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A Word of Welcome

Welcome, dear reader. Whether you come from an icon corner, a Buddhist temple, a Taoist garden, or from no fixed address at all, this book was written with you in mind.

The White Lotus Society is one established religion, and in it Pure Land Buddhism, Taoism, and Christianity flow together as a single river. We do not stand between traditions here. We stand in the one path they make together, and we write from that unity. This book comes from that home, yet it is meant to be a welcoming table for everyone.

Its heart is the mystical tradition of Christianity, especially as it has been lived in the Christian East: in the Orthodox Churches, the ancient Syriac and Coptic churches, and the Church of the East, whose monks carried the Gospel along the Silk Road as far as China. Around that heart we place conversations with Pure Land Buddhism, Taoism, and panentheistic spirituality. Where a resemblance appears, we rejoice in it, for it is the unity showing its face.

You will find four parts. Part I introduces the path of the Christian mystic. Part II explores points of spiritual resonance. Part III is an extended conversation among four friends at dusk in a parish courtyard. Part IV offers reflection and practical guidance.

This book is a companion to Pure Land Buddhism and The Taoist Way, which tell the same story from the Pure Land and Taoist sides of the table. The same four friends appear in all three.

Read slowly. Keep your own faith. Bring your questions. May this be a garden where you are glad to walk.

Glory to God for all things. In one garden.
Part I
The Christian Mystical Path
* * *


Chapter 1The God Beyond Names

Every mystical path begins with astonishment. The Christian East begins there with a bold claim: the God who made all things and who loves every creature is also beyond every word and every thought we have.

Two Ways of Speaking

Eastern Christian teachers speak of God in two ways. The first is cataphatic, or affirmative: God is good, God is love, God is light, God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Scripture and worship overflow with such words. The second is apophatic, or negative: God is not any thing among things, and every word falls short. Neither way cancels the other. The affirmations give us a face to love, and the negations keep us from mistaking the face for the whole.

The great teachers of the East held both together. Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335–395), one of the Cappadocian Fathers, retold the story of Moses climbing Mount Sinai. Moses first meets light at the burning bush, and then, higher on the mountain, enters the cloud and the darkness where God is. Gregory read this as a picture of the soul's journey: the closer we come to God, the more we learn that God cannot be grasped. The darkness is not emptiness. It is the excess of a light too bright for our eyes.

A later writer known as Dionysius the Areopagite (c. 500) gave this teaching its classic form in The Mystical Theology, praying to the Trinity beyond all being and speaking of a "dazzling darkness" of silence. His words became a foundation for Christian mystics in both East and West.

The Journey Without End

Gregory of Nyssa drew a gentle conclusion. If God is infinite, then the soul's journey never ends. He called it epektasis, a stretching forward, borrowing from Paul's words in Philippians 3:13 about straining toward what lies ahead. Heaven, in this vision, is not a place where we finish learning. It is a joy in which we grow forever in knowing and loving the One we can never exhaust.

The Holy Trinity

At the center of Eastern Christian faith stands the Trinity: one God in three persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, sharing one life in perfect love. The Cappadocian Fathers, Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory of Nyssa, gave the doctrine its careful shape in the fourth century. For the mystic, it is not an arithmetic puzzle but the heart of prayer: God is not a solitary power but a communion of love, and we are invited into it.

The Eastern Churches

The phrase Eastern Christianity covers several ancient families. The Eastern Orthodox Churches (Greek, Russian, Serbian, Romanian, Antiochian, and others) share one faith and liturgy. The Oriental Orthodox (Coptic, Ethiopian, Armenian, Syriac, and others) are among the oldest Christian communities on earth. The Church of the East, sometimes called the Assyrian Church, planted communities from Persia to India and China. Eastern Catholic Churches keep these liturgies in communion with Rome.

Their voices differ, and this book cannot speak for all. What it offers is a portrait of the mystical current that runs through them, taken mostly from the Greek and Slavic Orthodox tradition, and it acknowledges that a member of any of these churches may say things differently.

An Invitation

If you are new to this, you do not need to believe anything yet. Eastern Christians are famous for saying, "Come and see." Read as a guest. Sit near the candle. Let the words work quietly, and keep your own questions and your own tradition with you. The old teachers say that God is patient with visitors.

Chapter 2Theosis and the Uncreated Light

The most surprising word in Eastern Christianity is theosis (θέωσις), often translated deification or divinization. It sounds bold, and it is meant to be.

The Exchange

The Second Letter of Peter speaks of believers becoming partakers of the divine nature (2 Peter 1:4). Early Fathers built on this. Irenaeus of Lyons and then Athanasius of Alexandria (c. 296–373) taught that the Son of God became human so that humans might share in God's life. Athanasius said it in a sentence that has echoed for sixteen centuries: God became what we are so that we might become what God is.

Theosis does not mean that a person becomes God in essence or that the creature turns into the Creator. It means that the human person is filled with God's life, grace, and light, as iron in fire takes on the glow of fire while remaining iron. It is the fulfillment of what humans were made for. Maximus the Confessor (c. 580–662) taught that the whole creation is called into this union, and that love is its path.

