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Introduction

DAVID LOY

The boo k yo u hol d i n you r hand s i s a  confluenc e o f tw o
contemporary developments , bot h wit h importan t implication s fo r
religious thought . One is Buddhist-Christian dialogue, which has grown
to become perhaps th e mos t fruitfu l o f many interreligious encounter s
today. In the 1980' s a series of three conferences brought together a core
group of scholars and practitioner s who decided to form th e Society for
Buddhist-Christian Studie s i n 1987 ; on e o f th e contributor s t o thi s
volume, Roger Corless, was a  founding member of that Society. Earlier
versions o f thes e paper s (wit h th e exceptio n o f Morn y Joy's ) wer e
presented a t th e Fourt h Internationa l Buddhist-Christia n Dialogu e
Conference, held a t Boston University July-August 1992 and jointl y co-
sponsored b y the Society for Buddhist-Christian Studies an d the Boston
Theological Institute. One reason thi s ongoing, multifacete d encounter
continues to be successful is that it has taken place on the level of practice
as well as scholarship, and both concerns are reflected i n the essays tha t
follow.1

The secon d developmen t reflecte d her e i s postmodernism, i n thi s
case particularly th e deconstructio n o f Jacques Derrida, whose textual
approach ha s religiou s implication s tha t ar e stil l jus t beginning t o be
explored. Deconstruction as an intellectual fad seems to be waning—as it
must, given the disproportionate attention devoted to it in recent years—
but its challenge to logocentric thinking continues to spread, albei t more

1A11 th e contributor s hav e show n a  dee p appreciatio n fo r bot h traditions , a n
appreciation whic h is not only intellectual but th e frui t o f religious commitment an d
practice. For details, see the Notes on Contributors which follows the papers.
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quietly, into man y specialize d fields , som e o f them quit e remot e fro m
Derrida's own philosophical an d literary concerns.

One o f the field s mos t influence d ha s bee n religiou s studies . For
some time , Derridea n deconstructio n ha s been take n t o reinforc e th e
modernist critiqu e of transcendence which proclaims th e Nietzschea n
"death o f God " an d celebrate s thi s b y dancin g o n hi s grave . Mor e
recently, however, thi s appropriation has become suspect fo r too easily
accepting the anti-spiritual commonplaces of our Zeitgeist.  It is becoming
more eviden t how a  deconstructive approach may also be employed t o
challenge that understanding a s reductionist. John Caputo, for example,
has argue d fo r what he calls the "armed neutrality" of differance:  arme d
because it holds all existence claims suspect, yet ontically neutral because
it neithe r implie s no r exclude s th e existenc e or non-existenc e o f an y
entity.2 Instead o f pounding anothe r nail into God's coffin an d refutin g
the possibility of religious experience, then, deconstruction may provid e
a new wa y t o approach thos e issues . An important poin t whic h keep s
recurring in the following essay s is that Derrida's ow n deconstruction s
open up paths that he himself has been unwilling or unable to explore.
Perhaps th e mos t importan t o f these, in the eyes of the contributors , is
the possibility of a "leap" from theor y to practice which Derrida has no t
undertaken and which is better exemplified i n religious disciplines. The
dialogue has much to offer both sides: while deconstruction sensitizes u s
to the ways our spiritual search has become fixated on an idolatry of self-
presence, th e lon g an d ric h tradition s o f religiou s though t hav e
something t o teach deconstruction about the textual idolatry that theoria
encourages when it remains divorced from a  more holistic praxis.

So, and a s one has come to expect with a volume about postmoder n
thought, th e titl e Healing  Deconstruction  is intentionally ambiguous. O n
the one side, it emphasizes the healing possibilities of deconstruction in a
field wher e th e deconstructiv e tur n ha s to o ofte n bee n understoo d
reductively. Th e papers tha t follo w demonstrat e som e alternative s t o
that. On the other side, the title also refers to the potential healing power
of this dialogue for deconstruction itself, whose critique of logocentrism
has le d t o a  rupture withi n contemporar y thought. Wha t Nietzsche' s
Zarathustra sai d o f man, tha t he is "a rope across an abyss", applies t o
much o f postmodernis m a s well , fo r w e hav e ye t t o realiz e wha t
possibilities await us beyond that rupture—or rather, within that abyss.

2 "Mysticis m an d Transgression : Derrid a an d Meiste r Eckhart " i n Derrida  and
Deconstruction, ed. Hugh J. Silverman (Routledge: New Yor k and London , 1989) , 24.
This essay is discussed in my paper.
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Naturally, th e paper s incorporat e an d respon d t o postmoder n
themes i n differen t ways . Th e feminis t concern s in Berry' s an d Joy' s
essays supplemen t eac h other , an d ther e i s a  dee p paralle l betwee n
Corless's and mine, which reach the same conclusion about the liberating
power o f de-essentialized religiou s images and concepts .

Corless's titl e "Idolatry and Inherent Existence: The Golden Cal f an d
the Woode n Buddha " reflect s th e symmetr y h e discover s between th e
two traditions . Christianit y an d Buddhis m both emplo y image s an d
concepts, while cautioning tha t they may become obstacles to salvation
or liberation ; both teac h about giving them u p a t a  "higher" level , ye t
warn that their absence may also be an obstacle; and therefore both fin d
ways to bring them back but in a new fashion: deconstructed an d a t the
same time left intact.

To demonstrate th e Christia n critique of idolatry, Corless uses th e
paradigmatic stor y o f th e golde n calf , an d t o presen t th e Buddhis t
critique o f inherent existenc e (svabhava,  self-existence ) h e refer s t o th e
famous Ch'a n stor y o f Tan-hsia T'ien-ja n burning a  wooden Buddha .
According to Gregory of Nyssa, the incident of the golden calf is as much
about concept s as images, for the divine can be realized only in the way
Moses experience d i t o n th e mountain , i n a  "dar k cloud " wher e th e
understanding doe s no t reach . The Cloud o f Unknowing  als o encourages
the spiritua l seeke r to abide in this darkness, for, as St. Basil declared in
the fourt h century , anyon e wh o say s h e knows  Go d i s "perverted" !
Corless compares this with the Buddhist refutation o f inherent existence
and particularl y wit h th e Mahayan a deconstruction o f Buddhahood ,
which lead s Nagarjun a t o asser t tha t w e canno t sa y eithe r tha t th e
Buddha exist s o r tha t th e Buddh a doe s no t exist . T o emphasize th e
parallelism between these critiques, Corless supplements hi s paper wit h
an appendix tha t juxtaposes the supposed anti-Buddhis t negatives of the
Heart Sutra  wit h the suppose d anti-Christia n negative s i n the Mystical
Theology o f Pseudo-Dionysius .

Yet thi s deconstruction o f images and concept s is not th e en d o f the
matter for either religion. Their elimination entails the incorrect view of
nihilism i n Buddhism an d th e denia l o f the incarnation i n Christianity.
So a means i s found t o bring the m back again withou t fallin g int o th e
opposed extreme s o f eternalis m an d idolatry . Instea d o f cataphati c
spirituality a s merel y preliminar y t o apophati c spirituality , o r ther e
being an unresolvable tensio n between them, Corless argues for what he
calls their co-inherence. For Christianity, he discusses this in terms of the
iconoclastic controvers y (fift h throug h sevent h centuries) , a  debat e
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unwittingly repeated by the reformers of the 16th and 17t h centuries. For
Buddhism, h e discusse s Nagarjuna' s understanding o f sunyata  a s no -
thing rathe r tha n nothing , whic h exemplifie s Mahayan a ontolog y
generally: concept s nee d no t be , i n fac t shoul d no t be , rejecte d
completely, bu t rathe r reinstate d onc e w e hav e realize d thei r
essencelessness.

The fina l resul t o f thi s fascinatin g parallelis m i s tha t Buddhis m
teaches th e co-inherenc e o f sa m sara an d nirvana , whil e Christianit y
understands th e perso n o f Christ a s th e co-inherenc e o f divinit y an d
humanity.

If Corless's paper explores differance in Buddhist and Christian
teachings, min e discover s dissemination  i n the writings of some of their
exemplary teachers. No aspect of Derrida's ow n writing has been more
controversial tha n th e disseminatio n implie d b y hi s argumen t tha t
meaning i s alway s a n ope n ensembl e o f unstabl e structures , whos e
possibilities ar e unlimite d an d unlimitable . Derrida' s readines s t o
demonstrate thi s a s wel l a s tal k abou t i t ha s inspire d less-skillfu l
deconstructors and less-tolerant critics. "Dead Words, Living Words, and
Healing Words : The Disseminations o f Dogen and Eckhart " argues that
such playful , aware-ful disseminatio n di d no t begin with Derrida , an d
discusses its role in the texts of perhaps the greatest Japanese Zen master
and perhaps the greatest medieval Christian mystical writer.

The paper begin s with Caputo's clai m that differance  doe s not settl e
the God-question one way o r another but rathe r unsettles it, because it
exposes th e conceptua l problems tha t bedevil suc h debates. Buddhis m
agrees with this and i n fact carries it a step further: fo r what needs to be
unsettled i s no t th e God-questio n o r Buddha-questio n bu t ou r
"commonsense" everyda y world , riddle d a s i t i s wit h unconsciou s
ontological committments . According to Madhyamika , ou r taken-for -
granted world is mentally-constructed by our delusive attribution of self-
existence to objects, which makes us experience that world as a collection
of discret e thing s interactin g i n spac e an d time ; an d tha t lead s t o
suffering insofa r a s we understand ourselve s too to be such self-existing
things, who ar e nonetheless subject to the ravages of time and change—
who ar e born onl y to fal l ill , grow old, and die . Merely by subvertin g
such ontologica l claims, and withou t offerin g an y views o f its own, th e
Buddhist deconstruction o f such self-existence (especiall y our own ) can
allow "something else" to shine forth .
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What doe s tha t impl y abou t language ? Buddhist s hav e ofte n
understood i t a s a  "filter " tha t shoul d b e eliminate d i f w e wan t t o
experience the world more nondually, but that dualism just perpetuates
the problem. An alternative view is hinted at by Ch'an master Yum-men:
"There ar e word s whic h g o beyon d words . Thi s i s lik e eatin g ric e
everyday withou t an y attachmen t t o a  grai n o f rice. " Dogen' s an d
Eckhart's writings demonstrate how words can go beyond words.

Both figure s ar e s o esteeme d tha t w e ten d t o overloo k ho w
opportunistic, indee d unscrupulous , thei r writing s are . They have n o
qualms abou t twisting an d eve n contradictin g conventional teachings
when i t serve s thei r purposes : i n Dogen' s case , i n orde r t o devis e
neologisms tha t leap ou t o f the dualisti c ways of thinking we ar e stuck
in; in Eckhart' s case too , to develo p ne w expressions , especiall y one s
which can help us see through the duality between ourselves and God.

If bot h exemplif y th e linguisti c freedo m tha t Derrid a ha s mor e
recently celebrated , whic h i s no t piou s o f traditiona l teaching s an d
produced effect s bu t i s ready t o challeng e them all , the n wha t i s th e
difference between what Derrida is doing and what they are doing? The
answer i s comple x ye t i t ma y b e summarized , i n part , a s follows :
Derrida's deconstruction s ar e naturall y mor e concerne d wit h th e
fixations tha t operate within language , while Dogen an d Eckhar t offe r
broader critique s o f attachmen t whic h for m par t o f a  mor e holisti c
practice that develops an d extends nonattachment into all our activities,
and i s therefore able to deconstruct the most problematical duality of all,
that between the sense-of-self an d the world it finds itself "in" .

In contrast to the parallelisms between Christianity and Buddhism
explored in Corless's and my papers, the next two essays explore their
complex relationshi p wit h a  wid e rang e o f postmoder n thinkers ,
especially feminist ones. In "Sky-dancing at the boundaries of Western
thought: feminis t theor y an d th e limit s o f deconstruction" , Philipp a
Berry argue s tha t i n orde r t o transfor m th e dominan t dualis m an d
secularism o f Wester n thought , Derridea n deconstructio n need s t o
engage i n a  close r dialogu e wit h Frenc h feminist thinkers wh o hav e
already begun to address the relationship between spirituality and what
Derrida ha s describe d a s "the en d o f man". Her pape r considers wha t
that end o f man migh t mean if we view it in relation to the concerns of
Vajrayana Buddhism.

In patriarchal society woman is often associate d with otherness, an d
sometimes represente d a s a  disturbing nothingness. But the concep t of
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womanhood als o partakes of that in-between-ness  which simultaneousl y
undoes binary oppositions and maintains them. French feminist thought
has been criticized for its essentialist conceptions of woman, yet its most
important thinkers have developed sophisticate d account s which build
upon Nietzsche's misogynist remark that "there is no essence of woman,
because she diverts herself, and is diverted from herself." Berry discusse s
Julia Kristeva' s psychoanalyti c accoun t o f abjection  a s wha t disturb s
identity, system , order—categorie s tha t includ e th e narcissisti c eg o
which both Christianity and Buddhism also bring into question—and she
also consider s ne w feminis t versions o f flight an d angeli c identit y i n
Helene Cixous and Luce Irigaray.

One o f th e formativ e dualisms o f Western culture ha s contraste d
woman as body to man as disembodied mind. In the Vajrayana traditio n
of Tibeta n Buddhism, prajnaparamita —the perfectio n of transcendenta l
knowledge or insight—became personalized into a goddess who came to
represent th e paradoxica l embodiment o f enlightenment: th e body i s by
definition sunya,  empty an d illusory , ye t also/and therefor e dynamic ,
associated wit h spiritua l energy. The same qualities are also present i n
the dakini,  a  feminin e "sky-dancer " playin g i n th e Void . Suc h de -
essentialized image s invite the practitioner to make a comparable leap in
consciousness, cuttin g (vajra  mean s diamond) through the obstacle s to
liberation. This echoes the choric aspects of Kristeva's chora, even as the
imagery of fire in Irigaray's Speculum provoke s analogies with the mystic
fire an d flame-aur a of the dakini.  The practitioner's spiritual encounte r
with the dakini leads to a purification that does not abolish negativity but
integrates th e pure and impure visions , the heart-body and th e mind-
spirit.

The stor y of Padmasambhava's initiation by the chie f o f the dakinis
exemplifies how the body is both sunya and a t the same time the means
of enlightenment . I n Vajrayan a literatur e suc h encounter s wit h th e
feminine principle functio n a s the final stage in the practitioner's searc h
for wisdom ; experiencing insight into her essentially empty nature is the
most notabl e wa y on e becomes a  Buddha. By embracing a figure wh o
seems oppose d t o earlier Buddhist teachings, then, Vajrayana attain s a
union o f theor y wit h practic e tha t Wester n though t ha s not . Berr y
concludes that this meditative practice achieves a "dancing on the abyss"
which postmodern though t today dreams about but has yet to realize.
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Morny Joy's "Mindfulness of the Selves: Therapeutic Interventions in
a Tim e o f Dis-solution " explore s the contemporar y intersection s o f
several field s usuall y pursue d separately : deconstruction , Christia n
process thought and Buddhism, but also feminism and ecology. At issue
is the formulation o f a new world-view which can help u s redefine the
identity o f both women and men , as well as their relationship with ou r
deteriorating environment. In all these fields the question of the sel f ha s
become paramount, and thi s common quest for a  new definitio n of self
enables us to see the interconnections among them.

Joy appreciates the postmodern decentering of the subject, yet argues
that the tactics of deconstruction lead to indefinite conclusions which do
not mee t our needs . Ecofeminis m reveal s the relationship betwee n th e
domination of women and the domination of nature, but has been unable
to decid e whethe r gynocentri c value s ar e th e solutio n t o suc h
domination or are themselves a construct of patriarchy.

One o f the mor e interesting attempt s to addres s thes e problem s i s
Catherine Keller' s From  a  Broken  We b (Beacon , 1986) , which offer s a
predominantly Christia n approac h t o proces s thought . A s usua l i n
process philosophy, the challenge is to balance the increasing complexity
of it s evolving component s within a  harmonious whole . Keller sees this
as particularly pertinent for women because process thought avoid s the
extremes o f separation an d solubilit y (he r terms) that hav e pervaded
Western notions o f the selve s of men an d women , respectively . Keller
tries t o avoi d th e commo n proble m wit h proces s thought—tha t i t
eliminates otherness in the name of a monistic whole—yet Joy finds he r
process-feminism als o unabl e t o provid e a  satisfactor y mode l fo r th e
interconnections she seeks betwen the various parts and the whole: the
boundaries begi n t o blu r a s Keller' s participatory mysticism tend s t o
absolve al l difference . Proces s thinker s usuall y tr y t o correc t this b y
opting fo r either transcenden t or immanent ordering principles , t o end
up somewher e o n a  sliding scal e between self-affirmatio n an d selfles s
mystical absorption; but a  metaphysics of presence and substanc e props
up both ends of this ladder.

Joy finds the most promising candidate for a new world-view, and a
new definitio n o f identity , i n Buddhism . Sh e present s th e centra l
Buddhist doctrine of pratitya-samutpada a s explained by Joanna Macy in
The Dharma  of  Natural Systems:  Mutual  Causality  in  Buddhism  and  General
Systems Theory.  Althoug h all the field s discusse d impl y commitment t o
an informe d participatio n i n orde r t o chang e th e socia l fabric , onl y
Buddhism requires us to change the very nature of our perception of the
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world b y developin g constan t dail y awareness . Th e historica l
mistreatment o f women in most Buddhist institutions and societies , and
the insensitivit y t o racis m i n man y Wester n Buddhis t group s today ,
bring us ful l circl e to remind u s that a  system of checks and balance s is
necessary where the concerns of each field ca n serve as corrective for the
others.

The first Buddhist-Christia n Dialogu e Conference in 198 0 led t o th e
formation o f the North American Theological Encounter Group, whic h
has me t regularl y sinc e then . On e o f the ke y issues addresse d i n thi s
working grou p has been the relationship between the Buddhist concep t
of sunyata  "emptiness " and th e Christia n notion o f kenosis "emptying".
The major Buddhis t spokesman i n this discussion has been the Japanese
philosopher Masa o Abe , wh o a s a n importan t representativ e o f th e
Kyoto School has fo r many assumed  th e role that D. T. Suzuki formerly
filled explainin g Ze n to the West . In a recent paper "Kenoti c God an d
Dynamic Sunyata " (i n Th e Emptying  God,  eds . Joh n Cob b an d
Christopher Ives) , Abe has offere d a  detailed accoun t of their relation ,
which focusse s o n th e working s o f sameness an d differenc e a s the y
operate withi n th e Christian trinity . In accordance with th e traditiona l
paradoxes repeated endlessl y i n the prajnaparamita literatur e ("A is not
A, therefore it is A"), Abe argues that both God and sunyata  function in a
similarly paradoxica l fashion: God/sunyata  i s no t God/sunyata,  an d
because God/sunyata doe s not affirm itsel f as God/sunyata, God/sunyata
is really God/sunyata.

There are , o f course, differen t way s to understand thi s apparentl y
contradictory logic. One interpretation is implicit in several of the othe r
papers, mos t clearl y in Roge r Corless' s essay . A s w e hav e seen , hi s
approach deconstruct s images and concept s to reveal their sunyata  lack
of inheren t existence ; rathe r tha n bein g rejecte d altogether , however ,
they ar e re-introduced a s "empty" images-beyond-image s an d words -
beyond-words. Th e prajfrfiparamita sutra s make the same maneuver. The
Diamond Sutra , for example, says there are no sentient beings, because
they have no inherent existence, yet this does not eliminate them: we end
up with de-esentialized sentient beings. This means, however, tha t there
is no rea l paradox , fo r the logica l contradiction is only apparent . Th e
sentient beings of the first statement ("there are no sentient beings...) are
ontologically different fro m those of the last statement ("... which is why
there ar e sentien t beings") . Thi s raises questions abou t Abe' s parado x
and the way he uses it to understand th e trinity—questions explored in
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the fina l paper , Rober t Magliola's "I n N o Wis e is Healing Holistic : A
Deconstructive Alternative to Masao Abe's 'Kenoti c God and Dynamic
Sunyata'".

Magliola's book Derrida o n the Mend (Purdu e University Press, 1984)
was the first , a s far as I know, to draw attention to the striking parallels
between Derrida' s deconstructio n of essentialist metaphysic s an d th e
Madhyamika deconstructio n o f svabhava self-existence . I t mad e a  ke y
distinction betwee n wha t Magliol a terme d th e Buddhis t "centric " o r
Absolutist tradition , whic h i s stil l logocentric , and th e "differential "
critique o f that tradition bes t exemplifie d by Nagarjuna . Her e he use s
that distinctio n t o criticiz e Abe' s paradoxica l understandin g o f
god/sunyata. A s Richard Robinson noticed, there ar e no paradoxe s in
Nagarjuna's Mulamadhyamikakarika,  or , for tha t matter , in th e whol e of
the prajnaparamita . Parado x is a  cosmeticized, disguised logocentris m
because it attempts to be congruent with itself (in principle it encloses all
its subject-matter ) an d becaus e i t i s non-rationa l (a s oppose d t o
differential mysticism which is neither rational nor nonrational but "off -
rational"). Magliola offers a  different understandin g of the trinity, which
utilizes the maneuver o f "pure negative reference" found in Nagarjun a
and Derrida.

The Council of Florence (1438-9) affirmed tha t "everything is one" i n
God "excep t wher e a n oppositio n o f relationshi p [relationis  oppositio]
exists", which means that the three persons of the trinity can be defined
only by the relationships that exist among them. Following Karl Rahner's
interpretation of relationis oppositio, Magliola understands th e firs t person
as the begetter, the second as the begotten, and the third a s the passiv e
spiration. Th e onl y maneuve r whic h ca n accommodat e thi s concilia r
provision is pure negative reference.

Magliola explain s negative reference wit h a  close reading o f some
passages from Derrida. Like Nagarjuna's pratitya-samutpada
("dependent-coarising"), writin g to o i s dependence-only , whic h
therefore neve r achieve s totality, any self-closure ; and writin g i s just a
Derridean emblem for life—al l o f life goe s on a s dependence-only. Thi s
contrasts with Abe's understanding of God/sunyata as a "Dynamic
Nothingness" tha t i s stil l a n absolut e unity , ineffabl e ye t centered .
Because Christianity i s familiar wit h tha t type o f rhetoric, in the fina l
analysis Abe' s vie w i s too comfortable , to o safe . Instead , Christianit y
needs to learn that which is unsafe: "tha t 'God' is sometimes frighteningly
impersonal an d tha t thi s impersonality  double-bind s int o Divin e
personality i n erratic , ever-altering ways tha t d o not close into unity."
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True healing i s accomplished by negative differing , no t b y seeking th e
self-same.

The fiv e paper s i n thi s volum e us e differen t vocabularie s an d
address differen t problematics , so it is striking that they independentl y
reach simila r conclusions : th e liberatin g an d healin g potentia l o f de -
essentialized concept s and images, language, bodies and symbols . Roger
Corless demonstrates how Buddhism and Christianity both deconstruc t
images an d concepts , an d the n brin g the m back , simultaneously de -
essentialized an d lef t intact . My paper explore s dissemination  i n Dogen
and Eckhart , who not only celebrate the freedom of meaning but use it to
devise new expressions that can help us see through the dualisms we are
stuck in . Philipp a Berr y relate s th e feminin e embodimen t o f
enlightenment i n Vajrayan a Buddhis m wit h th e feminis t concer n t o
revalue our devalued bodies : the body of the goddess is , like ours, sunya
empty bu t also/an d therefor e th e dynami c mean s o f enlightenment .
Morny Jo y show s ho w th e centra l Buddhis t doctrin e o f pratltya-
samutpada—which offere d th e firs t deconstruction of self in history, as far
as I  know—can contribut e t o a  world-vie w tha t heal s th e oppositio n
between the sexes, as well as that between between nature and us. Robert
Magliola use s the pure negative reference o f Nagarjuna an d Derrid a t o
de-essentialize the three persons of the trinity and teach us that liberation
involves embracin g difference, no t seeking an elusive and delusiv e self -
identity.

The other commo n theme, explicit or implicit in al l the papers, is
that actuall y realizin g thi s healin g potentia l require s a  mov e fro m
theorizing to practice, for only that can truly deconstruct the self . Berry
finds Derrida' s marginalizatio n o f Frenc h feminis t thinker s
"symptomatic o f the mal e thinker' s failur e t o conver t deconstructiv e
theoria into a healing praxis". Joy explores the contemporary interactions
of severa l seemingly-disparate fields , al l of which imply a  committment
to change th e socia l fabric; ye t she finds tha t onl y Buddhism , wit h it s
emphasis o n constant daily awareness, leads to a change in the way we
actually perceive the world. My paper argues that the deconstruction of
self-presence mus t be extended beyond written texts to deconstruct th e
"text" tha t constitutes ou r sense-of-sel f an d the way that sel f live s "in "
the world—which is precisely what religious practice does, or can do.



Idolatry and Inherent Existence
THE GOLDEN CALF AND THE WOODEN BUDDHA
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Zhaozhou said, "A metal buddha canno t go through the forge . A clay bud -
dha cannot go through th e water. A wooden buddha canno t go through the
fire."

—Blue Cliff  Record,  Case 961

Both Christianity and Buddhism employ images, but each tradition
warns that images may be obstacles to liberation or salvation, an d eac h
teaches a  level , usuall y sai d t o be a  higher level , a t which image s ar e
given up. However , both traditions also warn that the absence of images
may itsel f b e an obstacle , perhaps even a greater one, and fin d way s to
re-introduce them. This article will examine the use and abuse of images
in Buddhism an d Christianity , and propos e tha t both tradition s sho w
evidence of an attempt to maneuver themselves towards a similar stance
of images-beyond-images , i n whic h image s ar e simultaneousl y
deconstructed and left : intact.

IMAGES AS OBSTACLES

In Christianity, the misuse of images is called idolatry. In the Bible,
the bes t know n stor y o f idolatr y i s foun d i n Exodu s 32 , where th e
Israelites are represented as sinning against God by setting up an image
of a  golden calf .

1 Quote d i n Moon  i n a  Dewdrop: Writings  o f Zen Master  Dogen,  edited b y Kazuak i
Tanahashi (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1985), 254, note 9.
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According to the story , Moses was called by God to ascend Mount
Sinai in order to receive God's commandments. He built an altar to God
at the foo t o f the mountain, left th e people in charge of Aaron and Hur ,
and told them to wait. Forty days and forty nights (and seven chapters of
Hebrew) later, the people understandably had grown restless and bored.
Aaron agreed t o a  liturgical festival, manufactured a  golden image of a
"calf"2, an d th e peopl e proclaime d "Israel,...her e i s you r Go d wh o
brought yo u her e fro m Egypt! " (EXOD . 32:4 3). When Moses eventually
returned to the Israelites' camp "[h]e seized the calf they had made and
burned it , grinding it  into powder which he scattered on the water, and
made the Israelites drink it." (EXOD. 32:20).

In the contex t of the Sitz  i m Leben  o f the Boo k of Exodus, there wa s
perhaps merely a problem of disloyalty, a group in competition with that
of Moses, which desired its own image,4 but according to the Jewish and
Christian theologica l traditions , th e faul t wa s tha t a n invisible ,
atemporal, bodiles s Go d wa s mistake n a s visible , temporal , an d
embodied. I n th e Ne w Testamen t interpretation , w e fin d St . Pau l
explaining tha t humans , "Whil e the y claimed t o be wise, i n fac t the y
were growing so stupid that they  exchanged  th e glory o f the immortal God
for a n imitation, for th e imag e of a mortal human being, o r o f birds, o r
contrasts with Abe's understanding of God/sunyata as a "Dynamic
claims that idolatry results in immorality:

That is why God abandoned the m in their inmost cravings to filthy practice s
of dishonouring thei r ow n bodies—becaus e they exchanged  God's  truth  for a
lie and hav e worshipped an d serve d th e creatur e instea d o f the Creator ,
who i s blessed for ever. Amen. (ROM . 1:24-25) .

St. Athanasius, on the othe r hand, in his treatise On the Incarnation o f the
Word o f God,  say s that idolatry is the result o f wickedness (ek kakias), and i s
due t o human s "thinkin g o f nothing mor e than appearances " (meden
pleon ton phainomenon logizomenof).5 Nevertheless, whichever way the

2 c eghel literally means "(bull- ) calf", but i t is conjectured that the original image was
of a  full-grown bull, a  common symbol , the n an d now , fo r a  strong an d masculin e
deity, an d tha t th e editor s have trivialize d i t by making i t immature an d sexuall y
impotent. Cf. PS. 106:20: "They exchange d th e glor y o f God fo r th e imag e o f an o x
that eats grass."
3 Biblica l quotations ar e from the New Jerusalem Bible.
4 Se e note 32b on this passage in the New Jerusalem Bible.
5 Athanasius , D e Incarnatione Verbi  Dei,  11. See als o section s 1 , 4, 5  and 12 . My
translation fro m th e bilingua l editio n o f Rober t W . Thomson , Athanasius:  Contra
Gentes and De Incarnatione (Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1971) , 135 and 160 )
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causation i s supposed t o go, both Pau l and Athanasius regar d idolatr y
as, to use Whitehead's term , misplaced reification .

Misplaced reificatio n als o appear s t o be th e poin t o f the famou s
Zen story of the burning of a wooden Buddha.

When Tanka (Tari-hsia T'ien-jan, 738-824) of the T'ang dynasty stopped
at Yerinj i of the Capital , it was so  severely col d tha t he  finall y took one  of
the Buddha-image s enshrine d ther e an d mad e a  fir e wit h i t i n orde r t o
warm himself. The keeper of the shrine, seein g this, was greatly exercised .

"How dar e you burn up my wooden Buddha? "
Said Tanka , wh o looke d a s if searching for something with his stic k i n

the ashes, "I am gathering the holy sarira s in the burnt ashes."
"How," said th e keeper , "could yo u ge t sariras by burning a  wooden

Buddha?"
"If there are no sarira s t o be found i n it, may I have the remaining two

Buddhas for my fire?" retorted Tanka. 6

This story can be, and has been, interpreted in many ways and on
many levels . Fo r our purposes , w e may not e tha t when th e body o f a
real, flesh-and-blood , Buddh a i s burned , on e expect s t o fin d
indestructible relic s known a s sariras,  which on e would the n plac e i n
stupas fo r veneration. Since no sariras  were discovered subsequent t o the
burning o f the woode n Buddha , Tan-hsi a had demonstrate d tha t th e
image wa s manifestl y no t a  rea l Buddh a eve n though , havin g bee n
enshrined i n a  Chines e Mahayan a temple , i t ha d bee n accorde d th e
respect due to a real Buddha.

