ON EMPTINESS

Dharma Talk for 20.7.26
(Teacher Richard Herps)

This talk will look at Zen, Kenosis and the Emptiness of Meister Eckhart.

ZEN

The starting point for this talk is the beginning of Case 7B of The Book of the Transmission of the
Light where the Ven Basshumitta puts an empty wine glass in front of his teacher, the Ven
Mishaku, prostrates and then stands before him.

The question is this: why would you, as the student, place an empty wine glass in front of your
teacher?

One thing you would know of an empty wine glass is that it pings if struck by the finger, which it
will not do if it contains wine or water.

The standard type answer is that the student is presenting himself to be as empty as the wine
glass. He is saying that he has now dropped the narratives about himself that he used to
entertain, and that he is now ready and willing to receive his teacher’s teachings. He now has
room for them as the empty glass has room for wine.

So, we are in effect being asked: how empty are we?

Kenosis

In Christianity, particularly Eastern Orthodox, there is the notion of Kenosis (a Greek word), which
comes from Philippians 2:6-8, which talks about Christ humbling himself by taking the form of a
servant; that is his Kenosis act.

On YouTube, an Orthodox priest described it more prosaically by saying that we have to "empty
ourselves”. We get so jammed up with stuff that it takes up all the space in our hearts: bitterness,
resentment, hurts, memories, unfairness, anger, ambitions, self-importance, social status,
community standing, that we end up filling all the available space with this trash, and there is just
no space left for anything else.”

So we have to empty ourselves of all this trash. It's really just lead in our saddlebags that is
needlessly weighing us down.



Meister Eckhart

And then there’s Meister Eckhart.

(What I'm about to quote comes from a YouTube video called The Philosophy of Emptiness, but
this is not a quote from Eckhart because he had to self-censor because he lived in the days of the
Inquisition. He was never this clear.)

"For God to act within you, you must become nothing”.

In his sermons he claimed that God and the human soul shared the same essence. The problem is
that man believes that he has already built everything of importance. His diagnosis of the human
condition is that he believed that most people, even the deeply religious, were simply transferring
their worldly ambition to the spiritual realm. They wanted to be recognised as saints; they wanted
to accumulate good works like someone hoarding gold coins; they fasted, prayed, went on
pilgrimages, not out of a genuine detachment, but to be seen as detached. Spirituality had
become just another arena for the ego to perform in and this, for Eckhart, was the greatest of
self-deceptions, because you can quit your job, your home, your possessions, move to a
monastery in the middle of nowhere, and still be completely full of yourself, proud of your
renunciation, calculate your holiness like someone calculating their dividends. The problem
wasn't in external things but in an internal structure that turns everything, even God, into an
object of personal conquest.

This is where Eckhart advocated radical detachment. We must detach ourselves even from our
will to be united with God, even from our desire for salvation, even from our spiritual search,
because as long as you want something, even if it's enlightenment or peace, you are still
operating on the ego’s logic where you want something for yourself, and that keeps the
separation intact.

Imagine it concretely. You wake up at 5 in the morning to meditate, you sit on your cushions,
close your eyes and try to quiet your mind, but deep down you're doing it because you want
something: peace of mind, clarity, you want to become more spiritually evolved, and as long as
that motivation is there you are not meditating but negotiating. You're telling the universe that if
| do this, you give me that; the same logic you use at work or in relationships is now applied to
the spiritual. It's all just transactional. Monks fast because they want to be seen as holy; pilgrims
walk hundreds of miles on the Camino, counting each step as some sort of credit in their favour
towards salvation. The mental structure is mercantile: do X to get Y. That is the fundamental
prison.

You have to realise that there is nothing to gain, because any gain presupposes a separate self
that can possess something, and the idea of the separate self is the primordial delusion. There is
only pure being without subject and object, and as long as you're trying to reach God you're
reinforcing the separation that never existed. You already are what you seek. It's just that you
don't realise it yet.



Inner silence for Eckhart was not absence but pure presence, creating space for something
greater than your small ego. He used this metaphor to explain it: a chalice can only be filled if it is
empty. If it's full of you, there is no room for anything else. The problem with modern man is not
his lack of purpose but an excess of purpose. We are so full of goals, targets and identities that
we can’'t hear what truly matters.”

So, when on the cushions, and hopefully elsewhere:

e try to be as empty as the wine glass

e only then can it ping

o forget the past and who you think you are

e forget the future and where you think you're going

e gather, to the extent that you can, all that annoys and angers you and roll them up in a
metaphorical blanket and put them to one side, at least for 25 minutes

e be a nobody for 25 minutes, a person with no expectations, no agenda, no wanting, no
transactional bias, just present.

“PING”
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