is not just a naive mistake: it is an

expression of stubbornness.
The ego process gives rise to confused emotions. In order

to continually recreate a sense of personal territory, we grasp
what we like and develop aggression toward what we dislike.
Ego is also a distorting factor. It fundamentally obscures one's

relationship with the world. We have deluded and imprecise
relationships with people and phenomena, and we lose touch
with the basic sacredness of reality. Whether we are
appreciating mountain scenery, eating breakfast, or making
love, there is a tendency to bring all sense perceptiolls back to a

reference point of "me," the perceiver. There is also a tendency
to constantly refer to oneself and one's particular territory. We

have definite ideas about what is meaningful, rvhat is not
meaningful; what is good, what is bad; what is religious, what is

secular; whether one should smoke or drink or not; what one
should eat; and so on. Generally, all these thoughts and
opinions are based on deeply-ingrained habitual reactions of all

kinds, which we call karma. The Buddhist path is therefbre
primarily concerned with the question of holv to see through
ego, how to tame it, and how to let it go. And corollary with the

idea of egolessness is the assertion that there is no external
savior. The spiritual journey is a personal process of
unravelling confusion. At the same time, we also place a lot of
emphasis on the value of working with a group of people. And
in the higher levels, there is emphasis on the need for devotion
to a spiritual master. In fact in the Vajrayana tradition, the
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higher realization is only available by virtue of receiving the
blessing of the spiritual lineage. This presupposes, horvever,
that one has alreacly gone through the process of surrendering
ego.

BROTHER DAVID: It is a good idea to distinguish benveen our
"indivicluality," rvhich separates us from others, and our
"personhood," rvhich relates us to others. I am born as an
individual, and I grow toward becoming a person. One
becomes more and lnore personal by developing rvider and
deeper relationships. By becorning truly a person, lve become
truly ourselves, nol in isolation from others, but in
interrelatedness with others. This true self is not our little
individual ego. When tve are fully related to all, n'e have found
our true self.

JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN: I'd like to ask about the Christian
understanding of experience that is beyond the reference point
of the individual. Woulcl Christianity say rhar awareness irself is
always conditiorred by self'? Or can there be an experience of
God that completely transcends irrdividual identity and the
realm of conditionecl realitv?

FATHER 'fIMKO: If "I" arn there, such an experience of'
transcendence rvill never happen. It rvould be a projection. I
like to use the analogy of a sugar cube, which is an
individualizecl ancl separate thing. When you put it into a cr-rp

of tea or coffee, the sugar dissolves, and yet it is still rhere. It is

there in a completely different way, in a different climension: it
is no longer there as a cube. So, as Gregory of Nyssa would say,
"We have to be dissolved and to be in Christ." You are no
longer there as an "I," as an individualized center or self.
There is no "you." You are dead, as Saint Paul experienced.
You are dissolved in something else, and now there is a
completely different reality.

BROTHER DAVID; Yes. However I appeal ro your experience rhat
when we most lose ourselves-when the cube is the most
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completely dissolved-we become more truly ourselves than we

are at any other time. Because really being rnyself does not at

all have the feeling of being dissolved and not being there.
Now I am really there! I think we have to do justice to the
actual experience.

FATHER TIMKO: But I think that too is a projection. We just simply
don't want to completely let go of that self, so we say, my true
self is there. There is no such thing as a true self or a false self
There is only the self or the no-self. And, as SaintJohn
Chrysostom said, "He alone truly knows himself, who knows

himself as nothing." Let us just be what we actlrally are-
nothing!

BROTHER DAVID: No, no. You see, we experience degrees of letting
go. We are not talking about the ultimate yet, and who knows

what the ultirnate is anyway. But we all experience degrees of
letting go and we know that to the extent we lose ourselves, we

are ourselves. And therefore we can extrapolate that when we

completely lose ourselves, we will completely become it.

FATHER TIMKO: When you use terms such as "becoming" I am

wary. The Fathers talk about these experiences in terms of
coming to a state of being, just being. Saint Maximus the
Confessor says, "Creatures endowed with mind and intelligence

participate in God through their very being, through their
capacity for well-being, which is the being of goodness and
wisdom, and through the grace that gives them eternal being"'
These days everyone has an identity crisis: "I have to be me."

Why? Why can't I just be?

JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN: In the dissolution of the sugar cube, is there

something in the Christian teachings that describes the moment
of the last grain dissolving?

FATHER TIMKO: Gregory of Nyssa talks about standing on the edge

of a tremendous precipice. You have to go ahead and make

that final step and fall into nothingness. It is like dreaming that
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you are falling through space. There is no identity. You are
just floatir-rg ancl falling, rvithout any relationship to anything.
In that rnolnent tl'rere is nothing around that you can
recognize, nothing that you can anchor to or clins to. You have
becorne totally detachecl into a clif}'erent clirneusion of being.

IOSEPH GOLDSTEIN: In at least some of the Buddhist traditions,
rhat experience of dissolution is outlined according to different
levels and stages. One very important level is rvhat you just
clescribecl: lettins go rvithout any ref'erence point at all. There
is just the char-rging phenomena. lhen there is the level of
clissohrtion rvhich goes into a mome nt of unconditionecl non-
being, or the unmzrnifest. That is a clifferent level, although it is
still in the sanre clirection.

FATHER'fIMKO: Yes. lhat rvould be the follorving stage. You are
letting go of the conclitioned right there. Some Father-s describe
ü ntovernent into a state of non-being. They stay there lbr a

periocl of time, and then they come out of it.