However, the story is not really about mistaking a wooden Buddha
for a  rea l Buddha . D. T . Suzuki is perhaps influence d by th e Biblica l
language o f his intende d wester n audienc e whe n h e say s "S o Tanka
(Tan-hsia) burne d a  woode n imag e o f Buddh a t o mak e a  fire , ari d
idolatry was done away with."7 It is doubtful that even the most devou t
worshipper regarde d a  wooden image as a flesh-and-blood person. D. T.
Suzuki i s more helpful whe n h e quotes th e comment o f Ts'ui-wei Wu -
hsiao on this incident: "Even when [the wooden Buddha] was burned, it
could not be burned up".8

6 D . T. Suzuki, Essays i n Zen Buddhism (first  Series),  edited by Christmas Humphrey s
(New York : Grove Press, 1961; firs t published by Rider, London, 1949), 330.
7 D . T. Suzuki, Essays i n 7>en Buddhism (Third  Series),  edited by Christmas Humphreys
(London: Rider , 1970; firs t published 1953), 347.
8 D . T. Suzuki, Essays  (First  Series),  331 .
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What i s a t issu e her e i s not th e locatio n (or, better, locatability) of
Buddhas, but th e location or locatability of Buddha-ness (buddhata,  ofte n
translated a s Buddh a Nature) . If the woode n Buddh a had lef t sanras
behind, i t might have been mis-taken as the visible, temporal and bodily
(physical) home of invisible, atemporal , bodiless pure mind o r reality-as-
it-is. Thi s i s no t precisel y th e sam e a s "idolatry " i n th e Christia n
tradition—it i s svabhavavada  o r essentialism , th e belie f i n inheren t
existence—but it is similar to idolatry in that it is, also, misplaced reifica -
tion. This is put clearl y in Zen Master Dogen's famous reference to the
realized person: "When he meets a buddha he kills the buddha".9 Dogen
calls thi s "goin g beyon d buddha " (bukkojoji 11) an d "not-buddha "
(hibutsifi):

He i s not-buddh a merel y becaus e h e i s going-beyond-buddha . "Not-
buddha" i s s o called becaus e buddha's fac e i s dropped away , buddha's
body and mind are dropped away. 10

BEYOND IMAGE S

So, we might ask, what was Moses really doing all that time on Mount
Sinai? According to the allegorica l Life o f Moses  b y St . Gregory of Nyssa,
he wasn't jus t taking dictation, he was going beyond words an d livin g
"in a  state beyond nature" , durin g which the people "lik e a  little child
who escape s th e attentio n o f his pedagogue , wer e carrie d alon g int o
disorderliness by uncontrolled impulses" and lapsed into idolatry.11

Gregory makes much of the fac t that , a s Moses approached Moun t
Sinai, ther e wa s a  nois e whic h go t loude r an d louder , the n a  clou d
shrouding th e mountain i n thick darkness. By going through th e nois e
and fearlessl y entering th e darkness , Mose s went beyon d word s an d
beyond sight and—

entered th e invisibl e thing s where...while no t being seen , he wa s i n the
company of the Invisible. He teaches , I think, by the things he di d tha t the
one who is going to associate intimately with God must go beyond all that is
visible and (liftin g u p hi s own mind, as to a mountaintop, to the invisible

9 Doge n is quoting the Chinese master Fa-ch3eng. Moon in a Dewdrop, 206.
10 Moon  i n a Dewdrop, 206.
11 Gregor y o f Nyssa , The Life  o f Moses,  translate d b y Abraha m J . Malherb e an d
Everett Ferguson (New York: Paulist Press, 1978), 46 (and see also note 101 on p. 155).
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and incomprehensible ) believ e tha t th e divin e i s there  wher e th e
understanding doe s riot reach.12

Spiritual progress, indeed, is , for Gregory, from ligh t t o darkness, fro m
seeing to not seeing, to a "seeing that consists in not seeing" so that,

[as] Mose s gre w i n knowledge , he declare d tha t h e ha d see n Go d i n th e
darkness, tha t is , that h e ha d the n com e t o kno w tha t wha t i s divin e i s
beyond al l knowledg e an d comprehension , fo r th e tex t says , Moses
approached th e dark cloud  where  God was.13

And thi s means that the story about the golden calf i s not, for Gregory,
really abou t a  golde n calf , bu t abou t th e idolatr y o f concepts , fo r
"...every concept which comes from som e comprehensible image by an
approximate understandin g an d b y guessin g a t th e divin e natur e
constitutes an d ido l o f God an d doe s no t proclai m God."14 Thus, the
Christian mystic is, as the autho r of The Cloud  o f Unknowing  put s it , "t o
abide i n thi s darkness " wit h " a priv y pressin g upo n thi s clou d o f
unknowing"15 for , a s Pseudo-Dionysiu s tell s us , "I t [i.e. , God]..,i s
beyond every limitation", even beyond darkness itself.16

All this begins to sound ver y Buddhist. Where is the buddha tha t
was burnt ? A  buddh a mus t b e differen t fro m a n ordinar y being ,
otherwise the word would be meaningless, and ther e could be no such
thing a s th e Dharma , th e doctrin e taugh t b y buddhas . But , whe n
Sakyamuni Buddh a asks  his discipl e Subhuti , in th e Diamon d Sutra ,
whether he , Sakyamuni Buddha, has taught anything, and whethe r he
can be distinguished fro m ordinar y beings, Subhuti replies "No, indeed ,
O Lord". Yet, someone is there, and something has been said. Therefore,

"...those thirty-tw o mark s o f th e superma n whic h wer e taugh t b y th e
Tathagata, they ar e really no-marks. Therefore are they called 'the thirty-two
marks of the superman'".17

12 Life  o f Moses, 43. Parentheses an d italic s in original.
13 Life  of'Moses,  95 .
14 Life  o f Moses, 96 .
15 Th e Cloud  o f Unknowing,  chapter 9 . Quote d i n th e versio n edite d b y Evely n
Underhill (London : Stuar t and Watkins , seventh edition , 1970 ; originally publishe d
1912), 89-90.
16 The Mystical  Theology,  chapte r 5 . Quote d fro m th e editio n o f Col m Luibheid ,
Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works  (Ne w York: Paulist Press, 1987), 141.
17 Vajmcchedikaprajhaparamita-sutra,  13d . Quoted i n the translation by Edward Conze ,
Buddhist Wisdom  Books  (London: Allen and Unwin , 1958) , 52.
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Nagarjuna says :

The Tathagata i s not th e (aggregatio n o f the) skandhas  no r i s [he ] different
from th e skandhas.  He i s not i n the skandhas  no r ar e the skandhas  i n him. A s
he cannot possess the skandhas, what actually is he?18

To cut to the chase, the answer is—

As the Tathagat a is empty o f inherent existence , i t cannot be asserte d that ,
after liberation , the Buddha either exists or does not exist.19

—and, therefore, the concept "buddha" is a provisional designation o r
fudge-term (prapanca)  whic h must be used in order to say something but,
if it is reified, "one cannot see the Tathagata".20

From thi s standpoint , th e serie s o f apparentl y anti-Buddhis t
negatives that make up the Heart Sutra, which resonate so strangely and
strongly with the series of apparently anti-Christian negatives that make
up th e las t chapte r o f Th e Mystical Theology  o f Pseudo-Dionysius , ar e
perfectly reasonable—accordin g to a  reason which is beyond reason , of
course.21

IMAGES BEYOND IMAGES

But, th e deconstruction of images and concepts is not by any means
the end o f the matter i n either Buddhis m o r Christianity. Th e complete
absence o f images and concept s is, for Buddhism, the incorrec t view of
Nihilism (ucchedavada)  and , for Christianity, the denial of the incarnation,
with th e resul t tha t (fo r Buddhism) liberatio n o r (fo r Christianity )
salvation is rendered impossible . Therefore , a  means is found t o brin g
images an d concept s back again , but i n a  subtle and elegan t wa y tha t
avoids a relapse into the opposite mistakes of Eternalism (sasvatavada) an d
idolatry.

Both Buddhis m an d Christianit y have spiritualitie s with image s
and spiritualitie s without images. Christianity calls these, respectively ,

18 Mulamadhyamikakarika, 22:1 . Quoted i n the translation by Kenneth Inada, Nagarjuna
(Tokyo: Hokuseido, 1970), 132.
19 svabhavatasc a sunye 'smimscinta naivopapadyate /

param nirodhad bhavati buddho na bhavatlti va//
—Mulamadhyamikakarika 22:14 . My translation.

20 n a pasyanti tathagatam: Mulamadhyamikakarika, 22:15 . My translation .
21 Sinc e thes e tw o text s ar e short , rich , and deservin g o f close examinatio n an d
comparison, the y are given in full as an appendix to this article.
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cataphatic (sometime s spelled kataphatic)  an d apophatic.  I  have suggeste d
that the appropriate equivalent terms for Buddhism (which, surprisingly ,
does not seem to have generated them) are alamkaric  (fro m th e Sanskrit
alamkara, "ornament") an d apohic  (fro m th e Sanskri t apoha, "removing ,
denying").22

It is sometimes argued that the cataphatic/alamkaric spiritualities
are preliminary to the apophatic/apohic , and sometimes that these are
alternative mode s existin g i n a  tensio n whic h th e tradition s d o no t
resolve. I  wis h t o maintai n here , however , tha t ther e i s significan t
witness i n bot h Buddhis m an d Christianit y t o th e coinherence  o f th e
cataphatic/alamkaric and apophatic/apohic modes.

Christianity addressed the issue of the legitimacy or illegitimacy of
images i n th e iconoclasti c controversy of the fift h throug h th e sevent h
centuries.23 In essence, the main theological aspect of this many-faceted
and lon g drawn-ou t disput e seem s t o hav e bee n a  debat e betwee n
Platonic and New Testament theisms. Porphyry put the matter bluntly:

If some Hellenes are light-headed enoug h to believe tha t the gods live inside
idols, their though t remains muc h pure r tha n tha t [o f the Christians] wh o
believe that th e divinity entere d th e Virgin Mary's wornb, became a  foetus,
was engendered , and wrappe d i n clothes, was ful l o f blood, membranes ,
gall, and even viler things.24

Christians who found themselves more or less on the same side as
the anti-Christian Porphyr y used Biblical passages such as DEUT. 5:7-8 t o
support their opposition to the presence of images in churches:

[And God said:] "You will have no gods other than me. You must no t make
yourselves an y image of anything i n heaven abov e or on earth beneath o r in
the waters unde r th e earth."

The Christians whom we now cal l Orthodox acknowledged the clarity of
these commands, but said that they were not absolute, not binding for all

22 Roge r J. Corless, "The Brilliance of Emptiness: T'an-luan as a Mystic of Light", The
Pacific World,  ne w series , No. 5 (Fall 1989), 13-19.
23 Th e western Reformers of the sixteenth an d seventeenth centurie s revive d man y
of the issues which the iconoclastic controversy had settled, apparently withou t being
aware tha t they were doing so.
24 Porphyry , Against  th e Christians,  fragment 77. Quoted i n Byzantine  Theology:
Historical Trends  an d Doctrinal  Themes,  by Joh n Meyendorf f (Ne w York : Fordha m
University Press , secon d printin g o f th e secon d edition , wit h revision s an d
corrections, 1983) , 43.
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people a t all times and i n all places. They were provisional, a  function of
God's economy (oikonomia),  accordin g to which, in a manner reminiscent
of Buddhist upaya-kausalya (skillful means), God adapts his
commandments an d teachin g to his hearers.25 The Jews, then, says St.
John Damascene, needed th e prohibition against images "...becaus e of
their proneness t o idolatry"26 Christians, however, are more grown up ,
have a superior revelation and, most importantly, have seen God visibly
as Jesus Christ. The commandments against images of God are found in
the Ol d Testament , for Go d a t tha t tim e wa s invisible , bu t th e Ne w
Testament call s Jesus the imag e or ico n of the invisibl e Go d (eikon  to u
theou aoratou, COL. 1:15) , so that now, in the present dispensation, images
are allowable:

In former times God, who is without form or body, could never be depicted.
But when God is seen in the flesh conversing with men, I make an image of
the God whom I  see.27

Indeed, it would be heretical not to make images of Christ, for if we di d
not, we would either be maintaining the docetic position that Christ was
not genuinely human, or the monophysite position that Christ's human
nature wa s absorbe d into his divin e natur e so that i t was invisibl e o r
"uncircumscribable".28 In eithe r case , w e woul d b e Platonists ,
maintaining a n ontologica l distinction betwee n fles h an d spirit , no t
Christians who recognize that, when the Word became flesh, he "deified
our flesh for ever, and has sanctified u s by surrendering His Godhead to
our flesh without confusion." 29

"Without confusion" is a technical term in Christology, referring to
the doctrin e o f communicatio  idiomatum,  th e mutua l indwelling , o r

25 Fo r an examination of the similarity between economy and skillfu l mean s see my
article "Lying to Tell the Truth—Upaya in Mahayana Buddhism and Oikonomi a i n
Alexandrian Christianity" , Buddha  Nature:  A  Festschrift  i n Honor  o f Minoru Kiyota,
edited by Paul J. Griffiths an d lohn P. Keenan (Tokyo: Buddhist Books International,
1990), 27-40.
26 First  Apology  o f St . John  o f Damascus Against Those Wh o Attack The Divine Images, 8.
Quoted from St . John o f Damascus On the Divine Images, translated by Davi d Anderson
(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1980), 18.
27 First  Apology, 16. Quoted in Anderson, 23.
28 First  Antithetic of St . Theodore  o f Studium, 2-4. St. Theodore  th e Studite O n th e Holy
Icons, translated by Catharine P. Roth (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press,
1981) 20-23.
29 Joh n Damascene, First Apology,  21. Anderson, 29.
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coinherence, o f th e fullnes s o f th e divinit y an d th e fullnes s o f th e
humanity. I f this is so, it follows that:

The humanit y o f Christ , whic h make s th e icon s possible , i s a  "ne w
humanity/' having been full y restore d to communion with God, deified i n
virtue o f th e communicatio n of idioms , bearing fully agai n th e imag e of
God. Thi s fac t i s reflected i n iconography as a  for m o f art : the artis t thus
receives a quasi-sacramental function. Theodor e [of Studium] compares th e
Christian artis t to God Himself , making man i n His own image : "The fac t
that God made man in His image and likeness shows that iconography is a
divine action." In the beginning God created man in His image. By making
an icon o f Christ the iconographer also makes an "image of God," for this is
what the deified humanity of Jesus truly is.30

In Christ , an d therefor e in the icons, th e invisible an d th e visibl e
coinhere, suc h that , i n the contemplatio n o f icons, the apophati c an d
cataphatic modes o f spirituality are equally presen t i n an image whic h
transcends itself while remaining itself .

Mother Julian of Norwich is a Christian mystic who combine s th e
apophatic and th e cataphatic in her spirituality or , to use her terms, th e
union o f bodily an d ghostl y seeing. Her book, the Showings  is , at a firs t
reading, entirely cataphatic.

Beginning, as she says, on 13TH. May, 1373, durin g a n illness tha t
seemed a s i f it might b e fatal , bu t fro m whic h sh e full y recovered , sh e
saw, ove r a  period o f days, bright and clea r visions o f Jesus, Mary, and
heaven, and heard detaile d commentarie s on the visions. The priest ha d
come to give her the last rites, and was holding a crucifix i n front o f her
eyes when, withou t warning , th e crucifi x wa s replaced b y th e sigh t of
Christ crucified in person:

And a t this , suddenly I  saw th e red blood runnin g down fro m unde r th e
crown, hot an d flowin g freel y an d copiously , a living stream, just as it was
at th e tim e when th e crow n o f thorns was presse d o n hi s blessed head . I
perceived, truly and powerfully , tha t i t was he who jus t so , both God an d
man, himsel f suffere d fo r me , wh o showe d i t t o m e withou t an y
intermediary.31

30 Meyendorff , Byzantine  Theology,  48. The quotation from Theodore is from his Third
Antirrhetic. See Roth, 101 .
31 Julia n of Norwich, Showings,  translate d fro m the critical text with an introduction
by Edmund Colledge O.S.A. and James Walsh S.J. (New York : Paulist Press, 1978), 181 .
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The blood was s o realistic that "...i f i t had i n fact and in substance been
happening there, the bed and everything all around it would hav e been
soaked i n blood." 32 But, it was simultaneously physical and spiritual ,
since "...th e revelatio n symbolize d an d resemble d ou r foul , blac k
mortality, i n whic h ou r fair , bright , blesse d Lor d conceale d hi s
divinity."33 The distinctiv e deligh t o f the Christia n life , accordin g t o
Julian, is the recognitio n o f God's infinit e distance and tota l othernes s
coinhering wit h his intense intimac y as a human and a s the indwellin g
life of the soul :

...our goo d Lord , who i s so to be revered an d feared , i s so familiar an d s o
courteous...for trul y it is the greatest possible joy, as I see it, that he who i s
highest an d mightiest , nobles t an d mos t honourable , i s lowes t an d
humblest, most familiar and courteous.34

Mother Julian's visions, then, were a true seeing that went beyond
seeing yet remained a seeing.

Buddhism concern s itsel f no t s o muc h wit h th e legitimac y o r
illegitimacy o f images 35 as th e ontologica l hardnes s o r softnes s o f
conditioned an d unconditione d reality , that is , with th e presenc e o r
absence o f inheren t existenc e (svabhava).  Havin g denie d tha t an y
existence o r non-existenc e ha s svabhava,  that al l existenc e an d non -
existence is sunyata, there is the danger that sunyata will then become the
object of misplaced reification . Nagarjuna warns that any such misplaced
reification, suc h a n incorrec t graspin g (i.e. , understanding , grha)  o f
sunyata i s like grasping a  snak e by th e tail—th e snak e wil l bite , an d a
reified vie w o f sunyata  wil l block one's progres s towards liberation.3 6
Understood truly , sunyata is not a "thing", a statement about what is , it is
a statement abou t what is not tha t leaves space for what is. In a striking
medical image, he says:

32 Showings,  200.
33 Showings,  page 195: "concealed" refer s here to the communicatio idiomatum. Julian's
Middle English ha s hyd.  A Book  o f Showings  t o the Anchoress Julian o f Norwich, edited
by Edmun d Colledg e O.S.A . an d Jame s Walsh S.J . (Toronto: Pontifical Institut e o f
Mediaeval Studies, 1978) Studies and Texts, volume 35, part 2, p. 330.
34 Showings,  188f.
35 Earl y Buddhist art did not depict the Buddha anthropomorphically, but i t had no
hesitation abou t depictin g humans , deities , an d s o forth . Later , anthropomorphi c
figures o f the Buddha began to be made, and became the norm. The change has no t
yet been satisfactoril y explained , though it seems to have something to do with th e
rise of the Mahayana.
36 Mulamadhyamakakarika,2k:l\.
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Sunyata ha s bee n proclaime d b y th e Victoriou s Ones a s the purgativ e o f
viewpoints (drsti).  Thos e fo r whom sunyata  i s a viewpoint ar e pronounce d
incurable.37

The proble m i s tha t sunyata  a s "no-thing " ma y b e mis-take n a s
"nothing"—which, then , woul d b e a  "thing" . So , at the sam e tim e a s
teaching sunyata  as a "no-thing", Nagarjuna want s us to realize that it is
not separated fro m "things" , from ordinar y reality, which is, indeed, the
basis on which sunyata is able to be demonstrated:

Without relying on conventional reality , the finally established trut h cannot
be taught, [yet] without going towards the finally established truth , nirvana
cannot be obtained.38

The two are, finally, coinherent, fully present to each other:

Nirvana's limi t i s th e limi t o f samsara . Betwee n th e tw o no t eve n th e
slightest somethin g may be discerned.39

This i s th e foundatio n upo n whic h Tantri c an d Pur e Lan d
Buddhism buil d thei r practices. 40 Committe d t o image s an d visual -
izations, the y do not relinquish the m for something supposedl y highe r
and purer, but regard the images themselves as the expression of sunyata.
Thus, th e bodie s o f the visualize d entitie s ar e symbolicall y known a s
rainbow bodies, i.e. , like rainbows, they exist, and the y exist radiantly ,
but the y d o no t exis t inherently, an d th e Pure Land Master T'an-luan
says tha t everythin g i n the Pure Land of Amitabha Tathagata , thoug h
visible and apparentl y physical (and, therefore, apparentl y defiling) i s

37 sunyat a sarva-drstna m prokta nihsaranam jinaih/
yesam t u sunyata-drsti s tan asadhyanbabhasire//
—Mulamadhyamakakarika, 13:8 . My translation.

38 vyavahara m anasritya paramartho na desyate/
paramartham anagamya nirvanam nadhigamyate//
—Mulamadhyamakakarika, 24:10 . My translation.

39 nirvanasy a ca ya kotih kotih samsaranasya ca /
na tayor-antaram kimcit susuksmam api vidyate//
—Mulamadhyamakakarika, 25:20 . My translation.

40 Fo r the similarity between Vajrayan a an d Pur e Lan d Buddhism , se e my article
"Pure Lan d an d Pur e Perspective : A  Tantri c Hermeneutic o f Sukhavati", The Pure
Land, new series, No. 6 (December 1989), 205-217.
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purifying, sinc e i t i s th e expressio n o f th e limitles s wisdo m an d
compassion of Amitabha.41

Zen Master Dogen also seems to mean this in the Kannond  chapte r
of th e Shobogenzo.  In a  reference t o Cas e 8 9 of the Blu e Clif f Record, 42

Dogen comments on a discussion between two past masters about the
Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara in his thousand-armed manifestation.

Great maste r Yiin-ye n Wu-ch u asked grea t master Hsiu- i o f Mt . Tao-wu ,
"How doe s th e Bodhisattv a of Great Compassion us e his manifol d hands
and eyes? " Tao-w u replied , "I t i s like a man reachin g behin d hi m i n th e
night searchin g fo r a  pillow. " Yun-ye n exclaimed , " I understand , I
understand!"43

Dogen say s tha t thi s answe r i s no t about  th e hands-and-eyes , i t itsel f
"...provoked th e actua l hands an d eyes". 44 Tha t is, a s a  resul t o f th e
question an d answer , Yiin-yen' s ow n Avalokitesvar a hands-and-eyes
self-manifested. This is the real Avalokitesvara, not the Avalokitesvara of
the image i n the temple , no r th e Avalokitesvara which is the doctrina l
hypostasis o f great compassion. "It transcends the boundary of even th e
boundless an d unlimited... . This testifies t o the fac t tha t althoug h th e
Tathagata and Avalokitesvara manifest their bodies, the y are not thos e
particular bodies."45

The them e o f the teachin g i s that "Ther e ar e hands an d eye s al l
over th e body", 46 jus t a s i t seem s t o b e whe n on e half-consciousl y
fumbles for a pillow tha t has strayed fro m one's futon. Or, as the Cloud  of
Unknowing put s it, "...nowhere bodily, is everywhere ghostly."47

CONCLUSIONS

I have attempted to demonstrate the polymorphic status of images
in Buddhis m an d Christianity . Whe n image s ar e reified , the y ar e

41 Thi s i s repeate d lik e a  refrai n throughou t hi s Commentary  o n th e Pure  Land
Discourse (Wang-sheng-lun Chu c) T.40.826-844 .
42 Fo r an English translation of the original case, see Thomas Cleary (trans.), The Blue
Cliff Record  (Boulder , Colo.,: Prajna Press , 1978) , 571-577, "The Hands and Eye s of the
Bodhisattva of Great Compassion. "
43 Sounds  o f Valley  Streams:  Enlightenment  in Dogen"&  Zen,  translated b y Franci s H .
Cook (Albany, NY: State University of New Yor k Press, 1989), 89.
44 Cook , 91.
45 Cook , 90, 95.
46 Cook , 89.
47 Cloud,  chapter 68. Underbill, 249.

TATION
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regarded a s severe obstacles . According to Buddhism , reificatio n mis-
takes the fundamental openness and transparency (emptiness, sunyata) of
reality by filling it with entities having inherent existence (svabhava), thu s
blocking the path to liberation. According to Christianity, reification mis-
takes th e true , invisible , uncircumscribe d Go d fo r a  false , visible ,
circumscribed idol , whic h i s powerles s t o save . Buddhis m an d
Christianity attemp t t o deconstruc t thi s reificatio n b y teachin g
spiritualities of negation, in which all images and concepts are discarded.
This deconstruction, however, has its own undesirable consequences. In
Buddhism, it may lead to a belief in nihilism which, if true, would empty
the Dharma of any abilit y to liberate. In Christianity, even if it does no t
lead to outright atheism, it is certainly in danger o f denying the validity
of th e incarnatio n an d s o destroying wha t Christianit y regard s a s th e
only possible means of reconciling creatures and their Creator. Therefore,
the deconstruction of images must itself be deconstructed, that is, it must
in it s tur n b e emptie d o f misplace d reification . Thi s i s done , i n
Buddhism, b y teachin g tha t reality i s the coinherenc e o f samsara an d
nirvana and , i n Christianity , tha t i n Chris t w e se e the coinherenc e of
divinity and humanity . This move allows for the presence of images an d
concepts which transcend themselves while remaining themselves .
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APPENDIX

Two Texts on the Transcendence of Images
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A CHRISTIAN APOPHATIC TEXT

THE MYSTICAL THEOLOGY OF PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS:
CHAPTER FIVE

That the  supreme Cause  of  every conceptual  thing  is  not itself  conceptual.

Again, as we climb higher we say this. It is not sou l o r mind, no r
does it possess imagination, conviction, speech, or understanding. Nor is
it speec h pe r se , understanding pe r se . I t canno t be spoke n o f and i t
cannot be grasped by understanding. It is not number or order, greatness
or smalmess , equality or inequality, similarity or dissimilarity. I t is not
immovable, moving, or at rest. It has no power, it is not power, nor i s it
light. It does not live nor is it life. It is not a  substance, nor is it eternity or
time. I t canno t b e graspe d b y th e understandin g sinc e i t i s neithe r
knowledge nor truth . It is not kingship. It is not wisdom. It is neither one
nor oneness , divinit y no r goodness . No r i s i t a  spirit , i n th e sens e i n
which we understand tha t term. It is not sonship or fatherhood an d i t is
nothing known t o u s o r t o an y othe r being. It fall s neithe r withi n th e
predicate of nonbeing nor o f being. Existing beings do not kno w it as it
actually is and i t does riot know them as they are. There is no speaking of
it, nor name nor knowledge of it. Darkness and light, error and truth—it
is none o f these. I t is beyond assertion and denial . We make assertions
and denial s o f what i s nex t to i t but neve r o f it, fo r i t i s both beyon d
every assertion, being the perfect and unique cause of all things, and, by
virtue o f it s preeminentl y simpl e an d absolut e nature , fre e o f ever y
limitation, beyond every limitation; it is also beyond every denial.

Pseudo-Dionysius: The  Complete Works,
translated by Colm Luibheid

(New York: Paulist Press, 1987), page 141
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A BUDDHIST APOHIC TEXT

THE SUTRA ON THE HEART OF THE TRANSCENDENT AN D
VICTORIOUS PERFECTION OF WISDOM

Thus did I  hear at one time. The Transcendent Victor was sitting on
Vulture Mountain in Rajagrha togethe r with a great assembly of monks
and a  grea t assembl y o f Bodhisattvas. At tha t tim e th e Transcenden t
Victor wa s absorbe d i n a  samadhi on the enumerations of phenomena
called "perception of the profound." Als o at that time, the Bodhisattva ,
the Mahasattva , th e Superio r Avalokitesvar a was contemplatin g th e
meaning o f the profoun d perfection o f wisdom an d h e sa w tha t thos e
five aggregates als o are empty of inherent existence. Then, by the power
of the Buddha , the venerable Sariputra said thi s to the Bodhisattva, the
Mahasattva, the Superior Avalokitesvara , "How shoul d a  so n o f good
lineage trai n wh o wishe s t o practic e th e profoun d perfectio n o f
wisdom?"

The Bodhisattva, the Mahasattva, the Superior Avalokitesvara said
this to th e venerabl e Sariputra : "Sariputra , a son o f good lineag e o r a
daughter o f good lineage who wishes to practice the profound perfection
of wisdom shoul d view [things ] in this way: They should correctl y view
those fiv e aggregate s als o a s empt y o f inheren t existence . For m i s
emptiness; emptines s i s form. Emptiness is not other than form; form is
not othe r tha n emptiness . I n th e sam e way , feeling , discrimination ,
compositional factors , and consciousnesses are empty. Sariputra, in that
way, al l phenomen a ar e empty , tha t is , withou t characteristic ,
unproduced, unceased, stainless , not stainless, undiminished, unfilled .
Therefore, Sariputra , i n emptiness , ther e i s n o form , n o feeling , n o
discrimination, n o compositiona l factors , n o consciousness , n o eye , no
ear, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind, no form, no sound, no odor,
no taste, no object of touch, no phenomenon. There is no eye constituent,
no menta l constituent , u p t o an d includin g n o menta l consciousnes s
constituent. There is no ignorance, no extinction of ignorance, up t o and
including n o agin g ari d deat h an d n o extinctio n o f aging an d death .
Similarly, there are no sufferings, n o origins, no cessations, no paths, no
exalted wisdom, no attainment, and also no non-attainment.



30 IDOLATR Y AND INHERENT EXISTENC E

Therefore, Sariputra , because Bodhisattvas have n o attainment ,
they depend o n and abid e in the perfection  o f wisdom; because their
minds ar e withou t obstructions , the y ar e withou t fear . Havin g
completely passed beyond all error they go to the completion of nirvana.
All the Buddhas who abide in the three times have been fully awakene d
into unsurpassed , perfect , complet e enlightenment throug h relyin g on
the perfection of wisdom.

Therefore, the mantra of the perfection o f wisdom is the mantra of
great knowledge , th e unsurpasse d mantra , th e mantr a equa l t o th e
unequalled, the mantra that thoroughly pacifies al l suffering. Becaus e it
is not false, it should be known to be true. The mantra of the perfection of
wisdom is stated:

tadyatha om gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi svaha

Sariputra, Bodhisattva Mahasattvas should trai n in the profound
perfection of wisdom in that way."

Then the Transcendent Victor rose from tha t samadhi and sai d to
the Bodhisattva , the Mahasattva , th e Superio r Avalokitesvara , "Wel l
done. Well done, well done, child of good lineage , it is just so. Child of
good lineage, it is like that; the profound perfection of wisdom should be
practiced just as you have taught it. Eve n the Tathagatas admire this."
The Transcendent Victor having so spoken, the venerable Sariputra, the
Bodhisattva, the Mahasattva, the Superior Avalokitesvara, and al l those
surrounding an d those of the world, the gods, humans, demigods , an d
gandharvas wer e fille d wit h admiratio n and praise d th e word s o f the
Transcendent Victor.

Translated from the Tibetan version by
Donald S. Lopez, Jr., The Heart Sutra  Explained

(Albany, NY: State University of New Yor k Press, 1988),
pages 19-2 0
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Dead Words, Living Words,
and Healing Words
THE DISSEMINATIONS OF DOGEN AND ECKHART

DAVID LOY
BUNKYO UNIVERSITY

What does Derrida's type of deconstruction imply about religion arid
for religion ? Recently this issue has become more important to Derrida
and som e o f thos e influence d by hi s work. 1 I n hi s mos t protracte d
discussion t o dat e o n th e relationshi p betwee n deconstructio n ari d
religion, "Comment  n e pas purler: Delegations"  (translate d a s "Ho w t o
Avoid Speaking : Denials") , Derrid a ha s bee n primaril y concerne d t o
distinguish deconstructio n fro m negativ e theology . Th e apophati c
language o f negative theology suggest s a  project simila r to his, ye t th e
uses to which tha t language i s put hav e been quite different . Negativ e
theologies ten d t o conclud e that , sinc e al l predicativ e languag e i s
inadequate to express the nature of God, only a negative attribution can
approach him; thi s denies God any attributable essence, but merel y to
reserve a  hyperessentiality , a  bein g beyon d Being . Derrid a refer s
specifically to Eckhart and we can see his point in Eckhart's great sermon
on the text "Blessed are the poor...", where Eckhart declares: "Therefore
I pray God that he may rid me of God, for unconditioned being is above
God and al l distinctions." Tha t we can refer t o any such unconditione d
being i s incompatibl e wit h Derrida' s argumen t tha t ther e i s n o

1 See , fo r example , Harold Coward and Tob y Foshay, eds., Derrida  an d Negative
Theology (Albany : State University of New York , 1992) . This includes two essay s by
Derrida: "Of an Apocalypti c Tone Recently Adopted in Philosophy" and "Ho w t o
Avoid Speaking: Denials"; Christian, Buddhist and Hindu reactions to those essays;
and responses by Derrida.
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"transcendental signified" , since every process of signification, including
all supposed self-presence, is an economy of differences. "Ther e are only,
everywhere, differences an d trace s of differences." 2

Even i f thi s particula r poin t i s accepted , however , a  grea t dea l
remains to be said on the issue and, needless to say, we are not limited to
considering Derrida' s own views. One place to start—or rather (since we
never begin at the beginning) one textual strand I would like to continue
spinning—is a  fin e pape r b y Joh n D . Caput o title d "Mysticis m an d
Transgression: Derrid a and Meiste r Eckhart".3 I n this essa y Caput o i s
concerned that Derrida's deconstruction has been too easily tied with the
familiar death-of-Go d scenario and use d to refute th e possibility o f God
or the sacred. Criticizing this as reductionist, Caputo argues for what he
calls the "arme d neutrality" of Derrida's differance: armed  because it holds
all existence claims suspect, yet ontologically neutral because it does not
imply the existenc e or non-existence of any entity . Differance  establishe s
the possibilit y o f a  languag e tha t addresse s Go d jus t a s muc h a s a
discourse tha t denie s God, for it does no t settl e the God-question on e
way or another. "In fact, it unsettles it, by showing that any debate about
the existenc e of God i s beset by the difficultie s whic h typically inhabit
such debates, by their inevitable recourse to binary pairs which cannot be
made to stick" (p. 28).

It is easy to see why deconstructionist s might be uncomfortable with
this conclusion, inasmuch as the God-quest has usually been our search
for a n Unconditioned which grounds us. Nonetheless, I think Caputo is
correct, and perhaps more so than he realizes. It may be easier to see this
if w e shif t fro m God-tal k to Buddha-talk, for the poin t I  want t o make
has been expresse d mor e clearl y in the Buddhis t tradition. Buddhism ,
like many other Asian traditions, does not accept the distinction that the
West has come to make between religion and philosophy, which is why
what needs to be unsettled in Mahayana is neither the God-question nor
the Buddha-questio n bu t mos t o f al l th e "commonsense " everyda y
world, riddle d a s i t i s wit h unconscious , becaus e automatized ,
ontological committments. Madhyamika can argue that the limits [koti]  o f

2 Jacque s Derrida, Positions,  trans. Alan Bass (University of Chicago Press, 1981), 26.
The Buddhis t doctrin e o f pratitya-samutpada  make s th e sam e poin t abou t
consciousness.
3 "Mysticis m an d Transgression : Derrida and Meiste r Eckhart" in Derrida  and
Deconstruction, ed. Hugh J. Silverman (Routledge : New Yor k and London , 1989), 24-
39.
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this world ar e the sam e as the limits o f nirvana4 because our everyda y
world ha s bee n mentally-conditione d an d socially-constructe d b y ou r
delusive attributio n o f self-existenc e t o objects . S o we experienc e th e
world a s a  collectio n o f discrete , self-existin g things whic h interac t
causally in objective space and time; and that leads to suffering insofa r as
we understan d ourselve s to o to be suc h self-existin g things, who ar e
nonetheless subjec t to th e ravage s o f time an d change—wh o ar e bor n
only to become ill, grow old, and die,

This implies a  more radical possibility for the unsettling that Caputo
refers to and that differance certainly implies: for merely by subverting
such ontological claims, and without making any metaphysical claim s of
its own, the Buddhist deconstruction of all such self-existence (especially
our own ) can allow somethin g else t o shine forth—somethin g tha t ha s
always been there/here yet has been overlooked in our haste to objectif y
things i n orde r t o fixat e o n them. Such deconstruction ca n heal u s b y
revealing a  les s dualisti c wa y no t onl y o f understandin g bu t o f
experiencing th e relatio n betwee n ourselve s an d th e supposedl y
objective world.