Essence and Energies

How can a God who is beyond all knowing be known at all? Gregory Palamas (1296–1359), a monk of Mount Athos and later Archbishop of Thessalonica, answered by distinguishing God's essence from God's energies. God's essence, what God is in himself, remains beyond all reach. But God's energies, his uncreated grace, light, and life, go out to creation and can truly be shared. When a person knows God, they know God himself, and yet they never exhaust him. Councils in Constantinople in the fourteenth century affirmed this teaching, and it is a cornerstone of Orthodox theology.

The Light of Tabor

The clearest picture is the Transfiguration. In the Gospels, Jesus takes Peter, James, and John up a high mountain, and his face shines like the sun and his garments become white as light (Matthew 17:1–8). The Eastern Church celebrates this feast on August 6 and teaches that the light on the mountain was not a passing effect. It was the uncreated light of God's glory, seen by disciples whose eyes were opened. Palamas taught that the same light has been seen by saints who have been purified in prayer.

The Fathers remark that the change happened not in Christ but in the disciples' sight. He did not become radiant that day. They were finally able to see what he always was. This is why the Church sings that Christ was transfigured, and asks that we too may be changed, from glory to glory.

A Life of Return

Theosis is not a private achievement. It is lived in the Church, in the sacraments, in prayer, fasting, and almsgiving, and above all in love. Orthodox teachers speak of synergy, cooperation: God's grace is first and always primary, and the human person freely says yes and walks with it. Love, being love, invites a response.

A Tender Note

Nothing in this vision is cold. The saints of the East speak of God's compassion with startling warmth. Isaac of Nineveh (seventh century), a bishop of the Church of the East writing in Syriac, described a merciful heart as one that burns for the whole creation, for people, birds, animals, even demons, and cannot bear any suffering. He is one of the East's most beloved teachers, and his words have comforted readers for thirteen hundred years.

Chapter 3The Prayer of the Heart

If theosis is the goal, prayer is the way. The Christian East treasures a form of prayer so simple that a child can begin it and so deep that a lifetime may not exhaust it.

The Desert Beginnings

In the third and fourth centuries, men and women went into the deserts of Egypt, Syria, and Palestine to seek God in silence. The best known is Anthony the Great (c. 251–356). Their sayings, gathered as the Sayings of the Desert Fathers, are short, humorous, and searching. They speak of humility, of not judging others, and of the work of keeping watch over one's thoughts.

The Jesus Prayer

Out of this tradition grew the Jesus Prayer: Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner. It is drawn from two Gospel scenes: the blind man Bartimaeus crying out for mercy (Luke 18:38) and the tax collector who beat his breast and asked God to be merciful (Luke 18:13). John Climacus (c. 579–649), abbot of Sinai and author of The Ladder of Divine Ascent, urged that the Name of Jesus be joined to the breath.

The Prayer is said slowly, quietly, and often. It may be spoken aloud, whispered, or said silently in the mind. Many use a prayer rope, a knotted cord, to keep count without counting. The prayer is repeated not to wear God down but to wear the heart down into softness. Its aim is that the prayer become the heart's own rhythm, praying even when the lips are still.

Hesychia: Stillness

The word hesychia means stillness or quiet. A monk who pursues it is called a hesychast. The tradition teaches that the mind (nous), the eye of the soul, is usually scattered outward, and that in prayer it is gathered and lowered into the heart, the center of the person. There, stilled and purified, it may begin to receive the light of God. This is not a technique of mind control. It is a way of humility, in which a person stops running and sits in the presence of the One who has always been present.

Because this path touches the whole person, the tradition counsels that it be walked with a spiritual father or mother, a trusted guide. Teachers warn against pride and against forcing experiences, which they call prelest, spiritual delusion. The safe way is the ordinary one: repentance, love, obedience, and patience.

The Philokalia and the Pilgrim

In 1782 two monks, Nikodemos of Mount Athos and Makarios of Corinth, published the Philokalia (Love of the Beautiful), an anthology of writings on prayer stretching from the fourth to the fifteenth centuries. It carried the heart of this tradition to Slavic lands and later to the wider world. A famous nineteenth-century Russian book, The Way of a Pilgrim, tells of a wanderer with a knapsack of dry bread and a copy of the Philokalia, learning to pray without ceasing. The book has been loved by readers of many traditions.

Symeon and Seraphim

Symeon the New Theologian (949–1022) wrote hymns of ecstatic love, describing the light he had seen and the joy of knowing that Christ dwells in the heart. Seraphim of Sarov (1754–1833), a Russian monk beloved for his radiant gentleness, greeted every visitor with the words "My joy, Christ is risen!" and taught that the aim of the Christian life is to acquire the Holy Spirit. His counsel, that when one gains inner peace many around one find peace, is often quoted.

Simple Words for a Great Work

The Jesus Prayer is a mystery of humility. It begins with the word mercy, and it ends in the light. Those who practice it describe it as less like a technique and more like a friendship.

