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Dogen, the founder of the S6to Zen tradition, presents a profound perspective on the
meaning of existence in Buddhist philosophical history, focusing on concepts such as time,
being, death, and nature. One of his most prominent teachings is the concept of "Uji" or
"being-time," which explains the fundamental relationship between being and time. Dogen
believed that time is not merely an independent unit but an inseparable component of
being, such that all entities, from nature to humans, represent different manifestations of
time. Examination of different perspectives on the concept of "Uji" reveals three main
interpretations: (a) time as a static reality, (b) time as a combination of stasis and
dynamism, and (c) time as absolute dynamism. Analysis of these three interpretations
demonstrates that the third interpretation, emphasizing dynamism and impermanence, has
the greatest compatibility with Dogen's teachings and doctrines. Comparison of Ddgen's
ideas with Islamic mysticism also shows that his notions of impermanence are similar to
concepts such as "continuous creation" and “renewal,” albeit with differences in
perspective regarding the nature of truth and the permanence of reality. This comparison
provides an opportunity for intercultural dialogue and expanding mutual understanding
between Eastern and Western philosophy.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Dogen Kigen (1200-1253), known by honorific titles such as Dogen Zenji, was the founder of the S6to
Zen tradition in Japan and one of the most profound thinkers in the history of Buddhism. Suzuki
placed Dogen alongside Hakuin (1686-1769) and Bankei (1622-1693) as founders of the three main
schools in the history of Japanese Zen. Ddgen's importance extends beyond his historical role as a
great Buddhist master for at least three reasons. First, he was a unique figure in the long history of
Chinese and Japanese Zen, as he managed to explain the mystical experience of enlightenment
through philosophical discourse and literature—unlike most of his Chinese and Japanese Zen
predecessors who took positions against any form of intellectual thinking. Second, based on his
penetrating awakening, he fundamentally interpreted Mahayana Buddhism and elevated its
perspectives and beliefs to their pinnacle. Third, Dogen's understanding of Buddha, nature, existence,
time, death, and ethics has philosophical significance that both aligns with some of the most important
contemporary Western philosophers and, in some cases, challenges their thoughts.

Dogen's masterpiece, a collection of treatises on various insightful and behavioral topics of Zen
monasticism called Shobogenzo (Treasury of the True Dharma Eye), contains numerous sections with
philosophical dimensions. This paper aims to explicate the doctrine of Uji as one of the central
elements of Dogen's philosophy. Understanding his philosophical and metaphysical teachings
contributes significantly to comparative studies, especially when the other side of this study involves
Muslim mystics.

Research Findings

The paper first addresses whether Dogen, as a Buddhist practitioner and monk, intended to express
metaphysical and philosophical teachings at all. Buddhism generally does not show much interest in
metaphysical discussions. Dogen, like Shakyamuni, avoids answering certain questions, arguing that
engaging with theoretical issues does not contribute to liberating practice. He, like other Zen teachers,
emphasizes that Buddha's actual teaching is transmitted directly, immediately, and without discursive
tools. According to Dogen, Zen aims to achieve an existential state characterized by "harmony of body
and mind." Metaphysical beliefs cannot substitute for this harmony; they cannot even lead to it.
Moreover, pursuing metaphysical issues and scholastic debates about them can hinder liberating
action, as rationalism stems from attachment to the "self."

Nevertheless, although Dogen, as a Buddhist practitioner and great master of the S6to school, does not
have philosophical concerns per se, many mystics have spoken about the most important philosophical
and metaphysical issues, whether intentionally or unintentionally, directly or indirectly. This study
introduces "Uji," one of the important elements of Dogen's metaphysics.

The research examines how Uji (usually equated with being-time) demonstrates the importance of the
time element in Dogen's thought. What makes Dogen's Zen unique is the central position of the
question of "time" in his system of teachings. Although the issue of time has been an inseparable part
of Buddhist thought, it has never been central; rather, it has been discussed as subsidiary to doctrines
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such as emptiness, Buddha-nature, non-substantiality, and causality. Dogen was the one who made the
question of time the focus of his teachings and devoted a separate section to it.