JOSEPH GOLDS'fEIN: Horv is that transforrnation described? What
takes place, having conre back fror.n that experience? What is

the ef'fect in one's lif'e?

FATHER f IMKO: One sees the transience of everyrhing. One's value
system changes, and the arvarelless and perception of reality
changes. There is a new rnindfulness of oneness. There is one
cor-tsciousness, one love, one goodness, one truth, one
intelligence. It isn't rny intelligence and my goodness, or yours.
There is just one ultimate being and lvholeness or God, in the
true nteanitrg of that word. Ancl olle sees the sanctity and
beauty of everything-the sacredness and sensitivity. All
categories break dorvn: cultural conditioning, narionalism, male
and female. The new quality of being rranscends all of that. My
guess is that that trans{brmation is probably the same in the
Buddhist tradition, or in any traclition which comes to thar state
of experiential being.
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ale t\\'() rIcsc:rilttiorrs ol corrrirrg t() olteltess, ancl thc t\\'() seern
rltritc rli{'{'cleltt to nle . -fhc Ilrst is as a ltrocess o1'expanclinu
orrc's sensc o{'sell to irrc:ltrclc evcrl'thing, so expcricrrtially it is

like bcconiins A ver'\" big self. .,\ncl thc other kincl of'oneness
collles out ()1 the cxperience of'be ing zcr'o. -I-he 

l)ath rn()\'es in
exactly, the oppositc rlirecti<ln. lnstezrcl of expanclinq to inclucle
ever'),thins rvc let go of'being al)ything. Out of'the zero colnes a
oner)ess not rcl'erring to anyone. a totallv irnpersonal olteness.

IrA'fHt'-R -fIN,II(O: Ancl that seconcl onc is the tl'Lle \\'ay, the onll' 11'211,

j()S[-PH (;OI-DS1-EIN: I think so

Iir\-fHER't'INIIiO: -fl'rc <itl.rer is sinrltll' the inflution ol euo-cgci
blorving itsel{'trp.

BRO'l'llIR Dr\VID: I n,onlcl challcnse yotrl experiellce-nor \'our
intellccttral <:ateg<tries, ltrrt 1'otrr ex1>erience-It1, ltroltrisinu that
bolh occur at the sanre tinre. I cotrlcl spcak about the inflation
of'ur1' sgqv until it l)ol)s, or I cotrkl sPeak abotrt it bcing
absolutelt'zercl. Ancl botlt u'oulcl bc f:rithf ul to tltc actual
experiencc.

LODRO DORJ[,: I'erhaps I coulcl ackh'ess this issuc ll-onr the pciint of'
vien, cif'the N{ahayalla traclition. N,laha}'ana rnetllocls ancl
tcachings zire lneallt to stretch yoLl ollt, in tenns of'exltancling
yorlr cor)cer-ns to incluclc evcry sentient beirrc in the uni'n,erse,

ancl at the sanre tinre the otl.rer thrust is to clissolr,e ego. So the
path u,orks on vou fl-om lloth encls o1'the stick, so to sl)eak.

-fhis brinss up anothet'topic, rvhich is the rclittionshilt
betlr,een relative ancl allsoltrtc perspecl-ives of cqo. The relative
perspective is thirt, as inrlivicltrals, u'e aren't just isolatecl, lttrt u'e

arc' interrelatecl rr'ith everyone ancl evervthing else. Therefil'e,
by lettinu go of self'-cr)rlcel'n n'e cliscover a ltatur-al e ntllath)' allcl
conrpassion lirr otlicrs. -l'hen there is an absolute aspect to
experietrcc, rvhich is that ne ithcr self'nor other- actually exists ttr
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begin lvith. This is f unclatnetrtal egolessness, and it is au

expel-ience rvhich is inexpressible.

BRO'|HI1R DAVID: l.oclt-ö, rvl-rat clid volr nlt:arl earlier u'heu yott

described the "pr.rriliccl self' els an exPression of'eso?

LODRO DOR.f E: Frotn tl're Buclclhist point of vierv, there is a lot of
concern about the poterltial fbr recreating the ego process

through spiritual experience. The poirrt isn't to jtlst create a

big, farrtastic expel-ience ancl then to live off that as coutinual

security. Nor is it to ct'eate a purified or spiritual version of'

oneself'. The spirittral-jor"rrney obviously has to be more

clynantic thau that.

BROI'HER DAVID: I arn interestecl in Abrahall Nlaslorv's clescription

of what he terms the "peak-experience." I think his perspective

coulcl be a usefirl r'eference point ir-r our discussiott here,

becatrse he universalizes this exPerience. -fhere is zr

tremenclous tenclency in every religious traclition fbr elitisnr irt
this area. Nlaslclrv shotvs that there is ;t cot'nnrotr humat.t

experience that czuruot be f unclamentalll' clistirtguishecl lrom
the descriptions of the realization of the mystics' 'l-his puts

religion and nrysticisltt oll :t totally diff'erent level in our litle. I
$'ould like to quote orle Passage here, rvhere he clescribes

perception cluring the peak experience:

Perception in the peak-experiences can be rel-
atively ego-transcencling, self-forgetful, ego-

less, trnselfish. It call come closer to being
unmotivated, inrpersotral, desireless, detachecl,

not needing or wishing. Which is to say, that it
becornes rnore object-centerecl than ego-cetr-

terecl. t

FA'fHER'fIMKO: I dor-r't lvant to give the impression that I clorr't see

anything of value there, but Maslort"s n'hole tlrr-rrst is the

process <lf self-actualization, rather than being in line u'ith the
Christian thrust, which is self-denial. Actualizing the self in
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transcendeltce simply reinforces the self and creates a different
quality of'self. But self-negarion crucifies rhe self. The self is
put to death.