Chapter 4The Living Church: Liturgy, Icons, and Saints

The Christian East does not separate mysticism from worship. What the hermit finds in the cave, the whole congregation is invited to find in the church on Sunday. This chapter opens the doors of the church.

The Divine Liturgy

At the heart of Orthodox life is the Divine Liturgy, in which the community prays, sings, hears the Gospel, and receives the bread and wine of Holy Communion. The tradition holds that in the Liturgy heaven and earth meet. A well-known story from the Russian Primary Chronicle tells that envoys of Prince Vladimir, sent in the tenth century to observe the faiths of the world, attended the liturgy in Hagia Sophia in Constantinople and reported that they did not know whether they were in heaven or on earth.

Liturgy is long, sung, and full of ancient hymns. Incense rises, candles burn, and the choir sings without instruments. Worshippers stand, bow, and cross themselves. Many find that the body itself learns to pray.

Icons

Icons are painted images of Christ, the Virgin Mary, the saints, and the feasts. They are not decoration. The Church teaches that because God became visible in Christ, holy images are possible, and that an icon is a window into the kingdom, an object of veneration, and a form of prayer. The Seventh Ecumenical Council in 787 affirmed this teaching after a long struggle.

Icons are painted with prayer and fasting, in a style that shows persons in light rather than in shadow. The most beloved image of the Trinity is Andrei Rublev's icon of the three angels who visited Abraham, painted in the early fifteenth century. Its three figures sit at a table in gentle circling harmony, and the cup at the center invites the viewer to sit.

Orthodox homes often keep an icon corner, a shelf with an icon, a candle, and sometimes a small lamp, where the family prays.

Monks and Nuns

From the desert to Mount Athos, from Saint Catherine's Monastery at Sinai to the Russian hermitages of Optina and Sarov, monastic life has been the radiant edge of the East. Monastics take vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, and devote themselves to prayer for the world. Many lay people visit monasteries for counsel and retreat.

The Communion of Saints

Orthodox Christians honor the saints as friends of God who are alive in Christ and who pray for those still on earth. Chief among them is Mary, the Theotokos (God-bearer), whom the Church loves as Mother and honors as the one who said yes. Feast days, hymns, and icons keep the saints near.

The Turning Year

The Orthodox year begins in September and turns through great feasts: the Nativity, Theophany, Pascha (Easter), the Transfiguration, and the Dormition of Mary. The Paschal greeting, "Christ is risen!" and the reply, "Truly he is risen!", is the tradition's most joyous exchange. The year is also marked by fasting, when the community lightens its table and softens its heart to make room.
Part II
Points of Spiritual Resonance
* * *


Chapter 5One Mercy, One Light: Windows Toward Pure Land Buddhism

Stand in an Orthodox church at dusk and then in a Pure Land temple, and the same thing rises in both: candlelight, a holy Name, and a heart that stops pretending. This chapter follows that recognition.

A Name Held in the Heart

The most striking sign is a practice. The Orthodox Christian says the Jesus Prayer, calling on the Name of Jesus with trust. The Pure Land Buddhist says the nembutsu, Namo Amida Butsu, calling on the Name of Amida Buddha with trust. In both traditions, a short holy Name is repeated through the day, becomes a companion, and opens a channel of mercy. The Name is the mercy come near, and a person who says it is being answered before the prayer is finished.

Other Power and Grace

Pure Land Buddhism teaches that liberation rests on Amida's vow, which comes before the practitioner: tariki, Other Power. Eastern Christianity teaches that salvation is God's gift, entirely dependent on divine grace. Here the two voices sing the same line. No one saves themselves; all are carried.

The Orthodox speak of synergy, the free response of the human person to grace, and Shinran spoke of the entrusting heart as itself the gift of Amida. Grace gives, and the heart says yes: one motion of love, seen from both ends.

Light Without Measure

Amida is the Buddha of Infinite Light and Infinite Life. Eastern Christianity speaks of the uncreated light of Tabor and of Christ as Light from Light. A Pure Land friend entering an Orthodox church at dusk, with candlelight on gold, feels something known, and an Orthodox friend entering a Pure Land temple feels the same. In the White Lotus Society we say plainly: the Light that shone on Tabor and the Light that Amida is are one Light, and every lamp in every temple is lit from it.

Hope and Return

Christian hope looks to the resurrection of the dead, the life of the world to come, and the endless growth into God of which Gregory of Nyssa wrote. Pure Land hope looks to birth in Sukhāvatī, the attainment of Buddhahood, and the return to the world in compassion. In both, a person arrives into a welcome. In both, the departed are not far. Orthodox Christians speak of the saints who pray for us, and Shin Buddhists of loved ones who have become Buddhas and watch over the living. Love does not stop at death, and both traditions say so.

Compassion Without Borders

Isaac of Nineveh's merciful heart, which burns for the whole creation and cannot bear any creature's suffering, and Amida's vow to leave no being behind are one compassion. The Pure Land teacher and the Eastern Christian monk look first at the one who is furthest from the door, and they meet there.

One Table

The one who says "have mercy on me, a sinner" and the one who says "Namo Amida Butsu" are both people who have stopped pretending to be self-sufficient. Each is a beggar in the presence of boundless kindness. They sit at the same table, and it is one table.