For Buddhism this sense of separation between me and the world lies
at th e hear t o f our duhkha,  i.e., of our notoriou s inabilit y t o be happy .
Buddhism relate s ou r dis-eas e t o th e delusiv e natur e o f the ego-self ,
which lik e everythin g els e i s a  manifestation of the univers e ye t feds
separate from it . The basic difficulty i s that insofar as "I" feel separate (i.e.,
an autonomous , self-existin g consciousness) I  also fee l uncomfortable ,
because an illusory  sens e of separateness will inevitably be insecure. The
unavoidable trace of nothingness in my fictitious (because not really self -
existing) sense-of-sel f i s therefore experienced as a sense-of-lack; and i n
reaction th e sense-of-sel f becomes preoccupie d wit h tryin g t o mak e
itself—it's-self—self-existing, i n on e o r anothe r symboli c fashion . Th e
tragic irony is that the ways we attempt to do this cannot succeed, for a
sense-of-self ca n neve r expe l the trac e of lack that alway s shadow s i t
insofar a s it is illusory; while in the most important sense we are already
self-existing, since th e infinite  se t o f differential  traces  that  constitutes  each  of
us is nothing less  than the whole universe. "The self-existence of a Buddha is
the self-existenc e of thi s ver y cosmos . The Buddh a i s withou t a  self -
existent nature; the cosmos too is without a self-existent nature."5 What
Nagarjuna say s here about the Buddha is equally true for each of us, arid

4 Mulamadhyamikakarika  24:19 .
5 Mulamadhyamikakarika  24 : 16.
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for tha t matter everything in the universe; the difference i s that a Buddha
(and a  Christ?) knows it . I think this touches on the enduring attraction
of wha t Heidegge r call s onto-theolog y an d wha t Derrid a call s
logocentrism, no t just in the West but everywhere : Being/being mean s
security to us because i t means a ground fo r the self , whether that is
understood a s experiencing Transcendence or intellectually sublimate d
into a  metaphysical principle underlying everything . We want t o meet
God face-to-face , o r gain enlightenment , but th e fac t tha t everythin g i s
sunya mean s w e can never attain them. We can, however, realiz e what
we have always been/not been.6

In accordance with this, Madhyamika and Ch'an Buddhism have no
teaching to transmit, no doctrine that must be believed in order t o be a
Buddhist, or that must be grasped i n order to be saved . I f our way s of
living in the world ar e what need to be unsettled, wha t i s to be taught
will vary according to the person and the situation, because people fixat e
on different things . "If I tell you that I have a system of dharma [teaching]
to transmi t t o others , I  a m cheatin g you, " declare d th e sixt h Ch'a n
patriarch Hui-neng. "Wha t I do to my disciples is to liberate them fro m
their own bondage with such devices as the case may need."7

This typ e o f unsettlin g doe s no t leav e th e God-questio n o r th e
Buddha-question in abeyance: it resolves it—not, however, by giving us
an answer to those questions in the place we look for it, but by providing
a differen t wa y o f experiencing, by deconstructing our everyday world
into a different one . At the same time (and this reappropriates Caputo's
point )  it must als o be said that from anothe r perspective thi s nondua l
way of experiencing nonetheless deepens the religious question, because
it still leaves the world essentially  mysterious in a fashion that cannot be
resolved bu t doe s no t nee d t o be resolved: every nondual "thing " or

6 Th e self-existence (Sanskrit , sva-bhava) tha t Madhyamika refutes corresponds to the
"self-presence" whic h Derrida criticize s i n textua l terms , by showin g that every
process of signification, includin g self-consciousness, i s an economy of differences .
Self-presence "ha s never been given but onl y dreamed of and alway s already split,
incapable of appearing to itsel f excep t in its own disapperance. " Discussions of this
argument tend to focu s o n th e -presence  o f self-presence, bu t th e self-  need s t o b e
emphasized a s much. It i s "the hunger for/o f self " tha t seek s fulfillment i n "th e
absolute phantasm " o f "absolut e self-having. " (O f Grammatology,  112 ; "a n
Apocalyptic Tone', 90, 91) For more on the sense-of-lack as "shadow" of the sense-of -
self, se e Davi d Loy , Lack  an d Transcendence,  (Atlanti c Highlands , New Jersey :
Humanities Press, 1996).
7 Th e Diamond Sutra  an d the Sutra o f Hui Neng,  tran. A. F. Price and Won g Moulam
(Boston: Shambhala, 1990), 132.
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event acquire s a  numinous qualit y which canno t be full y understoo d
causally or reductively.

What does this Buddhist deconstruction imply about language? How
does it affect th e ways we hear and speak, read and write? There is some
support i n the Buddhist tradition, as in negative theology generally, for
denying or at least depreciating the value of language. The implication is
that linguisti c meanin g i s s o inevitabl y dualisti c tha t i t ca n neve r
adequately describ e o r express reality; therefore a  wise perso n speak s
seldom and little . Nagarjuna denied that he had any views of his own: "If
I had a  position, n o doubt faul t coul d be found with it . Since I have n o
position, tha t proble m doe s no t arise. " Ho w coul d h e avoi d takin g a
position? "Ultimate serenity is the coming to res t of all ways o f taking
things, th e repos e o f name d things ; n o trut h ha s bee n taugh t b y a
Buddha fo r anyone , anywhere." 8 Thi s "comin g t o res t o f al l way s of
taking things " i s als o foun d i n Ch'an—fo r example , in th e wa y tha t
Tung-shan Shou-ch' u (d . 990) distinguished betwee n dea d word s ari d
living words: "I f there is any rational intention manifested in the words ,
then they are dead words ; if there is no rational intention manifested in
the words, the n they are living words." 9 Tung-shan doe s not den y th e
usefulness o f language but does question its "rational" function—whic h
seems to mean, he denies it s validity as a way to understand o r "take "
things. Mor e recently, the Japanese Zen schola r and popularize r D . T.
Suzuki has perpetuated a  similar distinction i n the way he explains the
process o f workin g o n a  koan:  th e purpos e o f a  koan  i s t o subver t al l
rational attempt s t o solv e it , h e claimed , whereupo n w e ma y b e
transported into a different an d nonrationa l way o f experiencing it an d
the world, including language.

There i s a  proble m wit h thi s understandin g o f "enlightene d
language", an d i t is a mistake to conclude that Tung-shan's o r Suzuki' s
view i s th e Buddhis t o r th e Mahayana vie w o f language (eve n i f w e
ignore th e obviou s contradictio n that woul d see m t o involve!) . Th e
difficulty wit h denigratin g "rationa l intentions " an d tryin g t o "end al l
ways of taking things" is that this tends to reinforce the deluded dualis m
we alread y mak e betwee n word s an d things , betwee n though t ari d
world. Th e danger i s that we wil l "take " language/though t a s a  filte r
that should be eliminated in order to experience things/the world more

8 Vigraha-vyavartam  29 ; Mulamadhamikakarika 25:24 .
9 I n Chang Chung-yuan, Original Teachings  o f Ch'an Buddhism  (Ne w York: Vintage,
1971), 271.
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immediately—an approac h whic h unfortunatel y reconstitute s th e
problem o f dualism in the means chosen to overcome it. An alternative
approach wa s hinte d a t b y Ch'an maste r Yiin-men Wen-ye n (d . 949):
"There ar e word s whic h g o beyon d words . Thi s i s lik e eatin g ric e
everyday without any attachment to a grain of rice."10 Hui-neng tell s us
how word s ca n go beyond words , in the process of explaining wh y h e
has no dharma to transmit to others:

Only those who d o not possess a single system of dharma  ca n formulate al l
systems of dharma ,  and only those who can understand the meaning [of this
paradox] ma y us e suc h terms. It makes no differenc e t o those wh o hav e
realized th e essence of mind whether they formulate al l systems of dharma
or dispense with all of them. They are at liberty to come or to go . They are
free fro m obstacle s o r impediments . They tak e appropriat e action s a s
circumstances require . The y giv e suitabl e answer s accordin g to th e
temperament of the inquirer.11

For Caputo, following Derrida, Eckhart's "godhead beyon d god " is
another signife r with transcendental pretensions (p . 33), which needs to
be deconstructe d an d show n t o b e th e functio n o f a  networ k o f
differences ( a deconstruction that , for example, Nagarjuna perform s on
nirvana in chapter 25 of the Mulamadhyamikakarika). Fo r Derrida no words
go beyond words , ye t these words o f the sixt h patriarch imply tha t for
Buddhism ther e i s anothe r perspectiv e wher e on e signifie r doe s no t
necessarily equal another o r simply reduce to being a function of others.
I think there i s no better way t o gain an appreciation of how word s ca n
go beyon d word s tha n b y considerin g ho w Hui-neng , Doge n an d
Eckhart understoo d language . An d th e bes t wa y t o understan d thei r
understanding o f language is , o f course , to loo k a t ho w the y actuall y
used words .

II

Hui-neng, Dogen and Eckhart : arguably the greatest Chinese Ch'an
master, th e greates t Japanes e Ze n master , an d th e greates t medieva l
Christian mystica l writer . The y ar e s o elevate d i n ou r pantheo n o f
religious heroes that we are apt to overlook how opportunistic—indeed,

10 Original Teachings  o f Ch'an Buddhism,  271.
11 The Sutra ofHui Neng,  132.
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how completel y unscrupulous —they wer e in the ways they employe d
language.12

Hui-neng's opportunis m i s obvious i n th e tw o passage s fro m hi s
Platform Sutra  alread y quote d above . Hi s ow n word s provid e som e
excellent instances of language "fre e fro m obstacle s or impediments", of
teachings tha t "giv e suitabl e answer s according to the temperamen t of
the inquirer." T o cite only one example, in one place the sixth patriarch
does not hesitate to  contradict received Buddhist teachings, in  response
to th e questio n o f a  monk , Chan g Hsing-ch'ang , wh o coul d no t
understand th e meaning of the terms "eternal" an d "no t eternal " i n the
Mahaparinirvana Sutra.

"What i s not eterna l is the buddha-nature," replied the patriarch, "and
what is eternal is the discriminating mind together with all meritorious and
demeritorious dharmas."

"Your explanation,, sir, contradicts the sutra," said Chang.
"I dare not, since I inherit the hear t sea l o f Lord Buddha... . I f buddha-

nature i s eternal , i t woul d b e o f n o us e t o tal k abou t meritoriou s an d
demeritorious dharmas; and unti l the end o f a  kalpa n o on e would arous e
the bodhicitta.  Therefore,  when  I  sa y 'not  eternal'  i t i s exactly  what  Lord  Buddha
meant for 'eternal.'  Again , if all dharmas are no t eternal , then every thing or
object woul d have a nature of its own [i.e. , self-existence or essence] to suffe r
death and birth. In that case, it would mean that the essence of mind, which
is truly eternal, does not pervad e everywhere. Therefore when  I  say 'eternal' i t
is exactly what  Lord  Buddha  meant by 'not eternal.'.  . . In following slavishly th e
wording of the sutra, you have ignored the spirit of the text."

From this passage alon e it is difficult t o understand wh y Hui-nen g
reversed th e meaning o f the two terms ; we would nee d t o know more
about the situation within which this dialogue took place, the con-text of
the text . But apparently it worked: "All of a sudden Chang awoke to ful l
enlightenment." Whether we find Hui-neng' s explanation helpful or  not,
the most importan t poin t her e is that, by his own criterion, there i s no
arguing with such success.

In his final instructions to his successors before passin g away , Hui -
neng taught more about how to teach: " Whenever a man puts a question
to you , answe r hi m i n antonyms , s o tha t a  pai r o f opposites wil l b e
formed, such as coming and going. When the interdependence o f the two

12 Scrupl e is from th e Lati n scrupulus, itself derive d fro m scrupus  a  rough or hard
pebble, used figurativel y by Cicero for a cause of uneasiness o r anxiety. The Latin
opportun-us mean s fit, suitable, convenient, seasonable; advantageous, serviceable.
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is entirely done away with there would be, in the absolute sense, neither
coming nor going." 13 If someone is fixated o n one view, challenge him
with the opposite view—not to convert him to that view but t o unsettle
him from al l views, so that one might slip out between them.

Language and symbols circumscribe; but, as living forces, they are dynamic
enough t o open up, constantly re-expressing, renewing, and casting-off , so
as t o unfol d ne w horizon s o f thei r ow n life . I n thi s wa y languag e an d
symbols kno w n o limit s with respec t t o how fa r they ca n penetrate bot h
conceptually an d symbolically . No Buddhis t thinker wa s mor e intensel y
and meticulously involved with the exploration of each and every linguisti c
possibility o f Buddhis t concept s an d symbols—eve n thos e forgotten ,
displaced ones—tha n Dogen wh o endeavore d t o appropriate the m i n the
dynamic workings of the Way's realization. (Hee-jin Kim)14

Many Buddhists believe that concepts are inherently delusive , tha t
they should b e eliminated i n order to realize our true nature. DOgen's
approach was the complete opposite , an d he devoted much energ y to
demonstrating the importanc e of language and it s possibilities. Befor e
discussing his understanding of language, however, we must notice how
he used it.

Throughout the Shobogenzo,  Dogen painstakingl y dissects a  given passag e
and explore s it s semanti c possibilities a t every turn , literall y turning th e
conventional dictio n upside dow n an d inside out. The result i s a dramatic
shift i n our perceptio n and understandin g o f the origina l passage. On e of
the mos t rewarding aspects of translating Dogen's Shobogenzo  i s his radical
challenge t o ordinar y language . T o Dogen th e manner  o f expression  i s a s
important as  the substance of thought;  in fact, the  experimentation with  language is
equivalent t o the making o f reality.  Furthermore , Dogen frequently puts fort h
deliberate, ofte n brilliant , "misinterpretations " o f certai n notion s an d
passages of Buddhism. This distortion of original meaning is not due t o any
ignorance of Chinese o r Japanese (indeed, it testifies t o a unique mastery of
both) but rathe r to a  differen t kin d o f thinking—the logic of the Buddha-
dharma. (Kim)15

13 The Sutra ofHui Neng,  134-135,142. My italics.
14 Hee-jin Kim , "Method an d Realization : Dogen's Use of the Koa n Language", 9 ,
presented a t a  conference on "Th e Significanc e o f Dogen", Tassajara Zen Mountai n
Center, October 8-11,1981.
15 Hee-ji n Kim, "The Reason of Words and Letters": Dogen and Koan Language", in
William R.  LaFleur, ed., Dogen  Studies  (Honolulu : Universit y of Hawaii, 1985) , 60.
My italics.
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Among the many examples which may be cited, here are some of the
most interesting:

Do gen's discussio n o f to-higan  ("reachin g th e othe r shore" )
transposes the two characters into higan-to, "the other shore's arrival " or
"the othe r shore has arrived." The transcribed ter m no longer refers to a
future even t but emphasizes the event of realization here and now.

Seppo "preachin g the dharma" is reversed in the same way to become
ho-setsu "th e dharma' s preaching. " Thi s allow s Doge n t o say : "Thi s
'discourse on the Dharma' is 'the Dharma's discourse.'"

Dogen takes the ter m arutoki  ("a t a certain time, sometimes, once")
and recombines its components u "to be, to have" and ji "time, occasion"
to mak e uji,  "being-time", which h e uses t o signif y th e nondualit y of
existence and time.

Perhaps the best known example of this particular technique is in the
Bussho fascicle, which quotes from the Nirvana Sutra:  "All sentient beings
without exceptio n hav e Buddha-nature" . Doge n rearrange s th e
syntactical components to make them mean: All sentient beings, i.e., all
existence, is Buddha-nature. As Kim points out, this changes potentiality
into actuality, and it liberates us from anthropocentrism. Sentient beings,
everything that exists and Buddha-nature all become nondual.

Like Heidegger, Dogen converts nouns into verbs and use s them to
predicate the sam e noun, i n order to say, e.g., "the sk y skys the sky. "
This allows him to escape the subject-predicate dualism of language and
point ou t that , for example, spring "passe s withou t anythin g outsid e
itself."

The Zazenshin  fascicl e o f the Shobogenzo  reinterpret s a  koan  abou t
thinking (shiryo),  not-thinkin g (fu-shiryo),  an d non-thinkin g (hi-shiryo).
The original koan, which Dogen quotes, reads as follows:

After sitting , a monk aske d Grea t Master Yueh-shan Hung-tao : "What ar e
you thinkin g i n th e immobil e state o f sitting?" Th e master answered : " I
think o f not-thinking. " Th e mon k asked : "Ho w ca n on e thin k o f not -
thinking?" The master said: "Nonthinking. "

Dogen transforms Yueh-shan's "I think of not-thinking" into "Thinking
is not-thinking." Fu-shiryo becomes fu n o shiryo: th e not's, or (as Kim puts
it) the absolute emptiriess's, thinking. That is, fu-shiryo n o longer refers to
the absenc e o r denia l o f thinking, but suggest s instead tha t authenti c
thinking is "the not's thinking".

What ties together all these remarkable examples is more than that
Dogen unscrupulousl y twist s traditiona l text s t o mak e the m mea n
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whatever h e want s the m t o say . I n eac h cas e Doge n i s conflatin g a
problematic dualism , tha t is , a deluded wa y o f thinking whic h cause s
problems fo r us. Higan-td  denie s the usual duality between practice and
realization. Ho-setsu  denie s an y duality between the one who preache s
the dharma  an d th e dharma  tha t is taught. The Bussho fascicle denie s th e
duality between sentient beings and their Buddha-nature. Uji  denie s any
duality betwee n being s an d thei r temporality ; convertin g noun s int o
verbs allow s Dogen t o deny , e.g. , the duality between springtim e an d
things i n springtime . F u n o shiryo  denie s th e especiall y dangerou s
dualism (fo r Buddhist practitioners) between thinking and not-thinkin g
(as it occurs in zazen);  practice is not a  matter of getting ri d o f thinkin g
but realizin g th e "emptiness " o f thinking. In each  instance Dogen does  not
allow himself  to  be  limited by  the  usual  dualisms  of  our  language,  and of  our
thought, but concocts  expressions  that  leap  out  of  the  bifurcations  we  get stuck
in. For Kim it is "abundantly clea r that in these linguistic and symboli c
transformations Dogen act s as  a  magician or  an  alchemis t of  language
conjuring up an infinity of symbolic universes freely and selflessly as the
self-expressions of Buddha-nature."16

One more type o f conflation (o r deconstruction) should b e notice d
before w e attemp t t o characteriz e thi s wa y o f usin g language . I n
Buddhism a  number o f metaphors hav e become traditional a s ways t o
contrast thi s worl d o f sufferin g wit h th e real m o f enlightenment : fo r
example, gabyo (picture d cakes , which cannot satisf y u s whe n w e ar e
hungry), huge (literally sky-flowers, seen when the eye is defective, hence
a metapho r fo r illusory perceptions) , katto  (entanglin g vines, meanin g
worldly attachments) , and m u ( a dream, a s oppose d t o bein g awake).
Dogen elevates al l these depreciated terms by revitalizing them. Instead
of dismissin g pictures (i.e. , concepts), he emphasizes thei r importance :
"Because the entir e world an d al l dharmas are unequivocally pictures ,
men and dharmas are actualized through pictures, and the buddhas an d
patriarchs ar e perfected through pictures. " Kuge,  usually castigate d a s
illusions, he revalorizes as "flowers of emptiness"; i n place of the typical
Buddhist dualit y betwee n realit y an d delusion , "al l dharma s o f th e
universe ar e the flower s o f emptiness." Instea d of the usual admonitio n
to cu t of f al l entanglin g vines , Doge n emphasize s th e importanc e of
worldly relationships. And "al l dharmas in the dream state as well as in
the waking stat e are equally ultimate reality.... Dream and wakin g are

16 "Th e Reason of Words and Letters" , 63.
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equally ultimat e reality : no largenes s o r smallness , n o superiorit y o r
inferiority has anything to do with them."17

These last examples, in particular, leave us no doubt abou t Dogen' s
understanding of  language. Concepts, metaphors, parables and so  fort h
are not just instrumental , convenient mean s to communicate truth , for
they themselves manifest the truth—or rather, since that way of putting
it i s stil l to o dualistic , they themselve s ar e th e trut h tha t w e nee d t o
realize.

Words are no longer just something that the intellect manipulates abstractly
and impersonall y but somethin g that works intimately i n the existential
metabolism o f on e wh o use s them philosophically and religiousl y in a
special manner and with a special attitude. They are no longer mere means
or symbols that point to realities other than themselves but ar e themselves
the realities of original enlightenment and the Buddha-nature. (Kim ) 18

"Metaphor i n Dogen's sens e is not tha t which points t o somethin g
other than itself, but that in which something realizes itself", summarizes
Kim. "I n short , th e symbo l is not a  means to edification but a n end i n
itself—the working s o f ultimate truth." As Dogen himself puts it : "The
Buddha-dharma, even i f i t i s a  metaphor, i s ultimate reality." 19 I f th e
metaphor i s not used to compensate for my own lack of self-existence—
which makes me try to get some graspable truth from it—i t can be a way
my mind consummate s itself : although symbol s can be redeemed only
by mind, the mind does not function in a vacuum bu t i s activated b y
symbols.

In the Sansuikyo  fascicl e of the Shobogenzo  Dogen criticizes those wh o
have an instrumentalis t view o f language: "How pitiable are they wh o
are unaware that discriminating thought i s words and phrases, and that
words an d phrase s liberate  discriminatin g thought. " Ki m provides a
valuable gloss on this memorable phrase: "In spite of inherent frailtie s in
their make-up , words ar e the bearer of ultimate truth. I n this respect ,
words ar e no t differen t fro m things , events , o r beings—al l 'alive ' i n
Dogen's thought."20

Alive, because language, like any other thing o r event, is (and must
be realized to be) ippo-gujin,  "th e total exertion of a single dharma." This

17 "Th e Reason of Words and Letters" , 66 ff.
18 Hee-Ji n Kim,  Dogen Klgen—Mystical  Realist  (Tucson : University o f Arizona Press,
1975), 110. When was the last time your Zen master told you that?
19 I n the Muchu-setsumu fascicle , as quoted i n "The Reason of Words and Letters" , 73.
20 "Th e Reason of Words and Letters", 57, 58.
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term, a key one for Dogen, embodies hi s dynamic understanding o f the
Hua-yen doctrin e o f interpenetration . Accordin g t o Hua-yen , eac h
dharma (her e meaning an y thin g o r event, and fo r Dogen thi s explicitly
includes linguisti c expressions ) is both the cause of and th e effec t o f all
other dharmas  i n the universe. This interfusion mean s that the life o f one
dharma become s the life of all dharmas, as there is nothing but tha t dharma
in the whole universe. Since no dharma  interfere s with an y other dharma
—because eac h i s nothing othe r tha n a n expressio n o f all the others —
dharmas transcen d al l dualism; i n thi s wa y the y ar e both harmoniou s
with all other dharmas yet function as if independent o f them.21

If w e appl y thi s Hua-ye n view o f dharmas t o language, words an d
metaphors ca n be understood no t just as instrumentally tryin g to grasp
and conve y trut h (an d thereb y dualisticall y interferin g wit h ou r
realization o f some truth that transcends words) but a s being the truth—
that is , as one o f the man y way s that Buddha-nature is . A birdsong, a
temple bell ringing, a  flower blooming, and Dogen's words too blooming
for us as we read or hear them... if we do not dualize between world and
word (an d Doge n show s u s we do not need t o dualize between them) ,
then w e ca n experienc e th e Buddha-dharma—ou r ow n "empty "
nature—presencing (bu t not se/f-presencing : eac h manifest s the whol e
universe) and playing in each.

Dogen i s mor e literar y tha n Hui-neng , ye t I  d o no t se e an y
fundamental differenc e i n their teachings and in their views of language.
Like Beethoven and the Romantic tradition that followed him, Hui-nen g
forged a  path that others explored more fully, in this case by developin g
the Ch'a n tradition... . I s ther e anyon e comparabl e t o Hui-nen g an d
Dogen in Christianity?

He i s a  master o f life an d a master of the lette r who play s with th e synta x
and semantic s of the scriptural text s and th e texts of the masters before hi m
in order t o tease out o f them eve r new senses . He i s a master o f repetition
who kne w wel l tha t hi s commentary was no t to be a  simple reproductio n

21 Thi s apparent paradox is a crucial point, yet explaining it and defending it would
shift th e focu s o f thi s essay . I t ma y b e understoo d a s th e Chines e versio n o f
Nagarjuna's argumen t i n the Mulamadhyamikakarika,  whic h use s causalit y t o refut e
the self-existenc e of anything, and the n denie s causa l relationships : "Tha t which ,
taken a s causal or dependent, i s the process of being born and passin g on , is, taken
non-causally and beyon d al l dependence, declare d to be nirvana."  (25 : 19) For more
on this , se e my Nonduality:  A  Study  i n Comparative Philosophy  (Yale , 1988) chapter 6 ,
and "Th e Deconstructio n o f Buddhism " in Derrida  an d Negative  Theology  (cite d i n
fnl) .
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but a  new production, a new rendering which made the old text speak anew
and say what had not been heard. He was constantly altering the syntax of a
text, rewriting it so that i t said something new . He would fus s wit h trivial
features o f a  tex t t o whic h n o attentio n at al l ha d bee n pai d an d mak e
everything tur n o n them , eve n t o th e poin t o f reversing thei r traditiona l
meaning.... He would inver t sayings to see what frui t they would yield.

Is thi s mor e o f Kim on Dogen ? I t could be , but i n fac t it' s Caput o o n
Eckhart. Let us let him finish his point.

There i s n o bette r example , t o m y knowledge , o f a  certai n mystica l
dissemination an d a  religiously joyful wisdo m tha n th e brilliantly, playfu l
virtuosity of Eckhart's German sermons and Latin treatises. He rewrites the
words o f Scripture , turn s an d twist s th e mos t familia r sacre d stories ,
reinterprets th e oldes t teaching s i n th e mos t innovativ e an d shockin g
ways.... And alway s with th e sam e effect : t o prod th e lif e o f the spirit , t o
promote its vitality, to raise its pitch, to enhance its energy. Like a religious
answer t o Nietzsch e si x centuries befor e th e fact , Eckhar t engage s wit h
Dionysian productivity in a  multiplication of religious fictions whic h serve
the interest s o f a "life" which lives out o f its own superabundance , withou t
why o r wherefore, for the sake of life itself.. . 22

"There i s a  grammatologica l exuberance , a transgressiv e energy , i n
Eckhart", summarizes Caputo , and becaus e of his own exuberanc e we
can readily forgive the trendy vocabulary (today everyone seems rather
too eager to transgress!). However, we need some examples.

Eckhart reads mutuo  (reciprocal ) a s meo tu o et tuo  meo (mine your s
and yours mine). He plays with the name of his own religious order (ordo
praedicatorum, order o f preachers) to make it an "orde r o f praisers", i.e.,
those who offe r divin e predicates. In the Vulgate version of Romans 6:22,
Nun vero  liberati  a peccato ("Now, however, you have been liberated from
sin'"), Eckhart discovers eigh t differen t grammatica l functions i n vero,
including: trul y (vere)  delivere d fro m sin ; delivered fro m si n b y trut h
(vero, the datum of verum), and s o forth. A t the beginning of the Gospe l
of John, In principio erat  verbum,  the words principium, erat  and verbum  ar e
submitted t o simila r readings , multiplyin g an d disseminatin g thei r
meanings. Perhaps the most shocking of all, Eckhart presumes to change
the openin g lines o f the Pater  Noster  (believe d to be the onl y prayer we
have from Jesus) so that "thy will be done" becomes '"will, be thine [i.e.,

22 "Mysticis m and Transgression," 35.
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God's]", because he believed that willing to do God's will is not as good
as getting beyond willing altogether.23

In the famous story where Jesus said that Mary had chosen the better
part (th e vita  contemplativa),  Eckhar t reverse s th e traditiona l
understanding b y explainin g tha t th e repetitio n o f Martha' s nam e
("Martha, Martha, you worry and fret about so many things") mean s that
she ha d tw o gifts , th e vita  activa  a s well a s the vita  contemplativa,  an d
therefore Martha had chosen the better part! This follows from Eckhart's
emphasis o n spiritua l vitality , hi s teachin g tha t tru e thankfulnes s i s
fruitfulness (i.e. , to be made fruitful b y the gift on e receives, to give birth
from i t in return). Caputo concludes his article by praising thi s typica l
"mystical perversity " whereb y Eckhar t argue s tha t th e bette r par t
belongs not t o Mary "languishing dreamil y at the fee t o f Jesus, trying to
be one with the One" but to Martha who rushes here and there preparing
for Jesus ' visit "with all the energy and robustness of life."

Perhaps th e most significant instance of Eckhart's unscrupulous us e
of languag e i s th e wa y h e play s wit h th e binar y term s Bein g an d
Nonbeing (o r Nothing ) b y nonchalantl y reversin g thei r meaning .
Sometimes h e refer s t o th e bein g o f creatures and describe s Go d a s a
nothing, without the slightest bit of existence. At other times he contrasts
the "nullity" of all creatures with the being of God, in which case it is not
that God has being, or even that God is being, but tha t being is God (esse
est deus). Caputo says that Eckhart "understands quit e well that the terms
'Being' and 'Nothing ' are functions of each other, that each is inscribed in
the other, marked an d traced by the other, and that neither get s the job
done, alone or together" (p . 31). Well put, yet Eckhart, like Dogen, plays
with syntax and semantics not just to tease out ever new senses, not just
to see how many meanings he  can make dance on the head of  a pin, but
to develop some special types of expression, particularly those which can
help u s t o see through the dualit y between ourselve s and God . In the
Bussho fascicle Dogen reorders syntax to make "All beings have Buddha-
nature" into "All beings are Buddha-nature"; Eckhart is happy to reverse
the referent s of Being and Nothingnes s t o the sam e end , withou t eve r
asserting tha t both God and creatures have being, for that would involv e
a dualis m betwee n th e two : i f God i s nothing i t i s because h e i s our
nothingness, an d i f we are nothing it is because all our being is actually
God's. The same denial o f that same duality occurs in reading "th y wil l

23 "Mysticis m and Transgression," 37. Caputo refers to Frank Tobin's study Meister
Eckhart: Thought an d Language (Philadelphia : University of Pennsylvania Press, 1986),
171-179.
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be done" as "will, be thine [God's]" . And Eckhart uses the story of Mary
and Martha to deny a  derivative dualism between the contemplative lif e
and the active life.

Caputo does not deny a more orthodox side to Eckhart, which denie s
God (Deus)  th e bette r t o asser t th e Godhea d (Deltas)  an d whic h
understands tha t Godhead as a super-essentiality more real than reality.
That is one tendency in Eckhart's writings, yet it is not the only aspect or
for us  the most significant aspect. '"I pray God that he may make me free
of God' is an ongoing prayer which keeps the discourse open . Thi s is a
prayer agains t closure , agains t turnin g th e lates t and bes t creation s of
discourse into idols. It arises from an ongoing distrust of our ineradicable
desire for presence, of our insidious tendency to arrest the play and build
an alta r t o a  produced effect " (p . 34). This i s s o well-expressed tha t I
hesitate t o quibble ; yet , again , I  think tha t Eckhar t i s concerned wit h
more tha n resistin g conceptua l closure. Although h e doesn' t wan t t o
build altar s to the products of his originality, his linguistic play is happy
to produce them because he wants to do something more than keep the
conversation going. Like Hui-neng and Dogen, he wants us to change the
ways we experience arid live "in" the world.

That brings us to a crucial question which can no longer be avoided .
If, a s I  hav e bee n tryin g t o show , Hui-neng , Doge n an d Eckhar t
exemplify a  freedo m wit h languag e tha t Derrid a ha s mor e recentl y
celebrated; i f thei r writing s contai n som e o f the bes t example s o f th e
liberated kin d o f dissemination tha t Derrida' s deconstructio n implies ,
which is not pious of any produced effect s but is ready to challenge them
all; then wha t i s the difference , i f any, between what Derrid a i s doin g
and wha t the y ar e doing ? Wha t make s thei r deconstructiv e
disseminations "religious " an d Derrida's not?

HI

The answer t o this questio n i s most eviden t i n Dogen , althoug h a
similar response is implicit in Hui-neng's and Eckhart's writings.

Earlier, in a discussion of ippo-gujin ("the total exertion of a single
dharma") aspec t of language, it was emphasized tha t language for Dogen
does no t jus t instrumentall y attemp t t o gras p an d conve y truth , i t is
truth: that is, one of the ways that Buddhanature is. But of course that is
not to deny tha t language i s instrumental as well. The point o f the Hua-
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yen doctrine of interpenetration is that each dharma i s both the cause an d
the effec t o f al l othe r dharmas.  On e wa y t o understan d thi s i s tha t
linguistic expression s ar e a t th e sam e tim e bot h means—the y refe r t o
other things—an d end s i n themselves . Thi s dua l functio n i s eve n
embodied i n th e ter m dharma,  which (a s w e hav e alread y seen ) fo r
Buddhism mean s both things themselve s (what really is) and Buddhis t
teachings (wha t Buddhis m say s abou t wha t is) . Bot h meaning s ar e
necessary. T o dwell onl y o n th e instrumenta l and referentia l aspec t of
language overlooks the ippo-gujin of words; yet to emphasize only ippo-
gujin ignore s the abilit y of words t o affec t th e wa y w e perceive thing s
"in" th e world. That latter function i s also crucial for Buddhism because
Buddhism a s a religion is primarily concerned wit h helping us change
our wa y o f living i n th e world , whic h i s usuall y duhkha,  dissatisfied.
Sakyamuni Buddh a sai d tha t h e taugh t onl y duhkha  an d th e en d o f
duhkha.

Distinguishing thes e two inseparable aspects of language enables u s
to clarif y th e difference s betwee n Buddhis m and Derrida . O n th e on e
side, Derrida's writings are not aware of the ippo-gujin aspect of
language. Fro m a  Hua-ye n perspective , i t ma y b e sai d tha t Derrid a
demonstrates how eac h \mguistic-dharma i s an effect o f all other dharmas,
but h e overlooks the other aspec t equally essential for Mahayana: tha t
each linguistic-d/zflrma i s at the sam e time the onl y dharma  i n the whol e
universe. Yes , ever y significatio n i s a  functio n o f a  networ k o f
differences, yet for that very reason each transient produced effec t i s also
an en d i n itself , in fac t th e onl y en d i n itself , th e sol e reason tha t th e
cosmos exists.24

Perhaps a  favorite metaphor may be used to illustrate this point. The
musicological analysi s of a score may revea l interesting an d importan t
things abou t th e text , but tha t analysi s ca n neve r conve y th e livin g
experience of listening t o tha t music , of actually hearing (fo r example)
that climactic moment i n classical sonata-form when the key returns to
the dominan t an d th e tensio n tha t ha s bee n buildin g u p i s resolve d
harmonically. Yet there are also different way s of hearing tha t harmonic
resolution. Althoug h we usually retain a sense of ourselves a s enjoying
the music, there are those all-too-rare moments when we forget ourselve s

24 O n Grammatology  privilege s writing a s a  bette r metaphor fo r understanding
language than the suppose d self-presenc e o f speech. Yet speech remains a  bette r
metaphor for the  ippo-gujin  of  language. Of course, speech does give us an  illusion of
wholeness and unity , but th e point of ippo-gujin i s that that is not merely  a n illusion.
There is more on this argument in the two sources cited in fn. 21.
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and become  th e music, whe n w e forge t pas t an d futur e t o regain a  no-
longer-falling-away "eterna l now" that flows, as notes no longer succeed
each othe r bu t th e sam e not e dance s u p an d down . Thi s reveal s th e
nondual ippo-gujin of music, which at that moment is not different from
our own "empty" nature.

