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Preface

S~
7

Interest in Zen Buddhism has grown continually since this book
was first published in German. Although it was then thought
necessary to preface the work with some remarks for the benefit
of Western readers about Zen and its living values, a general
knowledge of Zen Buddhism can now be presupposed. To be
sure, this knowledge is often and in many respects inadequate,
distorted, or even altogether false. In the wake of the “Zen
boom” in the United States, there originated “Beat Zen,”
“Square Zen,” and other distorted forms which must be con-
sidered caricatures rather than true expressions of Zen Buddhism.
A French scholar who had lived in Asia for many years once said
to me: “One has to distinguish between Buddhism in Asia and
Buddhism for Europeans.” This very relevant remark applies to
Zen Buddhism as well. Zen Buddhism in Asia can only be under-
stood in terms of its Asian development—its origin in China,
most likely in the sixth century, the meditation tradition of a
thousand years’ duration upon which it was based, and its thir-
teenth-century transplantation to Japan where it reached its
fullest and highest development. Hence, in order to obtain a
reliable and correct knowledge of Zen Buddhism, our interest is
directed towards a study of its history.
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I feel very grateful to my Japanese friends who, shortly after
my entrance into the postgraduate course of the Science of Re-
ligions Department of the then Tokyo Imperial University in
1936 (one year after my arrival in Japan), introduced me to Zen
Buddhism and encouraged me to study its history, for I have
continually found this a most fascinating subject of study. Two
of my fellow students, themselves believers in Zen, used to ac-
company me on visits to Zen monasteries in Tokyo and its vi-
cinity, and invited me to read with them a Zen text, the famous
koan collection Mumonkan. This kéan collection presents a
vivid reflection of the history of Zen Buddhism in China during
a span of nearly five centuries. Out of this study came a short
summary of the history of Chinese Zen Buddhism, which was
written in German and first published in Monumenta Serica
(Vol. VI, 1941, pp. 40-72).*

At our first meeting Mrs. Ruth Fuller Sasaki suggested that I
write a complete history of Zen Buddhism. At that time I de-
clined laughingly. However, the importance of such a scholarly
endeavor always remained in my mind, and from that time on
I tried to extend my studies of the history of Zen Buddhism in
different directions, and when time was available, I began to
work upon a synthesis of these studies. Whenever possible I
tried to fill in gaps and to indicate the connection of movements
and events. Naturally, it was impossible to shed light on all the
obscurity, for in the history of Chinese Zen Buddhism, as in
the whole of the history of Chinese Buddhism, there is still
much unexplored territory. The personality of Bodhidharma as
well as the beginnings of Zen (Ch.: Ch’an) in China remains
uncertain. The fusion of Buddhist and Taoist elements had
probably already progressed far in the schools of contemplation
which preceded Zen. The precise proportion of Taoist influx

* Later, Mrs. Ruth Fuller Sasaki translated it into English and published
it with her admirable annotations and indices (The Development of Chinese
Zen after the Sixth Patriarch, in the Light of Mumonkan, New Yoik,

1953).
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into Zen Buddhism can as yet hardly be gauged. Even more im-
portant would be to ascertain the exact character of this influx.
Further investigation will certainly enrich as well as correct our
picture of the history of Zen.

This book is of an historical nature and is intended to give
to the reader a faithful account of the historical development of
Zen Buddhism as far as this is possible at the present time. The
German edition was well received by the specialists in this field.
The historical accuracy of the work was acknowledged by Bud-
dhist scholars of the first rank. The title of the American edition,
A History of Zen Buddhism, stresses even more clearly its his-
torical orientation.