Chapter 6One Stillness: Windows Toward Taoism

Christians and Taoists have met along the Silk Road and in the Chinese cities for well over a thousand years. This chapter follows what an Eastern Christian and a Taoist find in each other.

A Historical Doorway

Christianity has lived in the East from the very first century. On the day of Pentecost, the Book of Acts names Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and dwellers in Mesopotamia among those who heard the Gospel (Acts 2:9). Thomas the Apostle carried it to India, where the Thomas Christians of the Malabar coast keep his memory, and the tradition of the Eastern churches follows him on toward China. The Church of the East, which traces its roots to Thomas, Addai, and Mari, grew along the Silk Road: by the early fourth century it had bishops in Merv and in the cities of Central Asia, and its monks and merchants walked the caravan roads into China long before any court wrote them down.

The record of the Tang court is the moment that history became visible. In 635 CE the monk Alopen was welcomed at Chang'an with honor, and the community received an imperial place. In 781 a great stone stele was raised at Xi'an, telling the story of that Church in a Chinese vocabulary drawn from Buddhist and Taoist sources. Documents from the same community, sometimes called the Jesus Sutras, speak of the Way and the Radiant Teaching. Christians were in China before Alopen, and the Church of the East had been at home in the East for six hundred years by the time the stele was carved. It brought the Gospel into friendship with the Tao long ago.

The Word and the Way

The Gospel of John opens with the Logos, the Word, through whom all things were made. Many Chinese translations render Logos with the character dao (道). Eastern Christian theology gives the Logos special richness. Maximus the Confessor taught that the inner principles of all created things, their logoi, are held together in the one Logos. Every creature carries its own inner law, rooted in the source that is beyond all. The Word and the Way are one reality, and the translators knew it in their hearts.

Stillness and Wu Wei

The hesychast seeks stillness. He lowers the mind to the heart, quiets thoughts, and waits on God. The Taoist seeks the same quiet, in which striving falls away and life moves through a person as water moves through a valley. Chapter 16 of the Daodejing speaks of returning to the root, which is stillness. The desert teachers spoke of sitting in one's cell and letting the cell teach everything. An old monk and an old Taoist, sitting in silence on two mountains, are sitting on one.

The Turning of the Light

The inner alchemy tradition, known to many through The Secret of the Golden Flower, teaches huiguang, turning the light around: attention gathered from outward scattering and directed inward toward the center. The hesychast tradition speaks of gathering the mind into the heart. Each says: go within, and the light is there. It is the same light, and the same door.

Humility, Water, and the Lowest Place

Chapter 8 of the Daodejing praises water, which settles in the low places that others avoid. The Eastern saints praised humility as the foundation of all virtue, and the Desert Fathers told of an elder who said that the way down is the way up. Jesus said that whoever humbles himself will be exalted. Both traditions love the lowest place, because that is where the Light most gladly dwells.

The Name and the Heart

In the White Lotus Society we say that the Jesus Prayer, the nembutsu, and the turning of the light are three ways of coming home. Imagine a person at dusk, sitting quietly, releasing the day's plans, and speaking one sacred Name softly. The breath slows. The heart softens. That person has stepped out of the current of striving and into the current that carries. Some say Christ. Some say Amida's light. Some say the Tao. It is one river, and the person is already in it.

Chapter 7The Ground of Being

This chapter introduces a fourth voice, one that will join the conversation in Part III. She is a panentheistic seeker, and she sees the whole garden at once.

What Panentheism Means

The word panentheism was coined in the early nineteenth century by the German philosopher Karl Christian Friedrich Krause. It comes from three Greek words: pan (all), en (in), and theos (God). It says that all things exist within the divine, and that the divine is also more than all things. Ultimate reality is present in every part of the world and greater than the world: nearness and vastness together.

How She Meets Eastern Christianity

Our seeker finds the Ground in the Christian East. Scripture itself says that in God we live and move and have our being (Acts 17:28), that in Christ all things hold together (Colossians 1:17), and that God is over all and through all and in all (Ephesians 4:6). Palamas taught that God's energies fill creation while God's essence is beyond all reach, and Maximus saw the whole cosmos as a liturgy in which everything is being drawn into God. Orthodox writers such as Sergei Bulgakov and Bishop Kallistos Ware have themselves used the word panentheism to describe this vision. She hears in the East her own deepest word, spoken by saints.

How She Meets the Others

In Pure Land Buddhism she hears of Amida's light that shines through all worlds. In Taoism she finds the Way that flows everywhere and cannot be named, present even in the weeds. Each door opens onto the same room. She listens and hears one Ground speaking in three accents.

The Seeker's Gift

The universalist seeker is at home with more than one door because she has seen that they lead to one garden, where the same sun and rain fall on every path. The White Lotus Society has long cherished this image, and it is the spirit of the conversation that follows.
Part III
An Extended Interfaith Dialogue
* * *


Chapter 8Four Friends at Dusk in the Courtyard

What follows is an imagined conversation. The four friends are fictional, and they speak in their own voices. These are the same friends who met in the companion volumes, and this time they gather at Daniel's invitation.