BROTHER DAVID: Yes, I hear you. But I'nt nor selling Maslow; I,rn
selling the peak experience. -l'his passage comes from the
results of his experimental research. He does one thing with
those findings, and I do something else; many other people
like to do yet somerhing else. I personally never ralk about self_
realization. I would still say, though, that the idea that each one
of us naturally has this peak-experience has important
implications.

JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN: I think we all agree with that.

FATHER TIMKO: Yes. The spiritual Fathers also say that this
experience of the unconditioned is unive rsal, although it is

usually partial and fleeting in our lives. Sometimes it comes to
us at the moment of death. I have talked to many people who
have had it. It is a very peaceful, renewing, transforrning
experience.

BROTHER DAVID: Father Timko, where have you found this
understanding? I don't think this is something one rends ro
learn in the seminaries these days-though I think this is
unfortunate.

FATHER TIMKO: It came out of my experience of meditarion and
prayer, of watchfulness and stillness. It was also nurtured by
reading the spiritual Fathers of the Philokalia. Bur no one really
gave it to me. It just sort of arvakened through an insight that
unfolded and evolved. I feel that this confirmation of spiritual
experience in ordinary human life is the way of real religion.
Sometimes people in my parish ask, "Can we understand and
do these things, living and working in the world?" And I say,
"Oh yes." And so we have ongoing spiritual renewal groups,
and we read passages from Unseen Wufare and from the
writings of the Fathers, and we discuss these ideas. Over the
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years people have l'rzrd some experience. ancl they are af{'ectecl

by it. 'l-liey becotne mol-c a\\r:rl-e o{'the ir itrteriol lif'e, artcl that

awareltess has brought th(]m to a dif'f'erent statc of's1;irittral

bcing.

LODRÖ DOR.f E: I rvoulcl like to address the peak c'xpcrieuce isstre, by

rvay ol saying sor.r.rething in support of'the cor-rditionecl

experience-n'hicl'r tnakes tlp most clf our experience. ln fttct,

rnany of the spiritual experierrces u'e havc along the path are

conclitioned experiences. These are the path. -fhey are the

nleans by rvhicli we can begin to realize the ultconditit-ined. At
the same tiIne, the qr-restior-r r-etrtaitts: horv is tl.re relative rvorld

transcenclecl? In thc Vajrayarta tladition, tl.rere are tl'rree stelts,

crudely speaking. First is the clissolutiotr of persotral pride and

the lettins go of'the reference point of persotlal ego. Then
there is the notion of'letting go of'any conclitioned expet'iertce

whatsoever. Finally there is the level u'here yor,r reappreciate
the relative experience; in othel rvorcls, the relative u'clrld is re-

enterecl or brotrght back. This last stage correspottds to tl.re
notion of living in sacredtress, or of transfbrrning relative

experience. So there is a process of goirtg in-to ttttion or
clissolution-ancl then there is a comirrg otlt. Beysn6l that there
is also the iclea that relatir,e ancl absolrrte reality are tosether
alreacly, fl'om the beginning.

.JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN: To aclcl to that, I cottld play the Zen role here

a little bit, ancl ersk rvhethet' it reallf is a question of dissolving
anything, or u,hether it is just tl-rat in a rrtonteltt we see that the
self never rvas. I think rve cotrlcl speak frorr.r both perspectives.
Really there is nothing to clissolve, because the self \{as never
there in the first place.

FATHER TIMKO: Right. Ego is an imaginary projection

BROTHER DAVID: Bur horv so rnany Christians have been stuck in
this imasinary pro.jection! Horv they have clung tenaciously,
thinking that the Christian rvay is basecl on prornoting the ego
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from the level or-r which it is now, to some super-level in
heaven!

JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN: Well, it is an appealing idea, Brother David!
(Laughter.)

Be Yourself
William McNamara O.C.S.O

Some people tend to think that once the final breakthrough takes

place, it is finished. As soon as you think it's finished, it is finished. You
are finished. But you never are. Thejourney goes on and on and on. If
Saint Francis of Assisi had lived twenty-five years longer, he would have

become that much more Franciscan. Saint Thomas Aquinas would have

become that much more Thomistic. Each one of us has got to become

more and more distinctively, authentically, exquisitely human. That is

why it is always appropriate to say to auother human being, "Be yourself."
No one ever becomes sufficiently himself or herself.

I persorrally don't think that, for most of us, it's tirne yet to be talking
about no-self. First we have to become real, authentic selves. First we have

to becorne humanized, in touch and in tune with the totality of being, with
all of reality: the reality we see and the reality we don't see, the words we

hear and the words we cannot hear. The great challenge is, after all, to
become more and more personal, more and more human, in order to let
life shape us.