However, Zen is not merely of historical interest; it has im-
portance for the present day. This conviction never left me dur-
ing my historical studies. At the same time I am convinced of
the eminently spiritual function of history. In the preface to the
German edition I expressed this in saying: “Perhaps there is no
other way that leads as surely to the very essence of things as
inquiring into their historical development. Certainly, by its
very nature, historical presentation will always be imperfect, for
history in its complex interrelationships is mysterious and enig-
matic, but at the same time sobering and disenchanting. . . .
History reveals the form and leads to the essence of things. In
historical research we are guided by the things themselves, and
we try to comprehend their response and their teaching. The
object of this book is to put the reader into as close a contact
with Zen as possible, to elucidate its inner form from history,
and to make its living values apparent.”

It is impossible to thank one by one the many persons who
were of help to me during the long years of preparing the Ger-
man original of this book and translating it into English. Only
a few names can be mentioned. The Japanese professors Reiho
Masunaga, Hajime Nakamura, and Shokin Furuta have helped
me in my Zen studies in many ways and contributed much use-
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ful information. Through the kind offices of Mrs. Sasaki the
doors of the Zen monasteries of Kyoto with their memorable art
treasures were opened to me. Mrs. Sasaki, moreover, not only
put her library at my disposal during the writing of the original
and its rendition into English, but also had the kindness to assist
in the revision of both. Thanks to the co-operation of Fr. Hein-
rich Busch and Fr. Gerhard Schreiber, I was able to make use of
the Oriental Library of the Monumenta Serica. Fr. Wilhelm
Schiffer and Fr. Franz Mohr assisted me in procuring the illus-
trations. Last, but not least, I am deeply grateful to the Rever-
end Mr. Paul Peachey who undertook the wearisome task of
making the basic English translation of the entire book. To all
these and the many others who helped in the composition and
publication of this book, hearty thanks.

Heinrich Dumoulin
Tokyo, 1962
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1 The Mystical Element in
Early Buddhism and Hinayana

Buddhism and Mysticism

When, in the nineteenth century, Buddhism for the first time
was disclosed to the West, the rationalist scholars of Europe
thought they had found in it the coveted credo of reason, with-
out God and revelation, without heaven and hell, or soul and
immortality. Further research, however, soon taught them other-
wise. Not only did the later Buddhism of the Great Vehicle
(mahdyana) exhibit all the despised “irrational” phenomena of
religiosity such as miracles, saints, the cult and veneration of
images and relics, and superstition and magic as well, but also
the Buddhism of the canonical writings showed itself, on closer
study, to be a religion which transcended the worlds of sense
and reason. Everything that the sutras relate of the life and
work of Shakyamuni—his words to his disciples, his profound
contemplation, his sayings and demeanor—all bear witness to
a man mightily stirred by religion, who, with a high sense of
mission, opened a new way to knowledge and final release. Thus
Buddhism could not be fitted into the mold of a religion of
pure reason.

But Christian scholars likewise had to concede to the force
of the facts and recognize the religious character of Buddhism.
Up until that time the term “religion” had designated the re-
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lationship of man to a transcendent personal God or to a
Divine Being. Now the concept had to be broadened to em-
brace the phenomenon of Buddhism. Today Buddhism is gen-
erally recognized by scholars as a religion, and, because of its
historical and contemporary significance, it ranks among the
world’s great religions. The basic trait of Buddhism is its striving
for otherworldly salvation.!

At the same time, the concept of mysticism has been con-
siderably enlarged. Since the definition of mysticism developed
within Christianity, which calls for the immediate experience
of the personal God through the knowing and loving soul, does
not apply to many unmistakably mystical phenomena in non-
Christian religions, it has become necessary to place alongside
the supernatural mysticism of grace the concept of natural
mysticism. Admittedly this concept entails certain difficulties,
and frequently it is not sharply enough defined and differen-
tiated. For the moment we shall content ourselves with a
general description, and designate as mysticism all efforts of
man to elevate himself to a supercosmic, supersensory sphere
which he experiences immediately. The supercosmic domain
stands in necessary relationship to the Absolute with which
man in mystical experience establishes some kind of contact.
Where these three essential elements are manifest—namely,
where man transcends the sense realm, breaks through the limits
of normal psychic experience, and reaches the Absolute—there
we can speak of mysticism. The respective strength of each of
these three elements varies greatly from case to case, but none
must be missing entirely. The sphere of mysticism is thus clearly
differentiated from phenomena such as sorcery, magic, and even
speculative metaphysics. Since contact with the Absolute be-
comes, in mystical experience, a means of salvation, Buddhism,
precisely because of its mystical element, must be regarded as
a religion. Buddha, and those who followed him, saw in mystical
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enlightenment the “vehicle of salvation” that carried them be-
yond this world to the “other shore.”