On a warm evening in early August, after Vespers for the Feast of the Transfiguration, four friends sit in the courtyard of a small Orthodox parish. Lamps burn in the windows. A tray of blessed grapes sits on the table beside a pot of tea. Daniel is an Eastern Orthodox Christian who serves as a reader in his parish. Keiko is a retired schoolteacher and a lifelong Jōdo Shinshū Buddhist. Lin Wei practices Taoism and tends a temple garden. Sofia is a panentheistic universalist who loves to read the mystics of every tradition. They have gathered to talk about what they love.

The First Cup: The God Beyond Names

Daniel Welcome, and thank you for coming. Tonight is a feast of light. Christ went up the mountain with three disciples, and his face shone like the sun. We keep it every August, and the church teaches that the light was the glory of God, which the disciples were finally able to see.

Keiko Light, again. I told you Amida is Infinite Light. When you said it, I felt at home.

Daniel I was hoping you would. When I say God, I mean the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, one God in three persons, a communion of love. And I mean One who is beyond every name. We speak, and we say that the speaking falls short.

Lin Wei That is the first line of our Daodejing. The Tao that can be spoken is not the constant Tao, and yet we go on speaking.

Daniel We have a saying that God is known by unknowing. Gregory of Nyssa said that Moses went up into the cloud, and that the darkness was not absence but a light too great for us.

Keiko The Name is like that for us. A gate onto what has no gate.

Sofia When I listen to the three of you, I hear a source that is near and also vast. I say the divine is in all things and more than all things, and I think each of you has just said it.

Daniel Saint Paul told the Athenians that in God we live and move and have our being. I love that verse, Sofia. God is nearer to me than I am to myself.

Sofia That is the Ground, Daniel, in Paul's own voice.

The Second Cup: The Human Condition

Daniel I will say it as plainly as I can. I am a sinner. I do not say this to be gloomy. In the Orthodox tradition we think of sin as a sickness, a turning away from the life and light we were made for, and Christ as the physician. I know my heart is divided, and every day I say, Lord, have mercy.

Keiko You have said something so close to my heart that I want to sit with it. In Shin Buddhism we call ourselves bombu, foolish beings full of blind passion. My teacher says that I do not become a better person first and then go to Amida. I go as I am, and I am already held.

Daniel I feel that in the parable of the prodigal son, where the father sees him a long way off and runs. The heart of God is always running toward us.

Keiko Amida is running too. I can see it now.

Lin Wei I come at it from another side. We stray from our nature by forcing and grasping, like a bowstring pulled too long. Suffering is often the feeling of strain. My practice is to loosen, and when I loosen, I find myself held.

Daniel That is what our monks find when they stop fighting their thoughts and return to stillness. Held by the One who was never absent.

Lin Wei Held by the Tao that was never absent. Yes.

Sofia What I hear is one story told three ways. Something in us insists on being in charge, and something larger keeps softening the insistence. Relief is the word we all use.

The Third Cup: Hope and Death

Sofia What do you hope for at the end?

Daniel For the resurrection. At every funeral we sing "Memory eternal." We believe that Christ has trampled down death by death, and that the dead are alive in him. I hope to be with God and with those I love, in a life where I will never stop growing in love. Gregory of Nyssa said that heaven is a journey with no end, and I find that a beautiful thought.

Keiko When my husband died, I said the nembutsu at his bedside. I believe he was born in the Pure Land, that he is a Buddha, and that he is near. I believe I will follow, and that I will return to help others.

Daniel Returning to help others. In our church we ask the saints to pray for us, because love does not stop at death. It is the same faith, Keiko.

Lin Wei Death, for me, is a turning, like the change of the seasons. My teacher died last spring. He told a joke the night before. I sat with him without fear. That is how I hope to meet it.

Sofia My own hope is that nothing is lost, that all things live within a love larger than any of us. I hear that hope in every one of you.

Keiko Yes. Different words, and the same welcome at the end.

Chapter 9Listening Carefully, Asking Sincerely

The conversation continues as the lamps brighten and the tea is refreshed.

Sincere Questions

Keiko Daniel, when you say the Jesus Prayer, what is it like from the inside?

Daniel It begins with asking for mercy. The words are Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner. Over time, it becomes a way of being with him. The old teachers say the aim is to bring the mind down into the heart and to pray without ceasing.

Keiko That is how the nembutsu feels to me. Amida has already called, and I say the Name in answer, and more and more in thanks.

Daniel Then we are answering the same call.

Keiko I think we are.

Lin Wei Daniel, I have watched your people kiss the icons and light candles before them. What is it like?

Daniel An icon is a window. When I kiss the icon of Christ, my love passes through the image to the one it shows. The church defended this at a council in 787, after years of struggle.

Lin Wei In my temple we bow to images too. The image is a gate, and the gate opens onto the garden.

Daniel Then we bow the same way.

Sofia Lin Wei, would you say the Tao is like the God Daniel speaks of?