If someone were to ask me how to become a saint, I would say, let
life do it. If you try to sanctify yourself, you're going to queer the rvhole

process. You're going to become solipsistic, narcissistic, and a mess. No

one can sanctify himself or herself. All the cleverness in the world won't
do it. All the practices and projects in the world rvon't do it. Ultimately
one is sanctified by life. And to live is to love, and to love is to give and to

give and to give, until one's life is spent. In that process something un-

hearcl of, and something we know nothing about, happens: the emer-
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Narrow is the 
.Way

David Steindl-Rast O.S.B

The people who wrote the gospels and letters of the Nerv Testament
saw that the glory they recognized in Jesus was not the opposite of suf_
fering; it was the fruit of his suffering. We should realize the truth of this,
because the way of the cross doesn't just belong to the life of Jesus. If ws
live the kind of life thatJesus lived-the contemplative life of keeping the
eyes continuously on the vision and ol then translating that vision into
everyday action-we will inevitably end up on the cross. We may be re-
luctant to accept this, but in fact there is no bypass. This is just a basic law
of life.

In an essay entitled "The Joy in the Thought that it is not the Way
which is Narrow, but the Narrowness which is the Way,"a the nineteenth-
century Christian existentialist Soren Kierkegaard argues that the spir-
itual journey is not separate from the way it is traveled. The rvay doesn'r
exist in the same sense that a road exists, regardless of rvhether anyone
is traveling on it or not, but it is the "how" of the traveling that rnakes it
the path. When we speak of life as a way, the real question is, how am I
to walk on that way; horv am I to live my life? Kierkegaard quotesJesus:
"For the gate is narrow and the way is hard, that leads to life . . . " (Matt.
7: l4). Again, "narrow" is not an adjective describing the path; narrow fu

the path. The name of the path is narrow. Therefore, when life is narrow,
we know it is the path. An alternative term frequently used in the Bible
is "tribulation," which literally means "threshing the grain." The chaff
flies away, and the grain falls through. We can't avoid tribulation; we

can't avoid narrolvness. It is a.joy to know this, because then rve know
what we must do: we must suffer. And according to Kierkegaard, as we

go along, we suffer more and more.
I would now like to quote a passage from the Prologue of The Rule

of Saint Benedict which may at first seem to contradict Kierkegaard. Saint
Benedict writes:

Therefore we intend to establish a school for the Lord's service.
In drawing up its regulations, we hope to set down nothing
harsh, nothing burdensome. The good of all concerned, how-
ever, may prompt us to a little strictness in order to amend faults
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and to safeguard love. Do not be daunted immediately by fear

and run away from the road that leads to salvation. It is bound

to be narrow at the outset. But as we progress in this way of life
and in faith, we shall run on the path of God's commandments,

our hearts overflowing with the inexpressible delight of love.5

Is the rvay only narrow at the entrance, or does it become increasingly

pore difficult, as Kierkegaard suggests? I believe this contradiction is a

superficial one, because once we discover that narrowness is the way, we

oarticipate in thejoy of understanding that it is so, which is also the "inex-

iressible delight" referred to by Saint Benedict. Life is a gift. We haven't

forgtrt it or earned it. Therefore rve have a choice of two attitudes, both

of which are painful: we can either feel anxiety because we don't trust

that life is a good gift, or we can exchange that anxiety for a positive kind

of suffering, which is a growing pain. This second choice is the suffering

of compassion, which is the joyful suffering of going with the grain, of
realizing that it is narrowness that leads to life.

When His Holiness the Dalai Lama visited the United States in 1981,

someone asked him, in a small audience, how it was that Buddhists have

developed such a wonderful path for overcoming suffering, while Chris-

tians have been wallowing in their suffering for almost 2,000 years. The

Dalai Lama responded by saying, "It is not as easy as all that. Suffering
is uot overcome by leaving pain behind; suffering is overcome by bearing
pain for others." And that is one of those answers that is as Christian as

it is Buddhist. It is the basic statement that comes out of the fact that nar-
rowness ls the path.

The Essence of Ethics
Jack Engler
David Steindl-Rast O.S.B.

JACK ENGLER: In American sociery, many srudents bring ro rhe
conte mplative life the peculiar idea that one's personal
behavior, or ethical conduct, isn't all that important. Many feel
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it is enough to simply be rninclful and clo the sitting practice. It
is as though we could come to the rneditation hall, practice our
contemplative disciplines, and then go back home and be angry
u'ith our spollse or cheat on our incorne tax. Perhaps u,e don'[
like to talk about morality because rve are still rebelling against
the.f udeo-Christian moral code, which rnany of us have
worked so hard to get a\\ray fl'om. "Conscience" ancl "ethics"
have become unsavory words u'hich conjure up irnages of
oppression and rigidity. It is tme that without sorne kind of
contenrplative practice, ethics can be reduced to a set of
legalistic clo's and clon'ts, rights ancl rvrongs, and we rnay need
to rediscovel morality in a way that is clifferent fror"n holv rve

learned it as children. Nevertheless, rve rnust:rcknorvledge that
impeccability in our thoughts, our speech, and our- actions is

the very basis of oul'otrn grou'th and developntent. In
tradition:rl Bucldhist cultures, moral training is considered to
be the foundation of the spiritual path. Ther-e must be

irnpeccable concluct-first, last, and allvays. Otherwise the
conternplative practices rvill clry up, becallse there will be
nothing to sllstain them. They rvill just produce altered states

of consciousrrcss, rvif horrt rneanirrg.
In the Buddhist tradition, the instructions on rnorality start

ri'ith five precepts. The practitioner vo\vs to refrain frorn taking
life, fronr taking what has not been given, from saying rvhat is