The mystical element is an essential part of Buddhism. The
multiplicity of phenomena in the religion of Buddha has often
amazed scholars and laymen. There is hardly a religious motif
or manifestation which has not been used down through the
centuries by one Buddhist sect or another. In vain does one
seek a bond that would embrace all these numerous contra-
dictory forms. And yet, despite the absence of a common de-
nominator, Buddhism constitutes a whole. The specific essence
of Buddhism is nowhere so clearly apparent as in the mysticism
that pervades the whole of this religion. The manifold Buddhist
manifestations—the rigorous moral code of the early monastic
communities, the daring metaphysical speculations of the Great
Vehicle, the intimately confident prayer of the believers in
Amida, the magic rites of Shingon and Tendai—all these are
immersed in the mystic twilight that envelops the disciples of
the Buddha, each in his own way.

Shakyamuni, the Enlightened One

The nature of Buddhist sources does not permit us to distinguish
clearly between history and legend in the life of Shakyamuni.?
According to the majority of Buddhologists, those incidents
which are transmitted alike in the Pali Canon and the Sanskrit
sources can be regarded as containing a historical core. All
records tell us that the decisive turn in the Buddha’s career was
brought about by a mystical experience. As the early sutras re-
late, Prince Siddhartha of the house of Shikya chose a life of
wandering to learn the meaning of suffering, and became the
Wise (muni) and Enlightened One (buddha), who teaches the
path of redeeming knowledge. The accounts all stress that only
after long ascetic exertions was Shakyamuni able to enter the
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true way of liberating meditation, and emphasize thereby the
Buddhist manner of meditation as distinct from the practices
of self-castigation in Yoga. The renowned Brahmans to whom
Shakyamuni first went recommended to him dangerous austeri-
ties which he carried out fearlessly to utter exhaustion. But he
did not reach liberation. Only after he took nourishment again,
which cccasioned the departure of his five fellow ascetics, and
entered the new path of meditation, did he achieve his goal.
While he sat beneath the pipal tree, dead to his senses and
absorbed in deep meditation, his spiritual eye of illumination
was opened. According to the account in the Mahasacca Sutta
he thereupon went immediately to Benares, where he “set in
motion the Wheel of the Doctrine,” basing his authority di-
rectly on his illumination. When he met his five comrades in
asceticism, they mocked him. But Shakyamuni faced them in
his newly acquired dignity as the Enlightened One, declaring:
“The Perfected One is the holy, highest Buddha.” This word,
from now on recurrently on his lips, establishes his authority as
the founder of a religion and a leader of men to salvation. In
the sermon at Benares, Buddha developed the doctrines of the
Four Noble Truths and of the Middle Way between the two
extremes of asceticism and indulgence. We may assume that
these doctrines comprise the content of his enlightenment.
Legend has removed Shikyamuni from the realm of the
merely human and has attributed extraordinary powers to him.
The Exalted One is said to have possessed the capacity to pene-
trate bodies and to read thoughts. The might of his spirit was
such that it gave him power over sickness. He communicated
with supernatural beings and was able to recall his previous in-
carnations. Indian imagination elevated the figure of Buddha
to a superhuman level. His miraculous powers made him “the
greatest of all Yogis.” 2 The mystical element comes strongly
to the fore in the legends. The Bodhisattva, who in “thought-
ful consciousness” entered his mother’s body, relaxes there in
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the posture of Yoga meditation, sitting with crossed legs. There
his mother, Maya, sees him—herself caught up in a state of
higher consciousness. As a youth, the Prince once went with his
companions into the country and, beneath a rose tree, sank into
a deep meditation in which he ascended from the lowest to the
fourth dhyana stage. The youth, encircled by the “halo of con-
templation,” aroused the admiration of all. Tradition also tells
of the many Yoga-like practices of Shikyamuni before he
achieved Buddhahood. As he lived, so he died, a mystic.