Lin Wei In the classic texts, the Tao is the source and the pattern, in every leaf and beyond every star. In the religion, we honor deities and immortals as its working. When Daniel says God is the Father of all, I hear the Tao. And many Chinese Bibles begin John's Gospel with our character for Tao.

Daniel That moves me every time I think of it. In the beginning was the Way.

Lin Wei In the beginning was the Way. Yes.

Deepening

Sofia Daniel, when you speak of God's energies filling creation, is that how you feel it in the world?

Daniel It is. When I stand under the trees in the courtyard I feel that the whole creation is singing to God. Some of our teachers, Bishop Kallistos among them, have used your word, panentheism. I love it.

Sofia Then we have the same word for the same love.

Keiko And Sofia, when you say Amida's light is the ground of being, I understand you completely. It is a light that never abandons anyone, and you have named it well.

Sofia Thank you, Keiko. It is a light I have loved for a long time.

Lin Wei I think we are doing something rare. We are hearing each other completely.

What We Discover Together

Keiko May I say what I have noticed? Every one of us has spoken about setting down the self that thinks it runs everything.

Daniel "Not my will, but yours." That is Christ in the garden. Humility is where we all begin.

Lin Wei And gratitude follows. I feel it most at dawn, when the light comes and I did nothing to earn it.

Keiko In Shin Buddhism we say that a person who receives Amida's compassion cannot help wanting others to receive it.

Daniel Saint Isaac wrote of a heart that burns for all creation. The Gospel says we love because we were first loved.

Sofia Humility, gratitude, trust, compassion, and release from the ego's grip. We did not set out to find these. We found them because they were already here.

Chapter 10Joy, Invitation, and Gracious Refusal

As the last light leaves the sky, the four friends speak about the communities that shape their lives.

Joy in Community

Daniel My parish is small. We chant together in a language that some of us barely understand, and we stand for most of it. The coffee is too weak, and the choir is a little flat. At Pascha, we stand in the dark at midnight and someone lights a single candle, and the light passes from hand to hand until the whole church is bright. I have never gotten used to it. When someone is sick, casseroles arrive.

Keiko My temple is small, and the roof leaks, and I love it beyond reason. On the first Sunday we chant the Name together, and though our voices are terrible, I feel we are one voice. The old ladies bring pickles. When someone's husband dies, everyone comes.

Lin Wei We are a handful who sit together at dawn and tend a garden. We mark the turning of the seasons. We do not recruit. Now and then someone wanders in and stays. I think of us as a stream that people may drink from.

Sofia My circle meets Saturday evenings. We read from many traditions, sit in silence, and share a simple meal. It is a home for those who see that the houses are one.

Gentle Invitations

Daniel I would love for each of you to come to Vespers some evening. Nothing is required. You can stand at the back and simply watch the candles. At the end, the priest gives blessed bread to everyone who is present, and I would be glad if you took some.

Sofia I would love to.

Lin Wei And my garden is open on any dawn. Sit on a cushion and watch the light.

Keiko My temple's service is the first Sunday, followed by lunch. Nothing is required, and there will be pickles.

An Invitation Declined

Keiko Daniel, I would like to come to Vespers, and I think I will stand at the back and bow with my hands together, and simply take in the candlelight. Is that all right?

Daniel It is more than all right. It is what I would want. Stand where you like, and I will bring you some tea when it is over.

Keiko Thank you. That is a great kindness.

Daniel The invitation stays open, and so does the tea.

Lin Wei I must decline the all-night vigil you mentioned, Daniel. I sit with my teacher's community on Saturdays and I would not want to miss it. But Vespers I will gladly attend.

Daniel Vespers is enough. The vigil is not for everyone, even among us.

Parting

As the stars appear, the friends pour the last of the tea. Nobody had to change their mind about anything. Something else happened. Each was seen. Each was heard. And each carries away a warm confidence that the world is larger and kinder than it seemed before the lamps were lit, and that the garden is one.

Daniel Glory to God for all things.

Keiko Namo Amida Butsu.

Lin Wei Let us go gently.

Sofia In one garden, then.
Part IV
Reflection and Practice
* * *


Chapter 11What the Conversation Taught Us

The four friends did not have to converge, for they were already one. Looking back on their time together, several connections stand out.

The Connections That Mattered

One Light. Daniel spoke of the uncreated light of Tabor, Keiko of Amida's Infinite Light, Lin Wei of the turning of the light, and Sofia of a ground that shines through all things. Each recognized in the others the Light they had always loved.

Humility as a beginning. The sinner who asks for mercy, the foolish being, the one who has strayed, and the seeker who does not yet know: each describes a person who has stopped pretending. In every case, humility opened the door to something larger.

Gratitude and compassion as the fruit. Isaac's heart that burns for all creation, the nembutsu that becomes thanks, the water that benefits all things without competing, and the compassion that sees the ground beneath every face all speak of love that overflows.

Community as the place where it becomes real. The candle passed from hand to hand, the pickles, the dawn circle, and the soup. Every tradition at the table understood that a teaching is proven in the way people care for each other.