not true, from sexual misconcluct. and fiom partaking of
anything that causes mindlessness, sllch as alcohol and clrugs.
Each precept is a vow to abstain from a certain class of
potentially harrnful behaviors, For exarnple, rvhen taking the
first precept, the practitioner asserts that he or she rvill lefl'ain
frorn taking lif'e. It is not phrased "thou shalt not," but is simply
stated as an intentionality. In fact, the expectation, at least in
the beginning, is that one will not be able to completely live up
to that interrtion. What does it nrean, after all, to refrain frorn
taking life? Does it simply rnean to not kill other people or
animals? Does it:rlso rnean that I ought to become a
vegetarian? And when I'm walking clorvn the sreet in the
summertime, does it mean that I ought to take cal"e not to
trample rvilly-nilly on all the little creatures beneath ny f'eet
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n'ho also have a rip;ht to their space on this earth? J'hat olre

precept can be practiced at l.nalty diff'erent levels. On fäce

value, it may scem to be zrlr obvior"rsly simple prescriptive rule,
but by trying to follou' it faithfully in all situatiot'ts, it leads one
into very deep waters. It begins to expose all of the root
rnotives that usually push ancl pull us: the deeper gl-eecls alld
aversions ancl the val-ious coltcepts and far-rtasies that we

unc<-rnsciously live by. A pt'ecept br-ings these hiclclen impulses

to the surfäce, rvhere they can be seeu for n'hat they are and

rvorkecl lvith. It is not that if one doesn't live up to the precept
in a parti<;ular situatiorr, otre has sinnecl. The precepts at-e

presented as a challenge to be rnore minclfttl ancl more
l'esporrsible lbl onc's acti( )tts.

BROT'HER DAVID: I rvoulcl like to ask you to be nore specilic about
sexlrerl tniscotrduct. For tts in the Chlistian tladition, this is a

highly problernatic issue becattse tllere has lteen so trtuch sttr:ial

influencc on the religious traclition. Ofterr rve find a clefinitirin
of'sexr:al n.tiscotrdttct that has nothitlg to dcl *'ith Christian
rnorality, but has everything to do rvith the vaiues o{ the societv

u'e live in. hr this case, I'm n'onclering n'hether the l}"rddhist
ciefrnition prirnarily speaks out of .|apanese, Clhinese, or lndian
social values, or rvhether it is sottrervhat inclepenclelrt of social

co11te xt.

JACIK ENGLER: -lhat is the sanre question, Blother Davicl, that every

stlldent asks lvl.ren they first hear ab<>r.tt the precepts. Sexual

miscondrtct is the or-re they rnttst h'altt to knorv about! I think
you rvoulcl find that different cultrtral traditions have each

approached it a little dift-erently. -fhe root rtteatting of sexual

rnisconcluct refers to any exploitive sexttal relations. In
concrete terlns, the pt-ecepts are sittration-specific. Thel' are

deliberately phrased in an open-endecl \\'ay because their
application u,ill vary according to ciifferirtg circuntstances. As

rt'e apply it in our satrgha, refiaining from sexual nlisconcluct

in a Ietreat envilontnent means sexuzrl abstinence. -fhere rvon't
be any sexttal activity for the dtrration of'the retreat. At other
times, rvhenever one person takes advirtltage of another by
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using sexuality to gratify his or her own needs, without real
care, attentiveness, concern, and respect for the other, then
that is exploitive, and it is a violation of the precept. What that
means in terms of specific conduct is left up to the individual to
determine. That is the challenge of the precepts. If we were to
translate them into an absolute, literal meaning that applied
under all conditions, we would be treating them in a dead way.

BROTHER DAVID: Thank you very much. I think this is a really
important contribution to the Buddhist-Christian dialogue,
because this is also the root of the Christian idea of sexual

misconduct. This is clear when we see the little which the Bible
has to say about sexual sins as compared to the great nurnber
of warnings against exploiting others by taking advantage of
them. Unfortunately, the popularized versions of Christian
teachings have reversed this proportion. Exploitation is the real

offense. But society has cast that meaning into particular laws,

until the laws have become more important than the root
meaning, and it ends up seeming that as long as you don't get
into conflict with the laws, you can exploit others as much as

you want. So I think there is a deep agreement between
Christians and Buddhists on this level. But I rvonder how rvell

the Buddhists actually live that way. We haven't done so very
well.

JACK ENGLER: I think we're probably batting about the same

average!

Guilt
Rev. Sister Benedetta C.S.C

Jack Engler

SISTER BENEDE'ITA: I think it is important that we learn to
distinguish between two types of guilt. One is the genuine guilt
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u,hich n'e're trealrt to f-eel :tncl ttteattt to use irl a responsible

\\'zly, an(l the other is ner-trotic guilt. For all ol'us there are

tines rvhen our rvorcls or actious are sttch that 1ve neecl to feel a

sense of guilt, so that rvc catl :lssulne olvnership for rvhat rve

have clone, aucl then express the necessat'y sorrow ol'regl'et
ancl ask for forgiverless. 'lhat is alrvays a difficult tl-ring to do,

but I think it is also esselrtial. In that case, guilt arises out of
conscience; it is leal ancl neecls to be deliberately facecl'

Neurotic guilt, on rhe clther hancl, is sonrething we

unnecessarily create for ourselves. It arises out of the superego:

the vclice tl-rat clictates to us u'hat our llehavior shoulcl be, based

on the corrclitioning process that began in chilclhoocl. This voice

comes fi-om an external valtte system or:ruthority figure that
we met sotnetvhere iu ciur lives, artcl it can create utrenclitlg
feelings of inaclequacy and gtrilt. So I rvoulcl szry that, to begin

n'ith, it is clr-rcial that n'e learn to clistirrguish between tl'ue

conscience ancl the stlpel-ego.

