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WEST FACES WEST FROM THE EAST AND

THE TWAIN MEET
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One of the matrks of the owwsent era, ’ ‘“RV“L

is tgif‘many of the Tealities with which we have to deal-mesd=t Al
lans ekt T flasy dwel B~ laug
atheir original definitions. They resist such definitions because

the categories and boundaries by which they are placed have been
altered, adjusted, and in some instances simply obliterated. Thus
"the east'" -- referring to eastern and/or Asian culture -- is not

remote or far away, but close at hand, Séarly immediate to our-
(XTIN afpia T 4 A

selves.ﬂ "The mysterious east'" lies in the midst of us. And "the
east” that is here is not identical with ''the east' that used to
be away out there. In certain respects, the immediacy of ''the
east"” has created distance on ''the west.'" And "the west' that
"the east' has made accessible is not the same "west' that we
thought we had typed, or, perhaps, stereotyped.

I recognize that this is an enigmatic way to begin. And I

don't want to be enigmatic. But the turnabouts are intriguing.

Elsewhere I have wristen about the turnabout in the contemporary
religious climate fro;:agﬁiion" (ala -the—renmewal—of the social
gospel, the theologies of hope and change) to '"contemplation"
(ala the new interest in mystical religion, contemplative and

medfitational practices, new fascination with the religions of

the monasteries, etc,). Today T want-to concentrate on-other

related . For the contemporary religious
milieu is characterized not only by intriguing and multi=layered

intepchanges and exchanges between "east' and ''west'" -- the



traffic is flowing in both directions. It is also marked by
transpositions, transmutations, and metamorphoses of the most
intriguing sorts. For example, in addition to the new strength
that conservative Christianity is finding in contemporary cul-
ture, the most dominant cultural fact in California pertains to
the rise of "the new religions." And by '"new religions,” we
mean definitely new religion as well as old religions in new
places. Buddhism is strong.in California; indeed, Buddhism is
very strong in Colorado, A;d the strength ofrt%is phe oéenon,
an Asian religion making large inroads in western culture,
should give scholars much to whet their curiosity, their
scholarly fascinations, their methodological propensities.
And‘ggtaddition to the appearance of old religions in new

places, there is also genuinely new religion: religion that

is different from the religion of the religious traditionms,
religion that almost looks upon the religion of the religious
traditions as a previous stage in the ongoing history of human
self-consciousness. This development "religion" dif-
ferently.than was the understanding before. With it has come
an adjustment u;;Lén categories of interpretation. Classical

religious traditions are being approached nowadays as "peren-
nial psychologies." iGeme—would_add*_nhat_as_religions_axe
being transformed into psychologties, so the dominant form of
psychology being taught—withintheuniversity tends—tolook-

k .~—But-we-can._leave-that possi-
bility—aside. Tho—@po;nm fﬁ!ﬁ‘: areuj.iving in a time when

large alterations are occurring. 8 East‘becomet immediate to fle

west. A portion of west turns to east for illumination and
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guidance ,mt-t moment’ut't another portion of east is

groping to find a way to emulate that portion orgw&,w' whirsdy Wigl
paradoxically, is most responsible for west's fascination

with east. And, even more curiously, now that it has en-

countered the resources of the east most profoundly, the

west has turned to face itself anew,'fﬂis time, for the

: s cm
first time in its historyzdfrom the east. " The west is facing

ap O TR sk,
west from the east. The phenomenon is both corollary and sig-
nificant correction of Harvey Cox' thesis in his new book

Turning East (1977).

There is no easy explanation of the turnabouts. But
there is a kind of scenario that one can trace. There was
a time, when east was east and west was west and never the

Than — Wik Sach tltw —

twain shall meet, when the appreaeh—+t0 the religions of the
Wt Tt  as budafy oHed, docliian, chadeyiu.