What Made It One

Oneness came from a few simple habits. Each friend spoke from the heart of their own stream, and each found that the stream ran into the same river. Where one said grace, another said Other Power, and another said the Way, and they heard one music. They asked questions out of love, and every answer opened another window onto the same light.

What Made It Welcoming

Warmth came from equally simple habits. They asked questions out of real curiosity. They enjoyed each other's stories. They let silences be. They offered invitations and accepted refusals with grace. And they never used the conversation to win.

One Ground

Common ground is home ground. In the White Lotus Society, the Pure Land, the Tao, and the Gospel are not three rivals but three doors of one house. To speak from one is to speak from all, and to listen to a friend from another door is to hear one's own voice in a new key. Let this guide your own conversations:


	Speak from your own heart, and expect to be understood.

	Ask what a word means to your friend, and listen for what it shares with yours.

	Treat every resemblance as a gift, and let it deepen the friendship.

	Trust that every path leads to the same garden.



The White Lotus Society has long held that the many paths are a single garden. Those who walk here find that it is true, and they invite others to walk with them.

Chapter 12A Daily Reflection Guide for the Christian Mystic

This chapter offers a gentle daily rhythm, drawn from the spirit of the tradition. Take what helps and leave the rest. A teacher or minister near you can guide you further.

Morning: Beginning in the Light

Before the day begins, stand or sit quietly before an icon or a candle if you have one. Make the sign of the cross if it is your custom. Offer the day to God in your own words, or with a short traditional prayer such as the Trisagion: Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us.

A simple thought for the morning: God is here, and I need not carry today alone.

The Jesus Prayer

Set aside a few minutes to say the Jesus Prayer slowly: Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner. You may say it aloud or silently, and you may use a prayer rope to keep count. Let the words fall gently, without straining. If your mind wanders, return without scolding it.

Please note that the tradition teaches this prayer is best learned with a spiritual guide. It counsels against forcing the breath, chasing visions, or seeking special experiences. The plain path is the safe one: humility, patience, and love. If you have any health concerns, pray gently and consult a health professional.

Through the Day: Small Returns

The tradition speaks of praying without ceasing (1 Thessalonians 5:17). In practice, this means brief returns to God through the day: a whispered prayer while waiting, walking, or washing dishes. When you feel tight, hurried, or proud, let the Name be a soft return.

Reading and Scripture

Take a short passage from the Gospels or the Psalms and read it slowly. The Church Fathers suggest reading as though the words were addressed to you. A few lines are enough. Stop when a phrase stays with you.

Gratitude and Mercy

At a meal, pause for a blessing. In the evening, name three gifts you received that day without earning them. Ask once a day: Who is near me who could use mercy? A message, a patient ear, a small donation, a meal shared. For the Christian, mercy is not a requirement to earn love but the overflow of what has been received.

Evening: An Honest Look

Before sleep, look back over the day without harshness. Notice where you were angry, proud, or unkind. Say the Jesus Prayer, or the Prayer of Saint Ephrem the Syrian, which asks God to take away the spirit of despondency, idle talk, and the love of power, and to grant a spirit of humility, patience, and love. This is not a ritual of guilt. It is a habit of honesty resting in mercy. Then let the day go.

Fasting, Feasts, and Community

Orthodox tradition keeps Wednesdays and Fridays as fast days, and observes longer fasts before Christmas and Pascha. If this is part of your tradition, follow your church's guidance. If it is not, a lighter table on one day a week can be a gentle practice. Fasting is meant to soften the heart, not to punish the body, and anyone with health concerns should ask a physician first.

Attend the services of your church when you can. Mark the great feasts. If none is near you, pray with a friend by phone or share a meal and a psalm. Practicing with others keeps a person from mistaking the path for a private project.

Chapter 13A Step-by-Step Guide to Interfaith Conversation

Conversation across traditions is a craft, and like any craft it is learned by doing. Here are five steps.

Step One: Prepare

Know your own tradition well and love it. Then learn a little about your friend's, from books they recommend and from their own words. Come expecting to find yourself at home.

Step Two: Listen with Open Questions

Ask questions that begin with what and how: What does this practice mean to you? How did you come to it? What do you love most about your community? Ask out of love. Listen to the answer without preparing your reply. When you do not understand, say so.

Step Three: Share Through Personal Experience

Speak of what you have lived. "When my father died, the prayers of my church held me" opens a door. "Everyone needs the Church" closes one. Personal testimony lets the other person meet you without needing to defend anything.

Step Four: Invite Without Pressure

Offer an invitation as a gift, with an easy exit. Say plainly what the event is and what is expected, including any parts reserved for members. Make clear that a refusal costs nothing. Never use guilt, fear, or repeated persuasion. Freedom of conscience is the ground of every honest invitation, and respect for it makes a person worth trusting.

Step Five: Build Friendship, Study, and Shared Service

Some of the best interfaith work happens away from the table. Cook a meal together. Read a book together, alternating passages from each tradition. Volunteer side by side at a food pantry or work in a community garden. Friendship grows in shared work, and shared work needs no agreement on doctrine.