JACI{ I.NGLER: I u'oulcl agree u'ith yotr, Sister, that there is a healthv
kind of gtrilt rvhich allon's tls to ackno\r'leclge responsibility for
orlr actions. Tl-re capacity to experience 6;uilt is actually an

extraordinat-y httman developmettt. If'the Patiellts I rvork rvith

in my psychiatric clinic cotrlcl experience real guilt, they

probably rvotrldn't need to be in the clinic at all. As children,
each of us had to develop the ability' to experience that we

coulcl hurt the very people rve lovecl. That is one of the most

important attainlnents of early childhood. Out of that grorvs a

sense of responsibility to one another.
I think that the Budclhist traditions tend to talk rr.rore

about the neurotic kincl of guilt-horv to ovelcome the regret
that birrcls Lls to the past rvith constaltt ruminatiotl' We go over
the same things again and again, wishing that things had

happened clifferently. Such flxatiolls tether us to past events, so

that rve are never able to get beyoncl theI.n, and rve find
ourselves constalltly reliving the past. In Budclhist psychology,

that kind of guilt is one of the "unskillful" <-n' utrrvholesome

qualities of rnincl, and it is part of the repetition and
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otrt of sight, rvhen I dance like Davicl before the Ark of the Covenattt.

gonretimes I may be so full oI'joy that I can't contain myself', and I firrd
nyself squirn.ring arottnd. Or there rnight be another kirlcl of restlessness,

rvhere I pace the floor, wring my hands, ar-rcl bury my face in rny hancls.

I nright argue with God like.fob, or struggle rvith him like Jacob. 
'Ihe

Sible says that.f acob came ollt maimed; I have llot yet come out tnainled,

but I have often come out exhaustecl. Christian prayer is not aln'ays re-

laxing and refreshing. It is sometimes a crucifixion, an agony.

Sometimes prayer can best be describecl as a slow, irtterior bleeding:

an awecl, stunned silence, lvith no rvorcls, no images. That silence can be

2 full, mysterious presence; at other tirnes it can be a terrifying absence,

the experience of abandonmeltt. In the Nerv Testamellt Jesus cries oltt

on the cross, "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?" (Mark

15:34). That, too, is Christian prayer.
It is important that we appreciate all these possible variations and

dimensions, as we nlove in ancl out of the rhythms ancl seasons of our

prayer life. As Nikos Kazantzakis said, "Blowing through heaven and

ealth, in our heatts, and the heart of every living thirlg, is a gigantic

breath, a great Cry-rvhich rve call God." Ancl the only way to respond to

the great Cry which we call God is by the cry of the heart rvhich rve call

prayer.

Letting Go of Thought
Joseph Goldstein
Loppön Lodrö Dorje
Judith Lief
Tessa Bielecki

Geolge'I'irnko
David Steindl-Rast O.S.B
Reginald Ray

JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN: In the Buddhist traditions there are two marn

streams of meditation practice. One is the development of rvhat

could be callecl concentration, and the other is the development
of insight. After listening to Mother Tessa's description of
prayer, I would suggest that Buddhist concentration practices
parallel what is called meditation ir.r Catl-rolicism, and insight
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practices parallel coltternplatiolt.
In Bucldhisnt, concentration is achievecl throtrgh focusing

the rnincl on a particular object, sur:h as a light, nlalttra, or
vistralization. Usually that cclncentratioll of rnincl is the n
appliecl to insight meditation. In 'lhcravada vipassar-ra
meditation, fbr exarnple, you sit witl.r :uvareness of the process
of rnincl as it unfolcls, rvithout tryitrg to create or fbcus on
anythinc ancl u'ithout leading tl're n.rincl an1,rv|r"r-.. t, '. u

settlins-back into the ntontent ancl allorving the dharnta, or
realit1,, to r.rnfold. 'I-his practice blings abour an ever-increasing
ref inernent of'lterception, rvhich penetrares the soliclitl, of
experience. Usually n'e tend to vieu'ourselt'es as somethine
solid ancl real. By serrlillg back into the ltromerlt ancl observins
the florv of'pherrornenit, percel)tion becornes so refined ancl so
strong that it penerl'ates the appar-ent soliclity of'ego. As insight
clevelops, there are stages of perspectives that one goes
tht'or,rgh. It is an orclerecl path, rvhicir {inally lezrcls to an
opening to the unconclitioned.

L.ODRO DOR.f E: In tl're Vajrayana Buclclhist rraclition, rve lind a

sinrilar clesclilttion. I u'ould just elaborate by saying thar the
element of'exertion is irtrportant in clistinguishing the trvo
stages or- tyPes of practice, When concentlatins or settliltg the
rrrind, there is a cleflnite sense of exertion. Then at a certain
stage of the meclitative process, 1'ou let go o1'an1, deliber.atc
effort. By lettir-rg go, the quality of insight or awareness comes
to vou; it is r-rot nranufactured.

JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN: I'm sure it musr also be rrue in the Chrisrian
tradition, or in any spiritual trzrclition fbr that ntatter. tirat irrr
understancline of'right eflblt is crucial. Ef fbrt is the
{bunclation o{'practice, :rnd yet it car.r so easily be transforr.necl
into a hindr-ance. The Buddha gave nlany teachings oll the
meaning and inrportance of'risht effbrt.