Words an d symbol s ca n b e ippo-gujin  a s wel l becaus e a s wel l a s
instrumental they are, like music and everything else, groundless: that is,
without any self-nature o r self-presence, which fact Mahayana expresses
with th e ter m sunya  "empty" . Fro m a  Buddhis t perspective , ou r
intellectual quest may be seen to derive from a  sublimated version of the
same duhkha tha t haunts the rest of our lives; in response, we try to fixat e
ourselves somewhere, if only (for intellectuals like us) on some produced
linguistic effect . Bu t a s al l ou r variou s searche s fo r unconditione d
grounds and origin s are doomed to fail, our philosophizing too sails in
an unfathomable ocean without any permanent harbors to cast anchor in.
It is only when language is not used as a way to compensate for my own
groundlessness—which makes me grasp at it in order to try to get some
truth from it—tha t language can become a way the mind consummate s
itself.

We might want to say that this epiphany involves more than a dance
with words, bu t w e can just as well call it a special kind o f dance. The
playfulness o f Hui-neng, Dogen an d Eckhar t i s an en d i n itself , to be
sure, ye t i t als o embodie s a n understandin g o f ou r duhkha  an d i s a
considered response to our duhkha. The deconstructions o f dualisms that
we fin d i n these religious innovator s can help t o free u s fro m ou r ow n
"mind-forg'd manacles" (as Blake put it) , from chains of our own making
(the Zen metaphor). For Buddhism, and apparentl y for Eckhart as well,
the mos t importan t dualis m tha t need s t o b e deconstructe d i s tha t
between myself "inside " and th e res t of the world "outside" . We have
noticed how Doge n devises numerous linguistic devices to subvert the
usual dualism s o f language , t o mak e languag e revea l instea d th e
nonduality between us and the world. Eckhar t does the same when, for
example, he changes "thy will be done" into "will , be thine", and when
he refuses to grant being both to God and to creatures at the same time.

Their projects are religious, and Derrida' s is not, because this other
aspect o f language—whic h work s t o deconstruc t th e duhkha  o f ou r
lives—is als o lackin g i n Derrida . Derrid a i n effec t deconstruct s th e
subject-object opposition by disseminating it, because he does not believe
that i t ca n be recuperated or regathered, for we have n o acces s to an y
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nonduality prio r to that duality.25 As a consequence, his deconstructio n
is more focussed o n the duhkha  tha t operates in language, which is the
place w e intellectual s searc h fo r a  truth t o fixat e on ; his philosophica l
critique does no t addres s th e role of grasping and fixatio n i n the res t of
our lives . Dogen' s Buddhis m an d Eckhart' s Christianit y ar e religion s
because the y offe r muc h broade r critique s of attachment intende d t o
inform an d alte r th e way s w e liv e "in " th e world . Buddhis t usag e of
language an d claim s about language are part of a larger, indeed holisti c
practice—including moral precepts, ritual, meditation exercises , etc.—
that develops nonattachmen t in all our activities and i s therefore able to
discover and liberat e the ippo-gujin  i n all of them.

IV

In conclusion, we can distinguish not only between dead word s an d
living words, as (in very different ways ) Tung-shan and Derrida do , but
also between living words and healing words.

We kno w dea d word s wel l enough . Th e problem wit h academi c
discourse i s tha t i t flatten s languag e int o th e one-dimensionalit y o f
objectified texts . Our intellectua l concern to study an d dissec t such texts
"rigorously" make s thi s typ e o f discours e paradigmati c fo r us . Th e
ability to do this well , or cleverly, has become the academic meal-ticket:
those wh o pla y th e gam e skillfull y ge t publishe d an d invite d t o
conferences.

The fac t tha t thi s i s the dwelling-plac e withi n languag e wher e w e
have learned to dwell comfortably, and which helps us get tenure, does
not den y th e othe r possibilitie s o f language. One such possibilit y i s the
dissemination exemplifie d b y Derrida's type of deconstruction an d no w
practiced by many othe r postmoder n writers , not usuall y s o skillfully .
That languag e i s certainl y mor e aliv e tha n th e chess-boar d
rearrangement o f jargon predominant i n academia . Nonetheless I  fin d
something lackin g in mos t o f it . On e wa y t o expres s i t i s that , whe n
merely a n en d i n itself , grammatologica l freedom quickl y become s
boring, like those postmodern novel s I can never quite finish, which are
stylistically very ingenious ye t seem to have little else to communicat e
besides celebrating their cleverness in transgressing conventional forms .

25 I  a m indebte d t o Professo r Caput o fo r thi s felicitou s wa y o f expressin g the
difference (i n a personal communication).
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Such vitality should not be confused with the nondual ippd-gujin
that Dogen describes and Eckhar t also exemplifies. The deconstructions
and dissemination s w e fin d i n Hui-neng , Doge n an d Eckhar t ar e
certainly playful , ye t the y gai n thei r force— a powe r tha t survive s
through the centuries to touch us today—from their abilit y to rub agains t
the grain of our duhkha,  from thei r challenge to the deadened categorie s
and automatize d dualisms which structure the ways we live and suffe r
in the world.
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Sky-dancing
at the Boundaries of Western Thought
FEMINIST THEORY AND THE LIMITS OF DECONSTRUCTION

PHILIPPA BERRY
KING'S COLLEGE CAMBRIDG E

My ai m i n thi s pape r i s t o explor e the implication s fo r Wester n
spirituality an d religio n o f certain recurring figure s o r trope s whic h
occur within deconstructio n in particular and in postmodern though t in
general: trope s whic h ar e gendere d feminine . The close relationshi p
between deconstructio n an d postmoder n though t ha s bee n muc h
discussed; certainl y deconstructio n conform s very closel y t o Jeari -
Frangois Lyotard's definition of what is postmodern: "Th e postmoder n
would be that which, in the modern, puts forward th e unpresentable in
presentation itself; that which denies itself the solace of good forms...tha t
which searchs for new presentations , not in order to enjoy them , but i n
order t o impar t a  stronge r sens e o f th e unpresentable." 1 Althoug h
deconstructive an d postmoder n thinkin g ma y appea r t o tak e t o a n
extreme that skeptical style of thinking which has dominate d Western
society since the Enlightenment, it is because of this pervasive fascination
with "th e unrepresentable " tha t I  conside r bot h deconstructio n i n
particular an d postmoder n though t in general to have the potential t o
transform the unbalanced secularism as well as the unhealthy dualism of
contemporary Wester n thought . However , i t i s th e extensio n an d
simultaneous "differing" of key deconstructive or postmodern theme s in
the work of certain feminist theorists which is most clearly delineatin g
the relevanc e o f thi s though t t o thos e intereste d i n spiritualit y an d
religion, whil e a t the same time revealing important limitations withi n
these theorie s whic h leadin g mal e exponent s o f th e deconstructiv e
agenda seem currently unable to overcome.

1 lean-Frartgois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: a Report o n Knowledge, trans. Geoff
Bennington and Bria n Massumi (Manchester: Manchester Universit y Press, 1984), 81.
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Deconstruction has recently been much concerned with questions of
ethics, an d specificall y wit h th e issu e o f th e ethica l relationshi p t o
another/others; yet its continuing implicit refusal to dialogue wit h those
feminist thinker s who are working in a broadly deconstructionist idiom
is an eloquent testimon y to the blindness of its key exponents not only to
what could be the wider ethical and practical significance o f their theory,
but als o t o th e almos t uncanny autonom y of their privileged feminin e
tropes. Thu s wha t I  wil l examin e i n thi s pape r i s th e extensio n o f a
feminist "overcoming " o f th e unacknowledge d limitation s o f
deconstruction in the two apparentl y opposed direction s of bodily an d
spiritual experience—directions which are however closely related. Not
only ar e feminis t thinker s abl e t o offe r importan t insight s int o th e
relationship betwee n though t an d experience , min d an d body ; b y
redeploying th e feminin e motif s o f deconstructio n wit h a  feminis t
difference the y are also helping to clarify the  relationship of questions of
spirit t o th e contemporar y theoretica l agenda—a t a  tim e whe n th e
implicit parallels between postmodernism and certai n aspects of Eastern
as well as Western mysticism are beginning to be widely commented on.

The America n feminis t an d lega l theoris t Drucill a Cornel l ha s
recently redescribed deconstruction as "a philosophy o f the limit" , and
has stresse d th e importanc e o f it s curren t redirectio n o f intellectua l
attention t o th e limit s whic h constrai n Wester n philosophica l
understanding. O f this disturbing encounter with the boundaries o f our
inherited models of knowledge, Cornell writes as follows:

To run int o an aporia , to reach the limit of philosophy, is not necessarily to
be paralyzed....The dead end o f the aporia, the impasse to which it takes us,
promises through its prohibition the way out it seems to deny.2

The conclusions whic h Cornel l herself draw s fro m thi s insight ar e
somewhat differen t fro m th e points which I want to make in this paper.
Not onl y ar e they specificall y allie d to her feminis t an d deconstructiv e
reassessment o f legal theory; they are also wholly unconcerned with the
half-concealed preoccupatio n wit h th e sacre d whic h ofte n inform s
contemporary theoretical interest in alterity or difference. Nonetheless , i t
is interestin g t o not e that , lik e man y thinker s engage d wit h
deconstruction an d postmoder n thought , Cornel l sees thi s encounte r
with "philosophy' s limit " as inextricably allied to what Jacques Derrida

2 Drucilla Cornell , The Philosophy o f The Limit (Londo n an d Ne w York : Routledge ,utledge,
1992), 70-1.
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described (a s early as 1968) as "the end o f man".3 For as many feminist
theorists have pointed out , what is currently being called into play in the
implicitly masculin e subjec t by deconstruction is persistently figured in
feminine terms . Thu s Alic e Jardine has commented : "I t ha s becom e
increasingly difficul t t o find a  major theoreticia n in France today who i s
not concerned in one way or another with "woman", the "feminine" , o r
variations thereo f Th e "feminine " ha s become—t o us e a n ol d
expression o f Roland Barthes—a metaphor without brakes.4 Some of the
most notable examples of this postmodern interest in the use of feminine
figures appea r in the work of Derrida: they include differ  ance  (in Writing
and Difference) the feathery pen or plume, and the hymen (Dissemination),
chora (Psyche),  glas  (Glas)  an d th e trace as cinder or cendre  (Cinders).

Of thi s intriguin g trend within contemporar y theory, Rosi Braidotti
has observed:

Is it not strange that the reflection on the feminine is so closely connected to
a masculin e disorder , t o the 'death o f man', meant a s the questionin g no t
only of philosophical truth but o f knowledge? Fo r it is in part thanks to this
crossing int o th e void , thi s phenomena l acting-ou t o n th e par t o f th e
philosophical subject , tha t th e problematic of the feminin e has been give n
status, as the carrie r of a 'new' truth. It is as if the modern subject , the spli t
subject, discovers th e feminine layer of his own though t just as he loses th e
mastery he used to assume as his own.5

Braidotti's suggestio n tha t th e ne w thought , i n it s encounte r wit h a
repressed feminin e layer of identity, is "crossing int o the void", has n o
overt religious significanc e for her. But when considered from a  mystical
perspective, these concepts of emptiness an d th e loss of identity assum e
an especial importance . Since the void, spac e and emptiness ar e indee d
recurring motifs in thi s bod y o f thought, m y essa y wil l conside r wha t
might be signified by this feminine dimension of the "end o f man" whe n
it i s viewe d fro m a  broadl y religiou s perspective . I  hop e tha t
interpretation fro m thi s unfamilia r angl e will giv e new meaning t o the
intellectual apori a o r limi t whic h w e ar e no w facin g i n muc h o f th e
humanities an d social sciences.

3 See Jacques Derrida, "The End s of Man," i n Margins o f Philosophy,  trans. Alan Bass
(Brighton: Harvester Press, 1982), 109-136. The paper was firs t given at a international
colloquium in New Yor k in October 1968.

Alice Jardine , Gynesis:  configurations  o f woman  an d modernity  (Ithaca : Cornel l
University Press, 1985), 34.
5 Ros i Braidotti , Patterns of Dissonance:  a  study o f women i n contemporary  philosophy,
trans. Elizabeth Guild (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), 10.

4
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In an essay which anticipates some of the concerns of Cornell's book ,
and whic h wa s translated int o English as "Beyond Aporia", the French
philosopher an d feminis t Sarah Kofman has suggested that :

The aporetic stat e alway s arises as one moves from a  familiar environmen t
or spac e t o a  spac e wher e on e i s unaccustomed, durin g a  transition  fro m
below to above or from abov e to below, from darknes s to light or from ligh t
to darkness....There can be no aporia, in the true sense of the word, without
a transition from a  familiar stat e which affords on e every security to a new,
and therefore harrowing, state.6

The importanc e attribute d t o desir e a s th e impuls e whic h mos t
commonly impels on e across or beyond th e boundaries established b y
the intellect , an d int o a  disturbin g encounte r wit h nothingness , i s
perhaps nowher e mor e vividly expressed in twentieth-century though t
than in the writings of Georges Bataille, for whom to take le pas au-dela—
that is , t o g o beyond th e limit s o f rational knowledge—was a n ac t of
transgression intimatel y relate d t o th e experienc e of erotic desir e o r
jouissance. In Visions  o f Excess,  Bataill e give s a  graphi c descriptio n o f
arrival at this threshold: "there he [sic] must throw himself headlong into
that which has no foundation and no head".7 It is significant that Bataille
here attribute s th e masculin e gende r t o th e on e experiencin g thi s
sensation; elsewher e i n hi s work , this lea p o r fal l int o nothingnes s i s
specifically related to an encounter with an idea of woman as Other:

ELLE i s nothing , ther e i s nothin g sensibl e i n ELLE , no t eve n finall y
darkness. I n ELLE , everythin g fade s away , but, exorbitant, I  traverse a n
empty dept h an d a n empt y dept h traverse s me. In ELLE, I  communicate
with the 'unknown'... 8

Yet thi s memorable exposition of woman's affinit y wit h nothingnes s i s
not wholly original to Bataille, for it expands upon the ideas of a thinker
who, in his opposition t o rationalism, is often termed the founding father
of deconstruction , an d whos e aphoristi c remark s abou t wome n hav e
recently become almost as influential as those of Freud: Nietzsche. It was
Nietzsche, o f course , whos e critiqu e o f th e privilege d masculin e
construction o f truth i n Wester n though t le d hi m t o as k "supposin g

6 Sarah Kofman, "Beyon d Aporia" , in Post-structuralist classics,  ed. Andrew Benjami n
(London: Routledge, 1989), 19-21.
7 George s Bataille , Visions  o f Excess:  Selected  Writings  1927-1939,  trans. A . Stoek l
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985), 222.
8 Bataille, Inner Experience,  trans . Leslie Anne Boldt (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1988),
125.
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Truth i s a  woman—what then?" 9 an d wh o claime d tha t "Ther e i s no
essence o f woman, because sh e divert s herself , and i s diverted fro m
herself".10 Thes e observations, mediated t o an important exten t by the
work o f Bataille , have clearl y influenced the figuratio n of woman i n
Derridean deconstruction ; commentin g in a  work entitled Spurs  upo n
Nietzsche's accoun t o f woma n a s emptines s an d untruth , Derrid a
remarks: "Her e philosophica l discourse , blinded, founders, and allow s
itself to be hurled down to its ruin".11

The value an d importanc e of these Nietzschean observation s fo r a
feminist engagemen t wit h deconstructio n an d postmodernis m i s
currently being stresse d b y a  number o f thinkers12; yet ironically , for
Nietzsche, thi s ide a o f woma n a s insubstantial , illusory , remaine d
profoundly disturbing . I n fact , hi s failure t o elaborate its implications
could b e see n a s on e o f th e fundamenta l flaw s i n a  syste m whic h
elsewhere celebrate d a Dionysian principle of ek-stasis, for the affinitie s
of thi s concept with th e feminine (as much as with th e orienta l o r the
non-Greek) ar e onl y to o apparen t fro m an y cursor y examinatio n o f
Greek mythology—and especiall y o f Euripides' Th e Bacchae. Similarly,
while Derridean deconstructio n appears a t one level t o be profoundly
influenced b y feminis t critiques , bot h o f th e excessivel y rationa l
masculine subjectivit y which is currently in crisis , an d o f the dualisti c
model o f knowledge whic h i t ha s privileged , it s refusa l properl y t o
acknowledge feminis t thinker s arguabl y signifie s a  failur e o f tha t
compassionate response t o "the Other" which is stressed by Emmanuel
Levinas, who ha s reminde d u s tha t "th e absolutel y foreig n alone can
instruct us".13 Accordingly it seems symptomatic of the male thinker' s
failure to convert deconstructive iheoria  into a healing praxis.

9 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good  and Evil, trans. W. Kaufmann (Ne w York: Random
House, 1968), Preface, p. 1.
10 Nietzsche, The joyful Wisdom  ,  trans. W. Kaufmann (Ne w York: Frederic Ungar,
1960), 38/48.
11 Derrida, Spurs/Eperons, trans . Barbar a Harlow , intro . Stefan o Agosti (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1976), 51.
12 Jean Graybeal, Language and the Feminine in Nietzsche an d Heidegger (Bloomington ,
Indiana: Indian a Universit y Press, 1990) ; Joke J . Hermsen, "Baub o o r Bacchante?
Sarah Kofman an d Nietzsche' s affirmativ e woman " i n Sharing  the Difference: feminist
debates i n Holland,  eds . Jok e J . Hermse n an d Alkelin e va n Lennin g (London :
Routledge, 1992) ; David Farrell Krell, Postponements:  woman,  sensuality an d death i n
Nietzsche (Bloomington , Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1986) ; Susan J. Hekman,
Gender and Knowledge (Cambridge : Polity Press, 1992).
13 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality an d Infinity, trans . Alphonso Lingis (Pittsburgh, Perm.:
Duquesne University Press, 1969), 73. It is notable that even in a debate with Christie
Macdonald o n th e subjec t o f feminis m an d deconstruction , Derrid a make s n o
reference to French feminist thinkers working virtually alongside him—although he
does refer there to the work of Emmanuel Levinas! (See "Choreographies", i n The Ear
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Yet perhaps this resistance, of Derrida as well as Nietzsche, is rather
more comprehensibl e whe n i t i s viewe d throug h th e len s o f French
feminism. This highly philosophica l stran d of  feminist thought is  ofte n
criticised for its essentialist conceptions of woman; but in fact , a  number
of it s ke y thinkers , notabl y Juli a Kristeva , Luc e Irigaray an d Helen e
Cixous, hav e develope d sophisticate d account s o f th e specificall y
feminist implication s o f th e deconstructiv e ide a o f woman' s "non -
existence" or "nothingness". These accounts comment on and explain the
fear which it still appears t o inspire in most of those male thinkers wh o
attempt to theorize it. Thus Julia Kristeva, taking her cue from Bataill e as
well as from Freud , Melanie Klein, and Jacques Lacan, has illuminate d
the relationship between those psychic forces whic h are experienced a s
menacing the linguistic control of the ego or subjectivity and ou r earliest
relationship wit h th e mother , throug h a n extende d discussio n o f the
Platonic ter m chora.  A s redescribe d b y Kristev a i n th e contex t o f
psychoanalysis, thi s i s an originary psychi c spac e which i s essentiall y
non-discursive, yet is both rhythmic and highly mobile:

In the meaning of Plato, chora designates a mobile receptacle in which things
are mixed , a  plac e o f contradictio n an d movement , necessary t o th e
operation o f natur e befor e th e teleologica l interventio n o f God , an d
corresponding to the mother : the chora  i s a matrix or a  nurse in which the
elements have no identit y and n o purpose . The chora  i s the locus  of a  chaos
which i s and whic h becomes,  previous to th e formatio n o f the firs t definit e
bodies.14

Kristeva emphasise s tha t chord's  primordia l characte r represent s a
dangerous threa t t o th e stabilit y of the eg o o r th e I : "The plac e of th e
subject's creation , the semioti c chora  i s als o th e plac e o f it s negation ,
where it s unit y give s wa y befor e th e proces s o f charge s an d stase s
producing that unity."15 Intimately allied to chora, therefore, is a complex
mesh o f feelings of fear an d revulsio n whic h Kristev a terms abjection,
feelings whic h see m ofte n t o infor m cultura l hostility t o women , bu t
which ar e merel y the othe r sid e o f jouissance o r desire—and here sh e
reminds us of the complex interrelationship between the death drive and
the pleasure principle which was noted by Freud. Kristeva stresses tha t
the caus e o f this stat e (abjection ) is : "what disturb s identity , system ,
order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules . The in-between ,

of th e Other: texts and discussions with  Jacques Derrida,  ed. Christi e Macdonald (Lincoln ,
Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1987,163-186.)
14 Julia Kristeva , Polylogue  (Paris : Seuil , 1977) , 57, n.l (m y translation) . For a  more
detailed description of the concept of chora as used by Kristeva, see Elizabeth Grosz,
Sexual Subversions:  three French feminists (London : Allen and Unwin , 1990), chapter 2.
15 Julia Kristeva, La revolution du langage poetique (Paris: Seuil, 1974), 27.
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the ambiguous , th e composite."16 What these feeling s repeat, Kristeva
contends, ar e ou r earlies t attempt s "t o releas e th e hol d o f maternal
entity".17 The abject consequently "takes the ego back to its source on the
abominable limit s fro m which , i n orde r t o be , th e eg o ha s broke n
away"18, because it challenges the subject-object dichotom y upon which
rational meaning (an d language) depends, an d remind s th e ego of the
lack an d flu x upo n whic h i t i s founded . Especiall y relevan t t o th e
concerns o f thi s essa y i s Kristeva' s observatio n tha t "[a]bjectio n
accompanies al l religious structuring s and reappears, t o be worked ou t
in a  new guise , at the time of their collapse". 19 She also notes tha t th e
state of abjection frequently causes the eg o or I  to perceive the loathe d
image as unheimlich(e),  o r uncanny.

As theorize d b y Kristeva , moreover , i t seem s tha t th e abjec t i s
intimately related t o endings a s well as to beginnings; whil e sh e allie s
abjection closely with the Freudian concept of "primal repression" , and
hence with the ambivalent feelings experienced by the child towards the
mother a t the point a t which it is struggling to form a  separate identity ,
she als o posit s the corps e a s the imag e which mos t typicall y inspire s
abjection i n adul t life : "th e corpse , th e mos t sickenin g o f wastes, i s a
border tha t ha s encroache d upo n everything". 20 Ye t Kristev a als o
contends that the challenge posed to the ego by abjection is "an alchemy
that transform s death drive int o a  star t of life, o f new significance". 21

While her interpretatio n of this new beginnin g is quite strictl y defined
within th e framewor k o f psychoanalytic theory, the implications of her
perspective are, in my view, much more far-reaching.

Kristeva emphasise s abjection' s liminal character , its disrespec t o f
borders; similarly , Kofman ha s contended that "aporia...breaks with the
logic of identity, and...pertain s to the logic of the intermediary". 22 An d
although deconstruction i s by no means original in its association of the
idea of woman with that otherness which is excluded from the dominant
model of knowledge, an d which it frequently represent s a s a disturbing
nothingness, a n abyss threatening t o destroy resemblance an d th e sel f
(categories whic h hav e implici t association s wit h masculinit y a t th e
present epoch) , both Derrida and severa l French feminist thinkers have
also show n tha t i n an importan t sense , an d perhap s especiall y a t thi s

16 Juli a Kristeva , Powers  o f Horror:  a n essay  o n abjection  (Ne w York : Columbi a
University Press, 1982), 4.
17 Ibid., 13.
18 Ibid., 15.
19 Ibid., 17.
20 Ibid., 3.
21 Ibid., 15.
22 Kofman, "Beyond Aporia", 27..,
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historical conjuncture, the concept of woman partakes of the attributes of
the inbetween place , space or boundary, which paradoxically unites and
undoes binary oppositions eve n while it appears to maintain them. This
is the implication, for example, of Derrida's curious feminine motif of the
hymen a s a key factor i n the operation of that "spacing" which he terms
the difference i n a text:

The virginity of the "yet  unwritten  page" opens up tha t space...To repeat: the
hymen, the confusion betwee n the present and the nonpresent, along with
all th e indifference s i t entail s withi n th e whol e serie s o f opposites... ,
produces th e effec t o f a  medium (a medium as element enveloping both
terms at once; a medium located between the two terms). It is an operation
that both  sows confusion between  opposites and stands between the opposites
"at once" . Wha t count s here i s th e between,  the in-between-nes s o f th e
hymen. The hymen "takes place" in the "inter-" , in the spacing between
desire an d fulfillment , betwee n perpetration and it s recollection. But this
medium of the entre has nothing to do with a center.23

Later in the same text, Derrida plays persistently on the feathery mobility
of th e pen a s plume by punning o n elle  and aile  ("her" an d "wing") . His
implication seem s t o be tha t thi s feminin e "in-between-ness " ha s a n
aerial as well as a textual dimension.

French feminism has consciously positioned itsel f i n the ambiguou s
feminine space opened up by Derrida and others, expanding thereby  the
dynamic implication s o f this indeterminate location . Simultaneously, i t
has invested i t with a quasi-religious character. For example, the intimate
connection o f chora both with bodily expression and gestur e an d wit h a
social commentar y whic h ha s clos e affinitie s wit h "th e gods" , i s
suggested b y Kristeva's later comparision of this "dancing receptacle" to
the chorus o f Greek drama, i n an essay on the painter Jackson Pollock.
And while in her essay "Motherhood accordin g to Bellini" she stressed
the Virgi n Mary's affinit y wit h a n "Orienta l nothingness" , in anothe r
essay, "Staba t Mater" , sh e also drew attentio n t o the Virgin's mystica l
function as a "bond", "middle" and "interval". 24 But it is in the works of
Cixous an d Irigara y that Derrida' s imager y o f feathers and wing s ha s
been accorded a  new feminist as well as spiritual significance: on the one
hand, by the association of these motifs with a  revisioning o f the female
mystic o r saint (like Kristeva's work on the Virgin Mary); on the othe r

23 Jacques Derrida, Dissemination, trans. Barbara Johnson (London: Athlone Press,
1981), 212.
24 Julia Kristeva, "Motherhood according to Bellini", in Desire in Language, trans, and
ed. Leo n S . Roudiez et al.  (Oxford : Blackwell , 1990) , 247; "Stabat Mater" , i n Th e
Kristeva Reader,  ed. Tori l Moi (Oxford , Blackwell , 1986), 162.
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hand, by th e elaboratio n o f feminist versions o f fligh t an d o f angelic
identity.

For Cixous, a novelist who is also an academic and feminist theorist,
the spacin g opened u p withi n text s by deconstruction's questioning of
the authority of the I or "subject" over their text is one which enables the
feminist writer to "voler"—to steal from her cultural heritage in order to
remake it , and s o to fly or take flight (both being additiona l sense s of
"voler") into a spacious freedom. The female author o f Cixous's work is
therefore like an acrobat who no longer needs her trapeze, since she has
discovered that : " I a m mysel f th e trapez e an d th e trapezist". 25

Elsewhere, Cixou s trope s th e articulatio n o f a  feminis t differenc e i n
writing a s a n angeli c visitation t o the woman writer , associatin g this
event with an empoverishing of the self that echoes the espousal o f Lady
Poverty in Franciscan mysticism:

This nigh t th e writin g cam e to me,—Clarice , her angel' s footsteps i n m y
room....the stroke of truth in the deser t my room. My angel struggle d wit h
me; my ange l o f poverty calle d me , it s voice Clarice, the inebrian t cal l of
poverty. I struggled, she read me, in the fire of her writing.26

In fact, a pun which recurs through much of Cixous's work suggests that
it i s only whe n th e "I " o f the authoria l sel f i s displace d an d pu t int o
question, en-jeu  ,  that the angel as ange can be realised.

Luce Irigaray has a  similar conception of angels as occupying tha t
space o f mediatio n an d differanc e whic h ha s bee n opene d u p b y
Derridean deconstruction . Stressin g th e angel' s "whitenes s an d
transparency" (whic h evoke s th e "virginity " o f Derrida' s "whit e
spaces"), she has redefined the female body as a container or envelop e
which i s capabl e o f opening t o th e spac e between (whethe r betwee n
lovers, o r between heaven an d earth) , and s o to the motions o f both air
and angels:

The ange l i s tha t whic h unceasingl y passe s throug h th e envelope s o r
containers, goe s fro m on e sid e t o th e other , reworkin g ever y deadline ,
changing ever y decision , thwarting all representations. Angel s destro y th e

'!S Helene Cixous, LA (Paris : des femmes , 1976) . In this respec t Cixou s (a s well a s
Irigaray) accords the female subject a greater freedom than does Rosi Braidotti, in her
use o f a similar metaphor : "Th e nomadic style o f thinking tha t I advocate a s a  new
feminist positio n require s th e talent s o f a  tightrope-walker , a n acrobat....Fo r i f
Ariadne has fled fro m th e labyrinth of old, the only guiding thread for all of us now ,
women an d men alike , is a tightrope stretched abov e the void." (Braidotti, Patterns,
15.)
^•e Helene Cixous , Vivre  I'oranje  (Paris : des femmes,  1979), 42.
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monstrous, tha t which hampers th e birth of a new age ; they come to heral d
the arrival of a new birth, a new morning....

These swif t angeli c messengers, who transgress al l envelopes i n their speed,
tell o f the passag e betwee n th e envelop e o f God an d tha t o f the worl d a s
micro- or macrocosm. They proclaim that such a journey can be made by the
body of man, and abov e all the body of woman.27

In the framewor k o f religious belief, o f course, it is the sain t o r mystic
who i s especially responsive t o the messages o f angels; in this respect ,
the "othe r woman " t o whic h Irigaray' s philosophy attempt s t o giv e
shape is always already a mystic. Certainly, in identifying with one who
communicates wit h an d become s like angels , Irigara y appears t o b e
echoing som e o f the preoccupation s of early Christian monasticism a s
well as reconsidering the event of the Annunciation (and while Kristeva
does not specifically mention angels, her focus on the Virgin Mary hint s
at a  simila r concern) ; i n recen t works , Irigaray' s emphasi s upon th e
wisdom of silence and of the breath certainly bespeaks a fascination with
the Christia n traditio n o f contemplatio n a s wel l a s wit h Easter n
techniques of meditation.28 But the mystical female figure who i s implicit
in so much of Irigaray's work is ultimately a figure of the present and th e
future rathe r tha n o f the past , fo r sh e i s closely involved wit h thos e
painful processe s o f cultura l an d socia l chang e whic h infor m
deconstruction and postmodern theory, in which man is contemplating
his end.

In the sceptical framework o f much contemporary Western thought,
both the notion of an absolute intellectual boundary and the hypothesis
of th e "en d o f man" typicall y evoke th e imager y o f death : i t i s thi s
recognition whic h ha s presumabl y led Derrid a t o stres s th e intimat e
relationship between deconstructio n and th e activit y of mourning i n
several of his recent works. Thus deconstruction has positioned itsel f i n
relation t o a  variet y o f funerea l landscapes—th e tomb , th e plac e of
execution, the crematio n ground o r cemetery. 29 In such scenarios , the
oblique associations between an abjected and liminal idea of woman and
the horro r o f deat h ar e frequentl y apparent—i n th e l a o r "her "
embedded a t the centr e of Derrida's glas o r death-knell, for example, as

27 Irigaray, Ethics, 15.
28 Se e for exampl e L'Oubli  de  I'air  chez  Martin  Heidegger  (Paris : Minuit, 1983) , an d
Essere Due (Turin: Bollati Boringhieri, 1994) .
29 See much o f the work of Bataille and o f Maurice Blanchot; lulia Kristeva, Powers of
Horror, op . cit. , an d Black  Sun:  mourning  and melancholia  (1990) ; and Derrida , Glas,
trans. John P. Leavey and Richard Rand (Lincoln , Nebraska and London : Universit y
of Nebrask a Press , 1986) , Cinders,  trans . Ne d Lukache r (Lincoln , Nebrask a an d
London: Universit y o f Nebraska Press, 1991) , Memoires  for Paul  d e Man (Ne w York:
Columbia University Press , 1986).
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well as in the figurative associations between woman, ash, and a  place of
burning (la)  drawn ou t i n Cinders  (o r Feu l a cendre).  I n th e note s t o
Cinders, Derrida briefly allude s t o the fier y deat h o f a female hereti c of
the late middle ages , Marguerite Porete; yet Irigaray had associate d the
transgressive desire s o f th e femal e mysti c (and , I  hav e suggeste d
elsewhere, o f Porete in particular) with burning a s early as Speculum  of
the Other Woman:

This i s the plac e where "she"—an d i n some case s he , i f he follow s "her"
lead—speaks about the dazzling glare which comes from th e source of light
that has been logicall y repressed, abou t "subject" and "Other " flowing out
into an embrace of fire tha t mingles one term into another, about contemp t
for for m a s such, abou t mistrust for understanding a s an obstacle along th e
path of jouissance and mistrus t for the dry desolatio n o f reason. Also about
a burning glass . Thi s i s the onl y place in the histor y o f the Wes t i n whic h
woman speak s and acts so publicly. 30

Later, in An Ethics  o f Sexual  Difference,  sh e anticipates: "A new Pentecost ,
when fire—mingle d perhap s wit h wind—wil l b e give n bac k t o th e
female s o that a world stil l to come can be accomplished."31 In her ow n
revisioning o f Revelation, Irigaray anticipate s a  union o f the fier y Hol y
Spirit (whose gender, significantly, she never specifies) with the feminine
as Bride—a unio n i n which body and spirit , earth and heaven , wil l be
reunited. I n thi s Utopia n expectation of a  thir d ag e o f the Spirit , sh e
appears to  align herself quite explicitly with the Joachimite mysticism of
the middle ages , and draw s ou t what for her appea r t o be its feminist
implications:

The spirit is not to be imprisoned onl y in the Father-son duality . The spirit
eludes thi s "couple" . Thi s even t i s announce d i n th e Gospe l itself : the
females, the women, partake not in the Last Supper but in the Pentecost, and
it i s they wh o discove r an d announc e the resurrection . Thi s seem s t o say
that the body o f man ca n return to life when woma n n o longer forgets tha t
she has a share in the spirit..." 32

30 Luce Irigaray, Speculum o f the Other Woman,  trans . Gillian C. Gill (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1985), "L a Mysterique". The centrality of the female mystic to thi s
text i s discusse d i n Philipp a Berry , "The Burning Glass : paradoxe s o f feminis t
revelation in Speculum,  in Engaging with Iragaray, eds. Carolyn Burke et al. (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1994).
31 Ethics,  147.
32 Ibid., 149. The impact of the eschatologica l writings of Joachim of Fiore upon late
medieval mysticis m an d heres y ha s no w bee n widel y discussed . Se e for exampl e
Robert E . Lerner , Heresy  o f the Free  Spirit  i n th e Later  Middle  Ages  (Berkeley , Calif.:
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Certainly, the focus of all of these women thinkers upon the differen t
and limina l wisdo m o f women, and tha t which i t can offe r t o divers e
forms o f dogma, has no specifi c paralle l in Christian tradition, unless it
be i n th e variou s femal e heretic s o f th e middl e ages . Thos e femal e
mystics wh o wo n Churc h validation , i n contras t t o wome n lik e
Marguerite Porete, achieved this only at a price. Only in the very recent
past has the radical difference o f women's voices begun to be heard an d
acknowledged withi n Christia n tradition, in th e discours e o f feminist
theology. In speculating upon the difference represente d by the writings
of these French feminists within the deconstructive tradition, therefore,
we ma y als o begin t o learn something abou t the potentia l o f feminist
theology. But in conclusion, and in order to suggest some of the ways in
which a  spaciou s feminin e differenc e ma y hav e th e potentia l t o
transform a n intellectua l system—and a  model o f identity—which ha s
reached a seemingly impassable limit, I will use an analogy to Vajrayana
Buddhism, fo r i n spit e o f wha t i s sometime s considere d t o b e it s
patriarchal structure, thi s branch of Buddhism has traditionally valued
the differenc e o f certain "angelic " feminin e voices in matter s o f vita l
spiritual guidance .

