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On Taishi, the Great Death,
in Zen Experience

Eshin Nishimura

I

In Zen Buddhism, particularly in Hakuin Zen, a representative
type of Zen which asserts that Enlightenment is the ultimate goal,
the dark experience called “Taishi ichiban” k%E—%, or “the Great
Death once for all” is an unaboidable stage on the way to Enlight-
enment and this is the crucial experience through which we pass
in order to be reborn. Therefore we may call this dark stage
“ Human Death ” compared to Animal or Physical Death; “ Absolute
Death ” compared to Relative Death. The purpose of this paper
is to clarify the importance and unique characteristics of this Great
Death in Zen experience using as a comparison “The Dark Night

of the Soul” of St. John of the Cross (1542-1591).

I

Miss Evelyn Underhill classifies five stages under which we study
the mystical life as follows ;¥

1) Awakening of the self to conciousness of Divine Reality

2) Realization of the finite and imperfect self, .. Purgation

3) Illumination

4) The final and complete purification of the self... This is

called “Mystic Pain”, “Mystic Death” or “Dark Night of

1) Mysticism, Meridian Books, New York, 1955, P, 169
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the Soul”

5) Union with God
In considering the forth stage, it is best to take “ Ascent of
Mount Carmel” of St. John of the Gross® in which he presents in
detail the idea of the dark night of the soul.
At the very begining of Book the First, he writes,
“ Wherein is described the nature of the dark night and how
necessary it is to pass through it to Divine union; ...
Describes two different nights through which spiritual
persons pass, according to the two parts of man, the lower
and the higher...h”®
In this way he descrives two different nights, that is to say
dark night of the senses and that of spirit, and details both of

them. But it is not my purpose to elaborate these.

I

What then does “ Taishi” mean is Zen Buddhism ?

Man has necessarily conflict between good and evil, or life and
death at the base of his existence, as his destiny, and in order to
overcome or emancipate this fundamental conflict many religious
people and philosophers have found various ways in our history.
Here we may distinguish them by tree types.

1. when man was awakened to the finiteness of death or sin or
evil, some tried to escape from this finiteness by way of depending
on outside absolute being like God or Amitabha Buddha., This

appeared as an absolut negation of humanity in Medieval times,

2) Translated and edited with a general introduction by E. Allison Pears,
Image Book, New York, 1958
3) P,19
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And this way of living is entiery passive and weak.

2. After the Middle ages humanism seems to have sprung into
existence as a refutation of this attitude of negation. But too
much emphasis on the egoistic attitude toward human existence
brought humanity to a deadlock because it obscured the fundamen-
tal human conflict on which “ Human being ” exists,

3. Here is a place where the Zen attitude toward life can be
welcomed as the only way of overcoming the human crisis today.
The Zen way of emancipation is based on absolute negation of the
basic element of human existence which is life and death or good
and evil, In other words, it means the absolute negation of human
existence itself, because this basic conflict is consonant with human
existence, It does not mean the negation of humanity which is
anti-humanity or theism; It means absolute negation. We may
call this stage Taishi, absolute Death or Great Death, There is

neither death nor life, nor good nor evil, Of course this is not
only a matter of conciousness so-called, but of all existence.

This stage of experience might be compared wiht the dark night
of the soul of St, John of the Cross in the sence of negation of
ordinary humanity, or so far as black darkness of the soul is con-
cerned,

It is however terribly hard to negate human existence by oneself,
Here is a mission of Koan, /74%. The Koan is not an ordinary
problem to be resolved but a way to make man emancipate himself
from the fundamental conflict of human existence by identifing
with it, The Koan makes man go beyond both sense and intelli-
gence and make him realize the base of existence whence all
human sense and intelligence issues,

The Koan has been used in Rinzai Zen ﬁ@ﬁﬁ since Ta-hui Tsung-
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kao A-EE=25 (1089-1163) declared Kanna Zen ﬁfﬁﬁ in China, But

the Koan was systematized by Hakuin Ekaku [p#ak (1689-1768) in

the Edo period of Japan, Taishi or Great Death therefore can be

experieneced in Kanna Zen, Taishi is also called Taigi X5 or

Great Doubt because of the nature of the Koan. Zen text says as

follows,

or,

“ One should have doubt at first in order to practise Zen,
Where there ie a great doubt, there must be a great

Enlightenment 4

[Z2M—ETREE RELEAE]

“ Arouse doubt troughtout wyour entire béing, and devote
yourself to “Mu”, the Chinese character, Atend to it
day and night; Do not make any nihilistc idea, nor any
dualistic idea, Just as if having swallowed a hot iron pill,
you can not spit the doubt out, even if you try to spit,
Having your former wrong intelligence and wrong concious-
ness, and having come to pure maturety after a ling course
of practice, you will get naturally into the identity of sub-
jectivity and objectivity; you will admit that you have

realized the experience as a dumb person has dreamed a

dream,”®

[ 308 S ] I 2R S T R WS R IR R F R M T T R 2L
BAUAERIHE: SUH: R HH B R RURRTE A S B AR TR —F 1
BFREHFEA

As we see in these lines, Taishi or Taigi is the crucial experience

through which we can come into Enlightenment, which is the true

4) Shimon-hozo-shu HP4EREHE
5) Mumonkwan {Efqf§ Chapt. I, commentary
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Buddha himself, who has no conflict in conflict.
We call such an enlghtend man Buddha, fff, Mushoji-tei BB,
a man who has no life-and-death, or Fushizen-fushiaku-tei, REZER

BHEE, a man who thinks of neither good nor evil,

v

Now I would like to consider Taishi in conparison with the dark
night of the soul of St. John of the Cross,