meant "belief systems.'" When speaking about matters religious,
questions might arise regarding one"s ''faith preferences." Or

one might ask questions about''one's faith." And the way to

Xeas 11‘&11&- i,
study religion academically was to concentrate on iéaaei&%al +
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A religion was a ''faith," and "a faith" was construed in domi-
nantly ideational terms. This is another way of saying that

the dogmatic, doctrinal, and creedal aspects of a religion were
given greatest emphasis. Within the Christian context, in parti-
cular, there was great concern about whether one was a believer,

or an atheist, or an agnostic, These seemed to be the most ob-

vious choices. .-
/
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Exo£oundhphanzeaﬁoccurred through-the-influenee -of-psycho- ‘i*’“ﬂ24k1~
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medicine or of psychology, but represents a significant reflexive
turn in the history of humancconsciousness. It symbolizes that
self-awareness has advanced to another stage, or has been trans-

lated into a new form, in certain respects, paralleling the

transition from mythos to logos. It is a major event in the

history of human self-awareness. And once it has occurred,MWﬁ

Mmaaluly,
s&f—-knowiedge can never remain the way it was before. After

the birth of psychoanalysis, human beings simply perceive and
Mo can S4g

interpret themselves in ways not conceivable before. The—sipns
poreltndd Thi >

am#—neﬁe@fe&nd in a wide variety of fields of

endeavor, from expressionist art to existentialist literature to

psycho-dramas, even to psycho-history. But we must proceed with

the chronicle.
when

It is very significant thatapersons immersed in tiree Wwau) ‘Q\m.,
CONSC LAl
ps-;c.baaalgmsde’ turned to the texts and literature of
the Asian religious traditions, they found resonance. Indeed,
not—esi—did Ehey found resonance; - they also foun‘d equivalents
L Rean woa Nouw el Stk .
as well as resources that would assist nd. This

is saying more than that the Asian traditions could be read and

R 37 o8 oA vrilusl OMseimINan |
engaged and..na&i&:ps;:chcaﬁbm&h—seﬂmy. it is
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also saying more than that ho—m_umo-nc al‘::'compatiblekxz

large respects. It is also saying that the psychoanalytic event

in the history of western self-consciousness stimulated a

(
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capacity to engage thc Asian traditions. It awakened sensitivites




and interests necessary to the discovery of 'the east’ in terms
"the west'" could apprehend. I am suggesting that certain condi-
tions had to be created within the west before the east could be
recognized for what it was, or is, or might become. And these
conditions were directly related to certain changes in the ways
in which human beings came to understand themselves.

"Western religion'" (so-called) did not profit from the ex-
change, at least not in the first round. Because "western reli-
gion" was understood primarily in ideational terms, it was posi-
tioned as an alternative to the new religious possibilities acces-
sible in the west. dﬁTrI;/but it succinctly, whereas "western

religion" was understood primarily in ideational or ideological

terms, and was treated as ''faith''(meaning a belief system . fin
g y 1

damentally), "eastern religion' presented itself in personal

terms, in the language of self-knowledge, as means of self-
awareness

disclosure, iunder the auspices of personal transfosmation and

trans-personal transformation. O%,“{o say it in another way,
not only did "eastern religion' present itself with psychological
ané—psychoanatytieml resonance¢, but it was also mystical from
the start. And the mystical tradition had lain hidden in: the
west, with some exceptions, since it was quelled in France in
the seventeenth century.

The sort of analysis we are offering is not quirkish.
It agrees with the larger socio-cultural changes that have
occurred in the west since "orld War II, particularly since
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 1In his wonderfully provocative book

entitled Gates of Fden. American Culture in the Sixties (1977),

Morris Dickstein characterizes a chain of development, from the

omn the zel



fifties, into the sixties, then into the seventies, in American

life, as fo llows:

The fifties were a great period for home and family,
for getting and spending, for cultivating one's garden.
All of this is reflected in its writing. But its
spokesmen also called it an Age of Anxiety; behind its
material growth hovers a quiet despair, whose symbols
are the BRomb and the still-vivid death camps, and a
fear of Armageddon.... Put this anxiety is meta-
physical and hermetic, closed in upon itself."

Dickstein continues:

"We Shall Overcome' was a Baptist hymn which became

the anthem of/the socigl Ynovemetity. The Jjpirit o

tHe /sixties fvitnessed/the|tranSfofgmaton \of upbOpian
relligioh info the tefms of secular hymanigm. /.. |So
thel sixtieg translated thq Edenic| igfpulse|omce agg
ingo politfical terps...staeting w the il rightls

movement|,/which w#s propelled by the millenial spirit
of South&rn black religion...

