THE “ABSOLUTE NOTHINGNESS» 5(CORDING TO THE
KYOTO SCHOOL OF Py OSOPHY :

Ismael Quiles, S. J.

The group of philosophers belonging tq (he Kyoto School have some
common ftraits. All of them are, 1) rageq in the classic Buddhist
Mahayana tradition; 2) opened to the Wegiemn philosophy in a fluid
dialoguc; 3) intcrested in the problem of peligion and particularly in
Christian mysticism; 4) the central commgp point of their philosophy-
rcligion is the “absolutc-nothingness™ (Myinly as Sunyata); 5) most of
them assume the Zen as their central inSpjragjon.

Nevertheless, some of the Kyoto philpgophers scem 10 sympathize
finally with nembutsu or Shin Buddhisy,. p. Suzuki (in his last wri-
tings); Keciji Nishitani (Religion and Ngghingness); Hajimc Tanabe
(Philosphy as Metanoetics) ... It is worthy (o analyzc how thcy main-
tain the unity of their Buddhist thought.

A.TANABE HAJIME

1. Philosophy as metanoetics” The Oghep-Power

Tanabe gives us a biographical descripiion of his philosophical cxpe-
ricnce.

Aftcr the 2nd World War he felt a pryfoupd disillusion and dcpres-
sion, duc to the nonscnsc of his individuy jjfc, and also that of his own
country. His philosophy (speculative, ratigng)jstic) could not give him
any hclp to understand the truth of this worg ¢ all. He felt the neccessily
to look for a ncw philosophy, but not lik (h5t he had given his confi-

1. Tanabe Hajime (1885-1962) Philosophy and Megapoetics. Translated by Takeuchi
Yoshimari, Forcword by James W. Heisig, Univ&.shy of California Press, Berkeley,

1986, pp.. 316. |
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dence as the last explanation of human life. As he says “a new advanced
philosophy” a “philosophy which were non philosophy” or a non-philo-
sophy which were real philosophy2 It is intcresting to note that he
followed the way of interiority: “my penitent confession-metanoesis
(zange) -unexpectedly threw me back on my own interiority and away
from things external” (The underlining is ours). He speaks not only of
his “own interiority” but also of “my own inner self with humility™,

So he got an illuminating -experience- which he compares with that
of the Shinran -loosing confidence in himself and fecling the salvation
in the faith and confidence in the “Other-Power” as an Absolute in front
of all relative beings in the world. “My experience of conversion -that
is, of transformation and resurrection- in metanoesis, corresponds to the
experience that led Shinran (1173-1262) to establish the doctrine of the
Pure Land Shin (Yodo Shin Shu). Quite by accident I was led along the
same path that Shinran followed in Buddhist discipline, although in my
case it occurred in the philosophical realm. Reflection on this parallel
led me to an interpretation of Shinran’s Kyogyoshinsho froom metanoe-
tical point of view™. Tanabe could also mention here the “conversion”
(metanoia, zange) of St. Augustin®.

He explains in the Preface, how he felt the necessity of a change -a
“conversion”- and used the Greek term “metanoia” and “metanoesis” to
underline a total vital change of his mind. He speaks on “the truth of
conversion -and- resurrection experience”, the “practice-faith- witness
of my conversion”, metanoia (zange). It is presented as “the philosophy
of my regenerated existence”. This is metanoia, “the philosophy of
Other Power”. “I have died to philosophy and resurrected by zange
(metanoia). “I no longer live for myself, but live because life has been
granted to me from “which is neither life or death” the trascendent realm
of the Absolute”®.

2. The Absolute Nothingness
But for Tanabe the Absolute is the Absolute Nothingness, transfor-
mation of every relative.

2. Ibid. p. 1.

3. Ibid.

4. Ibid. p. 1ii

5. St. Augustin, Confessions, X, 10.
6. Philosophy as Metanoetics, p. lii.
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“Since this Absolute is the negation and transformation -that is con-
version- of everything relative it may by dcfined as Absolute Nothing-
ness” (p. li).

But this is for Tanabe just “Love”.

“I experience this Absolute Nothingness, through which I am reborn
to the new life as nothingness -qua- love” (ibid).

“It is the truth negation”. “The Great Nay as the Great Compassion’”.

3. The Unity of Self-Power and Other-Power

The unity of both sides Self Power-Other Power; Zen-Nembutsu, is
finally the goal of Tanabe. Metanoetics is Nembutsu -and- Zen “or if
you like Nembutsu-Zen™®. Nevertheless I would say that in Tanabe the
accent scems to lay on the side of the Other-Power.