A Few Encouragements

Speak from what you love. Enjoy your friend's tradition as though it were your own. Gather the resemblances as gifts. Remember that a person is always larger than any label, and that every path in this garden is one path.

Chapter 14Sample Conversations

These short scripts are illustrations. Use your own words.

With a Pure Land Buddhist Friend

You I say a short prayer of my tradition, the Jesus Prayer, and I have heard that you say the nembutsu. What is it to you?

Friend Amida made a vow long ago, and I say the Name in answer and in thanks.

You Then we are answering the same call, with the same trust. I would like to hear more.

With a Taoist Friend

You In my tradition, the monks seek stillness, and they say the mind must descend into the heart. Does that sound like your practice?

Friend It does. We turn the light around, and we return to the root.

You The same stillness. I feel at home.

With a Panentheistic Seeker

You You describe the divine as within everything and beyond everything. My tradition says that God's light fills creation. I think we are speaking of one love.

Friend I think so too.

You Then let us keep talking. I would love to hear what you find in the saints.

Inviting Someone to a Gathering

You We have Vespers on Saturday evening in the church. There are candles, chanting, and a short service. You would be welcome to stand at the back and watch. At the end there is blessed bread for everyone and coffee in the hall. There is no obligation at all.

Friend That sounds lovely. What should I know?

You Wear whatever is comfortable. You can stand or sit, and you can simply listen. At the end there is blessed bread for everyone. I will sit with you.

Responding When an Invitation Is Declined

Friend Thank you for asking, but I think I will pass. My own temple is central to me, and I want to stay close to it.

You Of course. I am glad you told me. The offer is open if you ever wish, and I would still love to have coffee some time.

Friend I would like that.

Chapter 15Primary Texts and Reliable Introductions

The books below are places to begin. Ask a priest, teacher, or librarian for editions that suit you.

Eastern Christian Primary Texts


	The Bible, especially the Gospels, the Psalms, and 2 Peter 1. Choose a translation approved by your own tradition.

	The Philokalia, translated and edited by G. E. H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, and Kallistos Ware (Faber and Faber).

	The Way of a Pilgrim, translated by R. M. French, a beloved introduction to the Jesus Prayer.

	The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, translated by Benedicta Ward.

	Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Moses, translated by Abraham Malherbe and Everett Ferguson (Paulist Press).

	Pseudo-Dionysius, The Complete Works, translated by Colm Luibheid (Paulist Press).

	Athanasius, On the Incarnation (St Vladimir's Seminary Press).

	Isaac of Nineveh, The Ascetical Homilies (Holy Transfiguration Monastery).

	Symeon the New Theologian, The Discourses, translated by C. J. de Catanzaro (Paulist Press).

	Gregory Palamas, The Triads, translated by Nicholas Gendle (Paulist Press).

	John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, translated by Colm Luibheid and Norman Russell (Paulist Press).



Introductions to Eastern Christianity


	Kallistos Ware, The Orthodox Way and The Orthodox Church.

	Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church.

	Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World, on liturgy and sacrament.

	Martin Palmer, The Jesus Sutras, on the Church of the East in China.



Bridges to Other Paths


	Thomas Merton, Zen and the Birds of Appetite and The Way of Chuang Tzu.

	The Three Pure Land Sutras, translated by Hisao Inagaki (Numata Center), and Taitetsu Unno, River of Fire, River of Water.

	The Daodejing in translations by D. C. Lau or Red Pine, and The Complete Works of Zhuangzi, translated by Burton Watson.



Panentheism


	John W. Cooper, Panentheism: The Other God of the Philosophers.

	The entry on panentheism in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, free online.



For Interfaith Practice


	Local churches, temples, gardens, and interfaith councils. A visit and a cup of tea can teach more than any book.


Glossary

Apophatic and Cataphatic

Speaking of God by negation (what God is not) and by affirmation (what God is). The East holds both together.

Epektasis

Gregory of Nyssa's term for the soul's endless stretching forward into God.

Essence and Energies

Palamas's distinction between God's unknowable being and God's uncreated grace, which can be shared.

Hesychasm (Hesychia)

The tradition of stillness and inner prayer.

Icon

A painted image of Christ, Mary, a saint, or a feast, venerated as a window into the kingdom.

Jesus Prayer

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.

Logos

The Word; in John's Gospel, the one through whom all things were made.

Nous

The eye of the soul; the inner faculty of spiritual perception.

Panentheism

The view that all things exist within the divine, which also exceeds them.

Philokalia

An anthology of writings on prayer, compiled in 1782 by Nikodemos of Mount Athos and Makarios of Corinth.

Prelest

Spiritual delusion, against which the tradition warns.

Synergy

The free cooperation of the human person with divine grace.

Tariki and Jiriki

Other Power and self-power, in Pure Land Buddhism.

Theosis

Deification: sharing by grace in the life of God.

Theotokos

God-bearer; the title of Mary, the mother of Christ.

About White Lotus Society Publications

White Lotus Society Publications and Golden Flower Abbey publish contemplative works drawing on Christianity, Taoism, Pure Land Buddhism, and the perennial wisdom traditions. Visit goldenflower.ch to explore the Abbey.
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