MASAO ABE: BUDDHISM AND INTERFAITH DIALOGUE. Edited by Steven Heine. Macmillan Press, 1995. 245 pp.

This book collects a list of essays written by Professor Abe Masao (1915-2006), who was a well-known Japanese Buddhist and philosopher that majors in comparative religions, especially in Buddhist-Christian dialogues. John Hick praised him as the Zen philosopher exponent after D.T. Suzuki (1870-1966).[footnoteRef:1] This book is the first part of his two-volume sequel “Zen and Western Thoughts”, provides a comprehensive summary of his passionate endeavour on involving Buddhism into Western interfaith communication. Abe asserts that the current multireligious world is facing challenges not only from anti-religious groups but also from extreme fundamentalism. Therefore, instead of a mutual-understood interfaith dialogue, Abe insists that it is more sufficient if every religion could have a “transformative dialogue” that shares their deepest spirituality beyond all traditions and practices (p.5). In order to do this, he requires every religion to understand the non-dualistic oneness of the ultimate reality instead of attaching on the monotheistic divine figures, which in Abe’s explanation, are all manifestations of the ultimate oneness.  [1:  John Hick, the foreword of Zen and Western Thought, ix.] 


Abe rejects what John Hick demonstrated as “one divine reality” that shows commonality to all religions. He deems that reducing the common essence as a principle is problematic since any principles of monotheism and monism are rejected in Buddhist doctrines. Buddhist doctrines “imply an epistemic awakening to the boundless openness in which everything, including the one and the many, the divine and the human, is grasped as completely interdependent and interpenetrating” (p.144). This may because of Abe’s Buddhist background for viewing Buddhist ultimacy as a metaphysic of “Absolute Nothingness or non-discriminating Wisdom” (p.53) but not a personal God like Christianity does. Abe insists on establishing a “positionless position” that keeps us free from all presuppositions and conceptualisations, in a way it directly refers to Buddhist emptiness. The distinction between emptiness and ultimate reality from other religions is that emptiness is a common texture rather than a substance, therefore, having a monistic unity cannot express the “distinctiveness and uniqueness of each religion” since there is no core to share within. 

I find this emphasis on emptiness showing superiority of Buddhism and somehow strengthens the barrier in Abe’s so-called transformative dialogues between religions. Firstly, I doubt if it is suitable for him to degrade God as a “manifestation” under his so-called Boundless Openness – or Emptiness, and I wonder if any Christian would be comfortable with such a statement. Secondly, Abe mentions that he must recognise that Western thought on Buddhist consciousness history is lacking development and there is no Buddhist doctrine that is historically organised as Christian eschatology (p.59). While he has made an exception of three periods after the Buddha’s death, I suppose that he was referring to the Degenerate Age[footnoteRef:2], however, he seems to miss the historical fact that Pure Land Buddhism since Shandao (613-681) has established an idea that the period we are living now is in the Degenerate Age when Buddha Gautama’s teaching can no longer offer liberation. And thus, an eschatological theory of West Buddha Land and the belief on worshipping Buddha Amitabha was created under such circumstances, by claiming that only chanting Buddha Amitabha’s name can offer people effective salvation. Pure Land Buddhism, as one of the most radical sects and the closest Buddhist sect towards Christianity, was formed through a certain socio-political motivation and also a revolutionary new teaching of Buddhism. Abe’s perspective on Buddhism probably comes from his Zen Buddhist and Dogen scholar background, however, his notion of “Buddhism” in this book struggles as a very abstract and empty sense, for that Buddhism is a very cosmological religion and shares different soteriological practices depending on histories and traditions of each school. [2:  More about the introduction of the Degenerate Age, see Shōon Hattori, A Raft from the Other Shore: Honen and the Way of Pure Land Buddhism, pp.15-16.] 