It is of course in the macabre setting of the funerea l burning-groun d
that severa l o f th e Buddhis t maha-siddhas  (o r sgrub-tob)  wh o wer e t o
shape th e Vajrayan a traditio n ar e describe d a s encounterin g th e
fearsome femal e being s calle d dakinis  (o r mkha'gromas). 33 I n th e
biographies o f the maha-siddhas,  thes e encounters were represented a s
inspiring an d directin g their revolutionary deviations fro m th e overl y
intellectual and custom-boun d practices of the monasteries of Mahayana
Buddhism, where devotion to the Sutras, and to doctrine, had apparentl y
come to supercede meditation in importance.34 What typically resulted
from suc h a  meetin g wa s devotio n t o a  nomadi c lif e whic h (i n a n
intriguing paradox ) combined wanderin g with long periods o f solitary
meditation, which were now organize d around a new kind o f sadhana or
contemplative practice. This led in turn to the reception and elaboratio n
of th e tantras , an d th e establishmen t o f th e Vajrayan a pat h t o
enlightenment.

University o f Californi a Press , 1972 ) and Marjori e Reeves , Joachim o f Fiore  an d th e
Prophetic Future (London: SPCK, 1976).
33 This practice was in fact als o favoured by the Indian sadhus, as well as (according
to the Vinaya-Pifakd) by Sakyamuni and his monks, some of whom gathered scraps of
cloth for their robes in these locations.
34 See Abhayadatta, Buddha's  Lions:  the lives o f the eighty-four siddhas,  trans . James B.
Robinson (Berkeley, Calif.: Dharma Publishing, 1979); also Nathan Katz, "Anima and
mKha'-'gro-ma: a critica l comparative study o f Jung and Tibeta n Buddhism", Tibet
Journal (1983) , 13-43.
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The objective of this religious revolution, which was to attain a clear
insight int o the essentially empty nature of all phenomena, o r sunyata,
has a n especiall y clos e relationshi p t o th e Mahayan a Prajnaparamita
sutras, wher e th e perfectio n of profound cognition , prajnaparamita  i s
held t o b e knowledg e o f voidness . Thi s supra-intellectua l mod e o f
knowing i s sometimes equate d with wisdom, but Tsultrim Allione ha s
pointed ou t tha t i n the Kagy u an d Nyingmap a traditions prajna  (Tib. ,
Shesrab) is a tool to discover wisdom (Yeshes),  not wisdom itself.35 In this
sense i t could perhaps be described as inspiration. The concept of prajna
was personifie d i n a  mor e o r les s abstrac t an d stati c (a s wel l a s
aesthetically pleasing) form by the goddess Prajnaparamita in the text of
that name . Bu t fo r th e mahasiddhas,  it s paradoxica l physicalit y o r
embodiment (i n a  bod y whic h i s b y definitio n illusor y an d empty) ,
together with its innate dynamism and mobility (that is, its associations
with spiritual energy) , were seemingly of much greater importance. It is
these qualitie s o f prajna  o f course , whic h ar e stresse d i n it s
personification by the dakini, whose Tibetan name identifies her with the
ceaseless flu x o f the void , describin g her a s a  sky-goer, sky-walker or
sky-dancer. Hence the characteristi c posture o f the dakin i i s dancing .
This pose seems to refer to the leap in consciousness to which she invites
the practitioner ; i t also echoes the mobile, indeed chori c associations of
Kristeva's chora.  The vajra attributes of the dakini likewise represent that
abrupt cuttin g throug h o f obstacle s t o enlightenmen t whic h i s
fundamental t o th e vajr a o r diamon d path—a s wel l a s he r self -
sufficiency/androgyny. Thi s cutting through extends both to academic
conceptualizations an d t o th e fiv e skandhas  o r poisons , whic h ar e
transformed through the seed-syllable HUM into the five wisdoms of the
mandala o f the sambhoghakaya  buddhas. 36 (I n the Tibeta n visualization
practice o f chad  which—perhap s significantly—wa s introduce d b y a
female practitioner, Machig Lapdron, this incisiveness also extends to the
chopping up o f the body, as representative of the ego-centrered self) .

But a t th e sam e time (an d no t surprisingly , give n he r associatio n
with the burning ground) the process of transformation initiated by the
dakini and associate d wit h the HU M is sometimes figure d in terms of
her association with the mystic heat or inner fire . This is gtummo, one of
the yogas of completion, which is described as fusing al l polarities. For
like other wrathful deities (such as Vajrapani), she is frequently depicted

35 Tsultrim Allione, Women  o f Wisdom  (London : Routledge and Kega n Paul, 1984) ,
130, n. 10.
36 For the importance of HUM, see Lama Anagarika Govinda, Foundations o f Tibetan
Mysticism (London : Rider , 1987) , 129-206 . Allione , incidentally , relate s th e three-
pronged trident of the dakin i Vajravarahi to the three poisons of passion, anger and
ignorance (ibid., 169).
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with an aura of flames. This attribute and functio n o f the dakin i afford s
an interestin g analog y t o th e imager y o f fir e evoke d i n Irigaray' s
Speculum, as well as to Derrida's comment in Cinders concerning la as the
place of burning—a location in which the emptiness of Being makes itself
manifest: "I f a place is itself surrounded by fire...it no longer is."37 If the
siddha responds thoughtfully—and compassionately—t o the encounte r
with the dakini , the result seems at one level to be a purification of the
ignorance o f dualisti c thinking . Thi s i s replaced b y a  non-referential
mode o f thought— a thinkin g fro m th e hear t i n whic h though t i s
integrally related to compassionate action. It seems a wholly new mode
of cognition ; bu t thi s combinatio n o f hear t an d min d i s frequentl y
described a s a return t o a n unconditioned , primordial stat e which i s
innate in everyone.38 In the terms of Mahamudra, thi s represents, not a n
abolition or overcoming of negativity, but rather an integration o f pure
with impur e vision , a n indissolubl e unit y o f samsara  an d nirvana.  The
tantric focu s upo n th e HU M i s certainl y consisten t wit h suc h a
perspective, since this seed-syllable is often interpreted as grounding the
abstract insights o f initiation (represente d by the OM) in the body an d
lived experience.

The associations o f Buddhahood with return to a  primordial stat e
analogous t o that o f the newly-born infant ar e certainly implicit in th e
description o f the initiation of Padmasambhava, or Guru Rinpoche, by
the chie f o f the dakinis , i n canto 34 of the biograph y attributed to hi s
chief consort,  the dakin i Yeshe Tsogyal. This describes his visit to "th e
cemetery o f slee p i n th e mysteriou s path s o f beatitude" . Her e th e
"precious guru " ha s a  preliminary encounte r wit h th e chie f dakini' s
maidservant, hersel f a dakini, outside the close d door o f "the castl e of
the skull" (this is presumably a reference to the dakini's typical attribute
of a  skullcap fille d wit h blood) . When the maidservan t cut s open he r
chest with a  crystal knife, Padmasambhav a is shown th e hidden inne r
nature of corporeality, for her body mysteriously contains the mandalas
of the peacefu l an d wrathfu l deities . This insight into the body as both
empty and simultaneously the means of enlightenment, prepares him for
entrance into the castle (which is a culmination of his long contemplation
of death, in so many cemeteries!); also for incorporation into the body of

37 Cinders, op. cit., 36. On the imagery of fire in Speculum,  see my essay "The burning
glass", op. cit.
38 While this primordial ground of being is strictly speaking ungendered, just as is
the phalli c mothe r o f th e pre-oedipa l stag e a s describe d by Kristeva , i t i s ofte n
referred t o as "Yum Chenmo", "the Great Mother". Chogyam Trungpa wrote of it as
follows: "A s a  principl e o f cosmi c stucture , th e all-accomodatin g basi c ground is
neither male nor female , on e might call it hermaphroditic, but du e t o its quality of
fertility and potentialit y it is regarded as feminine". (Maitreya  IV , 23-4).
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the chie f dakini , for he is swallowed in response to his request for "th e
Teachings, outer, inner, and secret":

The bhiksurvi spoke:
"You understan d in your request for power that all the gods are gathered in
my heart."
She then changed Dorje Drolod [alias Padmasambhava] into the syllable
HUM
and swallowed him, thu s conferring blessing s upon him .
Outwardly his body become like that of the Buddha Amitabha,
and he obtained the powers of the Knowledge Bearer of Life.
From the blessings of being within her body,
inwardly his body become that of Avalokitesvara,
and he  obtained the powers of the meditation of the Great Seal
[Mahamudra].
He was then, with blessings, ejected through her secret lotus,
and his body, speech, and mind were thus purified fro m mental
defilements.
Secretly his body became that of Hayagriva, Being o f power,
and he obtained the power of binding the highest gods and genies.39

The compariso n o f ou r contemporar y intellectua l situatio n i n th e
West to events which too k place in northwest India sometime betwee n
the fourth and nint h centurie s CE may seem somewhat farfetched , an d
certainly the parallels between the two situations are by no means exact .
Most importantly , w e liv e i n a  predominantl y secula r an d nihilistic
society, in radica l contras t to the religiosit y of India i n it s grea t er a of
Buddhist flowering . S o wha t ca n ou r twentieth-centur y graveyar d
meditations, a s Western philosophers think "the end of thinking" amids t
postmodern scenario s o f dereliction and waste , fin d i n commo n wit h
those o f these orienta l supermen? Cornel l has indicated very clearly in
The Philosophy  o f th e Limit  tha t alon g wit h othe r relate d facet s o f
postmodern thought , deconstruction is currently much preoccupied wit h
the issu e o f ethics: i n othe r words , with tha t thorny question whic h I
raised earlier , o f the relationshi p o f its elegan t an d erudit e theor y t o
social practice . The positio n o f the deconstructionis t migh t thu s no t
unreasonably be compared to that of a maha-siddha-to-be such as Naropa,
who whe n abbo t o f Naland a monaster y ha d t o admi t t o th e dakin i
Vajravarahi tha t h e kne w th e words , bu t no t th e meanin g o f th e
doctrines which he studied, and who subsequently went in search of the
"brother o f th e dakini" , Tilopa , i n orde r t o lear n tha t whic h hi s

39 The Life an d Liberation of Padmasambhava,  by Yesh e Tsogyal , trans, into French b y
Gustave-Charles Toussaint (1912), into English by Kenneth Douglas and Gwendolen
Bays (Berkeley, Calif. : Dharma Press , 1978), vol. 1 , 220-1.
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monastery coul d no t teac h him . Th e Life  an d Teaching  o f Naropa
emphasizes tha t the wisdom conferred by Tilopa is that of the dakini, for
the gur u repeatedl y tell s Narop a t o "[l]oo k int o th e mirro r o f you r
mind...The mysterious home of the Dakini".40

The encounter with the dakini consequently appears t o function as
the ultimat e stag e i n th e maha-siddha's  ques t fo r th e perfectio n of
wisdom. Th e achievemen t o f direct , experientia l insigh t int o he r
essentially empt y natur e is indeed th e most notable (althoug h no t th e
only) metho d b y whic h th e siddh a obtain s th e ultimat e siddhi ,
Buddhahood, and overcome s death. In this respect, we could sa y that
Vajrayana Buddhis m achieve d a  unio n o f theor y an d practic e tha t
Western thought , which i s concerned with versions o f nothingness or
emptiness, has yet to accomplish. It did this, paradoxically, by embracing
a figure which at first sigh t seem s grotesquely differen t an d oppose d to
its inherited teachings . Perhaps i t was his hesitation on just thi s coun t
that vitiated Nietzsche' s deconstruction of rationalism, together with his
quest for a new, superhuman, model of identity. For when compared t o
the theme s o f Tantri c Buddhism , hi s severa l description s o f th e
philosopher o f the future dancin g on the abyss evoke nothing s o clearly
as the sky-walkers themselves. Nietzsche wrote of his new scienc e in The
Joyful Wisdom:

he [sic ] who i s accustomed t o i t may liv e nowhere els e sav e i n thi s light ,
transparent, powerful and electric air....In this clear, strict element h e has his
power whole: here, he can fly! 41

And he hypothesised that :

...one coul d imagin e a  deligh t an d a  powe r o f self-determining , an d a
freedom o f will, whereby a spirit could bid farewel l to every belief, to every
wish for certainty, accustomed a s it would b e to support itsel f o n slende r
cords and possibilities, and to dance even on the verge of abysses. 42

The strikin g characte r o f thi s analog y suggest s t o m e tha t i f ou r
Western philosopher s o f th e limi t ar e t o discove r th e experientia l
meaning o f deconstruction , the y ma y hav e t o becom e rathe r mor e
attentive to feminis t thinkers , some o f whom ar e already beginning t o
perform somethin g aki n to that philosophic dance in space which wa s
envisaged b y Nietzsche . Fo r whil e Ros i Braidott i ha s describe d

40 The  Life  an d Teaching  o f Narapo,  trans . H. Guenthe r (Oxford : Oxfor d University
Press, 1963).
41Tfe Joyful  Wisdom,  op. cit. , IV, no. 293, p. 228.
42 Ibid., V, no. 347, p. 287.
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contemporary feminis t theorists a s "[vjeritabl e adventuresse s int o th e
field o f theory...they revea l remarkable acrobati c talents a s the y trac e
mental route s acros s the void, without falling victim to gravity"43, Luce
Irigaray has written that:

After th e envelope full o f water which wa s our prenatal home, we have to
construct, bit by bit, the envelope of air of our terrestria l space, air which is
still fre e t o breathe an d sing , ai r where w e deplo y ou r appearance s an d
movements. W e hav e bee n fish . W e wil l hav e t o becom e birds . Which
cannot be done without opening up and mobility in the air.44

As the y discove r wha t migh t b e terme d a n "unbearabl e lightnes s of
being", therefore , thes e feminis t theorist s see m literall y t o b e a  lea p
ahead o f their male counterparts. Yet while their message appears stil l to
be inaudible t o other contemporary philosophers, i t seems hopefu l tha t
religious studies and theology will be better able to ponder th e insight s
of these innovative feminis t thinkers, as they sky-dance, intrepidly, a t the
limits of Western thought.

43 Braidotti, Patterns, 280.
44 Luc e Irigaray , "Divin e Women" , trans . Stephe n Muecke , Local  Consumption:
Occasional Papers 8  (Sydney, 1986), 7.

I am gratefu l t o John Peacocke for his advice concerning research into the figur e of
the dakini . I would also like to thank Thubten Jinpa, James Low and Leon Redler for
their comments on an earlier version of this paper.
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Mindfulness o f the Selves
THERAPEUTIC INTERVENTION S I N A TIME OF DIS-SOLUTION

MORNY JOY
THE UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY

Late twentieth-centur y Wester n though t seem s t o b e caugh t i n
something o f a bind. Th e movement of postmodernism submit s al l ou r
cherished assumptions , inherite d fro m Gree k metaphysic s an d th e
Enlightenment, to rigorou s an d ofte n skeptica l scrutiny. Th e threat of
environmental catastrophe poses a monumental challenge that demand s
a respons e markedl y differen t fro m pas t efforts . Racism , sexis m an d
classism still pervade ou r social structures in ways that damage the lives
of billions o f people. Traditiona l Christianity, aligned i n it s theologica l
constructs wit h th e problematize d stat e o f philosophy , appear s
ineffectual an d limite d i n it s resource s fo r change . Alternativ e
possibilities remai n difficul t t o discern . Can th e postmoder n tactic s of
deconstruction with its indefinite conclusions shed an y light on the type
of procedures necessary to avert a world-wide ecologica l disaster? Can it
provide insigh t int o th e dysfunctiona l patterns o f social functioning ?
What critica l resources ca n be brought t o bear o n thi s dir e situation ?
Where is the culpri t t o be located? One that many sources indict i s the
notion of the autonomous sel f that has reigned as the principal paradig m
of Western individualism sinc e the Enlightenment.

What ar e th e accusations ? Ecologically-minded advocates insis t
that the all-conquering self is responsible for the present lamentable state
of the environment. Feminists , African-Americans, immigran t and othe r
minority groups declare that the dominant an d exclusionary practices of
this predominantl y white , male-identifie d mod e o f superiorit y ha s
prevented thei r admissio n t o equitabl e statu s an d access . Al l partie s
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support a  revised understandin g o f this concept of self. Bu t how ca n a
self b e defined in ways that do not encourage mastery and conques t of
whatever is  deemed differen t or  deficient (by  its own measure s of  self -
referentiality)? Postmodern pundits would have us believe that there is
no suc h thin g a s a  self . Ho w ca n a  wa y b e foun d beyon d suc h a n
impasse, whe n suc h theoretica l postulates see m a t odd s wit h muc h
needed practical reforms?

This question is particularly crucial in the area of religious studies,
where the constitution of a self i s seen as intimately related to images of
God. As Mark C. Taylor has observed:

The relation between God and sel f i s thoroughly specular; each mirrors the
other. In different terms, man i s made in the image of God. This imago  is an
imitation, copy , likeness, representation, similitude, appearance , or shadow
of divinity . Th e imago  dei  confer s o n ma n a n identity ; thi s establishe s a
vocation that can be fulfilled onl y through the process of imitation.^

The postmoder n approach , wit h it s emphasi s o n radica l
discontinuity, questions specificall y th e notions o f God as firs t caus e or
as ultimate destination o f sentient activity . This conventional view ha s
reinforced th e idea o f humanity as the dominant species with a  vested
interest i n it s imag e o f the lor d o f creation. Yet postmodernism doe s
not promot e an y alternativ e procedure, for "[d]econstructio n withi n
theology write s th e epitap h for the dead God." 2 Withi n the Christia n
legacy, process thought is trying to break with the order of authoritative
entitlement, bu t no t i n a s definitive a way a s deconstruction. It shuns
static metaphysical categories and linea r modes of causality in favor o f a
kinetic pattern of interacting elements. Feminist and womanis t scholars
are also exploring alternative modes of defining both God and identity.3

1 Mar k C . Taylor , Erring:  A Postmodern  A/theology (Chicago : Universit y o f Chicago
Press, 1984) 35.
2 Car l A . Raschke, "The Deconstructio n of God," Deconstruction  and Theology  (Ne w
York: Crossroad, 1982), 27.
3 I n the Christian feminist tradition see Elizabeth A . Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery
of Go d in Feminist Theological  Discourse  (New York : Crossroad, 1992) ; Salli e McFague,
Models o f God:  Theology fo r a n Ecological  Nuclear  Age (Philadelphia , Penn. : Fortres s
Press, 1987) , and i n the womanis t tradition , Jacquely n Grant , White  Women's  Christ
and Black  Women's  Jesus  (Atlanta , Georgia : Scholar s Press, 1989) ; Dolores Williams,
Sisters i n th e Wilderness:  The Challenge  o f Womanist  God-Talk  (Maryknoll : Orbis, 1994) .
The term womanist  i s th e nam e used b y African-America n wome n t o distinguis h
themselves fro m th e white middle-clas s perspective which has informe d muc h of
North American feminism .
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As they finally begin to come into their own, should women subscribe to
the traditional notion of the sel f that is being discredited? Or should they
align themselve s wit h deconstructiv e disruptions , onl y t o fin d
themselves bac k wher e the y started—wit h thei r identit y stil l bein g
assigned t o the m b y mal e theorists , i n accordanc e wit h th e curren t
intellectual fashion? Many women believe their plight i s comparable to
that o f ou r ecologica l problem—an d tha t solution s t o bot h thes e
instances o f oppressio n canno t b e achieve d simpl y b y focusin g o n
environmental issues , fo r th e dominanc e o f nature an d wome n com e
from the same source. Could ecology, as reconstructed by feminists, have
anything furthe r t o offe r tha t i s o f a  affirmativ e natur e regardin g
configurations o f self ? Finally , wit h regar d t o Africa n Americans ,
minorities an d other groups who identify themselve s with post-colonia l
thinking—how can they find a  way to assert their rights in ways that do
not replicat e th e hegemoni c impositio n o f an imperial an d acquisitiv e
sense o f self ? Ou r attempt s a t definin g ne w insight s t o replac e th e
superseded abstrac t notion s o f Go d an d identit y ar e stil l i n thei r
formative stage.

Perhaps thi s i s wher e Buddhis m ca n b e o f assistance , bu t no t
without som e qualification s an d clarifications . Sinc e it s origins ,
Buddhism has been profoundly suspicious o f essentialist configurations
of identity . Theoretically , thi s insigh t i s reached i n Buddhis m b y th e
deflation o f substantive pretensions , suc h as essence and presence , in a
manner quit e simila r t o tha t o f the tactic s o f deconstruction . Ye t th e
Buddhist progra m als o include s specifi c practice s t o achiev e non -
attachment, whic h draw s attentio n t o certai n deficiencie s i n
deconstruction. Buddhism , then , ma y b e abl e t o mak e a  mor e
constructive contributio n t o reformulatin g a  typ e o f sel f tha t ma y
promote th e requisite ne w mode o f self-awareness and it s appropriat e
application for feminists, ecologists and disenfranchized groups.

In thi s pape r m y ai m i s to examine some o f the variou s option s
presented b y feminist , ecological and minorit y thinkers—ones that are
representative bu t no t exhaustiv e o f the exploration s being mad e b y
these groups . Instea d of attempting to reach a definitive answer , I  shal l
try t o clarif y th e intricat e and seemingl y insoluble issue s involved. I n
each instance I will suggest where Buddhism may be illuminative. For it
does seem that we are living in an age of dis-solution and solutions see m
to evad e us . Thi s shoul d promp t u s t o investigat e furthe r tha n th e
customary Wester n panaceas . Som e o f th e presen t remedie s ar e to o
simplistic and pose d a s extremist choices: e.g., one option described by
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some ecologist s i s a  mysti c dissolutio n int o a  stat e o f benign , ye t
ineffectual, assimilatio n with al l o f reality. In contrast , th e dissolutio n
proposed b y mor e extrem e reading s o f deconstructio n implie s that ,
because meanin g i s indeterminable , on e i s incapabl e o f constructiv e
commitment t o an y change . Thes e exclusive , yet ultimatel y quietisti c
positions shoul d motivat e us to question a system that can only think in
terms o f diametric opposites , leading finall y t o the reactio n that al l is
either infinite stasis or an endless replay of irresolution.

It is of course difficult t o specify a  particular Buddhist response to
our Western dilemma, given the complexity and th e variant readings of
the differen t school s o f Buddhis t thought . I  wil l choos e relativel y
straightforward example s tha t ar e commo n t o bot h Theravad a an d
Mahayana traditions , an d esche w involvemen t wit h differen t
interpretations tha t ar e no t relevan t to the immediat e purpos e o f this
paper.

ECOLOGICAL ALTERNATIVES

The strategi c combinatio n o f feminis m an d ecolog y wit h it s
commitment to altering the current world-view is a potent combination.
The resultan t hybri d o f ecofeminism, however , i s not a n immediatel y
compelling one. 4 Thei r commo n platfor m a t time s seem s t o hav e a
manufactured fee l t o it—a s i f hastil y patche d togethe r t o rebu t th e
prevailing Western severance between civilization and nature. Yet their
mutual concern to restore a balanced relationship between humanity and
nature, t o "hea l th e wounds " wrought b y a  dichotomizing mind-set ,
does have a  persuasive rhetorica l force. The question remains whethe r
the solution s proposed wit h regard t o both women an d natur e are an
adequate, let alone effective, means of achieving this goal.

Virtually all the women who write in the area of ecofeminism agree
with postmoder n feminist s o n th e caus e tha t i s a t th e roo t o f th e
domination bot h o f women an d o f nature (though the y d o no t se e the
those form s o f exploitatio n a s absolutel y identical) . Ka y Warre n
succinctly presents this view:

4 Th e term "ecofeminism" is attributed to a Frenchwoman, Francpise d'Eaubonne, in
her L e feminisme o u la mart (Paris : Pierre Horay, 1974) 213-52. The literatur e on th e
topic is vast. See especially the journals Environmental Ethics  and Philosophy  East  and
West whic h in the las t decade have published a  variety of articles by both men an d
women on topics concerned with ecology, ethics, feminism and Buddhism.
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ecological feminis m i s the position that ther e ar e important connections —
historical, experiential , symbolic , theoretical—betwee n th e dominatio n o f
women and th e domination o f nature, an understanding o f which i s crucial
to both feminism and environmental ethics. 5

From a  feminis t perspective , th e abov e system s o f oppression
derive fro m th e prevailin g philosophica l orientatio n o f th e Wester n
world.6 Th e basi c mod e o f binar y structure s reinforce s a  patter n o f
inclusion an d exclusion , whereby an alternate (and inferior) modality is
denigrated o r suppressed . I n combinatio n wit h th e allege d endemi c
androcentric bias of Western culture, which accepts the male as norm, it
inculcates a  patriarcha l socia l syste m encodin g a  hierarch y o f
participants. The dominant sel f i s also identified with male and publi c
norms. Intrinsi c t o thi s orientatio n is a  sharp bifurcatio n betwee n th e
intellectual and physical worlds. Insofar as  this dispensation make s man
the measure of all things, "Humanity i s defined oppositionall y t o both
nature and the feminine."7

Many ecofeminists ar e critica l of certain developments withi n th e
environmental movement, such as that of deep ecology. This is because
deep ecolog y (e.g. , as presente d i n th e wor k o f Arne Naess 8), whil e
intensely committed to restoring a right relationship to nature, remains
ignorant o f th e equall y urgen t feminis t agend a o f restorin g a  righ t
relationship wit h women . A  mor e comprehensiv e platfor m i s the n
promoted. Certai n feminist s o f a  psychologica l reconstructionis t
persuasion ten d t o favo r th e adoptio n o f "feminine" categories . Ofte n
this option is tied to a revalorization of the goddess o r a female principle.
The processe s o f natur e ar e idealize d an d a  goddess-worshippin g

5 Kare n J . Warren , "Th e Powe r an d th e Promis e o f Ecologica l Feminism, "
Environmental Ethics  1 2 (Summer, 1990) , 126.
6 Bot h Western idealis m and realism and their inevitabl y exclusionary binarism hav e
operated i n suc h a  wa y that , whateve r wa s th e acceptabl e mode l o f rationality ,
women wer e deeme d deficient . Genevieve Lloy d document s thi s wel l in The  Man of
Reason (Minneapolis , Minn. : University o f Minnesota Press , 1994). Also see Caroly n
Merchant, The  Death  o f Nature:  Women,  Ecology  an d th e Scientific  Revolution  (Sa n
Francisco, Calif.: Harper, 1983) .
7 Va l Plumwood, "Nature , Self , and Gender: Feminism, Environmenta l Philosoph y
and th e Critique of Rationalism," Hypatia 6  (Spring 1991), 11.
8 Arn e Naess , Ecology,  Community  an d Lifestyle:  A  Philosophical  Approach  (Oslo ,
Norway: Osl o Universit y Press , 1977) . For a  feminis t respons e se e Mart i Kheel ,
"Ecofeminism an d Dee p Ecology : Reflection s o n Identit y an d Difference, " i n
Reweaving the World, eds. Irene Diamond ari d Gloria Feman Orenstein (San Francisco,
Calif.: Sierra), 128-137.
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community is evoked as providing a model for all the requisite change s
in consciousnes s an d conduct . "Peacefu l an d progressiv e societie s
thrived fo r millennia wher e gynocentric values prevailed.... In short we
have lived sanely before, we can do it again."9

Although som e mor e rationall y inclined revisionist s ar e no t a s
enthusiastic i n advocatin g suc h goddess-identifie d o r gynocentri c
attributes, they nonetheless argu e in favor o f "feminine" qualities . They
endorse thes e whil e recognizin g that such values ar e relative an d no t
innate t o women , an d tha t women' s seemin g closenes s t o natur e i s
actually a construct and a  result of  patriarchal designations. The  affinit y
of wome n an d natur e nee d n o longe r bea r th e brun t o f negativ e
connotations. Arie l Salle h exemplifie s thi s vie w whe n sh e states :
"[E]cofeminism, specifically , i s abou t a transvaluation of values, suc h
that the repressed feminine, nurturant side of our culture can be woven
into all social institutions and practices."10

In contrast, social reformist feminists gravitate to a more materialist
analysis. In her critique of the psychological position, Janet Biehl worries
that embracin g traditiona l "feminine " attitudes , whethe r fro m a n
essentialist o r constructivist stance, only serves to reinforce stereotypes .
"Sexist characterization s like 'intuitive / 'irrational, ' 'hysterical, ' an d
'unpredictable' have been slapped o n women for centuries. At the very
least, this should warn women about reckless use of metaphors in trying
to form a n ecofeminist ethics."11 Biehl advocates instead a  participatory
democratic society which focuses its attention on decentralized and local
groups. Such co-operative collectives will undermine th e hegemon y of
capitalist society politics through their populist appeal. 12 Her argument
is tha t th e qualitie s ecofeminist s ten d t o associat e solely wit h femal e
interests are, in fact, subjects of vital concern to men as well as women.

What Bieh l seems particularl y troubled abou t i s th e fac t tha t a
holistic vision, i f lef t open-ended , ca n al l to o easil y degenerate int o a
narcissistic identificatio n with al l lif e i n a  wa y whic h remove s al l
grounds for decisions of value. This results in simplistic expressions that
proclaim w e ar e par t o f an inseparable bond wit h th e cosmo s an d al l

9 Charlen e Spretnak , "Toward a n Ecofeminis t Spirituality, " in Healing th e Wounds,
ed. Judith Plant, (Philadelphia, Penn.: Ne w Society Publishers , 1989), 131 .
10 Arie l Salleh , "Th e Ecofeminism/Dee p Ecolog y Debate : A Reply t o Patriarcha l
Reason," Environmental Ethics 14/3 (Fall , 1992), 203.
11 Jane t Biehl, Finding  Our Way:  Rethinking Ecofeminist  Politics  (Montreal: Black Rose
Books, 1991), 24.
12 Ibid. , 151-153.
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other livin g creatures , an d tha t jus t b y realizin g this , balanc e ari d
harmony ca n be restored. This realization is often extolle d as uniquely
"feminine." Suc h expression s betra y a  romanticization o f nature ari d
relationship in a way that belies the fact that nature is not always benign,
that relationships ar e not always supportive, and that women themselves
are no t naturall y nurturant.13 Such a participatory mysticism tends t o
absolve all difference (no t just opposition) and ofte n neglects to focus o n
elements tha t nee d a  discernin g ey e to cal l attentio n t o th e potentia l
disruptive, i f no t harmfu l aspect s o f relationship . Th e questio n o f
relationship, then , i s a  crucia l on e i n th e ligh t o f the rejectio n o f th e
individualistic version of a self.

The issu e seem s t o b e on e wher e a  transmutation rather tha n a
reclamation of gender-linked values is needed. Yet it would also appear
that th e whol e syste m o f binary logic , with it s relegatio n o f al l tha t
pertains t o women a s subordinate, require s revision. The need is for a
world where neither "masculine" or "feminine" qualities are sex-specific
and wher e neithe r i s valorize d ove r th e other , rathe r tha n a
revalorization o f "feminine " attributes . For whil e connectednes s an d
empathy may be necessary to limit domination tendencies, the y shoul d
not erase rational and analytica l skills. Ultimately, it would seem to be a
question o f th e wa y i n whic h a  perso n exercise s al l thes e skill s an d
capacities in a culture that promotes the balanced contributions of both
aspects. The final proviso, however, would be that such qualities should
always be appreciated within a framework o f knowing and being where
acquisitive or exploitative behavior is no longer encouraged. Conjunctive
rather than disjunctive modes of interaction are also in order.

Thus, whil e ecofeminis m provides a  powerfu l diagnosi s o f th e
problem, most of the solutions offered hav e suffered fro m being parasitic
on the system they criticize and thus perpetrate a counter binarism. The
question tha t become s crucia l i n th e wak e o f th e dismissa l o f th e
monolithic vie w o f sel f i s th e definitio n of identit y tha t i s no w t o b e

13 Perhap s Charlen e Spretnak' s States  of Grace  (San Francisco, Calif.: Harper, 1991) is
an example of a well-intentioned wor k that skirts these issues . She develops th e ide a
of wha t sh e term s "ecologica l postmodernism". Integra l t o thi s movemen t i s th e
experience of graced consciousness . Suc h a state is beyond ou r usua l fragmented an d
dualistic consciousness. A s such, it is described as the purview o f mystics, poets an d
creative being s fro m al l age s an d religions . Thi s optimisti c an d open-minde d
approach oversimplifie s the divergence s i n these variou s allegiance s (an d ignores
that the y hav e ofte n bee n elitist) . It also ignores th e fac t tha t the y hav e promote d
forms of mind-body dualis m that are not easily reconciled with the life-affirming an d
holistic vision of mind and body, nature and spirit, promoted b y ecofeminism.
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associated with wome n an d nature . Inevitable questions follow : Befor e
any vision o f unity or collective identity, do women, as excluded others ,
first nee d t o come into their own? Or should the y reject, for the sak e of
ecological survival, any compensatory claims for acquiring individuality
(identified wit h an assertive self) ? This seems particularly significant for
women, fo r if they op t fo r a  unitive model they could become taken for
granted again , o r dissolve d i n a n amorphou s (ye t male-identified)
conglomerate. What would see m to be more appropriate is a structure of
relations which , whil e i t n o longe r subscribe s t o oppositiona l o r
hierarchical modalities , als o doe s no t succum b eithe r t o th e
amorphousness of interminable displacement, o r to a  facile harmoniou s
fusion.