The culture of the fifties was European in its irony
and sophistication. It put its faith in what is
called "the tragic sense of life," a fateful deter-
minism that affirmed the obduracy of man's nature
and his surroundings. But for the culture of the
sixties the watchword was liberation: the shackles
of tradition and circumstance were to be thrown off,
society was to be molded to the shape of human pos-

sibility.

By the early seventies...time had once again re-
vealed to us the illusion and even dangers of
"paradise now," and had disclosed virtues we had

slighted. .. < e e Lo
M o sagputset - o WMW"’ Gt L"‘\
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Dickstein's chronitle illustrates that it isn't enough to .
portray 'western religion'" in ideational terms. It is also appro-
prouar, aal Wl
priate to think of it in terms of agemey, as religion determined ‘u*k*%
1

that society can be molded to the shape of human possibility, as i

religion trying to change the world to conform with the norms of

A

the Kingdom of God. David Bakan in his book, The Duality of .
HEEfE_EfBﬁELﬁnq;, refers to this as religion of agency as distinctJiqklzg_

from the religion of com munion. The former seeks to alter exis-



tence before it can celebrate the goodness and/or propriety

of all things. The latter, the religions of communion, tend

to rest in the immediate and/or intrinsic goodness of all

things. 'Western religion' manifests both &ides, but, for

some time, its agential quality has been most pronounced. It

has been a religion directed toward making things better. It

is instrumental. It channels and regulates power. It sets

out goals that have not yet been achieved. It seeks to over-

come evil with good. All of this belongs to an affirmation

that reality possesses a basic propriety, a fundamental har-

mony and justice, a rightness that wills to be exercised, a

harmony that must be mhxumkikkks# enunciated, and justice that

will be mkhea mx enacted. Even the great song and cry of the

aixties "WE SHALL OVERCOME" can be placed in agency's syndrome.
The suggestion here is that the turn to ''the east" was

ESS) stimulatea;b disillusionment regarding the outcome of

the agential temper. Dickstein characterizes it this way: "by

the early seventies, time had once axga again revealed to us

the illusion and even dangers of the 'paradise now'" motif."

But then he adds, 'time also disclosed virtues we had slighted."

And my contention is that the turn to '"the east" is directly

related to '"virtues we had slighted,'" sparked by a certain dis-

illusionment with the outcome of the socio-political process,

fanned by zbmkukibmx the confusions and disorientations of the

Vietnam War. There was movement from ''the west'" to 'the east, "

then movement back again, &k then the kind of criss-crossing

that we have today -- the multi-dimensional back-and-forth

movement that goes under the banner '"The Twain Mxme Meet."
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In the time that is left to me, I want to concentrate on
some of the issues that loom on the horizon now that "the west
is facing west from the east." There are certain outcomes that
are apparent already. There is new interest, for example, in
western mystical literature. There is a more particular interest
in discovering or uncovering equivalents within western literature
to the rich mystical literature that xkxhakx comes from ''the
east." As a result, the character of the curriculum of many
rkakxhmkr academic programs in religious studies will probably

be altered. There will be more interest than before in monastic

life, in the possibilities for "full-time religion,” in contem-

plative experience. And we can add a host of similar tendencies
that the readjustments and realignments will prompt.
But the larger question concerns the overall outcome. How
will "western religion" look when it is probed from the vantage
points I have indicated? What will devotees find when they
search through it? What resources does it have, or will it
ibit? :
exhibit s L-¥LL A P&o""*L o
Here, it seems to me, the outcome wild=be-miwed. There alsa
Lh\‘m‘cw
will be both delight and disappointment. There will be delight T
with the lyric beauty of the writings of St. John of the Cross

and Teresa of Avila. There will be new and strong awareness of

the wonderfulxkakx transcendental quality of the contentions of

JLGD

Meamhaﬁmmmnd

Meister Eckhart There will be discovery of some relatively

(168 BEM

unknown mystical writers; Richard Rolle, John Tauler, Henrwy

Suso. There will be recognition bhac-aot_all—faminine_Léeoaetute
is Eyped—and stylized of the gxa great wealth of materials




written by women

The intrigue will be sustained by the discovery of such persons

as Hildegard of Bingen, And these are real gains. They—shoutd
not-Fe—drmtnished [»lw).kw 1 Maglthusg | Gl 7