Abe does not only seek for just an experimental and objective Emptiness ideology, in order to establish his universal basis, he steps further and postulates a “self-emptying” God based on the kenosis of Christ. Hans Kung criticised his hypothesis of a kenotic God for its lacking of biblical references, while Abe quoted Karl Rahner’s statement to prove his understanding of “kenosis and genesis of God” (p.56). I’m not sure if the quotation truly meets what he wanted to demonstrate, or how the behaviour of Jesus Christ “emptying himself” in the Philippines relates to his emphasis of Absolute Nothingness. If I need to view the kenosis of Christ in a Buddhist way, I would take it as a separation of his Big-self and Small-self (or I should metaphor as divine self and human self, if it makes more sense). However, clarifying the existing figure of God to achieve a non-dualistic oneness has also negated all the ideologies from the Christian perspective which were already established for centuries. Even though God is all-loving, or he was involved with Jesus while the latter emptied himself, this statement does not support a metaphysical distinctiveness between self and emptiness efficiently. 

While Abe is quite eloquent on distinguishing Buddhist emptiness from being considered as nihilism, he indicates that the realisation of emptiness must be understood as a Middle Way. In Abe’s opinion, human nature inclines attaching on pleasure, and it is the greed for pleasure that makes us live in suffering (p.74). Only by non-abiding to neither pleasure nor suffering, one would reach the movement of emptiness. This non-duality, in his view, is why emptiness is identical to any individual like God figure, yet is beyond a simple God figure for its universal existence (pp.76-77), which transcending beyond saṃsāra (cycle of rebirth with suffering) and nirvāṇa (liberation). 

He found this key teaching a parallel of Paul Tillich’s Protestant principle, in which Tillich discusses the relations between the sacred and the secular of Protestantism: “the Protestant principle that the sacred sphere is not nearer to the Ultimate than the secular sphere. It denies that either of them has a greater claim to grace than the other: both are infinitely distant from and infinitely near to the Divine” (p.93). However, he also points out that the key difference among these two is that Tillich’s dynamic identity of God contains a mutually dependent polarity yet is inadequate with symmetrical equivalence. While Tillich highlights the particularity of Jesus Christ died for the universal on his Crucifixion, Abe disagreed his statement for that this realisation of dialectical identity should not be only done by Jesus himself but not by any other individual: “[This notion] presupposes the experience of the Holy in everything finite and particular.” (p.99). Furthermore, Abe argues Tillich’s polarity as the latter seems to put God as an existence, so that Being is superior over Non-being, but not as opposed equality (p.109). He emphasises that Tillich’s Christological interpretation is quite difficult to be accepted by Buddhists, which is true, but we should also consider that when it comes to an argument of universal, the specification which Tillich applied was coming from Christianity, and this also indicates Abe’s inclusivistic view that struggling him from adapting dialectical identity in another religion’s perspective. He criticises that Tillich’s existential awareness of non-being refers to anxiety, and is something that can be overcome through faith; on the other hand, the primordial beginning and the eschatological faith of Christianity in Abe’s eyes are just a “linear view of time and history,” he states that in Buddhism “time is beginningless and endless it is not considered to be linear as in Christianity or circular as in non-Buddhist Oriental mysticism” (pp.153-154). I partially agree with Abe’s opinion on that time is overcome when one reaches enlightenment, but again, he made the same mistake as he ignored Pure Land above, he forgets about the fact that Buddhism does have eschatology such as the arrival of Maitreya Buddha, who will be born and bring back the teaching of dharma in a new era.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  See Hooper, Rev. Richard, End of Days: Predictions of the End from Ancient Sources. Sedona, AZ. p.156.] 


In general, Abe made a fundamental mistake of inclusivism throughout his whole book. Apart from stating Buddhism as a whole concept without realising the intrareligious differences among Buddhism itself, Abe demonstrates his concept in an abstract and metaphysical approach. His “transformative dialogue” was fundamentally problematic, because dialogues should be based on the attitude of mutual respect on each other’s religion, not trying to “transform” them. Indeed, he has offered a very insightful Buddhist philosophy, but during most of his chapters, he was actually ignoring some general similarities between Buddhist-Christian dialogue and polarising Buddhism and Christianity into opposed positions while wiping out the unique existence of Christian God to show his Buddhist superiority. Maybe we should start from a more common and centred doctrine when we do interreligious dialogue, instead of arguing about eschatology and teleology, that are not the main teachings we have learned from the religion founders.
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