In the case of St, John, a journey of the soul to the union with
God originated with the awaking of the self to conciousness of
Divine Reality, The dark night comes from the privation of every
kind of pleasure which belongs to desire, in man's longing to elevate
himself to the Divine, Here we can recognize man’s will to escape
from finiteness to infiniteness which is God. But such a dualistic
way of escape can not emancipate us from the fundamental conflict
of human existence., The dark night of St. John in this sense,
might be indicative only of this conflict,

On the contrary, Taishi, the dark night of Zen experience, is
caused by absolute negation of this conflict. It does not seek
outward being but into one’s self, This attitude toward reality
may be called non-dualistic or introvert seeking,

In particular the attitude of St. John toward reality is emotional
because it is caused by awareness of man’s finiteness, on the con-.
trary that of Zen is intellectual because it is caused by the strong
will to overcome the conflict of man’s being.

According to A, paulain, S, J., who is a good interpreter of the
mysticism of St. John, the dark night of the soul is the extreme

borderland separeting ordinary prayer from the mystic union,® It

6) The Graces of INTERIO PRAYER (LES GRACES D’ORAISON) Part
111, Chapt. XV P. 200
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sounds as if this dark state is a successive state which combines
ordinary prayer with the prayer of mystical union,

St. John describes besides two dark nights as he says, “two
different nights through which spiritual parsons pass, according to
the two parts of man, the lower and the higher,”” And he gives
names to these two nights “ The night or purgation of the sensual
part of the soul ” and “ The night of the spiritual part of the sonl”

The night of Zen experience, however, has no such degree which
St. John expresses: “two degrees of the contemplation of God.”

In the state of Taishi, man does not realize such element as
poulain describes as habitual aridity, memory of God, painful and
persistent need, affection to our natural taste and so on, because
there is neither subject nor object except the fact of night itself,
Therefore how can such degrees as sensual and spiritual exist ?

In other words, in the night of Zen experience there is no be-
coming but being. There is no direction to advance but existence
itself, which has no eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no sense, no
spirit and no body,

Zen describes it in such word as “a mass of doubt Ef[”, “A
doubt including a hundred thousand small doubts JF-&§ &5 [ —5E 7,
“The earth being filled with black HHiEIBE ”, “In the midst of
a region of ice H{Hl —f#fEks” and so on. In such a condition,
man is darkness itself, Therefore Hakuin, for example, mentions
as follows,

“When man breaks the bumpkin stick (body), the earth is
at once a mass of black, the universe loses its colour and

the sun and the moon swallow their shining, Or again, it is

7) Ascent of Mount Carmel, Book I, Chapt. I, P. 19
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like a black lacquered bowl with filled black soup,”®
WIT RS T, MR HRE S, Tkt n A, REMERE
B

In this respect, it is not hard to understand that Taishi of Zen
experience can not be a borderland which ordinarily separates man
from mystic union but is rather a precipice from which man casts
himself at the risk of life.

St. John, as we see, describes two different nights of the soul.
And on the second night he mentions as follows,

“ This (second night) obscure night is a certain inflowing of God
into the soul,..Contemplatives call it infused contemplation or
mystical theology...God secretly teaches the soul and instructs
it in the perfection of love, without effort on its own part beyond
loving attention to God, listening to His voice .and admitting the
light He send ... "®

From these lines, I understand that in the second night of St,
John, Subjectivity of mystical action is replaced by God in place
of man, God begins to draw man up to a higher level actively, and
on the contrary, man who made the effort to elevate himself to
the union with God actively on the first night is led by God
passively without any effort. Passivity seems to be a typical
characteirstic of the dark night of the soul, a borderland state,
because there is no distinct discontinuity but a gradual continuity
in the context of the experience of rebirth,

On the other hand, in the Taishi of Zen experience we can not

find any passive element anywhere, but we find active effort to

8) Hakuin Zenji Dokugo-shingyo, HRffH#E % Commentary on the
word “the highest Mantram ” Z5HH5¢
9) Obscure Night, Book II P. 380
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break the shell of dark self. But here is a very important thing
which we should not miss, That is motivation of man’s enlighten-
ment, gi.ven from outside man,

We call it “ Sokutaku-no-ki B2 > or the motivation of the
breaking of shell of egg which should be done from btoth outside
by hen and inside by chicken at the same time, Master Hui-néng
#4E, for example, got Enlightenment by listening to the chanting
of the Diamond stura, Master Té-shan f@j]] got it by observing
that Master Lung-t‘an {f§i#i blew a candle flame out, Master
Ling-ylin #Eg% got it Ly seeing a peach flower falling, Master
Po-chang FE3 got it when his master Ma-tsu fgjH twisted his
nose in his young days, Master Hakuin ¢ got it by hearing
the sound of the temple gong. In this way, in the case of Zen
experience, through nature or master’s help man get Enlightem-
ent, However there should be a brave effort of man at the
same time.

In the case of St. John, the purpose of his journey of the soul
is union wiht God, in other words elevation of the soul from fini-
teness to infiniteness or from sentient to Divine, Man who climbs
the ladder toward God, however, seems to have no goal because
God is infinite Being eternally., Even if he could be infinite Being
man is still nothing but opposite of finiteness so far. There is no
resolution,

On the contrary, the Zen man who comes out of the darkness is
absolute infinite Being because there is neither finiteness nor in-
finiteness in him, Therefore man can be a man of absolute freedom
who is beyond life and death, finite and infinite, sentient and
Divine, Such an ideal image of man is a tremendous production

of Taishi, the dark night, of Zen experience,