i Suwac lal, 7
tTh eir importance should not be diminished. act

There will also be akkkmpxhkiam a wealth of evidence M vos, §

hatlie
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that mysticism is not simply a component of religion, but,
xkhxkekd perhaps even the root and xbukEs-end@®itry source of CLIC*J*AL”
enduring-—religion—And—this—being—the case, there will be
questions—about-whether ¢olleges and universities—ecan—be-

looked t

enduring religion. And there will be attempts to reconstruct
the history of xkXkgkmhxkmkxhekwexx 'western xkxkghm religion"
in light of this fXaEk possibility. ®Rhkxm (This phenomenon is
occurring already; Abbot Thomas Keating of the Trappist Abbey
in Spencer, Massachusetts has prepared a brief paper which
reconstructs western religion in light of the predominance

of the mystical kexm temper.) This being the case, there will
be questions about the meaning of religious studies, about whether
colleges and universities can be looked to to sustain this
tendency, whether the distinction between "of" and '"about"

can be sustained with clarity in the academic study of religion
very much longer, etc., And there will be a tendency teo=medee
fipdeegutyatents to locate meaningful religion in monastic
or quasimonastic settings, and, within the college and univer-

sity environment, to find or create functional equivalents to
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the traditional Xkakhksdkakx cathedral schools. All of this, and
more will occur. And it will be an exciting time, a frustrating

time in part, pak particularly within the university, Sew—she

where developments of this sort will appear to be "anti-
intellectualistic." In my capacity as a teacher and a frequent
participant in monastic happenings, I am rather mkekxkdkah#d
intrigued and excited by these developments. In my capacity
as a faculty member and an officer of a professional society
within the academy, I am concerned and more than a little
worried. For the Enlightenment mentality that continues to
pervade the university will not be able to find a way to sanc-
tion the new development; it lacks the capacity for it. And
the traditions of scholarship wi 11 probably not change fast

en ough to be able to appraise the new developments as anything
more than aberrations, deviations from the norm.

But ;§;£;§§§;Ec;he larger issue? What will kkhekEkxbkesx
findxkkkakkheyx happen when west faces west from the east?
First, while there will be excitemeggz&fﬁtﬁ&“$szxalso be gmeat Ao
disappointment. The mystical literature will carry a certain
remoteness. Obstacles will be placed in front of understanding.
The figures will continue to be relatively obscure. The writers
will continue to speak a strange language. There will be a con-
tinuing need for translators. Those who kkkkxkkkikxktk take the
time to prepare themselves properly will learn to find their way
around. And those who know their way around will find what they
want to find. These will find their interests deepened, nurtured,

and fed, and their instincts assisted. But they will also find
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much that is really tangential, much that seems strange, remote,
antequated, not as much "post-modern' as '"pre-modern." And why
should this be? Perhaps, as Jacob Needleman suggests, because
there is a necessary separation from XkakxkxHxkx ''sacred tradi=
sar tion" and ''present need." Why? Perhaps, because the
materials themselves, the literature itself, is marked in a
certain way. One never finds the mystical impulse there in
the raw, as it were, but only through sanctioned theological
interpretations of it. The mystical writings are overlaid with instant
theological interpretations, especially kmze those writings whose
authors are among the most informed members of established reli-
gious orders. Why? Because at the time the writings were prepared,
the m ystical impulse was expressed in the theological mode. And,
to a certain extent, it is the theological mode that remains remote.
It is the desire for an alternative to the theological mode that
has inspired the turn, from the very kex beginning. LEAls as
though, as Henri Bergson suggests, there are two religious impulses,
the one that moves toward a religion of authority, and the religion
of the spirit, and, in its original incarnation, western mysticism
is a curious xhrkxhihgkihgkakhdkmkxkrng intermingling and fusion of
the two. It places the 20th century reader in the Em difficult
situation of having to disentangle the km kaw two strands before
e vamqsial) Dpulie B prsgllbt.

But there is an even greater difficulty. We began this
excursus, skykxk¥ some time ago now, by talking about the
access to "the east! that was created within xke "the west"

by the birth of psychoanalysis. And we said that . Whis wetstzm,,



T he problem is that elaseieal western mystical writings have

not been influenced by psychoanalytical sensitivities. I #M(
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