Perhaps thi s i s where Buddhis m could be instructive , due t o the
implications o f it s "middl e way. " A s ofte n stated , thes e insight s
represent neithe r a nihilistic nor determinis t description o f reality, but a
radical interrogation of the assumed self-sufficien t statu s of any entity —
be i t a  person o r an object . A t the sam e time, these teachings ar e vita l
components o f a Buddhist world-view tha t avoids dyadi c contrast s by
emphasizing the mutual interdependency of all entities. And despit e th e
many an d varie d school s tha t hav e proliferate d unde r th e nam e o f
Buddhism, there is one tenet that appears central to all of them. As Leslie
Kawamura describe s it : "th e ter m Buddhis m refer s t o a  perceptua l
process 'o f seeing ' (darsana),  a  seeing i n which concepts do not imped e
one's perception of reality as-it-is."14 This intuitive insight into the nature
of reality , unadorne d b y th e metaphysica l trappings o f a n essentialis t
nature, i s accepte d a s th e experienc e tha t constitute d th e Buddha' s
enlightenment. Althoug h differen t account s emphasize distinct element s
of thi s experience , and although , a s G. C. Pande observes , present-da y
evaluation of both its origin and significanc e differ , al l schools agree that
the one vital aspect of reality as-it-is as understood by the Buddha is the
principle o f pratltya samutpada,  variousl y translated as : dependen t co -
arising, mutuall y dependen t causation , dependen t origination ,
conditioned co-productio n or genesis.15 The Buddha wanted t o break us

14 Lesli e Kawamura, "Principle s of Buddhism," Zygon, 25/1 (March, 1990) , 59.
15 Fo r a brief surve y in the Theravada tradition see Govind Chandra Pande, Studies
in th e Origins  o f Buddhism  (Delhi : Motila l Banarsidass , [1957 ] 1983) ; Davi d
Kalupahana also surveys the pre-Madhyamika developments in the Pal i Nikayas in
Causality: Th e Central  Philosophy  o f Buddhism  (Honolulu : University of Hawaii Press,
1975); Frederic k J . Streng discusse s th e Madhyamik a elaboratio n o f sunyata o n th e
theme o f pratltya  samutpada  i n Emptiness:  A  Study  i n Religious  Meaning  (Nashville ,
Tenn.: Abingdon, 1967) .
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of ou r ba d habit s o f perceivin g ourselve s a s unconditione d an d
independent, for otherwise we would continue indefinitely in our self -
inflicted cycl e of delusion an d dis-ease . But the corrective disposition is
not to be achieved by will-power (in the Western sense), nor by a change
in intellectual ideology. The Buddha himself described this conversion as
going against the grain of accustomed physical and mental comportment
to discern something that is complex, subtle and above all elusive.

But ho w i s on e t o cleans e the door s o f perception? A  long an d
painstaking disciplin e o f mind an d bod y was th e requisite program—
involving both exacting physical watchfulnes s an d acut e introspectiv e
alertness—tempered b y compassion , no t rigidity . With suc h exquisit e
attention t o detail , mindfulnes s (sati)  graduall y lead s t o awakening .
When one sees reality—the "suchness" of things—unimpeded by desires
to possess or manipulate, there is no longer a compulsion to organize the
world accordin g t o an y preordaine d categories . Alon g wit h insigh t
comes not onl y non-attachment but a n unqualified concern (karuna)  fo r
all sentient beings. Freed from attachment , we no longer want or require
reason to provide solac e and security , and n o longer d o we construc t
edifices of intellectual ingenuity that are inherently incapable of meeting
our overinflate d expectations . And, a s Wester n ecologist s intuit , n o
longer d o w e regar d i t a s ou r God-give n imperativ e t o divid e an d
conquer.

This reorganization of our perceptual apparatus and demeano r i s
salutary fo r appreciatin g th e immediac y o f each interaction with ou r
environment, which is no longer apprehended as divisible into separat e
units. As Kenneth Inada observes:

In order to stop this wanton depletion and destruction, we must have a new
understanding and , mos t importantly , a  new visio n o f things. Her e th e
original insight o f the historical Buddha could come into play. Rather than
taking of f on som e metaphysica l flight t o explain experience, th e Buddh a
concentrated on man's [sic ] experiential nature and came up with a startling
insight: a  vision o f the open unity , clarity, and continuit y o f existence. To
involve man' s nature is , then, t o involve a t once his mor e extensiv e an d
unlimited relationshi p to his surroundings. In other words, man is not alone
but thoroughl y relational , and the grounds for a relational nature mus t be
found withi n man's own nature and not in something external , to which he
must react on a one-to-one basis.16

16 Kennet h Inada, "Environmental Problematics in the Buddhist Context," Philosophy
East and West, 37/2 (April, 1987), 146.
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One schola r wh o ha s don e muc h t o connec t thes e idea s o f
Buddhism an d ecology , while formulatin g a  revised notio n o f self , i s
Joanna Macy . I n a  recen t articl e sh e discusse s th e nee d fo r th e
dismantling o f the traditiona l egocentric construct of the sel f i n order t o
allow the emergence of what she terms the "ecological self o r the eco-self ,
co-extensive with othe r being s and th e lif e o f our planet." 17 When thi s
happens, one  ceases to adhere to the type of pathological individualis m
that Mac y believe s characterize s our contemporar y civilization . I n it s
place there appears an awareness that Macy describes as the "greening of
the self." As a result, an understanding comes that "[w] e are profoundl y
interconnected an d therefor e w e are all able to recognize an d ac t upo n
our deep , intricate , an d intimat e inter-existenc e with eac h an d ever y
other being . Tha t true nature of ours is already present i n our pai n fo r
the world."18

She expands on thi s version of pratitya samutpada  i n he r boo k The
Dharma o f Natural Systems,  where sh e undertakes a  mutual hermeneuti c
exercise between pratitya samutpada  an d genera l systems theory, finding
in the m simila r account s o f a n interdependen t mod e o f causation. 19

Macy's clai m i s tha t bot h model s offe r th e neede d revolutio n i n th e
thought pattern s by which we view reality, a revolution which require s
to b e pu t int o practic e i f w e ar e t o sav e ou r worl d fro m ecologica l
disaster. Implici t in both forms is a revised understanding o f the notio n
of causality . "Mutual causality , as both Buddhist teachings an d genera l
systems theory attest, involves the perception that the subject of thought
and action is in actuality a dynamic pattern of activity interacting with its
environment an d inseparable from experience."20

To ac t i n thes e circumstance s is , fo r Macy , to b e awar e o f th e
reciprocal repercussions o f any though t o r deed. Actions are no longe r
future goal-oriented , an d instrumentalis t reasonin g give s plac e t o a
profound sense o f responsibility. This is not the culpability of guilt, but a

17 Joann a Macy, "The Greenin g of the Self, " Dharma  Gaia,  ed. Alla n Hun t Badine r
(Berkeley, Calif.: Parallax Press , 1990) 53.
18 Ibid. , 61.
19 I n thi s articl e I  confine mysel f t o Macy' s us e o f the Theravad a vie w o f pratitya
samutpada an d d o not explore the later variations of fiunyata in the work of Nagajun a
and Hua-ye n Buddhism . Fo r furthe r refinement s se e Franci s H . Cook , Hua-yen
Buddhism: Th e Jewel  Ne t o f Indra  (Universit y Park , Penn.: Pennsylvania Universit y
Press, 1977) an d David Loy, "Indra' s Postmodern Net," Philosophy  East  and West, 43/ 3
(July, 1993), 481-510.
20 Joann a Macy , Th e Dharma o f Natural  Systems:  Mutual  Causality  i n Buddhism  an d
General Systems  Theory  (Albany , NY : State University o f New Yor k Press, 1991), 114 .
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recognition o f ou r mutua l involvemen t i n a n intricat e networ k that
supports th e efficac y o f actions , motivate d b y non-attachmen t an d
loving-kindness, t o chang e karmi c structures . Th e notio n o f identit y
involved i s not one of autonomy or negativity, but on e that is constantly
formed an d reforme d b y the ceaseles s interaction of inherent elements .
As Mac y observes , "w e are , quit e literally , par t o f eac h other—fre e
neither fro m indebtednes s t o ou r fellow-being s nor responsibilit y fo r
them."21 I n this mode l ther e i s eviden t a  new perspectiv e tha t coul d
inform ou r contemporar y deliberations , withou t resortin g eithe r t o a
mystical onenes s withou t practica l implications, or t o a  hydra-heade d
many-ness without resolution .

REFORMATTING THE SELF

The definition o f the idea o f "self" has been a  problematic one fo r
Western feminists . How i s one to allow for a sense o f personal integrit y
and independence , qualitie s that Western women have been deprived of
by philosophical/theologica l prescription s a s wel l a s cultura l mores ,
without imitatin g th e discredite d autocrati c mode o f individuality tha t
has bee n th e nor m fo r Wester n males ? On e o f th e mor e creativ e
alternatives has been explored by Catherine Keller. Inspired b y proces s
theology, he r From  a Broken Web takes a novel approach to definitions of
self an d otherness. 22 Influenced primarily by Alfre d Nort h Whitehea d
and Joh n Cobb, Keller strives to displace th e accustomed self-identica l
ideal, with it s modes o f separation an d distinction , i n favo r o f a more
interrelated an d pluralisti c model. 23 This is a difficul t agenda , an d th e
weaknesses obviou s in Keller's project are similar t o those of the proces s
model itself , particularl y th e proble m o f balancin g th e increasin g
complexity o f its evolving component s withi n a  projected harmoniou s
whole. Keller , however , endeavor s t o brin g a  uniqu e perspectiv e b y
arguing tha t th e proces s model' s interconnecte d strateg y an d it s
incorporation o f otherness i s particularly pertinent fo r women. Thi s i s
because, i n it s solution , proces s though t avoid s th e extreme s o f

21 Ibid. , 194.
22 Catherin e Keller, From a Broken Web (Boston, Mass.: Beacon, 1986).
23 Th e work of Alfred Nort h Whitehead, (especially Religion i n the Making [London :
Macmillan, 1926]) has had a  major influenc e on Christian theology (as in the works of
Charles Hartshorne , Th e Divine Relativity:  A  Social  Conception  o f Go d [New Haven ,
Conn.: Yale University Press, 1948] and John B. Cobb and Davi d Ray Griffin , Process
Theology: a n Introductory Exposition  [Philadelphia , Penn.: Westminster Press, 1976]).
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separatism o r solubilit y (a s Kelle r term s them ) tha t hav e pervade d
Western notions of the self .

Keller's vision i s posed i n term s o f what i t means fo r a  woma n
today t o hav e a  self . T o describ e a  sel f tha t i s neithe r separat e no r
submerged, Kelle r seeks to articulate a connected self tha t incorporates
both a  one-ness i n many-ness and a  many-ness in one-ness—i.e. , a  sel f
that is connected but no t indistinguishable, differen t ye t not separate . It
is a n intricat e an d exactin g procedure—one tha t flie s i n th e fac e o f
traditional logic—and to achieve it Keller has to forego th e consolation s
of traditiona l substanc e metaphysics . Henc e th e us e o f Whitehead' s
process thought where the model is one of continuous creation. For how
can one be distinct yet related, related but not fused o r identified, except
as part of a process that relinquishes the need t o distinguish i n order to
to achiev e a  highe r unity ? This constan t expansiveness , minu s an y
imposed disjunction , is interpreted in process theology as God at work in
the world . Thus otherness, a s a category of exclusion or discrimination ,
has n o place in proces s thought. Many-ness , formerly assigned t o the
province of otherness and difference by metaphysical distinctions, is now
accepted a s a given rathe r than viewed a s an obstacle to be overcome.
Any differentiatio n that occurs depends instea d o n th e capacity of the
multiplicity alread y presen t t o enhanc e it s freedo m b y furthe r
diversification. Ideally , in Whitehead' s schema , this diversificatio n is
simultaneously a  mov e i n th e directio n o f greate r harmon y an d
simplicity. God is both many and one , and thus any increase is both an
intensification of a coextensive unity and plurality.

With specifi c referenc e t o women , Kelle r posit s tha t suc h
interconnectedness allows women to expand their own boundaries while
maintaining a n inherent connectivity. This model of relatedness, because
of it s constan t extensio n an d exploration , doe s no t endors e an y
stereotypical definitio n o r idealizatio n o f femininity . The concep t o f
femininity, a s wel l a s tha t o f a  self , i s alway s subjec t t o chang e an d
revision. Again, it is the process notion of God as becoming, rather than of
Being or of any permanent essence , that is recommended a s the mark of
women. Thu s ther e i s no longe r an y underlyin g unitiv e self . Instead ,
each moment o r occasion in the process of intensification is constitutive
of a  self. "Self" as a term becomes diversified. Our identity is made up of
multiple occurrences , each of which constitutes a self. As a  result, what
Keller terms a  "person" is a composite of these selves or occasions . In
adopting thi s understandin g o f the ter m "person" Kelle r i s striving t o
avoid th e snare s o f substantive versions o f the sel f i n favo r o f a  more
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mobile and associativ e one. What she strives to maintain is that one can
persist i n remaining th e sam e person, as in forms o f constancy despit e
change (a s in a promise o r a commitment), but this does not necessaril y
entail an identical subject , with an invariable reduplication of qualitative
or quantitativ e attributes . "Fo r 'person / o r 'persona l order ' (whic h
Whitehead prefers , i n orde r t o avoi d th e emphasi s o n human ,
consciousness), describe s the wa y individua l sel f event s ar e bonde d
together t o produce the sense of continuity we feel—more o r less—fro m
childhood t o death."24 Keller follows Whitehead in using the term "soul"
as a  synonym fo r thi s appreciatio n of a  dynamic whole, comprise d o f
many selve s o r occasions . "Soul  i s anothe r wor d Whitehea d use s
interchangeably wit h person , t o indicate thi s intermingling continuit y
between our moments...Soul , or person, is the societ y composed o f the
stream of selves."25

Keller contrast s this construc t of interrelated selve s wit h th e tw o
types of self-description that she views as having been regulative in the
Western heritage . Thes e ar e thos e o f th e separativ e sel f (distinctiv e of
men) an d th e solubl e sel f (characteristi c o f women) . Wherea s th e
separative self demarcates mastery and possession, th e soluble self defers
to prescribed norms . Th e soluble sel f describe s women' s tendencie s t o
please o r remain dependent i n ways that prevented thei r acquisitio n of
self-determination o r self-respect. Neither of these defective identities i s
in accord with the process ideal of continuous creation, for they promote
inflexible stereotypes . Kelle r want s t o replac e suc h restrictiv e
classifications wit h a  connected form o f the sel f (o r rather selves ) tha t
resonates wit h th e pluralis t an d non-oppositiona l capacities of process
thought. Nonetheless, Kelle r is only too aware of the quandary involve d
for wome n i n maintainin g th e integrit y o f this interwove n mode l a s
distinct fro m th e mor e conventiona l femal e tendenc y t o merge r an d
absorption. S o she emphasizes th e shiftin g an d fluctuatin g modality of
selves—where chang e an d creativit y ar e basi c t o an y definitio n o f a
person—as distinct fro m customar y static and normativ e definition s of
the self . A woman's God-give n task is to realize her identity within thi s
flow o f energies. This interconnection, Keller believes, is best portraye d
by the image of a web—a filigree of networks, tracing the coalescing an d
diverging movements of the person and her surroundings.26

24 Keller , 195-196.
25 Ibid. , 196.
26 Ibid. , 223-228.
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Keller's depictio n o f th e evolvin g perceptio n o f multiple selve s
need no t b e specifi c t o wome n (thoug h a t thi s tim e i t i s perhap s
strategically importan t fo r women t o mark thei r difference) . Wherea s
continuity through time can be considered as the mark of a domineering
mode o f autonom y an d control , th e fluidit y an d flexibilit y tha t ar e
indicative o f th e proces s modalit y pu t al l substantialis t version s o f
similarity a s repetitio n int o perpetua l question . Th e model o f process
thought i s thus a  remedy for any system, patriarchal or otherwise , tha t
has rigidified or hypotasized sameness i n opposition to difference . Th e
new model perceives identity as emergent within the matrix of a creative
transformation. I t relocate s th e notio n o f divinit y a s inheren t i n th e
process itself. This marks a return to the Biblical ideal of God as active in
the world , a s present i n the midst o f events, as well as a recognition of
human being s a s co-creators . Dominance and contro l are absent . The
paradigm fostered is that of human flourishing, of witnessing the in-born
divine impuls e t o creat e co-operatively . God i s no w recognize d a s
inherent in the process itself.

But what of the objection sometimes raised to process thought, that
what i t does i s virtually eliminate otherness in the name o f a monisti c
whole? Keller, like Whitehead, is adamant that any totality in this system
is essentially plural ; there is no symbioti c union o f a dependent kind .
There can be one only in and through the many ones that comprise it.

But Whitehead refuses any monistic One : fo r him (indeed as for Leibniz) th e
universe as a totality i s essentially plural. It becomes on e only in each of the
many ones, the complex composition s o f feeling that ar e the actua l entities .
Internal relatednes s means that everything in some sense is really par t of me,
however dimly felt.27

Nonetheless, whe n relatednes s i s talked o f in suc h a  context , as
consisting i n my being part of everything and everythin g being part of
me, the boundaries begin to blur. As a result, although it is fine for Keller
to talk of the need for boundaries of the self that are more permeable and
diffuse, th e exac t mod e o f th e interrelationshi p an d interconnectio n
involved betwee n the various parts and th e whole becomes equivocal .
And, whil e i t must b e acknowledged that Keller' s attempt t o defin e a
novel conceptio n o f persona l identity—on e whic h ca n affir m itsel f
without obliterating the other—is a genuine beginning in the search for
new way s o f identity an d relationship , there nonetheless remain s th e

27 Ibid. , 184 .
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danger o f dissolution . Kelle r hersel f i s aler t t o thi s dilemm a an d
advocates a  method o f "ambivalence " fo r th e movemen t beyon d th e
traditional self-sufficient eg o to a connected self . For the tas k now i s to
avoid bot h th e conventiona l female-identifie d pitfal l o f dissolution a s
well a s th e ne w deconstructiv e dispersio n o f an y pretension s t o
autonomous identity (associate d with erstwhile male privilege). At this
stage, the best that Kelle r ca n offer i s the observation that the relational
fluidity sh e seeks (that can hold fast under such pressures).

has everythin g t o d o wit h stayin g consciou s o f body , o f al l th e flu x o f
emotion fel t i n the body; and wit h stayin g conscious o f the ebb and flo w of
influences fro m others , th e differen t ones , the ones makin g u p a  particular
world. Suc h consciousness-raisin g lift s u p th e politic s o f a self-in-relation ,
which becomes a  self-creating community.28

Anne Klein , in a  comparative analysis o f Western and Buddhis t
notions o f th e self , offer s a n astut e commentar y o n th e problemati c
encountered b y Keller' s wor k i n tryin g t o negotiat e betwee n th e
separative an d solubl e modes. According to Klein , the difficult y arise s
because man y Westerners , particularly women, fin d themselve s i n a
predicament when they attempt to integrate a psychology of relatedness
with a  unitiv e ontology . Buddhist analysis , which doe s no t approac h
epistemology an d ontolog y in the same reified an d dichotomou s way ,
could help Westerners to appreciate this incongruity and provide a  more
appropriate understanding of selfhood. Centra l t o Klein' s focu s is he r
own emphasi s o n awarenes s o f how w e constitut e self-definition s in
accordance with ofte n conflictin g structures of meaning. T o recognize
this i s t o b e n o longe r a t th e merc y o f thei r divisiv e an d estrangin g
interests.29 A definition of self proposed i n these conditions mirrors the
changing pattern s o f ou r existenc e rathe r tha n attempt s t o contro l
proceedings.30

28 Catherin e Keller , "'T o Illuminat e You r Trace' : Sel f i n Lat e Modern Feminis t
Theology," Listening, 25/3 (1990) , 222.
29 Ann e Caroly n Klein , "Findin g a  Self : Buddhis t an d Feminis t Perspectives, "
Shaping Ne w Visions:  Gender  an d Values  i n American Culture (Ann Arbor, Mich. : UMI
Research, 1987), 191-218 .
30 A s Steve n Collin s (Selfless  Persons:  Imagery  an d Thought  i n Theravada  Buddhism,
[Cambridge: Cambridg e Universit y Press , 1982],110 ) demonstrates i n his discussio n
of pratltya  samutpada  (a s the fourth argument i n support o f anatman), any attributio n
of permanence a s endowing th e sel f o r person i s replaced by "the ide a o f a congerie s
of impersonal , conditione d elements. " Th e complexity and multiplicit y of a sel f no w
appear a s interlinke d moment s wher e event s occu r synchronousl y rathe r tha n i n
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In he r recen t boo k Th e Great  Bliss  Queen,  influenced b y th e
teachings o f th e Gelu k orde r o f Tibeta n Buddhism o f selflessnes s a s
emptiness (sunyata),  Klei n makes th e poin t succinctl y fo r a  Wester n
audience: "Th e sel f negate d i n the theory and practic e of selflessness i s
synonymous, not with persons in general, but wit h a  person regarded ,
however subtly , as independent fro m the mind and body that is its basis.
No suc h sel f exists. " Sh e continues , t o reassur e thos e wh o equat e
Buddhism wit h th e denia l o f any sor t o f personal integrit y o r identity :
"The sel f so  vigorously denie d in  Buddhis t philosoph y mus t not  be
confused wit h an integrated sens e o f self-worth, which neither moder n
psychology no r Buddhis t traditions...woul d urg e on e t o discard." 31

Klein also stresses tha t Buddhism also does not wish to impart a sense of
helplessness, or an evasion of responsibility such as that associated wit h
the solubl e sel f tha t Kelle r see s a s a  predominantl y feminin e
characteristic i n th e West . For Klein , "[b]oth Buddhist s an d feminist s
would agre e that self-abandonin g behavior i s wasteful, and Buddhist s
would furthe r emphasiz e that it fails to get at the ontological root of the
issue."32 So what is the ontological root of the issue?

Klein formulates her response with reference both to feminism and
to thos e theorist s wh o ar e attracte d to th e destabilizin g strategie s of
postmodernism. Klei n explains:

From a  Buddhis t perspective , th e contemporar y fascination with th e
incoherent an d uncapturabl e multiplicitie s tha t construc t sel f an d
knowledge suggests an intellectual history that never took sufficient not e of
the interdependent , constructed, and impermanen t nature of things in the
first place . Recognitio n o f constructednes s doe s not , fo r Buddhists ,
devalorize the unconstructed.

This answer provide s a  diagnosis o f Western consciousness that ,
because of the dualisms endemic to its metaphysics, can only conceive of
essentialism an d constructivis m as irreconcilable. Yet it i s here tha t a n
important distinctio n shoul d b e made , fo r whil e Buddhis m canno t
subscribe t o an y notio n o f essentialism i n th e Wester n sense , i t doe s

specific sequential patterns. The world operates as a radically empirica l syste m rathe r
than as an ontological composite . O n this point, though with varying interpretations ,
both Theravada and Mahayan a school s agree . Se e John Koller , Oriental  Philosophies
(New York : Charles Scribner' s Sons , 1985), 165-175 .
31 Ann e Carolyn Klein, The  Great  Bliss  Queen:  Buddhists, Feminists,  and  the  Art of  the
Self (Boston,  Mass. : Beacon, 1995) , 130 .
32 Ibid. , 131 .
33 Ibid. , 140.

33
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allow fo r th e notio n o f an unconditione d whic h is , i n fact , th e actua l
experience of selflessness or emptiness. This perception, however, is not
an intellectual definition but the experience of non-dualism inculcated by
the practice of mindful meditation on one's conditioned existence . Thus,
in Buddhism , th e conditione d an d unconditione d ar e no t mutuall y
exclusive. Klein elaborates on this co-existence, while contrasting it with
the postmodern position:

The stabilizin g forc e o f concentration balances the sens e o f destabilization
that comes from undoin g one's previous experience of the world. Buddhists
would agre e wit h postmodernist s tha t th e min d an d it s activitie s ar e
linguistic in general, but not that mental functioning is irreducibly linguistic.
Unlike the textual idolatry of some contemporary theory, the words that are
the startin g poin t fo r reflectio n o n emptines s an d compassio n d o no t
continue t o gover n th e subjec t i n th e sam e wa y throughou t th e
developmental process . The mind i s not though t alone ; no r i s i t separat e
from bodil y energies . I t i s als o clarit y an d knowing . An d Buddhist s
emphasize tha t this clarity and knowing can experientially be fused wit h the
unconditioned emptiness.34

Such a conscious method and its implications could be of assistance
both to postmodern feminist s an d t o Keller, who i s striving to expres s
not only the interweaving patterns of a personal thematics of identity bu t
a more comprehensive interconnectio n with th e paths o f other wome n
and men , an d wit h th e rhythm s o f lif e itsel f an d th e cosmos . He r
interrelated sel f n o longe r needs t o be in dange r o f being soluble , no r
involved in a teleological process that posits a soul.

This observatio n regardin g coexistenc e is als o applicabl e t o th e
stalemate that besets contemporary feminism, both in its dependence o n
theory an d i n it s insistenc e o n seein g essentialis t an d constructivis t
versions of feminism, and thei r respective theories of self an d agency , as
mutually exclusive . The West may be still too attached to its intellectual
edifice an d conceptua l structures to be open to a Buddhist contribution ,
for Buddhis m doe s entai l a  radica l realignmen t o f values . A s Klei n
observes: "Like the cultivation of calm and concentration, the experience
of emptines s entail s a  differen t orde r o f inferiorit y tha n th e textual ,
content-laden localize d and particularize d subjectivit y associate d wit h
contemporary theory and modern psychologizing." 35 Yet Klein's wor k
has charte d a  path tha t offer s ne w way s o f reconsidering a  sens e of

34 Ibid. , 138 .
35 Ibid. , 140.
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selflessness beyon d th e bifurcation s o f Western consciousness an d th e
damaging effect s a  monolithi c syste m ha s wrough t personall y an d
systemically by its dualisms of body and soul, nature and culture.

POSTMODERN FOIBLES

What of the challenge attributed to postmodernism? Does it lead to
nihilism, a s som e o f it s critic s charge , o r i s ther e als o a  constructiv e
agenda containe d withi n it s operations? 36 Wherea s initially i t woul d
appear tha t deconstructio n articulate s insights simila r t o Buddhis m
regarding the patterning o f events and the questioning of a metaphysical
self, it cannot provide an alternative of stabilizing practice. As evidenc e
of this , the a/theologia n Mar k C. Taylor, a disciple o f Derrida's typ e of
deconstruction, voice s his impression o f the much-elaborated demis e of
God and th e concept of self in the wake of deconstructive displacement :

The deat h o f th e transcenden t Fathe r nee d no t b e th e complet e
disappearance a s a n immanen t an d eterna l proces s o f dialectica l
development. Th e deat h o f solitar y selfhoo d nee d no t b e th e tota l
disappearance of self, but i t can be seen as the birth of universal selfhood i n
which each becomes itself by relation to all.37

Taylor implies that this exploration will involve a radical suspicio n
of fundamental philosophical an d theologica l assumptions, bu t he gives
no clue as to how any further comprehensio n i s to be negotiated. Instead ,
he resort s t o aphorism s abou t necessary fictions , abou t th e inevitabl e
possibility/impossibility conundru m tha t mark s al l conceptua l
formulations, an d abou t th e enigma of a transcendent/immanent God.
He indulges i n errati c word games , al l contrived t o illustrate tha t on e
must learn to live, even to exult in paradox.38 But there is no indicatio n
as to how thi s knowledge i s to be achieved or maintained. There is also
no specification as to whether Taylo r i s discussing th e being o f God o r

36 Ev e Tavor Bannet in Structuralism  and the Logic of Dissent  (Urbana , 111.: University
of Illinoi s Press , 1989 ) admit s tha t Derrida' s deconstruction , a s a  strateg y o f
postmodernism, i s indeed destructive , but o f suitable targets: "What Derrida's rul e
set out to destroy is nothing less than the ethno-centrism and self-referentiality of  the
West: the 'mytholog y of the white man ' who take s his own logo s for the universa l
form o f reason, an d wh o transform s hi s own consciousness int o a universal form of
appropriation, who makes everything and everyone the 'same' as himself, and wh o
makes himself the master of all things (an d all beings)" (222).
37 Mar k C. Taylor, Deconstructing Theology  (New York: Crossroad, 1982), 102.
38 Ibid. , 107-126.
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simply th e inabilit y o f human representation s to captur e a  noumenal
reality. Ther e is , o f course , a  crucia l difference . I t i s on e thin g t o
demonstrate th e inadequac y o f huma n effort s t o secur e a n abidin g
absolute. Buddhism does as much. But it is quite another to dispute th e
existence of a divine principl e simply because of the incommensurabl e
levels o f discours e involved . Buddhis m wisel y refrain s fro m an y
definitive declaration s regarding such ultimacy, regarding th e carefu l
cultivation of mindfulness a sufficient challeng e to alleviate distress and
doubt. But deconstruction offer s n o such solace, and i t is for this reason
that its reputation of nihilism arises. To dally in the interstices of human
knowledge without guidance can court madness and desolation , for few
are equippe d t o fac e suc h rando m occurrences . Fa r better , a s i n
Buddhism, a  simple practic e which attends to the moment, whic h aid s
the management o f unruly impulses in the direction of a more tolerable
and toleran t conduct. In addition, however , there is the acceptanc e in
Buddhism tha t non-conceptua l intuitio n (a s wel l a s deepene d
compassion) is an integral part of this prescription. Deconstruction offer s
no suc h correctiv e and ofte n flaunt s onl y a  superficia l (i f seductive)
ingenuity. As David Lo y observes : "Derrida shows only tha t language
cannot grant access to any self-present meaning; his methodology cannot
settle the question whether our experience of language and the so-called
objective world is susceptible to a radical transformation."39

Thus, with regard to deconstruction, Buddhism illuminates both its
lack of clarity and o f responsibility which prevent its chain of signifier s
from constitutin g anythin g othe r tha n a n accidenta l collisio n o f
heterogeneous linguisti c forces. As a result, while deconstruction can be
of benefi t i n guarding against the inclination to reify (includin g ideas of
the self) , i t ha s muc h t o lear n fro m a  traditio n suc h a s Buddhis m
regarding the need fo r a committed practice. Changing one's mindset i s
not merely a theoretical option, for this can lead to either a dilettantish
virtuosity or the impasse of indecision. Deconstruction is focused solely
on th e unreliabilit y of language and th e instabilit y o f concepts, but i t
does not pursue this insight with the rigorous introspection of Buddhism
in orde r t o t o understan d th e basi s o f one' s relianc e o n suc h a n
inconstant mechanism . Buddhis m alone encourage s us t o chang e th e
very nature of our perceptio n o f the worl d b y th e constan t practice of
daily mindfulness.

39 Davi d Loy, "The Deconstruction of Buddhism," Derrida and Negative Theology,  ed .
Harold Coward and Tob y Foshay (Albany, NY: State University of New York , 1992),
250.
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Similarly, while the combination of feminism and postmodernis m
illustrates wel l it s iconoclasti c strategy, any pragmati c applicatio n i s
lacking. For this reason, it does not receive the suppor t o f all feminists.
Susan Hekman, a  proponent, outline s the principle area of convergence:
"The focus o f both feminist and postmodern critique s of the subjec t is to
expose th e privilegin g o f the subjec t tha t i s a t th e roo t o f the moder n
existence."40 Consequently "[a ] postmodern approac h to feminism thus
calls fo r a  tota l rejectio n o f th e epistemolog y tha t rest s o n th e
subject/object dualism . I t also calls for an approac h tha t eschew s an y
notion of the essentially feminine or a universal feminine sexuality."41

Such a  strategy , however , coul d easil y backfire . First , because i t
seems t o indulge i n the very essentialism i t claims to challenge when i t
identifies masculinit y wit h rationalit y as th e sourc e o f th e dualisti c
mindset. Secondly , wome n ca n becom e reduce d t o cipher s i n a
theoretical gam e wher e th e feminin e identit y become s a  plo y t o
incapacitate the binary movements presupposed i n any logic of identity.
It could culminat e i n a  stalemate where al l women can do is resist th e
present syste m with cryptic deployments rather than use their energy to
change i t and forg e a n identity. The alternative is to start a  new syste m
outside presen t rule s an d regulations , but apar t from appeal s t o body-
language an d le  parler  femme (womanspeak)  o n th e par t o f th e Frenc h
thinker Luc e Irigaray42, ther e i s no clea r indication o f how th e worl d
could actuall y b e changed—thoug h Irigara y claims tha t he r poetic s
constitutes a Utopian politics of a new order.43 As yet, the integration of
identity politic s with social and cultura l politics remains one of charged
debate within feminism.