The sutra relates how the Enlightened One at an advanced
age, after he had for a time postponed death through the power
of his conscious will, decided to allow nature to run its course
and voluntarily relinquished the will to live. The Master now
spoke his final words of admonition to his disciples. While his
body lay in mortal illness beneath a sala tree in the grove of
Kusinara, his spirit was absorbed in contemplation. He ascended
through the four stages of dhydna, then hastened through the
five ecstatic states, returning finally through these same stages
to the first dhyana. His spirit now mounted a second time to
the fourth dhyana and from there entered perfect nirvana (Pali:
parinibbana) 4

The mystical elements, which in legend and tradition per-
meate the figure of the Buddha, obscure his person as much as
the miraculous and the supernatural attributes. Even though
the accounts in the Pali Canon reflect a distinct historical
reality, the Buddha does not emerge as a perfectly tangible
person. The mystic traits veil his human countenance. Since
we cannot know with complete certainty a single actual word
or event from the life of Shakyamuni, the original Buddhism
cannot be fully reconstructed. But one thing is certain. Buddha
lives in his religion as the highest, most perfectly Enlightened
One, who through his mystic vision gained the supreme and
saving knowledge. Throughout all Buddhism the mighty con-
fession of his disciple Sariputra sounds forth like the roar of a
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lion: “This, Lord, is my faith in the Holy One: that there never
has been nor will be, nor is there at this time any other ascetic
or Brahman greater or wiser than he, the Enlightened One.” 8
Artists have hit upon his essence when they have presented the
Buddha of the house of Shikya as the great contemplative who
has entered nirvana.

Hinayanist Meditative Exercises

Buddhology for some time has devoted its best energies to prob-
ing the original character of Buddhist doctrine, but though
achieving valuable results it has not succeeded in reaching its
major objective. Critical textual studies of both the Pali Canon
and the Sanskrit works do not permit definite or final conclu-
sions regarding Buddha’s life and teaching in precanonical
Buddhism. Usually the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold
Path are regarded as the primitive Buddhist credo. Undoubtedly
certain Yogic elements also belong to the primitive substance
of the Buddhist religion. Even in the earliest times the Four
Truths were practiced and experienced in meditation.® Indeed,
the exercises of Buddhism are to be distinguished from Yoga
chiefly in that the Buddhists, remaining true to the Middle
Way, reject violent exertions and bodily chastisements.

The sutras of the Pali Canon present a wealth of descriptive
accounts of mystic stages and states which are to be achieved
by systematic exercises. This textual material, though engulfed
in repetition and accretion, has been examined and put into
order by Buddhist research.” By placing the four dhydna stages
at the center and grouping all other phenomena about them,
Heiler sketches a logical over-all figure that far outdoes reality.
For the impartial reader of Buddhist literature, many dishar-
monies, tangles, and contradictions remain. Thus, for example,
the thirty-seven elements which, according to the Mahdparinib-
bana Sutta, the Buddha is said to have explained to his disciples

——




Hinayanist Meditative Exercises © g

shortly before his death as the essence of the way of enlighten-
ment, are anything but a systematic summary of the mystical
doctrine of Buddhism. We will limit our discussion here to a
brief evaluation of those fragments most important for the
further development of our present study.