The paper discusses the challenge of understanding Dogen's view of time, which has led to various
theories about reconciling his apparently inconsistent statements. The main challenge is reconciling
three basic terms used by Dogen: Uji (being-time), nikon (absolute now), and kyoryaku
(passage/flow). If being-time or flow and change are philosophical and metaphysical concepts that
describe external reality, what place does the absolute or eternal now have? This is because the eternal
now implies the stasis of reality, while time indicates its dynamism.

The study identifies three legitimate schools in interpreting Dogen's theory of time: (a) a school that
gives primary weight to stasis and considers dynamism accidental, (b) a school that sees stasis and
dynamism as two sides of the same coin without preferring one over the other, and (c) a school that
considers the fundamental principle of reality from Dogen's perspective to be dynamism. Since the
latter school is less known and recognized in interpreting the Uji doctrine, this paper attempts to
clarify its claims and reasons for its superiority, while glancing at the other two viewpoints.

The paper argues that the "existential moment" interpretation has advantages over other interpretations
of Uji. It provides the most coherent reading of Dodgen's various statements about time without
requiring complex explanations for apparent contradictions. This interpretation aligns with Buddhist
doctrines of impermanence and non-self, suggesting that reality consists of discrete moments rather
than continuous existence.

Conclusion

Dogen's metaphysics attempts to answer the essential question: Why should a Zen practitioner's
approach to life be directed toward selflessness/non-self and non-attachment to self and others? The
answer is: because everything is impermanent, attachment to self is incorrect and results from an
incorrect view. The claim that "everything is impermanent or empty" is fundamentally a metaphysical
issue. This subject is not merely theoretical but a correct understanding of reality as it is.

Understanding Dogen's metaphysics serves two purposes. First, it helps us better understand Dogen
(and Zen philosophy), the type of claims he makes, and their purpose and scope. Second, a
metaphysical interpretation of Dogen provides an answer to the widespread question in Western and
Eastern philosophical and theological traditions: "What is reality like from a general perspective?"
Thus, metaphysics provides common ground for dialogue and criteria for evaluating competing
answers.

Based on the Uji doctrine, each thing has a momentary reality. Everything at each moment is
"detached from before and after.” In other words, although each thing is considered a single existence
stretched over time from an ordinary and apparent perspective, it is nothing but infinite successive
momentary existences. Everything comes into being only to immediately disappear. The entire world
is born anew.

Among the three interpretations proposed for the Uji doctrine, the momentary interpretation offers a
lighter metaphysics and, as mentioned, is more compatible with Dogen's other statements, requiring


http://dx.doi.org/10.22034/16.2.3
http://erfanmag.ir/article-1-1553-fa.html

[ Downloaded from erfanmag.ir on 2026-01-29 ]

[ DOI: 10.22034/16.2.3 ]

Journal of Islamic Mysticism, Volume 16, Issue 2, 2025 185

less artificiality. However, understanding Dogen's view of time remains an issue that still needs further
contemplation.

The paper concludes by suggesting that for future research, the idea of momentary existence could be
compared with Islamic doctrines such as continuous creation, new creation, and non-repetition in
manifestation. Interestingly, Dogen speaks of the movement of mountains, which refers to Master
Kai's (1042-1117) statements about Mount Taiyo: "The green mountain always walks." The mountain
is one of the most prominent symbols of stillness and stability; however, considering what has been
said, it experiences appearance-disappearance at every moment, which has a remarkable similarity to
the Quranic expression: "And you see the mountains, thinking them rigid, while they pass as the
passing of clouds."
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1-  Steven Heine, Existential and Ontological Dimensions of Time in Heidegger and Dogen, SUNY
Series in Buddhist Studies (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985), and Joan
Stambaugh, Impermanence Is Buddha-nature: Dégen’s Understanding of Temporality
(Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1990).
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