4. Pascal and Shinran

It is very interesting that by one way Tanabe approaches Pascal to
Shinran®, but also points out the differences. Nevertheless he founds in
Pascal the necessity to acknowledge, how self-power and Other-Power
may mutually find themselves in the interiority of man: “there is a
different in content between Shinran and Pascal, that stands out no
matter how closely the two approach one to another”, Pascal and
Shinran (the underlining is ours)'™. It easy to see that Tanabe’s interpre-
tation of Pascal is rather inclined on the side of self-power, even recog-
nizing the infinite misery of man in itself.

B. NISHITANI KELJI

1. Religion. Self, sin and faith -

Nishitani in his book Religion and Nothingness" takes as starting
point a conception of “religion” and “sin” similar to that of Kierkegaard.
From the beginning he approaches to the mentality and terminology of

7. Ibid.

8. Ibid. p. 222.

9. Ibid. Chapter 6, pp. 193 and ff.

10.Ibid. p. 195.

11.Nishitani Keiji, Religion and Nothingness, Translated, with an Introduction by Jan
Van Bragt. Foreword by Wiston L. King, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1982.
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this philosopher and through him to Cristian conccpts of religion, seclf,
sin, love and personality. Of course he trics to show the similarity of
thecm Zen-Buddhism (Nothingness, Sunyata) and still more with Ami-
dism'2.

“The acceptance of divine love is called faith {...]” “So, t0o, must be
faith that significs salvation as a conversion from that sin be a Great
Reality {...]"".

“We can find the concept of faith as a rcality in this sensc both in
Christianity and Buddhism {...}"'%. And aftcr reffering to the kenosis and
ekkenosis of Christ, “who empticd himsclf, taking the form of a scrve”,
sais Nishitani: “In Christianity, faith in Christ mcans both man’s witness
to and appropriation of God’s redceming live, and also God’s actualiza-
tion of and witness to his own divine love in man. In both of thcse
aspects, faith is the working of the Holy Spirit as the love of God which
establishes a rcal bond between man and God, a bond that is both
actualized and a appropriated in faith. As it is writen, “he who is united
to the Lord becomes onc spirit with him” (1 Corr. 6:17). In Buddhiism,
thc name Amida is taken to be the sign of the fulfillment of the Budd-
ha’s Vow of Compassion, and indced is itsclf thc name for the unity of
the Buddha and all things™s.

Finally Nishitani refers again to the conception of sclf (uniquc), sal-
vation and sin of Kicrkcgaard: “in gencral, then, this sort of faith indi-
cates the point at which the sclf truly becomes the self itself. The cle-
mental realization, of cvil and sin, the ficld of nothingness opened up in
that rcalization, and the acceptance in belicl of the working of salvation
all signify, cach in its own way, the point at which the sclf becomes
itsclf as somcthing absolutcly unique, thc most “private” point in the
sclf, the standpoint of the “solitary” as Kicrkcgaard has it”16.

Religion is the contact point of the sclf and God (Ankniipfungs-
punkt with God)"".

12.1bid. pp.26-27.
13.p. 26.

14.1bid.

15.1bid. pp.26-27.
16.Ibid. p.27.
17.Ibid. pp.24-25.
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2. Subjectiveness or self apprehension

“Awamcss of subjcctivity, makes the notion of man as personal being
[...] practically sclf cvident™. Even Nishitani says: “The idea of man as
person is without doubt the highest conception of man yct to appear.
The same may be said of the idca of God as person™®.

3. But this is only the first subjectivity or personality: *“the cgo -
centered-sclf of man™?. It is necessary to trascend the “personal sclf”.
This trascendence or ncgation, discloses the truc sclf or personality,
through a “conversion” to the truly clemental sclfhood.

“This ncgation mcans a conversion within the scif-cnclosed persona-
lity, an outburst of altogcther fresh vitality. It is likec a key to that
inncrmost depth of personality that has been closed off sin since the very
beginning  -thc “beginning without beginning”- of personal being.
Through this ncgation the person is broken through, from within and the
personal sclf discloscs itsclf as subjectivity in its clemental sense, as
truly absolute sclfhood””.

Nishitani distinguishcs God and godhcad, the last being the ground,
so to say, of God, as pcrsonal subjctivity. He makes here the interpre-
tation of Eckhart, when this says: “In othcr words, it must be a point that
is not the nihility of creatio ex nihilo but rather somcthing like the
absolute nothingness of godhcad that we saw in Eckhart. Godhead is the
place within God where God is not God himsclf”’?. Scc also the inter-
pretation of Eckhart as “beyond thcism and athcism™Z.

This absolute sclfhood is the absolutc nothingness or sunyata. He
quotcs the Eckhart words: *“The ground of God is the ground of my soul,
and the ground of my soul is the ground of God”?. The ground of the
personality in the soul and God is the “urground” which is in itsclf the
absolutc nothingness or void, or sunyata.

