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Abstract

For Meister Eckhart (1260-1328), mysticism aims at the
realization of the ongoing self-revelation of being, for which he
uses the image of the ongoing birth of the son of God in the
soul. This is compared with the distinction that is made in The
Awakening of Faith Sutra between one’s ever-present original
enlightenment (benjue), and the process of actualizing or
realizing that enlightenment (shijue). For such a mystical
realization, the practice of “forgetting the self” is essential, in
order to make room for the continual presencing of truth right
before one’s very eyes.

For the advancement of the field of comparative mysticism,
a dialogical approach is necessary. This paper serves as a case
study of the role that Eckhart’s “Asian Christianity” can play in
the development of such a dialogue between Christian and

Buddhist scriptures.

Keywords: Eckhart, God, Revelation, Buddha Nature, Mysticism,

Hermeneutics, Enlightenment
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André van der Braak : Meister Eckhart and 7he Awakening of Faith Sutra

1. Introduction

Meister Eckhart (1260-1328) is considered by some the
quintessential mystic in the Western religious tradition. He has been
invoked by scholars in comparative mysticism in both East and West.
Meister Eckhart’s “mysticism of unity” forms an excellent bridge
reconciling Christianity and Asian religions.! It has been compared to
Zen Buddhism by D.T. Suzuki (1870-1966) and the Kyoto School
thinkers Keiji Nishitani (1900—1990) and Shizuteru Ueda (1926-).

In this paper, Eckhart’s notion of the ongoing birth of the son
of God in the soul will be compared to the Mahayana Buddhist notion
of Buddha Nature, as presented in the well known Mahayana sutra,
the Dacheng Qixinlun (The Awakening of Faith Sutra). This paper will
explore the parallels between Eckhart’s mystical project (illuminating
the ongoing birth of the son of God in the soul) and the Mahayana
Buddhist mystical project (realizing the continuous self-revelation of
one’s own inherent Buddha Nature). In this way, it will become
apparent that Eckhart’s “Asian Christianity” can play an important
role in developing a dialogue between Christian and Buddhist

scriptures.?

' Hee-Sung Keel, “Meister Iickhart’s Asian Christanity: Mysticism as a Bridge between
Christianity and Zen Buddhism”, Studies in Interreligions Dialogue 14 (2004) 1:75-94; Hee-Sung
Keel, Meister Eckhart: An Asian Perspective (Leuven: Peeters, 2007).

2 For a more extensive comparison between Eckhart and Buddhism, especially with regard to the
Japanese Zen master Dogen (1200-1253), see André van der Braak, “The Mystical
Hermeneutics of Fckhart and Dégen: The Continuous Self-revelation of Buddha Nature”,
Studies in Interreligions Dialogue 21 (2011): 151-169.
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2. Eckhart’s mystical hermeneutics

Meister Eckhart was born in 1260 in Thuringia, Germany. He became
a Dominican friar at a young age, and studied at the University of Paris. In
1294 he was appointed general vicar of Thuringia. From 1300-1302 and
from 1311-1313 he taught as a professor at the University of Paris. After
1313 he served as the head of the Dominican convent of Strasbourg, and
as a spiritual guide of the Dominican nunneries of Southern Germany. He
regularly gave sermons which were written down by the nuns at these
monasteries. Since these sermons contained various controversial passages,
in 1326 the Catholic Church started inquisition proceedings against him.
Eckhart appealed his case to the pope in 1327 but died soon afterwards. In
1329, some propositions of his doctrine were condemned by the pope.

For this reason, Eckhart has often been viewed as a mystic who was
at odds with the Christian tradition of his time. However, Robert Dobie
argues in a recent study, Logos and Revelation, that Eckhart’s mysticism is not
separate from the Christian tradition, but rather constitutes a “mystical”
way or mode of appropriating that tradition, in order to further deepen
and develop it.> Mysticism is not a noun for Eckhart - it is not a system of
thought or practice that is detached from his own religious tradition - it is
only a “mystical” way to comprehend that tradition. As part of this
comprehension, the noton of “revelation” is crucial for the medieval
mystic as well as the medieval theologian. As religion scholar Gershom

Scholem has argued:

* Robert |. Dobie, Lagos & Revelation: Ibn 'Arabi, Meister Eckhart, and Moystical Hermeneutics
(Washington, D. C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2010).
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