One o f th e mos t articulat e voices i n thi s debat e i s th e African -
American scholar bell hooks, wh o refuse s t o be confined to theoretical

40 Susa n J. Hekman, Gender and Knowledge: Elements  of a Postmodern Feminism [Boston ,
Mass.: Northeastern Press, 1990), 92.
41 Ibid. , 93.
42 Luc e Irigaray , This  Se x Which  I s Not One,  trans . Catherine Porte r (Ithaca , NY :
Cornell University Press, 1985). Originally published as Ce sexe qui n'est pas un (Paris :
Les Editions d e Minuit, 1977).
43 I n a recent work je, tu, nous (New York : Routledge, 1993) Irigaray explore s furthe r
her progra m o f " a theory  o f gender  a s sexed  an d a  rewritin g o f th e right s an d
obligations of each sex, qua  different,  i n social rights and obligations"(13) . This seems a
retrieval of a more modernist agenda , though Irigaray state s thi s alone will lead to
true equality. The problematic of defining th e interrelationshi p of one se x with th e
other, where the identity of each is preserved and respected, is addressed in her work
An Ethics  of Sexual Difference  (Ithaca , NY: Cornell Universit y Press , 1995) .
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speculations. He r wor k i s a n exempla r o f a  committe d lifestyl e tha t
reflects a n etho s o f awarenes s wher e theor y an d practic e mutuall y
inform eac h other . Interestingly , sh e has a  positiv e thoug h qualifie d
attitude to postmodernism .

Postmodern culture with its decentered subject can be the space where ties
are severe d o r i t ca n provid e th e occasio n for new an d varie d form s of
bonding. T o some extent , ruptures, surfaces , contextuality , and a  host of
other happening s creat e gap s tha t make space fo r oppositional practices
which n o longe r requir e intellectual s to be confine d b y narrow separate
spheres with no meaningful connection to the world of everyday.44

Perhaps thi s approach is possible because hooks, who does not repudiat e
her Christian root s in a southern black community, has also been deepl y
influenced b y Buddhism . Hooks ' ow n practic e acknowledge s th e
intricate interweavin g o f question s o f race , clas s an d gende r an d a n
acknowledgement tha t wome n themselve s ar e no t immun e t o
perpetuating structure s o f superiority , includin g a  notio n o f a
dominating self . She has been relentless in her criticism of the racism that
has pervaded th e feminist movement:

Not only did white women act as if feminist ideology existed solely to serve
their ow n interests...The y were unwilling to acknowledge that non-whit e
women were part of the collective group in American society. They urged
black wome n t o joi n "their " movemen t o r i n som e case s th e women' s
movement, bu t i n dialogue s an d writings , their attitude s toward blac k
women were both racist and sexist . Their racism did not assume the form of
overt expression s o f hatred ; it wa s fa r mor e subtle . I t too k th e for m o f
simply ignoring the existence of black women or writing about them using
common racist or sexist stereotypes.45

Hooks believe s tha t resistanc e t o suc h ingraine d cultura l
deformation involves educatio n which honors both the personal an d the
social dimensions , bot h theor y an d practice. 46 Th e whit e cultura l
hegemony tha t has operated to deny thi s honoring an d respect must be
addressed a s i t has brough t abou t a  society where "[b]lac k people are

44 bel l hooks, "Postmoder n Blackness, " Yearning: race,  gender an d cultural politics,
(Toronto: Between the Lines, 1992).
45 bel l hooks, Ain't IA Woman:  Black  women  and Feminism (Boston , Mass.: South End
Press, 1981), 137.
46 bel l hooks , "Educatin g Women: A Feminis t Agenda," Feminist  Theory:  From
Margin t o Center (Boston, Mass.: South End Press, 1984), 112-115.
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wounded i n ou r hearts , minds , bodie s an d spirits." 47 Thus , mos t
recently, she has devoted her energie s t o "healing the wounds" of the
women o f th e Africa n America n community whos e experience s o f
racism an d abus e have le d t o self-destructive practices. Her principa l
focus i s black women an d thei r recuperatio n from th e man y form s of
political and social oppression. Hooks terms this process "self- recovery"
and invoke s th e word s o f the Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thic h Nha t
Hanh t o suppor t he r vision. 48 Her practice , informed by compassion ,
seeks t o cente r o n discernin g wha t for m o f activit y i s th e mos t
appropriate in any given circumstances (upaya).49 In her analysis, hooks
strives to articulate the intertwined nature of identity an d community .
She affirm s tha t any formulatio n of identity is always interdependen t
with th e comple x tie s tha t bin d a  community' s sel f perception . Thi s
nonetheless involve s being abl e to name, by mindful observation, no t
just instance s o f racism an d sexis m in th e wide r community , bu t th e
responsibility o f each person t o pay attentio n to his/her ow n failings.
She does not exclude herself:

To heal our wounds we must be able to critically examine our behavior and
change. For years I was a  sharp-tongued woman who ofte n inappropriately
lashed out. I  have increasingly learned to distinguish between "reading "
and truth-telling . Watching my behavior...helpe d m e t o chang e m y
behavior.50

Her discriminatin g practic e thu s doe s no t preclud e he r
undertaking a n agenda of personal as well as social reform.51 An d i t is
from suc h a  perspective that hooks does not allow others who follo w a
Buddhist path to recline i n the complacenc y tha t followin g Buddhis t
practices such as mindfulness automatically frees a  person from racism.

Often whit e people share the assumption tha t simply following a Buddhist
path mean s tha t the y hav e le t g o o f racism : comin g ou t o f radica l
movements—civil rights, war resistance—i n the sixties and seventies , and
going on to form Buddhist communities, they often see themselves a s liberal

47 Ibid. , 11.
48 bel l hooks , "O n Self-Recovery, " Talking Back  :  Thinking Feminist.  Thinking  Black
(Toronto: Between the Lines, 1988), 29-30.
49 bel l hooks, "Th e Joy o f Reconciliation," Sisters o f the Yam: Black Women  an d Self-
Recovery (Toronto : Between the Lines, 1993), 169.
50 bel l hooks, Sisters  of the Yam, 9.
51 bel l hooks, "Agen t o f change: An Interview with bel l hooks," Tricycle  2/ 1 (Fall ,
1992), 48-57.
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and marginalized , proudly identifying wit h th e oppressed . The y ar e s o
attached t o th e imag e of themselves as non-racists that they refuse t o see
their ow n racis m or the ways in which Buddhist communities may reflec t
racist hierarchies.52

Hooks talk s of  the question s she  is  asked regardin g her  teacher s
and he r practice and th e accompanying insinuations o f superiority tha t
cause her doubt s regardin g he r worthines s an d wha t i t means t o be a
"real" Buddhist . Thes e feeling s ar e a  legac y o f oppression—th e
accustomed response o f a disenfranchized communit y to assumptions of
privilege tha t white society all too often unthinkingl y an d automatically
appropriates.

In those moments of contemplation and quiet , the awareness surfaces tha t
so man y people o f colo r fea r no t bein g worthy i n way s that escape th e
attention of our white comrades. This fear of not being worthy is not always
a response to the reality of subjugation. I t also has to do with the practice of
humility, no t bein g presumptuous , no t assumin g rights , and/o r th e
experience of being in awe. 53

In hooks' estimation , i t is this consciou s o r unconscious cultura l
arrogance tha t ha s le d man y blac k people t o questio n whethe r i t i s
possible t o remain loya l to their root s and als o be a Buddhist i n North
America. Has Buddhism become the prerogative of white people who in
their Buddhist lifestyle still carry attitudes of their dominant cultur e an d
who hav e grea t difficult y i n acceptin g tha t thei r trainin g ha s no t
eradicated them ? Hooks ' rigorou s an d hones t questionin g probe s a
sensitive nerve which is also a summons to greater sensitivity to the roots
of th e psychologica l an d socia l formatio n of what coul d b e terme d a
"racist self. " A s hooks hersel f says , "I t i s a  challenge onl y a  profound
spiritual practic e ca n hel p u s meet." 54 He r wor k i s a  reminde r tha t
Buddhism in and o f itself is not the solution to the ills that beset Western
individuals an d societ y as i t near s th e en d o f thi s century , an d tha t
Buddhism needs careful and measured evaluation before it is adopted.

52 bel l hooks, "Waking up to Racism," Tricycle, 4/3 (Fall , 1994), 43.
53 Ibid. , 45.
54 Ibid. , 45.
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STRATEGIC OBSERVATIONS

There ar e othe r issue s tha t nee d consideratio n regardin g th e
practice and institutiona l structure s of Buddhism a s i t journeys t o th e
west. One matter o f compelling interest is the degree to which scholar s
should insis t o n precise , i f not pristin e interpretation s of the tenet s of
Buddhism. This discussion arise s in the context of musings suc h as those
by Kennet h Inad a tha t the curren t expansion of Buddhist idea s i n th e
West is comparable to the revolution that took place in Buddhism wit h
the rise of the Mahayana movement and its spread to China and Japan.55

Ann Klein assesses the situation succinctly:

Buddhist traditions are famous fo r their ability both to change the cultures
they visi t an d t o b e altere d b y them . Ye t when Buddhis t though t an d
practices moved to Southeast asia, or to China and the Korea and Japan, or
to Tibet , the y wer e par t o f a  large r proces s o f cultura l exchange tha t
extended over centuries. Never until today has such a wealth and variety of
Buddhist resources—texts , practice s an d livin g teachers—bee n mad e
available in so short a period o f time to populations who ar e a t the same
time so ignorant of the cultures from which these traditions come.56

Gerald Larsen also raises some intriguing questions concerning the
present transplantatio n of Buddhist ideas to the West.57 Larsen ponders
about th e efficac y toda y o f expression s fro m an y religio n tha t ar e
historically dependen t an d thu s contingen t i f no t archai c i n certai n
respects. H e encourage s a  revitalization o f our thinkin g t o provid e a
more adequat e respons e t o ou r uniqu e contemporar y situatio n o f an
imminent en d t o ou r life-sustainin g environment . Fo r Larsen , pas t
religious solutions do not address this set of circumstances. From another
perspective, Inada' s reflection s als o function a s a preemptive advisor y
against colonizatio n o f ideas fro m othe r cultures , a  tendency onl y to o
evident i n pas t Wester n incursions int o foreig n territories . Intellectua l
colonization ca n b e jus t a s devastatin g fo r al l concerne d a s th e
usurpation o f land. Anothe r sensitive issue i s the relationship betwee n
the traditional practices of lay Asian people now living in the West, and
the quasi-monasti c lifestyl e o f many o f the ne w Wester n convert s t o

55 Inada , "Environmental Problematics in a Buddhist Context," 137 .
56 Klein , The Great Bliss Queen,  195.
57 Geral d Larsen, '"Conceptual Resources' in South Asian for 'environmental ethics,'
or th e fl y i s still alive and wel l i n the bottle, " Philosophy  East  an d West, 37/2 (1987) ,
150-159.
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Buddhism.58 So how should th e current vigorous syncretism be viewed?
By what standards should it s current synergistic impulses be judged? As
yet, there are no clear-cut answers and the issue is an open-ended one .

Such a n approac h wil l als o plac e i n relie f certai n querie s an d
qualifications aske d o f Buddhis m b y th e West . Thus , befor e an y
unqualified endorsemen t o f th e benefit s o f a  Buddhis t program , i t i s
prudent t o listen to some of the cautions voiced by women practitioner s
of Buddhism.59 For Buddhism has not been without faul t in  its attitudes
and practice s towards women . Th e issue is a particularly complex one
that is receiving more attention a s women in the West follow Buddhis t
precepts an d stud y th e scriptures . Th e Pal i traditio n maintain s that ,
despite initia l misgivings , th e Buddh a admitte d wome n t o monasti c
status as nuns and allowed that they could attain enlightenment. Ye t this
egalitarian impuls e soo n faded . I t was supplante d b y th e prevailin g
cultural disregar d fo r women . T o suppor t this , ther e ar e certainl y
disparaging reference s to women in the Pali texts, such as the Anguttara
Nikayas, tha t I . B . Horner, fo r one , regard s a s late r interpolations. 60

Women's sexuality has been regarded with particular suspicion i f not, in
some texts, in an extremely negative way.61 With rare exceptions, women
themselves hav e no t bee n accorde d the sam e spiritua l recognitio n a s
men. As Anne Klein observes:

Women i n th e West...ar e dealin g no t onl y wit h a  traditio n fro m anothe r
culture, one that was fo r much of its history primarily directed a t men, bu t
also with meditatio n practices and philosophica l reflections—especially i n
the cas e of a Theravada and muc h Tibetan Buddhism—that were onc e th e
province of those who devoted thei r entire lives to them.62

In thi s are a ther e stil l remain s a  discrepanc y i n Buddhis m betwee n
theory an d practice . Thi s raise s difficul t question s regardin g th e

58 Charle s S . Prebish, American  Buddhism (Nort h Scituate Mass.: Duxbury Press ,
1979).
59 Rit a Falk , "Th e Case o f th e Disappearin g Nuns, " Unspoken  "Worlds:  Women's
Religious Lives  (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth, 1989), 155-165; Rit a Gross, Buddhism After
Patriarchy (Albany , NY: State University of New Yor k Press, 1992).
60 I.  B. Horner, Women  Under  Primitive  Buddhism (London : George Routledge & Sons
Ltd., 1930), 105.
61 Ev a Neumaier-Dargyay , "Buddhis t Though t fro m a  Feminis t Perspective, " i n
Gender, Genre  and Religion,  eds. Morny Joy an d Ev a Neumaier-Dargya y (Waterloo,
Ontario: Wilfrid Laurie r Press, 1995), 145-70.
62 Klein , The Great Bliss  Queen, 65.
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treatment o f women i n certain Buddhist countries,63 though refor m i s
already happenin g i n th e Wes t wher e man y wome n ar e becomin g
teachers an d takin g leadershi p role s in Buddhis t communities. 64 The
impact of such changes is difficult t o predict at this time, but the fac t that
western wome n i n larg e number s ar e becomin g Buddhis t nun s an d
practitioners does presen t a  distinct challenge to habitual custo m an d
opinion. Anne Klein does not advocate an unconditional importation of
Buddhist ideas , either . He r wor k i s more concerne d wit h explorin g
conceptual attitudes that could prove helpful: " I am not suggesting tha t
Buddhist principle s o r practice s be adopte d wholesal e b y moder n
feminists o r anyon e else . I  am , however , suggestin g tha t th e basi c
categories o n which thes e practices and theorie s ar e premised ca n be
helpful to contemporary women and to feminist theory."65

And perhaps, a t this stage, that is the best summation of this whole
exploration—suggestions for revision of the Western orientation which
in itself seems incapable of the shif t needed i n both attitude and practice
to alleviate its woes.

CONCLUSION

This has been an investigation of some of the interventions tha t are
currently being proposed—mainly within religious settings (thoug h not
without secula r ramifications)—a s enablin g th e typ e o f transforme d
consciousness (including a  revised understanding o f identity of the self )
required t o dea l wit h ou r lat e twentieth-centur y predicament . I n
evaluating th e merit s an d disadvantage s o f thes e divers e Buddhis t
interventions, i t ha s becom e obvious tha t Buddhis m cannot , o f itself ,
supply all the answers.

Yet Buddhis m doe s hav e muc h t o offe r a  technologicall y
dominated society , which ofte n equate s th e mer e verbalization o f the
factors i n a  problemati c situatio n wit h a n instan t solutio n t o it . I n
contrast, Buddhism eschews arid theorizing in the name of commitment
to awarenes s o f th e interna l an d externa l barrier s whic h caus e
estrangement i n it s man y guises . I t i s onl y fro m insigh t int o th e

63 Fo r example, the massively organized sex trade in Thailand, which involves not
only women. This i s eloquently discusse d b y Chatsumarn Kabilsing h i n her book
Thai Women  in Buddhism (Berkeley: Parallax Press, 1991), 67-86.
64 Lenor e Friedman, Meetings with  Remarkable  Women:  Buddhist  Teachers  i n America,
(Boston, Mass.: Shambala, 1987) .
65 Klein , The Great  Bliss Queen, 204.
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mechanism o f these operations , personal o r politica l (o r both), tha t a
theory adequat e t o th e circumstance s ca n arise . Perhap s a  realisti c
assessment o f Buddhism's comple x yet extraordinarily rich background
can teac h u s tha t nostalgi a fo r pas t ideal s canno t rescu e us , no r ca n
elegant but empty improvisations tha t merely put the past into question .
What is needed is a new way of relating to the world: a different sens e of
self. Thi s woul d b e a  versio n tha t bot h critique s an d construct s it s
practice wit h insight s bor n o f self-questionin g honesty , i.e. , b y a
mindfulness o f our selves, in whatever guise they are manifested.

Buddhism doe s no t attemp t t o provide logica l proofs fo r suc h a
sense of self but rathe r seeks to foster an intuition regarding the nature of
the incongruit y an d diversit y o f experience. It teaches a  disposition of
non-attachment towar d an y ultimat e solution . I n thi s context , non -
attachment shoul d als o be regarded a s a  manner o f experience, rather
than the suspensio n o f all experience. Perhaps what the West needs t o
learn fro m Buddhis m i s thi s discriminatin g outloo k rathe r tha n an y
specific theory, i.e., to forego its metaphysical predilections which tend to
support on e polarity a t the expens e of the other , and ten d t o sustain a
managerial sense of self that orchestrates life. It could be that a tolerance
of multiplicity an d paradox is what we need to cultivate, but no t in the
manner o f deconstructive dissolution. Instead, we need t o live in a way
that recognize s a n experientia l manifold which bot h converge s ari d
diverges. Unfortunately, given the West's philosophical an d theologica l
partiality for dualist frameworks , an d fo r single-minded obsessio n wit h
self-sufficiency, suc h a shift i n consciousness may be a long time coming,
despite these intimations. Nonetheless, a grafting o f Buddhism is taking
place i n myria d fashions . Determinin g whic h hybrid s wil l com e t o
flourish would be a difficult an d inconclusive exercise—and perhaps not
a particularly Buddhist concern.
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In No Wise is Healing Holistic
A DECONSTRUCTIVE ALTERNATIV E TO MASAO ABE' S

"KENOTIC GOD AND DYNAMI C SU N Y AT A"

ROBERT MAGLIOLA
ABAC UNIVERSITY, THAILAN D

Masao Abe' s keynot e essay in  The  Emptying God 1 (1990 ) broaches a
Buddhist contribution t o Christian theology, and—both in its own righ t
and i n th e Christia n response s tha t follow—i t initiate s a  ne w an d
important meetin g betwee n th e notion s o f Buddhis t emptines s an d
Christian kenosis  (Gk . 'emptying out') . I n particula r th e working s o f
sameness an d differenc e withi n Christianity' s Triune God and betwee n
this Go d an d th e worl d ar e reexamined , i n Abe' s cas e wit h a n ey e
towards showin g tha t God an d sunyata  bot h functio n i n a  paradoxical
way: namely—God/sunyata i s no t God/sunyata,  an d precisel y becaus e
God/sunyata is not affirmative of itself, God/sunyata is truly
God/sunyata.2 Arguing that Abe's paradox, like all proper paradox, is
holistic, I  maintain tha t both sunyata  an d th e Christia n Go d ar e better
limned b y 'pur e negativ e reference' , a  trace-concep t tha t frequent s
Jacques Derrida's deconstructions .

Because pure negative references are constitutive of samenesses (i.e. ,
appoint, raise  up samenesses), healing—like all samenesses—is constituted
precisely b y differences (an d not the 'other way around' as in the usua l

1 Masao Abe, "Kenotic God and Dynami c Sunyata," in The Emptying God:  A Buddhist-
Jewish-Christian Conversation,  eds . Joh n B . Cobb an d Christophe r Ive s (Maryknoll ,
N.Y.: Orbis, 1990), 3-65 .
2 Fo r example, see Abe, 15 , 16, 33. I  do no t mea n t o imply tha t Ab e equates th e
concepts of God an d sunyata:  rather , wha t he intends to compare (positively) is—as
he sees it—their analogous operation of paradoxical negatio n and affirmation .



ioo I N No WIS E is HEALING HOLISTIC

arguments, with difference s establishe d by a founding unity). Healing
works from botto m upwards, not from to p downwards . Pure negative
differences ar e in non-paradoxical relation to the samenesses (the y are
not, for example, interchangeable with the samenesses nor is it necessary
that their proportions match). The problematic of healing is radically at
stake here, of course, given that both in Buddhism and Christianity the
workings of sameness an d differenc e enginee r the world an d arbitrate
the healing process. In this paper I broach 'pure negative reference' an d
kindred maneuvers , firs t i n their connection to Derrida and Buddhism ,
and then by way of application to Trinitarian theology.

My Derrida  o n th e Mend 3 (1984;86 ) propose s that—becaus e o f a
historical fluk e o r otherwise—Jacque s Derrida' s contemporary decon-
struction o f entitative metaphysics (logocentrism) happens t o intersect
the Buddhis t philosopher Nagarjuna's (2n d century C.E.) programme of
deconstructing dharma-units . An d th e boo k trace s th e notio n o f
'devoidness' (tha t is , sunyata  take n i n it s Nagarjunis t formulation 4)
within the tradition of Buddhism I call 'differential ' (a s opposed t o th e
Buddhist 'centric' or Absolutist tradition5). Masao Abe's thesis apropos
of 'emptyin g out ' i s paradoxical ("Sunyata is non-Sunyata," an d vic e
versa, and "therefor e it is ultimate Sunyata"6). But, as Richard Robinson
rightly says , ther e ar e n o paradoxe s whatsoeve r i n Nagarjuna' s

3 Magliola , Derrida  on the Mend (W . Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 1984;1986) .
4 I  refer t o the sunyata  of Nagarjuna'sMulamadhyamakakarikas. Thi s sunyata  diverge s
so muc h fro m th e holisti c sunyata  o f th e Prajnaparamita n traditio n (o f which a
'Nagarjuna' i s also said to be a 'compiler') that many scholars—A. K. Warder being a
good cas e i n point—posi t mor e tha n on e 'Nagarjuna ' o r a t least  th e fictiona l
attribution o f his authorship t o more than one tradition. There is also quite definitely
a muc h late r pseudonymou s Tantri c 'Nagarjuna' , whic h complicate s th e histor y
further still . I give this matter more detailed treatment, a t least insofar as it pertains to
the Mula-  an d it s sunyata,  i n a  pape r forthcomin g i n th e Proceeding s o f th e
Symposium o n Buddhis m an d Moder n Wester n Though t (Emmanue l College ,
Cambridge University , Jul y 3-5 , 1992) , ed . Joh n Peacocke , Bolto n Institut e an d
Manchester University .
5 For definition of the Absolutist tradition and the opposing Madhyamika n one, see
B. K. Matilal, Epistemology,  Logic,  and Grammar in Indian Philosophical  Analysis  (Hagu e
and Paris : Mouton, 1971 ) 152-7 , et passim; F. J. Streng, "Fundamentals o f the Middle
Way," th e appendi x t o his Emptiness  (Nashville: Abingdo n Press , 1967) ; Tarthang
Tulku, "A History of the Buddhis t Dharma," in Crystal  Mirror  V  (1977), pp. 98-101 ,
106-7; and Hsueh-L i Cheng , "Emptiness : Exoteri c and Esoteri c Buddhism," i n World
Sutric an d Tantric  Buddhist  Conference  Report  (Kaohsiung , Taiwan: F o Kuang Press,
1988), 121-2 .
6 Abe , 27.
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Mulamadhyamakakarikas J  An d paradox—a s Derrida demonstrates8—is a
logocentric formulation. Nor does it suffice, accordin g to a radical point
of view , to synthesiz e sunyata  an d image/concep t (a s some Buddhis t
schools do), so that 'empty image/concept' issues forth as the 'solution'
(and th e 'escape' from th e fallacy o f paradox). Such a solution, according
to a  radicall y deconstructiv e poin t o f view, i s simpl y to o facil e ari d
neat:—it i s a  sleight-of-han d actuall y functioning to restor e holism .
Somehow, instead, the operation of images/concepts must be fractured,
twisted, unsettled . Onl y th e off-rational, 9 an d no t th e rationa l o r
irrational, can frequent (i.e., become) devoidness .

As fo r Masa o Abe's versio n o f paradox, its binary of A =  non-A i s
framed into a mystical oneness—the overall unity of this interchangeable
opposition is congruent with itself. Even when Abe specifies we "shoul d
also put a  cross mark 'X' on Sunyata, and render it Sun-X-yata,"10 this is
much more like the Heideggerian X than the deconstructive Derridean
X.11 Or , if you will , much more like the ineffable Go d of much Christian
mysticism. An d o f cours e i t i s mos t lik e 'centric ' Buddhism' s
unnameable, unobjectifiable 'ultimat e sunyata'—beyond al l concepts arid
images but taken to be a mystical totality.

Masao Abe' s Buddhism , a s beautifu l a s i t is , i s thu s a  holisti c
Buddhism, an d heal s b y wa y o f holism : lik e mos t Japanes e Zen, i t
operates broadl y withi n th e Svatantrikan-Madhyamikan-Yogacaric
tradition. Not without reaso n has the Chinese Buddhologist , Hsueh-Li
Cheng (Universit y of Hawaii , Hilo) , gon e s o far a s t o decr y Japanese
Zen's famou s 'missionar y t o th e West' , D . T . Suzuki , a s a
'transcendentalist'. Chen g (disapprovingly ) quote s fro m Suzuki' s

7 Se e Richar d H . Robinson , Early  Madhyamika  i n India  an d China (Madison, Wise.:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1967), 57.
8 Derrida's analysis o f paradoxical formulations, an d o f other higher-order holisrns
(as distinguished from straightforward monism , say), belongs for the most part to his
early phase. See , fo r example , "Th e Doubl e Session" in his Dissemination,  trans. B.
Johnson (Chicago: Universit y o f Chicago Press, 1981), and "Differance " i n his Speech
and Phenomena:  And Other  Essays  o n Husserl's  Theory  o f Signs, trans . D . B . Allison
(Evanston, 111. : Northwestern University Press , 1973), 134-5,148-9 .
9 In Derrida the strict rigo r of ratio undoes itself by being true to itself. I part company
with Derrida in that I hold only mystical practice , a  mysticism I call off-rational , ca n
thoroughly attain deconstruction.
10 Abe, ibid .
11 See Derrida o n Heidegger's version of Durchstreichung ('crossing-out' ) in "How t o
Avoid Speaking: Denials," trans. K. Frieden, in S. Budick and W . Iser, eds. Languages
of th e Unsayable  (N.Y. : Columbia Universit y Press , 1989) , 56-7 ; Derrid a goe s o n t o
deconstruct Heideggerian Durchstreichung, 58-62 .
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Outlines o f Mahay  ana Buddhism,  "Nagarjuna' s famou s doctrin e o f 'th e
Middle Pat h o f Eigh t No's ' breathe s th e sam e (Upanishadic ) spiri t
(Absolute Reality is to be described by No, No!)."12 In my ow n work I
usually follo w th e Prasangika-Madhyamika , which—unlik e th e
Svatantrika-Madhyamika-Yogacara, doe s no t regar d th e
Mulamadhyamakakarikas a s inchoate.13 The Prasangika-Madhyamika, and
Candrakirti (6t h cent. C.E. ) in particular , reduce thei r adversarie s t o
prasanga ('absur d consequence' ) muc h lik e Derrid a doe s i n hi s ow n
deconstructive practice, 14 an d thei r understandin g o f prajnapti
('provisional language'/'conducta l clue' ) approximate s Derrida' s mise
sous rature  ('placin g unde r erasure') . Fro m th e Buddhis t en d o f th e
Buddhist-Christian dialogue , th e Prasangika-Madhyamik a i s bes t
situated—I think—to heal the postmodern world.

This firs t sectio n aim s t o sho w ho w 'pur e negativ e reference ' an d
several othe r 'misaligned ' maneuver s 'work ' i n Derrida . Thi s tim e I
analyze a  passage from L a Dissemination,^5 a  Derridean venue differin g
from thos e I  have use d before . (M y treatment of Derrida's recen t lon g
essay "Delegations," which has a relevance to 'pure negative reference '
and religion,16 I necessarily reserve for my current book-manuscript.)

12 New York: Schocken Books, 1963, 102-3 . Cited i n Cheng, 121. Cheng is pointing
out that Suzuki's version of Nagarjuna's 'Eight Negations' makes them behave like a
negative theology . Tha t is , Suzuki' s versio n assume s a n Absolut e Realit y
transcending th e huma n attribution s whic h th e Eigh t Negation s negate . Chen g
would instea d tak e the Eigh t Negations a s a  canceling-out o f four dialectica l (and
therefore logocentric ) opposites , suc h as , fo r example , 'annihilation ' an d
'permanence'. Fo r him th e Middl e Path doe s no t involv e th e negate d pairs , bu t
neither is there an Absolute which transcends them.
13 Fo r th e distinction s betwee n thes e tw o schools , a  ver y goo d sourc e i s Jeffre y
Hopkins, Meditation o n Emptiness (London : Wisdom, 1983).
14 That is, the Prasangika-Madhyamika, like Derrida, refuses t o validate the positio n
opposite to the absurd consequence .
15 Jacques Derrida, La Dissemination (Paris : Seuil, 1972) . Published Englis h trans., B.
Johnson (see note 8 ). Henceforth page references are supplied within brackets in the
body of my text . The reference before the semicolon is to Johnson's trans. , and afte r
the semicolon , to the French original. In the case of a short quotation, I usually just
supply the English pagination.
16 I maintain that Derrida's "Comment ne pas parler—Delegations" (French version,
1987) an d th e severa l piece s Derrid a wrot e i n it s wake , ar e reinscrip -
tions/displacements o f his earlie r texts apropos of negative theology , an d d o no t
signal a concerted 'turn' in his thinking.
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From Derrida's La dissemination:

On n e peu t don e pa s s e repose r dan s l a copule. 17 L'accouplemen t es t l e
miroir. Le miroir se traverse de  lui-meme, autrement dit ne se traverse jamais.
La traversee ne survient pas accidentellement au miroir—a 1'Occident—elle
est inscrit e e n s a structure . Autant dir e qu e s e produisant toujours , ell e
n'arrive jamais. Comme 1'horizon. [353;392-3]

For analyti c purposes, rather than the published Englis h translation, I
supply my more literal translation:

One cannot, then, repose in the copula. Coupling is the mirror. The mirror is
traversed of/with/by  itself  [s e traverse d e lui-meme], which i s to sa y tha t i t i s
never traversed . Th e being-traversed doe s no t com e upo n [n e survien t
pas...a: happen to ] the mirro r accidentally—i n th e West—i t [th e being -
traversed] is inscribed in its structure. As much as to say, forever producin g
itself, it never comes to be (n'arrive jamais: never arrives]. Like the horizon.

This passage is part of a chapter deconstructing the verb to be, specifically
in its philosophical use , th e 'i t is ' (Latin : est;  but als o the Frenc h word
esf18) wher e ontolog y ('i t is' ) i s confounded wit h logico-mathematica l
equation (the =  sign). From Derrida' s deck I  shall take only one cut, the
argument—like Nagarjuna's—which unconceals dilemma, and then opts
for a  debris-thesis X'd over. The formula o f copula, A = B, is a fundamen t
of muc h wester n thinking . Bu t literally ('a u pie d d e l a lettre') , i t i s
nonsensical. First hor n of the dilemma : The = sign is traversed with no
gain, "The mirro r is traversed of/with/by  itself,"  o f its own accord . Thi s is
to say , i f A = B, the A  = B actually assert s A = A, a redundancy. Second
horn o f the dilemma : But a redundancy i s to say the mirro r reall y "i s
never traversed." If A = B, this is really t o assert 'only A'. Two horns of a
dilemma, both really asserting no more than that 'A is not B', A is purely
not B . Pure negative reference. A s for the third lemma, 'A both is and i s
not B' , if posed in the undistributed sense, 19 it is here reducible to th e

17 Sexua l couplin g too . Throughou t Derrida , there ar e potentia l analogie s t o b e
drawn to Tibetan Vajrayana i n this regard.
18 Th e s t i n Frenc h est,  whe n es t means th e third perso n indicativ e o f 'is' , i s no t
pronounced, allowin g Derrida several highly instructive puns such as ecart [est  quart,
est cart(e)],  etc . And es t is a French adverb meaning 'east' and noun meaning 'east ' or
'East' (with these geographical meanings, the st is pronounced).
19 In what i s called technically the undistributed sens e o f the third lemma , 'Bot h A
and not-A' mean s 'partl y A and partly not-A', so that these two parts come togethe r
into a mathematical unity. In the distributed sense, 'both A and not-A' means 'bot h
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first tw o lemmas (the same as in Nagarjuna's Mula-); an d i f posed i n the
distributed sense , it is considered irrationa l (the same a s in Nagarjuna's
Mula-).

In the same chapter , when dealing with the 'ontological' est,  Derrida
reiterates th e strateg y deploye d agains t th e 'logico-mathematical ' est.
"The 'is' , which i s 'Being ' a s an indicatio n o f presence, procure s thi s
[false] state of calm, this consciousness o f ideal mastery...the column [of
numbers, o f print, o f architecture, of the Bible' s 'column o f Fire', etc.] z' s
this o r that , i s there;  whethe r i t i s obviou s o r hidde n behin d th e
multiplicity of apparitions, th e column is. But the column has no Being,
nor any being-there, whether here or elsewhere" [352;391] . As much as to
say, the es t is never really traversed, A is not B, is never B. "The column z' s
not, i t i s nothin g bu t th e passag e o f dissemination. " Th e colum n i s
hollow, empty , "a s transparen t a s th e burnin g ai r i n whic h th e tex t
carves out its path" [351;391]. The column is an abysmal square, an open
cube with n o to p t o cap i t or bottom to hold i t unless on e fantasizes i t
either fla t o r a  close d cub e (whos e closin g surfac e ca n onl y b e
'constructed' imaginatively, i.e., by mathematically 'cubing' the length of
the side) . The fantasized surfac e i s logocentrism, the "mirror " whic h is
the logica l coupling w e saw earlier (note that Derrida underscore s th e
double-cross of ontology and numbers). Our excerpt continues:

Et pourtan t \'«est»  qu i a  toujours voul u dir e 1'au-del a d u narcissism e se
prend dan s l e miroir . Lu dan s 1'ecart , i l n'arrive jamais . En tan t qu'i l es t
tourne ver s l'«est» , 1'etr e s e tien t desormai s sou s cett e ratur e comm e
quadrature. II ne s'ecrit que sous la grille des quatre fourches. [ibid, 393]

Here is my literal translation:

And ye t the 'est'  ['i t is' ; the East] which has always meant [voul u dire : Fr.
locution from lit. 'wanted t o say'] what is beyond narcissism is caught in the
mirror. Rea d i n th e fault/ga p [ecart : difference , deviation , digression ,
mistake, swerve , th e 'discard ' i n cardgame , deviation , 'quarter ' o f a
heraldric shield], it never arrives. Insofar a s it is turned towards the 'est'  [the
East; 'it is'], being confine s itsel f [s e tient: is held, sticks fast, contents itself ]
henceforth unde r thi s erasur e [rature ] lik e quadratur e [quadrature:
geom./astron. term—configuring o f a square]. It is written only unde r th e
grid/grill/grille [grille: grid, grill, cloistered nuns' grille] of the four forks .

totally A  and totally  not-A' , so that A and not- A com e together int o a  paradoxical
unity.
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It shoul d b e clea r enoug h tha t th e grille,  above , o r carrefour
('crossroads') is not just nullification. In that ongoing doubling/doubled
style so reminiscent o f Ch'anist Buddhism' s differentia l kung-an,  Derrida
has at least designed thi s passage to reveal/conceal that (1) a logocentric
X nullifies an d establishes , (2) a differential X  (pure negative reference,
here) negates and constitutes, and that (3) the logocentric and differentia l
X's cut athwar t eac h other, tanglin g eac h other up . I n holistic term s a
'tangle' is of course read as a most unwelcome snag, a 'glitch'. But one of
Derrida's mos t importan t contribution s to 20th century though t i s his
showing wherei n lie s th e real  fecundit y o f logi c (an d her e i t i s
worthwhile recallin g Derrida' s stead y commitmen t t o th e Frenc h
rationalist tradition):—logic is at its best when, defense-mechanisms an d
pseudo-logical sleight s o f hand swep t aside, 20 th e thinke r confront s
logic-under-erasure, i.e. , logi c self-deconstructing (not self-destructing,
mind you) , and leavin g the inevitable trace. A trace which is a logically
inescapable snag or 'glitch'. And what is more/less, thi s trace is a clue: it
is on-the-move.