4. Nishitani’s sunyata coincides with the theologia negative but he

18.Ibid. p.69.
19.Ibid. p.27 and 69.
20.Ibid. p.72.
21.Ibid. p.67.
22.1bid. p.64.
23.1bid. p.68.
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expresses his feelings rather in personalistic categories. “The point at
wich this fact can be comprehended in a primer manner is the point of
deliverance where “one becomes a Son of God, a Son of Buddha”?.

It is very interesting the approach of Nishitani to Kierkegaard and
specially to Meister Eckhart in the interpretation of “self”, “person”,
“God”, “Subjectiveness”, and the relation of this terminology with the
absolute nothingness of identificd in Buddhism with the Tathagata and
also the Amida. But there is always a diffcrent final atmosphcre in the
meaning of “creatio ex nihilo” in Eckhart and Nishitani.

C. SUZUKI TEITARO DAISETZ

1. Suzuki: Zen and Shinbuddhism

As it is well know, Suzuki, in his lifclong, was specially concentrated
on Zen. That means the doctrine of salvation through the “self power”.
But in the last years of his life, he turned to the practice of Amida
Buddhism, what means the faith on salvation by “Other Power”. In one
of this posthumus articlcs he reasumes the doctrine of the self in a
different light, which scems to emphasizes a new rclation between the
Absolute and the relative®.

2. Revision of notions of atman and anatman

Suzuki feels the necessity of such revision.

“Thus all things arc dcclared to be transicnt, impcrmancnt, in a stats
of constant flux, subjcct to birth and dcath, and this statement is gene-
rally understood to be thec Buddhist doctrine of non-ego, anatta or anat-
man,; there is, however, a deeper notion of atman to be found in Budd-
hism which does not requirc the denial of atman™*,

3. The doctrine of non-ego is not psychological but moral.
“This atman is negatcd by Buddhism for such a concept is just a
name, a convenicnt way of fixing our atention to somcthing. There is no

24.1bid. p.158.

25.Suzuki Teitaro Daisctz, Apropos of Shin, cn The Buddha Eve, An Anthology of the
Kyoto School, Ed. by Frederick Franck, Crossroad - New York, 1982, pp. 211-220.
26.0. c. p.214.
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substance corresponding to it, and therefore it is absurd to cling to it as
such. The doctrine of non-ego, of anattd, is not just psychological, but
aims at morally fortyfying us against undue attachements to things not
really worth clinging to”?.

4. Nevertheless “there must be something in us which really
constitute selfhood”

Suzuki points out the nccessity of searching a true foundation of the
real sclfhood. “How do wc comc to know that it rcally constitutes the
basis of our being?”. This is the quest of all religions, Suzuki quotes,
and cxplains the shin answer by the distintion of the “absolute self” and
“relative”. Ho in japanese is the absolute and ki the rclative. But the two
arc rcally one. “Shin teaches them that the ho and the ki are one and that
when this is rcalized you know what the absolute sclf is, what Amida
is, what his Pure Land is, what the destiny of human existence is, what
the significance of life is”%.

But is important that Suzuki says that the “oncness does not interfcre
the duality”. “But there is one most important thing in this connection
which ought not to be missed by any mcans. It is this: the oneness of

- ho and ki does not interfcre with their duality; they are onc and yet two,
they are two and yet one. This doctrine is known as the doctrine of no-
hindrance, or of interpenetration”?,

5. The mystic experience

Suzuki refere to the mystical expericnce to cxplain how it happens in
Shinbuddhism. He analyzcs the case of the mystic and poct asahara
Saichi (died 1933) who says:

“O Saichi, are there two kinds Nembutsu?

No, not necessarily two;

Only, one Nembutsu working in two ways”™,

Therefore Suzuki gives the last interpretation: “Namu Amida Butsu is

27.1bid. p.215.
28.Ibid. p.215-216.
29.Ibid. p.216.
30.Ibid. p.220.
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not just onc undiffcrentiated oncness, it moves in two dircctions: the ki
way and thc ho way. Saichi is fully conscious of this™'.

“The fecling of oncncss, however, docs not prevent Saichi from
cherishing another fecling, which is that of wretchedness and misery of
his sinfulness. The oncness does not wipe out the scparateness of Saichi
from Amida, who is grcat and infinitcly bcyond him™32,

The oncness and diffcrentiation are both in Amida and in Saichi,
according to these verses of the mystic poct:

“According to Saichi’s understanding -

Ki and Ho arc onc:

Namu Amida Butsu is nonc other that Saichi himsclf.

This is indcad Saichi’s understanding:

He has flowers in both hands,

Taken away in onc way and given as gift in another way™.