JUDY LIEF: It is interestirlg to me thar letting go of ef{brt doesrr'r
necessarily corresponcl to a declease ir"r the lbrmal or
strllcturecl aspect o1'practice. For example, in our cornmunity
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the student first rvorks H'ith the sirrple, relatively fbrmless
meditation of attencling to the breath. At this stage a great deal
of deliberate effort is uecessary. Working cliligently rvith the
thought process in that rvay allows the rnincl to settle. Then
after some time, rvhen greater relaxation is possible, he or she

enters ir-rto liturgical practices and begins working with the

irnager-y of visualization.

I\.IOTHI1R TESSA: And hon'does someone decide when to move from
one stage to the other and rvhat imagery to ttse?

JUDY LIEF: First, the studetrt requests the teacher to transmit the next
practice. The teacher agrees to transnrit the pr-actice

appropriate to the studerlt whelt he or she is ready. Each

practice has its orvn built-in form and structtlle.

NIOTHER TESSA: It n'oulcl never be that precise in Christianity'
Prayer is much more spontaneous and fluid. You might not
necessarily knorv in a givert ltlonletlt n'hat you will do next.. I
rnay go to the chapel thinking I am going to meditate ou a
certain scripture, and I may never get to it. Or I rnay end up
n'orking rvith it for trvice as long as I hacl expected. There is a

trernendous open-endedness to it.

JUDY LIEF: Would it be correct to say that prayer begins in reference
to an external God, as some sort of visualization or projection
of one's rnind, and then moves on beyond that initial dualism?

Woulcl that describe the movement from meditation to

contemplation in Christianity?

FATHER TIMI(O: The Christian begins rvith the perception of
sonrething other than onesell: something that transcends lvho
r\re are :rccording to our usual ttnderstanding. But even there
we have to be careful. 'flie transcendent reality is rvithin the
realm of our intrel being. As Christ said, "'fhe I(ingdorn of
God does not come lvith observable signs; yolr can't say, 'Look,
here it is!' or '-fher-e it isl' For the Kingdonr of'God is within
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yolr" (Luke 17:2(l-21). 'f hough the leality of God is Other, it is
not an extcrrurl tlrinc.

BIiOTHER DAVID: And it isn't a Derz!". I don't think there is one
Christian denornination u'here you couldn't rvalk into church
and hear someone speaking frorn the pulpit about God as a
being. Buf. that's totally Llnorthoclox; it's just simply wrong. God
is not rz being. Gocl is the Source of Being.

FATHER TIMKO: lirorn a Christian point of vierv t]re understanding
of'God is crur:ial here. 'fhe Eastern Fathers see ollr relationship
to God prirtrarily in ternts of Gocl-likeness. IVIany of' the Fzrthers

say that if God appears to you in some external form or image
or visible light, you can be sure it is an illusion ancl not God.
SaintJohn of tl're Laclder says, "Gocl appears to the mind in the
heart, at frrst as a purifying fire and then as a light that
illumines the rnind ar-rcl n.rakes it Gocl-like." He also says that
rvhen we speak of love n'e rntrst be r.'ery careful in rvhat we say

because rve are speakir-rg of'Gocl. Gocl is love. Gocl is truth. God
is good. Gorl is holy. The person u,ho abicles in any of these
qualities of Gocl-likeness abicles in Gocl ancl Gocl abides in him.
ln other rvords, if'the quality of love is olterating in you as a

state of being, then that is the reality of God manifest. In nrost
instances, the inrase of Gocl refers to the actual rnanif'estation
of the divirre quality of life ancl being within us. The inner
appeal, the movement of the mincl and heart in prayer, is not
to sor"ne external agency. It is to that realitl'rvhich is potentially
present rvithin us.

JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN: I n'ould say, not even rvithin Lrs, blrt which rs

us.

FATHER TIMKO: Yes, all right; but only in the sense that it is
actualized and manifest in us, In that sense Evagrius sirys that
"a soul pure in God is Gocl" and "a pure rnind is the throne of
God." Anyu'ay, it is something rvithin the realm of'one's
potential state of being; it is not somethin€i to be arrivecl at

somervhere "out there." Sometirr.res I like to use the analogy of
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our electrorric rneclium u'hen I t:rlk about this. When you turn
on your TV you tune into certain signals out in the
atmosphere. Where are they coming from? Evidently tl'rere is a
source. They are not only "out there"; they are also "right
here." All you need is a receiver that is functioning proper-ly
and you can tune into the tr-ansmission. You can't knorv the
reality at the sonrce. 'fhe reality, or picture, communicated is

only actualized and knorvn in the receiver lvhere you are. In
the same way, we can say that the reality of God cannot be

perceived "up there" or "out there," or anyrvhere else in
particular, but only here rvithin me rvhen my psyche is tuned
in.

BROTHER DAVID: Much of our edttcational approach to teaching
children horv to pr-ay has been misleading in that respect.

FATHER TIMKO: I think it has been horrendous. Some years ago my
Church School teachers shorved me An instructional book they
hacl received, and in its centerfbld rvas a picture of two
telephones hooked up t<,rgether. This was supposed to be an
illustration of'prayer. What does this cornrnunicate? Here you
are at this end, and God is up there at the other encl, waiting
for 1'our call? Just call him upl It's such a simplistic iclea! It is a
distorted vierv of prayer that delucles the youngest child as rvell
as the oldest adult.