Perforce, I limit myself to one zigzag through this 'passage', to show
that the X is 'under erasure' but conductal.  The traditional 'it is', thinking
to escape the narcissism (caus e and effect , signifie d and signifier , etc.), is
caught precisel y i n th e mirro r o f narcissism (th e copula). Read in th e
empty square , i t neve r traverse s (i.e. , i t i s i n th e conditio n o f pur e
negative reference). Being, insofar a s it is turned towards logocentrism, is
unknowingly erase d by its own logical assumptions, its own quadrature ,
the squaring whic h carries within itsel f it s own undoing (logi c undoing
itself). Derrida is ALSO saying that Being, when turned towards the East
(the Orient , of f the east side of the page, etc.) is erased, quartered-up, pu t
under th e sign-of-quadrature , the sig n of crossroads, th e X . Given hi s
celebration—via Seller s an d otherwise—o f th e deconstructiv e traits of
Chinese philosophy (the y come from "th e other side of the mirror,"21 etc.),
Derrida is here marking the not naive—let us say the X-wise—cutting-up
of being, this quartering, as ORIENTAL.22

So Bein g i s als o writte n unde r th e Orienta l grille,  the grille  of
difference, the grille of is-not. (But note, even in negating traditional logic,

20 At least as much as possible.
21 Dissemination,  356 .
22 Bu t conversely, Derrida i s also here satirizing anti-Oriental stereotypes, much as
Edward Said does . And, obvers e to this, he throughout this section deconstructs the
logocentric traditio n i n th e Orien t (fo r o f course th e Orien t ha s it s 'centrisms' , it s
logocentrisms, too) .
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logic mus t perforc e in th e sam e strok e eras e thi s ver y gesture—pur e
negative erasure comes 'under the X' too). Notwithstanding, the Eastern
grille purports a  sort of LIBERATION from naivete . [Th e good-humore d
off/allusions t o food—the Messiani c Banquet-Celebration to take place
in the (Near- ) East , etc., reinforc e thi s note, though the Banque t i s not
treated a s an attainable End.] Situational in its operation and plying th e
'necessary but impossible ' moment, the est which "ne s'ecrit que sous la
grille des quatre fourches" is here a Derridean prajnapti  (i n this Sanskrit
term's secon d sense , 'conducta l clue') . Derrida's prajnapti  i s a double -
bind, so much so that even 'perversion' and mimicry, twisting in and up
and over , subvert the ideal of an absolutely-defined teleological hope (e.g.,
western barbecue grill, the martyr's torture-grill, Chinese grillade, and the
Eucharistic banquet-sacrifice,—these divers e sense s her e 'level-out ' by
way o f 'mix-up').

The prajnapti  i s a double-bind: th e DOUBLE-BIND is the prajnapti  .  It
is 'conductal ' t o a  sor t o f wisdom, an d i n Derrida no t t o a  fulfillmen t
(full-fill-ment) o f a logocentric end, be that parousia o r void. In the text
entitled L a dissemination, there i s ongoing deconstruction o f "the fina l
parousia o f a meaning a t last deciphered, revealed...," deconstruction of
"a trut h pas t o r a  trut h t o come , t o a  meanin g whos e presenc e i s
announced b y enigma " [350;389] . Instead , happening s issu e a s
"altogether other " t o each othe r ye t a s ongoing reinscription s o f "th e
same" ("Tou t autre . L a meme" ) [366;407] . Alway s situational , th e
Derridean 'retur n of the same'—his version of Nagarjuna's 'two truths'
('samvrti is paramartha'25) i s well-exemplified in the chapter we have been
treating. What Derrida situationally calls the "horizon-value" [351;390] ,
that "pur e infinit e openin g fo r the presentation o f the present an d th e
experience of meaning, here all at once it is framed [l a voici tout a  coup
encadree—the 'phenomenological moment', cf. samvrti]. All at once it is a
part [E t voici qu'elle fai t partie] . And al l at once apart [La voici partie—
'the devoi d moment'—cf . para.ma.rtha].  Throw n back into pla y [Ell e es t
remise en jeu]."

Remark the ".. .experience du sens, la voici encadree tout a coup. Et
voici qu'elle fai t partie. La voici partie. Elle est remise en jeu." The "pure
infinite [infinie : unfinished , unending, etc. ] opening" an d it s perpetua l
framing an d deframin g ar e on-the-move  ('on-the-move ' withou t
'traversing'). "As soo n a s a  sign emerges , it begins by repeating itself .

23 Samvrti is the 'concealing truth', the mundane. Paramartha is the 'supreme truth'.
Nagarjuna's unexpecte d and revolutionar y stroke is to indicate the 'limits , realm' of
samvrti 'are' the 'limits, realm' of paramartha .
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Without this , i t would no t be a sign, would not be what it is,...the non -
self-identity which regularly refers to the same. That is to say, to another
sign, which itself will be born of having been divided."24 Presence must
"come to terms with [pur e negative] relation...." It eventuates that this
problematic "prevent s ther e bein g i n fact an y differenc e betwee n
grammar an d ontology." 25 Whe n Derrid a assert s tha t th e ongoin g
alterity o f happening s i s "textual, " i s Writing , hi s strateg y i s t o
deconstruct th e traditional notion that happenings ar e simply logoi,  i.e.,
unities o f meaning (analogicall y 'like' spoken words). Since for Derrida
happenings ar e double-binds which move forward by the pure lack (the
is-not) whic h i s negative  overlap, 26 happenings—includin g o f cours e
spoken words—are better understood no t by a  description o f language-
as-experienced27 bu t b y a n analysi s o f how writte n sign s reall y work-
off/work. Otherwis e put , spoken language better masquerades a s self -
identical, though such language too is necessarily in the double-bind: all
talk is double-talk, and double-talk is double-bind (whic h is not a t all to
say, mar k you, that all talk is outrightly untrue.) Derrida would say that
all speaking and writing and thinking and doing are all Writing.

"The form of the chiasmus, the X," interests him, he says, "not as the
symbol of the unknown but because there is here a sort of fork [the series
crossroads, quadrifurcum, grid , grill , key, etc.] which is moreover unequal ,
one o f its points extendin g its scope further tha n th e other." 28 Furthe r
than the othe r so chiasmus can have a  tilt to it, a tilt which necessarily
engineers mobility , but a  mobility which is somehow neither  random nor
purposeful. Bot h writin g an d Writin g are a s artificia l a s the y ar e
conventional, as much a question of free-play a s of author's intention , of
spatiality a s temporality, etc., and suchwis e that thes e moments criss -
cross an d und o eac h other , bu t always—pleas e note— unequally.
Disproportionately. Thus, the overlap.  And always necessarily by pure is
not. Thu s the negative  overlap.

24 Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1978), 297.
25 Dissemination, 166.
26 See Dissemination, 304.
27 In other words, not by phenomenology.
28 Derrida seems to have in mind the calligraphic form of the Greek chi, wherein the
left-to-right downstrok e is normally longer than the right-to-lef t secon d stroke. For
this quotation (itsel f a  citation fro m Derrida' s Positions'), se e Derrida , Th e Truth  i n
Painting, trans. Geof f Benningto n an d Ia n McLeod (Chicago : University of Chicago
Press, 1987), 166 .
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In reprise, we can say that writing is a prajnapti for Writing, and
Writing in Derrida means the ongoing alterity of happenings.29 It falls to
me to rewrite the foregoing with a  furthermore, th e more and n o more
that Derrida's Writing is a prajnapti for Nagarjuna's pratitya samutpada,
'dependent-arising'.30 Lik e th e 'dependent-arising ' i n th e
Mulamadhyamakakarikas, Writin g is dependence-only, and thu s is never a
totality, never a  whole (Derrida: "The supplement i s always unfolding ,
but i t can never attain the status of a complement [and thus consummate
the whole] . Th e fiel d i s never saturated" 31). Like 'dependent-arising' ,
which i s marked,  discontinuous (eac h 'moment' purely different ) ye t th e
'same' (pur e negativ e relatio n a s constitutive : constitutiv e o f th e
'sameness without self-identity') , Derrida' s Writin g is purely differen t
yet the 'same'.

Mark what Derrida says about the series of marks, what he calls in
one situatio n a  series of traces, and i n anothe r th e tr - (as in "travai l i n
train, trait, traject, in-trigue," but i t could be just as well a gl- or an/r- or
an x32: how to act-out, how to signature, that which is off-nameable, i.e. ,
that which is not a unity?). Derrida says, in a 'reinscribed' figure , 'forever
recurring' i n hi s freatmen t o f Adami, 33 that the mark s o n march, the
traces, the tr-,  whose "so-calle d whole words are different eac h time in
form an d content, " th e tr - which is "not a  self-identity, [not] a prope r
meaning or body,"34 are at once "the same  mutation."35 That which "only
holds together...b y having nothin g to do with"36 is like "double scal e
['scale' = echelle], double measure, and ye t the same,  one ladder ['ladder '
also =  echelle  i n French]." 37 "Thu s works , i n o r outsid e language , a
tr-."33 (Even the theologian David Tracy carries the trace  of it, one might

29 Se e Derrida , D'Un  to n apocalypticjue  adopte  naguere  e n philosophic (Paris : Galilee ,
1983), 85 ; Derrida, "Livin g on : Border  Lines,"  i n Deconstruction  and Criticism, Harold
Bloom e t al . (N.Y. : Continuum , 1984) , 96-7 ; Writing  an d Difference,  296 ; an d
Dissemination, 351, 366.
30 For the etymology o f this term , whic h ha s been muc h controverte d i n Buddhis t
history, see J. Hopkins, 161-73 .
31 Derrida , "Whit e Mythology : Metapho r i n the Text of Philosophy," trans. F . C. T.
Moore, in New Literary  History,  6,1 (1974), 18.
32 See Truth in Painting, 169.
33 See Truth in Painting, 149-182.
34 Nor a  question of a "semantic nucleus " such as trans- or tra-,  of course. See Truth in
Painting, 171.
35 Emphasis mine . See Truth in Painting, 181.
36 Truth in Painting, 174.
37 Truth in Painting, 166, my emphasis .
38 Truth in Painting, 173.
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say.) Whic h I transcribe, 'THUS works, in or outside writing/speaking, a
Writing'. Dependently arising .

This second sectio n o f my paper trie s to show ho w 'pur e negativ e
reference' and some other maneuvers treated in Derrida's texts can help
Christians bette r understan d th e Trinit y and Unit y of God. My call for
quite some time has been that Christianity can only learn from dialogu e
with othe r religion s i f it learns t o fin d wha t i n the m i s 'other' . Masao
Abe, wit h th e best of intentions, ha s proffered t o Christian theologian s
what he considers a  more suitable model than their traditional one(s) for
thinking abou t God. I f Christians 'dialogue ' with Abe' s proposa l tha t
God i s a  Dynamic Nothingnes s originatin g identity-and-differenc e by
way o f absolute kenosis,  they are—perhaps unconsciously—targeting in
this Buddhist' s presentatio n tha t wit h whic h the y ar e already  most
comfortable (s o a s t o mak e o f i t 'mor e o f the same') . For , despit e th e
complex doctrinal difference s whic h may render eve n Abe's suggeste d
thesis 'unorthodox ' (in historical Western terms), Christianity has been
familiar with its paradoxical model and even its rhetoric for a long time.

That God is better served by the formula o f 'A is not-A' appear s (for
example) in one form o r another i n the work of the Dionysian traditio n
from Pseudo-Dionysiu s dow n throug h Eckhart , Tauler , Suso ,
Ruysbroeck, and Boehme . In the final analysis , a  Dynamic Nothingness
as Ab e present s i t i s stil l holistic , paradoxicall y transcenden t an d
immanent, infinit e ye t within-a-frame. In the final analysis , then, still safe
and comfortable  fo r traditional Western discourse about God. What I have
long contende d i s that Christianit y mus t lear n (an d 'test' , a s St . Paul
says39) tha t whic h i s 'uncomfortable' . Fo r example , tha t 'God'—a s
Raimundo Panikkar arid Karl Rahner remind us40—is impersonal a s well
as personal. Indeed, tha t 'God' is sometimes frighteningly impersonal an d
that this impersonality  double-bind s into Divine personality i n erratic, ever-
altering ways that do not close into unity. (Which, by the way, is not at all
to say that God is not a loving God.) That such a God is not encompassed ,
is not captured  b y either the formula o r experience of a 'unifying source '
is unsettling, is frightening for most Christians. All the more reason wh y

39 1 Thessalonians 5:21.
40 See R. Panikkar, The Trinity an d the Religious Experience  o f Man (N.Y. : Orbis, 1973),
50, 64, 68-9; also 19 , 38-9, 52-5. For th e Rahneria n school's clai m that humanity i s
united t o Go d precisel y because o f God's differenc e fro m huma n 'personality ' ( a
'difference' enable d by the Divine difference withi n God), see Elmar Klinger, in Karl
Rahner, ed., with C . Ernst and K . Smith, Sacramentum Mundi,  Vol . 4 (N.Y. : Herde r
and Herder , 1968), 95.
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it i s differentia l Madhyamik a Buddhism whic h ca n mos t serviceabl y
witness to Christians in dialogue, as should happen, for example, when a
Christian meet s th e rNying-ma-pa' s (Tibetan ) Madhyamika critique of
the 'mentalist' (Tibetan ) Yogacara:

The difference between the mentalistic and Madhyamika system s is that the
former locate s this mistakenness in not recognizing a purely luminous (gsal)
and congnitiv e (rig)  noetic capacit y (shes-pa)  whic h i s beyond th e subject -
object dichotom y (gzung/dzin),  a s the source of experience; while the latte r
reject eve n thi s noeti c capacit y a s a s muc h a  postulat e a s tha t o f a
corresponding external object.41

No undeconstructed 'source ' for these Madhyamikans. Surely we shoul d
not expec t that Christianity's deconstructio n of holism imitate  Buddhis t
deconstruction. Indeed , th e very thesis o f this paper , when applie d t o
Buddhist-Christian dialogue , mean s tha t th e tw o religion s erec t thei r
'sameness' by way of their very differences. What I have found, rather, is
that 'pure negative reference' has been 'crypted' int o Christian theology
for a  lon g time , perhap s fro m th e beginning . Crypte d int o Christia n
theology i n ways purely differin g fro m th e Buddhis t ones . Fo r me th e
topic o f Buddhist-Christian dialogu e i n thi s pape r becomes , then , a n
intersection o f Buddhis t devoidnes s an d Christia n devoidness , tw o
intersecting lines that necessarily have no 'common ground'.

The cipher to/of 'pure negative reference' is secreted in a place some
would dee m mos t unlikel y (especiall y since it s result s prov e t o b e
'postmodern'), namely, Christian Conciliar theology. Designed fo r other
ad ho c reasons, th e ciphe r ha s neve r reall y been decode d i n term s of
devoidness. An d becaus e of its traditional provenance, nowaday s i t is
largely ignored (the word GK kruptos, 'hidden', makes not only the word
'crypto[gram]' in English, but als o 'crypt', after all) . But let us agree, at
least provisionally, to try useful ideas when/where w e can, whether the y
come by serendipity o r whatever. For prejudice exhibits a  most craven
craving.

It wa s th e Counci l o f Florenc e (1438- 9 C.E. ) tha t affirme d
"everything i s one" i n God, "except where an opposition o f relationship
[relationis oppositio]  exists," 42 so that each of the three Persons as a Person
is constituted (i.e. , defined, established) only  b y oppositiona l relation s

41 Kennar d Lipman , "Introduction" to Klong-chen-pa, trans. K. Lipman, Yid-bzhin
rin-po-che'i mdzod,  in Crystal  Mirror,  345-6.
42 Karl Rahner's adroit translation, in Rahner, "Divine Trinity," Sacramentum Mundi,
Vol. 6 , 298.
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among th e Persons . Mos t theologian s hav e alway s take n relationis
oppositio i n th e Thomis t sens e (thoug h thi s i s b y n o mean s strictl y
necessary for the case I am making), namely—the 'opposition of relation'
is contrariety  rather than contradiction.43 (The relation between black arid
white, for example, is an opposition o f contrariety, whereas th e relatio n
between black and non-black is an opposition of contradiction.) The only
'functions' tha t are applied uniquely  t o the Father, Son, and Hol y Spiri t
respectively i n Scriptur e ar e th e following : 'Paternity' t o th e Father ,
'Filiation' (Sonship ) to the Son , and 'Passiv e Spiration ' (Tha t which i s
'breathed-out') t o the Holy Spirit.

That such is the case becomes one of the reasons , apparently , why
Karl Rahne r reject s th e 'psychological ' theor y o f Trinit y associate d
(among hi s contemporaries ) wit h Bernar d Lonergan . Concilia r
theologians wh o define the Father as the Knower, for example, and th e
Son as the Know n (i.e. , 'Truth'), see m t o ignore tha t Scripture i n on e
place or another identifie s Knowing with (in this case) each of the three
Persons al l told . Whic h i s t o say , accordin g to th e relationis  oppositio
clause, that Knowing (in our example) does not define the Persons at all,
but th e Unity of God instead.  (Scripture's attribution of Knowing, then, to
any one Person a t any one time is said to be just 'appropriated' to the
Person: it does not really  belong to that unique Person.)

If one considers this operation carefully , i t is mind-bending i n a very
wonderful an d 'postmodern ' way. All that the Persons woul d shar e i s
sacrificed, is preempted, i s always already 'gutted out' of them, so that it
belongs t o the Unity . This 'syncopation' in the mids t o f God i s kenosis,
certainly, but—since the Persona l contrarieties 'remain'—it is 'devoid'
kenosis (an d no t th e 'void ' kenosis  o f Abe' s model) . Furthermore , w e
should speak of kenoses (plural) rather than kenosis, since the 'opposition
of relation ' between Paternity and Filiation , say, is not the same as that
between Activ e Spiratio n an d Passiv e Spiration , an d thu s wha t i s
preempted ou t of them is not the same. (As for the special problematic of
Spiration, w e shal l addres s i t i n a  moment. ) Finally , apropo s o f th e
Personal contraries , ther e i s at least one othe r poin t t o be noted here .
Namely, whil e i t i s th e cas e th e kenoses  ar e devoid , Person s relat e
contrariwise in terms of pure negative reference.  Someho w the Fathe r (for

43 See Edmund Fortman, The Triune God:  A  Historical  Study  o f the Doctrine of the Trinity
(London an d Philadelphia : Hutchinson/Westminster, 1972) , 222-23. In this matter,
for a  more finessed treatmen t of contrariety and contradictor y than I can give in this
paper, see Derrida  on the Mend, 146-7 .
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example) i s purely no t the So n (recall that what the y 'would ' share ha s
instead gone over to the Unity).

In the model of the Triune God Masao Abe proposes for Christians,
the "onenes s o f the on e Go d mus t posses s th e characteristi c of zero "
(absolute kenosis:  her e i n fac t Ab e uses th e traditiona l Germa n ter m
Ungrund) i n order that "Trinity be fully and dynamically realized...three
distinctive beings—Father , Son , and Spirit—ar e the n clearl y an d
thoroughly realized in their distinctiveness....44 The originating unity of
God is absolute emptying-out (Ungrund,  o r '-A'), and thus paradoxically
concretizes the three Persons (Persons, or '+A'). The model of the Triune
God propose d b y Concilia r theolog y stand s i n shar p contrast . It s
relationis oppositio  claus e limns a  Trinity that work s convers e t o Abe' s
model, in that the three Persons raise the 'sameness' of the Unity by way
of their  emptyings-out; an d crosswise to Abe's model in that the 'lateral '
contraries (o f the Persons ) constitut e th e Unit y indirectly,  tha t is , b y
default, an d th e contrar y relation s ar e themselve s 'pur e negativ e
references'. Th e kenoses  raisin g th e Divin e Unit y ar e devoid , an d th e
Unity an d th e Thre e Person s ar e no t interchangeable . Masao Abe' s
model, on the other hand, is strictly holistic: it postulates an absolute and
direct kenosis , and the interchangeability of Unity and Trinity (-A = +A).

As promised, I  now turn to the problematic of the Holy Spirit and it s
'procession' (Processio)  fro m the Father and/through45 the Son. The Holy
Spirit is said t o proceed from th e Father/Son "a s from on e principle."46

Given tha t eve n i n (wha t is called) the Eastern Church's formul a (i.e. ,
"through the Son") , it is not a  question of the Father transferring Himsel f
or a part of Himself to or through the Son (this would vitiate the relationis
oppositio clause) , the question open s up,—Ho w does the 'on e principle'
work? I  have argue d elsewher e tha t th e Derridea n deconstructio n o f
Signifier-Signified dyad s can supply u s with a clue in this regard.47 The
relevant citation from Derrida is the following:

In thi s pla y o f representation , th e poin t o f origin becomes ungraspable .
There are things like reflecting pools, and images , an infinite reference fro m
one to the other, but no longer a  source/spring [source] . There is no longer
simple origin . Fo r wha t i s reflecte d i s spli t i n itself  an d no t onl y a s a n

44 Abe, 24.
45 At th e Counci l of Florence, both the formul a o f the Western Church ("fro m th e
Father and the Son") and the Eastern Church ("from th e Father through the Son") are
confirmed.
46 Second Council of Lyons (1271-6 C.E.).
47 See Derrida o n the Mend, 134-44 ; also 9-20.
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addition t o itsel f o f its image. The reflection, the image , th e double , split s
what i t double s [l e doubl e dedoubl e c e qu'il redouble]....an d th e la w of
addition o f the origin to its representation, o f the thing t o its image, is that
one plus one make at least three.48

The representation , o r Signifier , boomerangs back as different  fro m
the Signified , and therefor e as its cause (while the Signified also remains
as cause), so the model o f simple dya d breaks down. Or, to conceive of
this action from th e other end, as Derrida did for us earlier in this paper,
the Signified is "caught in the mirror" and "neve r arrives. " Instead , it is
split there in the mirror.

Either way, the "addition " o f the Third requires the interaction of
what we called the 'initial' Signified and Signifier; and requires that the
interaction involv e infringement . I  us e th e wor d 'initial ' advisedly ,
because what we are doing is, after all , a deconstruction. That is to say, we
are learning/showin g 'sequentially ' wher e th e traditiona l logi c of
Signification really  mus t lead , i f one doesn' t flinc h an d fudge . I  use th e
word 'infringement' advisedly , because the Signifier usurps the causality
belonging to the Signified. What we learn from the deconstruction is that
the Signified-Signifier dya d is 'always already'  three , and tha t the Third of
these thre e proceed s perpetuall y fro m a  transgressiv e ye t singula r
interaction o f the othe r two. And w e learn finally tha t thi s 'alternative
solution', the workings of the two tha t are three, must als o necessarily
come sous rature, "under the grid of the/owr forks."

I argu e tha t this Signified-Signifie r dya d Which-is-always-already -
Three operates as the best clue (towards understanding the Processio) that
20th centur y philosophy ha s hatched.49 The Derridean account would
indicate how th e Fathe r and So n infringe eac h other an d stil l 'a s on e
principle' spirat e th e Hol y Spirit . A s w e hav e jus t seen , Derrida' s
Signified and Signifie r s o split as to make a Third, and a  split is of course
disruption. 'Disruption' in the sense that the Signifier does not at all close
around int o th e Signifie d (doe s not d o s o even thoug h thi s 'circle ' i s
conventionally expected , indeed, most  expected) . In short, the Signifie r

48 Derrida, trans. G. Spivak , O f Grammatology  (Baltimore : Johns Hopkins, 1976) , 36.
French edition, De la Grammatologie (Paris: Minuit, 1967), 54-5.
49 'T o hatch : v.t. 1 . To produce fro m a n eg g o r eggs... . 2 . To produce, v.i . 1 . To
produce young'.

'To hatch: v.t. 1. To mark with hatching.'
'To Crosshatch: v.t. & i. To mark with series of parallel lines that cross, especially

obliquely'.
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does no t someho w mediate  th e Signified . And i n Concilia r theolog y i t
turns out that a like 'disruption' is necessarily in effect .

The theology strictl y distinguishes betwee n the 'one principle' that
spirates th e Hol y Spiri t and th e Father' s Generatio  that begets the Son.
The Generatio is  unilateral (the Son cannot beget the Father in turn) but
the 'aspiration from on e principle' involves the Father and Son in a kind
of mutua l transgression, 50 in a  kind o f disruption. Whic h i s t o say , i n
short, that there is no mediation  between them. The Holy Spirit proceed s
"from th e Father and a t once from the Son, and from both  eternally as fro m
one principle " ("...e x Patr e simul  e t Filio, e t e x utroque  aeternalite r
tamquam ab uno principle"). Even in what is called the Eastern formula,
"ex Patre per Filium, "from the Father through the Son," any 'mediation'
as such is excluded: "the Son, also, is according to the Greeks indeed th e
cause, accordin g to the Latin s indeed th e principle " o f the Procession ,
"and th e Father is too" ("Filius quoque esse secundum Graeco s quidem
causam, secundum Latinos vero principium...sicut et Patrem"51). All the
while remainin g 'on e cause/principle' , th e So n i s considere d th e
cause/principle and the Father is considered the cause/principle .

Next, there is a wonderfully Divine 'glitch'  i n the Conciliar theology
of the Triune God. Given that the 'one principle' of Father and/through
Son is in 'oppositional relation ' to the Holy Spirit it establishes, the 'one
principle' woul d appea r t o b e a  fourth Person . Bu t a  fourt h Person i s
deemed Biblicall y impossible. Thu s theology has long insisted tha t this
Active Spiration (o f Father and/through Son) which 'breathes out ' th e
Holy Spiri t (Who is the Passive Spiration) is virtual, not real.52 ('Virtual'
is taken to mean 'of only functional validity'.) But the Councils have long
said the Passive Spiration, on its side, is real.  Otherwise, the Holy Spirit
would no t be real, and thu s not a  Person. The equivocating status of the
Active Spiratio n ha s lon g exercise d th e problem-solvin g tempe r o f
speculative theologians. I  think, however , tha t the equivocating statu s

50 In the literal sense, i.e., the Father and Son 'go across' each other's (logocentricall y
expected) 'definin g borders'. By 'infringement', 'transgression' , 'disruption', I do no t
imply hostil e action , needles s (perhaps ) t o say , bu t rathe r a  breakin g acros s
logocentric definitions .
51 Enchiridion symbolorum definitionum  e t dedarationum (Rome , Barcelona, New York ,
Freiburg i . Br.: Herder, 34th ed. 1967) , Council of Florence DZ 691.
52 Se e Karl Rahner , Th e Trinity,  trans . J . Donceel (N.Y. : Seabury , 1974) , 77-8 ; an d
Edmund Fortman , 293-4.
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works more lik e a Derridean double-bind, 53 and i s very fruitfu l whe n
taken a s such . Writte n "under th e gri d o f the fou r forks, " it become s
Divine trace, and conductal towards the mysterion of the Triune God.

The Activ e Spiratio n a s Double-Bind . T o wit:—(1 ) Th e Activ e
Spiration overlaps  wit h the definition of a Divine Person because it is in
oppositional relatio n (relationis  oppositio)  t o the Thir d Person, th e Hol y
Spirit, and thu s would b e a Person too, but (Firs t Bind) this is negative
overlap becaus e the Active Spiration i s virtual, not real , and thu s no t a
Person. (2) The Active Spiration overlaps wit h the definition of the Divine
Unity becaus e 'a s on e principle' th e Fathe r and/through th e So n are
transgressive o f each other but ar e no t oppositional t o each other , an d
"everything i s one in God excep t where relationis  oppositio  exists, " bu t
(Second Bind ) this is negative  overlap  becaus e the 'one principle' cannot
belong t o th e Unity : i t i s locke d instea d int o a  singula r oppositional
relation wit h th e Hol y Spirit , wh o i s a  rea l Person . (X ) The Activ e
Spiration, a s neither  Personhoo d no r Divine Unity, is thus a  privilege d
clue to the Differenc e betwee n them. That is, to the Difference 'within '
the Triune God. Somehow, in negative overlaps and nonholistically does
the happening of God perpetually go-on.

Karl Rahner and Raimundo Panikkar remind us that Christians still
need a  theology of the 'impersonal' in God. The problem is compounded
when w e remember tha t even the term 'Person' in Trinitarian theolog y
does not mean 'person' in the human sense of the word. The Greek term
hypostasis wa s meant by the Council theologians to avoid twi n fallacies :
that the Trinity involved a  'modal variation of the Divine Unity' on the
one hand, or an 'anthropomorphic personhood' on the other.54 If we go
on t o distinguis h betwee n th e term s 'Person ' (a s in th e Trinity ) and
'person' (a s in human personhood) , differentia l theolog y can assert (1)
the Divine Unity is devoid and imPersonal, (2) the Trinity—because of its
internal voidin g oppositions—i s Personal , an d (3 ) the Triun e Go d i s
'impersonal' (except for the Son, insofar a s the Son is incarnate in Jesus
Christ, who in His human nature has 'personal consciousness'). What is
more/less, this formulation of the Triune God undergoes dislocatio n by
way o f the Divin e Glitch addressed earlier , so that God becomes—fo r
those demanding a  God of 'stable definition'—quite frightening indeed.

!)3 Tha t Derridean double-binds are not paradoxical should be clear: the binds are not
congruent with each other, nor d o they somehow compose a whole. See Derrida's
commentary/demonstration in The Truth in Painting, 162.
i)4 Nor does it involve human gender, of course.
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(All th e more so, still, if one recalls that this Glitch is just a paltry clue—it
too comes under erasure, and, needless to say, God's own erasure.)

The semantic pair 'personal-impersonal ' opens up a  third sens e as
well, whereby 'impersonal ' connotes 'not-caring' , 'not-loving' , etc. The
Biblical traditio n reveal s almight y Go d t o b e Love r of humanity an d
performer o f Loving deed s (culminatin g with Lov e o n th e cross) , an d
thereby teaches Christians tha t God is radically not 'impersonal' i n th e
human pejorative sense. But my point here is that God is 'personal' and
'impersonal', and this latter, this 'more-than-personal', can easily appear
to human s a s non-Loving. What differentia l theolog y doe s i s confir m
what man y Christia n mystic s (an d othe r mystics ) have attested , tha t
God—while stil l imbricate d into us—i s nonetheless radicall y otherwise
("neither are your ways my ways," Isa. 55:8; "how inscrutable his ways,"
Rom. 11:33) .

No doub t th e report s of mystics belonging to the 'centric ' tradition
later recast this Otherwise into familiar logocentri c formulae, but other s
most certainl y do not.55 For the differentia l mystics , the Burnin g Bush,
unquenchable, i s al l afir e fo r sure , but al l atangle  a t the sam e time . In
particular thes e mystic s repor t ho w Go d ha s t o shoc k the m int o th e
Divine Otherwise . Differentia l theology , for its part, suggest s tha t th e
'unchanging God' is the God of Same, not the Self-Same. And tha t God is
better served by the notion of alterity than stasis. The Same of the Divine
Unity then becomes more like an ever-roaming (MF errant) Sameness , an
infinite Repetition-with-a-drift . And thi s Divin e Unit y i s raise d b y
Personal (trinitarian ) kenoses whic h eve r differ , forever . Lik e a  trul y
Infinite Retrea t of emptyings-out. And thi s Triune God would see m t o
loop forever fro m the elegant double-bind at Its (unwedged) core.

Healing becomes, then , not a  question o f holism but o f samenes s
established b y difference . I n Christianity, even when Christ prays "tha t
all may be one, as you Father in me, and I  in you" (Joh n 17:21), the poin t
would be that as the Father and So n purely diffe r an d s o establish thei r
oneness, s o (b y differing ) shal l "al l b e one. " An d i n Madhyamika n
Buddhism too (a s we saw) , where the explanation  o f difference differ s s o
dramatically fro m th e Christian explanation, the constitute d samenes s
works al l th e mor e b y wa y o f negativ e reference , indeed—i n th e
Madhyamikan Buddhis t case— a purel y negativ e referenc e withou t
exception.

55 Fo r an example of a Christian mystic who is not centric , rea d Derrida on Angelus
Silesius in Derrida, "Post-Scriptum: Aporias, Ways and Voices," in H. Coward and T.
Foshay, eds., Derrida  and Negative Theology,  (Albany : SUNY Press, 1992), 282-323.
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Intersections ar e lines . Lines  have no 'space' , no 'dimension' , so
they cannot have ground 'i n common'. Let us calmly agree to disagree .
The devoidnesse s o f Buddhism , an d Christianity , an d Derridea n
deconstruction (an d o f others too)—while/a s intersecting—are by thi s
very fac t apart.  Th e 'samenesses ' the y thu s constitut e shal l hea l th e
world.
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