6. Synthesis

Suzuki scems to surpassing thc purc Zen (purc oncness absolute
nothingness) placing a further clement, that of the mystical cxpcricnce
inside thc Shinbuddhism -the Namu-Amida-Butsu in which ki (the re-
lative) and ho (thc absolutc) arc both onc and diffcrentiated.

D. CONCLUSIONS

1. The philosophers of thc Kyoto School, alrcady mcnuoncd scem Lo
underline the necessity not only of oncncss but also that of the bipolarity
of the mystical expericnce, and, conscquently, a bipolarity implicd in
Ncmbutsu.

2. They try to explain this oncness and diffcrence within the doctrine of
“absolutc nothingness™, as the ultimate basis of the sclf in itsclf.

3. It is interesting the cxplanation given in “Glossary” (o Notes on the
inscriptions on Sacred Scrolls on the term “Shinjin: “The rcalization
of Other Power in which human calculation is ncgated through the
working of Amida Buddha. It dcnotes the central religious cxpericnee of
Shin Buddhism, and litcrally mcans man’s “true, rcal, and sincere heart
and mind” (makoto no kokoro), which is given by Amida Buddha. This

31.Ibid.
32.Ibid. p.217.
33.Ibid. p.220.
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heartmind has basically two aspects: a non-dichotomous identity whe-
rcin the heart and mind of Amida and the hcart and mind of man are
one, and a dichotomous rclationship wherein the two arc mutually
exclusive and in dynamic intcraction”,

The “oncness” irclated to hcart and mind, but thc “two” to the
“mutual exclusion and dynamic interaction”.
4. Freequently arc comparced the “absolute nothingness” of Zen and the
theologia negative of some Christian mystics. No doubt that there is
somc similarity in thc mcaning. There arc also some diffcrences. Hajime
Nakamura has pointed out this aspects of coincidence and diffcrence:

“Here we sce a negative theologia (tcologfa ncgativa) proposing a
ncgative mcthodology (via negativa). In the East, Ch’an also can be
tcrmcd a ncgative thcology. The phrase “is not” pcrmecates
Dogen’s Shobogenzo. In China the medicval Confucian philosophy of
Wang-Yang-ming morc than the Sung lcaming of Chu Hsi- exhibits
characteristics similar to a ncgative thcology. The Wesicrn Mystics
rescmble Ch’an in their tcaching that truc in this world can be expressed
only through ncgation. But in contrast to thc incisivencss of ncgative
expressions in Ch’an, the medicval Western mystics Ieave the impres-
sion that they are not cntircly free from the tendency to ooncclve God
as some kind of rcal cntity”.

LA “NADA ABSOLUTA” SEGUN LA ESCUELA
DE FILOSOFIA DE KYOTO (Rcsumcn)

Ismacl Quilcs, S. J.

El grupo dc filésofos que pertenccen a la Escucla de Kyoto ticnen
algunos rasgos cn comin. Todos cllos cstdn: 1) cnraizados cn la tradi-
cion cldsica decl Budismo Mahayana; 2) abicrtos a la filosoffa occidental
con un didlogo fluido; 3) intcresados en cl problema religioso, especial-

34.Notes on the inscriptions on Sacred Scrolls, A translations of Shinran’s Sango
shinzo meimon, Yoshifumi Ueda, General Editor, Kyeto, Japan, 1981, p.126.
35.Japancsce Journal of Religious Studies 13/1, 1981, *“The Goal of Meditation”, Naka-
mura Hajime, p.76.
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mente el misticismo cristiano; 4) el concepto central comin de su filo-
soffa - religi6n es la “nada absoluta” (especialmente como sunyata); 5)
la mayorfa de ellos asumen al Zen como su inspiracién central.

Sin embargo, algunos de los fil6sofos de Kyoto parecen simpatizar
finalmente con nembutsu o Budismo Shin: D. Suzuki (en sus ultimos
escritos); Keiji Nishitani (Religién y la Nada); Hajime Tanabe (La filo-
soffa como una metanoética)... Vale la pena ananlizar como mantienen
la unidad de su pensamiento budista. Por ejemplo Hajime Tanabe dice:
“En esencia la metanodtica es una sintesis del punto de vista del
nembutsu y del budismo Zen, una especic de “Nembutsu-Zen” si pre-
fieren (o0.c. p.222). También la tensi6én entre Tariki y Jiriji; el andlisis
de la filosoffa de Pascal por Hajime Tanabe (o0.c. pp.193-199); el de
Meister Eckhart por Keiji Nishitani (o.c. pp.61-68) y la interpretacién
por Suzuki sobre la unidad-dualidad del “Nembutsu” y el “Zen” (A
proposito del Shin en “The Buddha Eye”, pp.211-220), etc.



