The Possibility of Catholic Zen: Meister Riesenhuber's Lectures

as an Introductory Guide to Zen (Teishou) for Christians

Yutaka Tanaka, ObISB.

After the Second Vatican Council recognized the importance of dialogue and mutual exchange
with the world's religions, priests and monks of the Catholic Church began to participate in Zen
meditation retreats at Japanese Zen temples and Japanese Buddhist monks in monastic practices.

By reflecting on how such spiritual exchanges between Buddhists and Christians were made
possible, this paper examines the significance of learning from other religious traditions for
Christians living in an age of pluralism and examine the nature of Catholic Zen and its potentials.
It does so using as a guide the lectures delivered by Prof. Klaus Riesenhuber at the Zen Center of
Akikawa Shinmeikutsu, founded by Fr. Hugo Enomiya-Lassalle.
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The fourteen lectures are entitled as follows: "(1) Preparing for Zazen," "(2) Grasping Yourself
through the Breath," " (3) Connecting with the Source and Becoming Yourself," "(4) Walking with
the Path," "(5) Attention Toward the Center," "(6) Breaking Through Denial," "(7) Carrying Out
Life," "(8) Giving to Oneness," "(9) Consciousness and Being Penetrate Each Other," "(10)

Opening the Self by Committing to Zazen," "(11) Transcending the Self by Returning to the Origin
of the Self," "(12) Seeing with All of One's Being," "(13) Zazen Bears Fruit," and "(14) Zazen and
Everydayness.

In Zen Buddhism, it is usual for a Zen master to quote from Buddhist sutras such as Wisdom-
Sutras and Zen-Buddhist Analects, but in the case of Meister Riesenhuber, although the explanation
of Zen manners was the same, the texts he quoted were either Christian or Western philosophy texts
that he taught at Sophia university.

Oneness forms a core theme of Riesenhuber's Zen-lectures, as also of his book "Reason and
Spirituality in the Middle Ages," which discusses medieval philosophy and monastic spirituality.
Commencing with the Church Fathers who tackled the oneness of the divine substance in the Trinity,
he discussed the natural philosophy oof Eurigena, Anselm who grounded "rational cognition in

faith," the “Metaphysics of Being and Participation," of Thomas Aquinas, Nicolas of Cusa’s

“learned ignorance”, and other issues.



The uniqueness of Christian theology lies in the fact that it develops "oneness" derived from Neo-
Platonism as a trinitarian theory, directly linked to the opening up of the "eternal now", that
integrates the past, present, and future into oneness in the theory of time. It goes without saying
how vital it is for Christians to be given an opportunity to hear the call of the "now", and God’s
voice in the wilderness.

It is no coincidence that interest in Nishida's philosophy has grown in parallel with the rise in the
number of priests practicing Zen meditation at Sophia University, and there is a deep internal link
between the two philosophers who practiced Zen-meditation and engaged in philosophical studies.
Referring to newly discovered research materials such as Nishida's lecture notes, Riesenhuber
sought to clarify the "religious aspect of pure experience" in relation to Christian Neoplatonism.

I have viewed the term "Catholic Zen" as a "koan" presented to Christians by Zen-Buddhist
Meister Akizuki Ryomin. As the Zen saying goes, "If you are like the teacher, you will lose half
his virtues." Even when a Christian becomes a Zen teacher through Zen meditation practice, if his
words are the same as the Zen master's teachings, he will lose half of his Zen master's virtues. A
Christian must have a creditable original viewpoint. This type of "Catholic Zen" would lead
Christians to a life of meditation and prayer that better utilizes the uniqueness of Christianity, while
learning from Buddhism. The word "Catholic" originally meant "universal," and the Catholic faith
implies that no matter what one’s religion may be, if truth is present there, we can always learn
from it. Christianity in an age of pluralism will break free of its helpless relativism, only by having
an eye for the "one through many." This is something that was always stressed by Meister

Riesenhuber.

The author is a Professor Emeritus of Sophia University and

President of the Japan Society for Buddhist-Christian Studies.
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