BROTHER DAVID: One thing I've noticed about descriptions of
Buddhist practice is that the dissolution of the ego is rnuch
more directly in focus than it is in the Catholic tradition. I'm
wondering, Father George, whether there is anything parallel
to that in Orthocloxv.

FATHER |IMKO: Yes and no. By that I mean that there is not a
direct focus so much as an inclirect focus. In our tradition the
term "meditation" isn't alluded to all that much, ancl when it is,

it is used in the sense of ponclering or reflecting on something.
But there is a lot of ernphasis on theoria, rvhich is usually
translatecl as "contemplation." Theoria is rvatching, observing,
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simply looking. It is an intclior lookins of the mincl, of'payilg
attcntiol) rvitltout :rny exl)ectations. Il yotr look rvith sonte
intent you lvill see rvhat vou \\rzll)t to see. But the Fatlrers say

you shouldn't look ,rvith sorne projectecl ideas..lust rvatclr
yourself', fi'om mornenl to lllon]ent, ancl you u'ill have enoug]r
to conteltcl n'ith. Ancl they'r'e right. When I recollect rlty ntin(|,
stop looking outsicle myself'ancl just rvatch rnyself -myrelationsl'rip to rny u'i{'e, my chilclren, nly l'nolley, lny
possessiorrs-there is a rvhole rvorlcl of self -knorvleclge to be
fbur-rcl there. Ancl they sav that yclr-r cannot actually colnmune
rvith God ulltil you knorv yourself, exactly as you are.
f)therrvise, you rvoll't be able to clistinsuish u,hat you are
projecting and rvhat )'oul senses are bringing to you fronr rvhat
is spiritual. Theref ore, the consciousness, the rnincl, has to let
go of thotrrht. That's the critical thine. Er,agritrs ref'ers to

Irra)'er as "lctting go of'all thotrsht." He says that "pl'ayer is a
nlovement ol the nrinrl to Gocl. I'raye r- is the continual
cornnrunion of the nrincl rvith Ciocl. Unclistr-acte(l prayer is the
highest activity of'the mincl. IJut if'you rvish to beholcl Gocl ancl
comrlrune rvith Him rvho is be1'oncl all sense perceptioll an(l
beyoncl all conccption, you nrust free your rnincl fi'onr evely
irnpassionecl thougl-rt. -I-he ntincl that is n slavc to passion
celnnot come to the realrn <tf pure spiritual prayer. For sr-rch a

mincl is clraggecl about bv passionate thoughts, and it cartnot
renrzrirr still ancl qtriet. \'<iu cannot attain pure prayer u,hile
your nrind is occrrpiecl ivith thotrghts of'uraterizrl things ancl

cares. For prayer nleans the letting-go of all thoup;hts :rncl
beine rvith flocl,"7 Christianitv becarle tlappccl at solne poinr
by thinking that prayer is verbalizntion and asking. That's a

wrorr g rrnclerstandin g of' prayer.'l-he Greek w or cl pr t t.s et' h om tt i
nreans to nlove into a conclition or state of being in rvhich thele:
is no thought, no irnaging, no clesiling. It rneans to simply be

still arncl silent ancl quiet in a rnindf ul state ol an'areness. In
such a state the sclf is clissolvecl. Onll' by being in that state c:ul
one tnlly conlrr-lLlr)c u'ith that -fr':tnscenclel)t Reality.
Nonverbalized prayer is central in the tradition of'the Fatl'rers,
n'ho say prayer is "dilecting the rnincl ancl heart."
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.JUDY 
LIEIr: Is such conten.rplation practice part of the Orthoclox

servlce /

FATHER TIMKO: It is essentially a private practice. But even though
the services verbalize, the liturgy has a contemplative aspect to
it. The interior being is always callecl to being watchlul and
attentive to everything that is being said and done. Hesychius
of Jerusalem says, "Attention is the silence of'the mind, free of
all thought." There are also places in the liturgy rvhere you are
called to lay aside all thoughts that pertain to this life. Saint

John Chrysostom says that if your rnind is wandering about in
the marketpl:rce, and you are thinking about business, then you
aren't at the liturgy. 'Ihere are moments of total silence. This
happens at the beginning of the offertory, rvhen the gifts are
offered, and then in the communiorr. At those times there is no
singing or verbalizing, but simply the inner arvareness and
focusing on communion. There are also times when we say,
"Let us lift up our hearts." The heart is the inner being in
rvhich the mincl should be centerecl and stilled; it is the interior
natllre of our consciousness. In the Orthodox tradition, tve say

that the mind should always be in the heart, rvhich means that
the intelligible, perceiving nature shoulcl be within the {'eeling,
intuitive nature. When the mind is so recollected and stilled
within the heart, it exists in a state of pure mindfulness.

JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN: In rnany Asian languages, there is one word
which includes both heart and mind. And I think that's very
rnuch the Buddhist sense: those tlvo are not separate.

LODRÖ DORJE: I wanred ro say something about this idea of prayer
as asking. In the Vajrayana tradition rve have a liturgy fbrm
which we call supplication. It has the important element of
transcending personal desire; in other words, one is not
particularly supplicating for a Caclillac. We supplicate as a way
of uplifting our state of'being and increasing our sense of
commitment and devotion. We might supplicate to have
greater renunciation, or to develop unshakable faith in