The Eightfold Buddhist Path of salvation leads to “right con-
centration” (samddhi). Thus the impression could be created
that the first seven stages are the means to this final goal.® But
on the other hand, one finds in the Hinayana sutras another
more comprehensive formulation according to which the way
of salvation begins with observance of the rules of morality
(sila) and then leads to concentration (samdadhi) in which the
saving knowledge (pafifia) is acquired, which in turn is in-
separable from liberation (vimutti). This fourfold formula,
which occurs in many texts and is repeated eight times in the
Mahaparinibbana Sutta, represents a blueprint of the mystical
doctrine of salvation in Hinayana Buddhism. While contem-
plation is merely the means, it occupies as such the central
position. Moral discipline is directed toward concentration, for
it is the knowledge acquired in concentration that leads to final
salvation. In addition to the familiar five commandments, the
Hinayana Buddhist moral code demands the monastic celibacy
of religious life (brahmacarya), the bridling of the senses, vigi-
lance of the spirit, and self-control as prerequisites conducive
to concentration.® In the meditative scheme recommended by
the Pali Canon, the Four Immeasurables (appamaiiiia), which
are also called the Four Brahma Abodes (brahmavihara) or
Awakenings (bhavana), exhibit especially close relations to
morality. In this exercise, the monk extends successively, in the
directions of the four cardinal points, the powers that fill his
heart: first, the power of benevolence (metta); then of com-
passion (karuna); then, of sympathy (mudita); and finally, of
equanimity (upekhd). Thus “he permits the power of benev-
olence (of compassion, sympathy, equanimity), which fills his
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mind, to extend over the whole world.” 1® Through these ex-
ercises the virtues of benevolence, compassion, sympathy, and
equanimity are acquired. This meditation is similarly recom-
mended in the Yoga Sutra.

“Concentration is a purely spiritual activity; the seated pos-
ture of the body has merely auxiliary significance,” Heiler em-
phasizes, and yet Buddhism knows of no advanced meditation
or higher mystic state apart from the cross-legged posture. This
posture has belonged to the heritage of India from time im-
memorial. The search for its origin takes us to the dawn of
history, as is shown by the figure of a meditating god excavated
in Mohenjo-Daro on the Indus River.!? The Upanishads and
the early Hinayana sutras tell of pious ascetics and disciples of
Buddha who sat in meditation beneath shady trees in cool
groves and there experienced unity with Brahma or recognized
the sorrow and vanity of all things earthly, thus acquiring a fore-
taste of nirvana repose.

Quite similarly, breathing exercises belong to the ancient
Indian Yoga heritage. Whereas some Yoga practices seek to sup-
press the awareness of breathing as the basic vital function, the
“excellent and joyful” control of breath praised by the Buddha
in the Hinayana sutras makes respiration conscious. “The monk
breathes in and out consciously. When he breathes in long, he
is conscious—'I will breathe in long” When he breathes out
long, he is conscious—‘1 will breathe out long” When he
breathes in short, he is conscious—‘1 will breathe in short.’
When he breathes out short, he is conscious—‘I will breathe
out short.”” 13 The Buddhists reject the coercive inhibition of
breathing practiced in Yoga. At the fourth stage of dhyana
breathing automatically becomes imperceptible.

The four stages of dhyana (Pali: jhana) and the four realms
of infinity (aripa), which in the Pali Canon are combined
frequently in a series with a ninth stage of the destruction of
consciousness and sensibility (nirodha), form the core of the
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mystic practices in Hinayana Buddhism. After the conquest
of the five hindrances (nivarana)—desire, hatred, slothfulness,
fear, and doubt—begins the ascent through the four stages of
dhyana. In the first stage, that of inner composure and cessation
of desire, there still remains the image of objects, and a feeling
of delight arises. In the second stage, the release from the outer
world is accomplished and the consideration of objects has
disappeared, but joy permeates the body. In the third stage, this
feeling of joy gives way to equanimity, and spiritual contempla-
tion becomes consummate. The fourth and highest of the
dhyana stages is the world-removed state of equanimity
(upekha), free of joy and suffering alike. Meditating on infinity,
the monk strides successively through the realms of the in-
finity of space, of the infinity of consciousness, of nothingness,
and of the sphere beyond consciousness and unconsciousness.
The subsequent “destruction of consciousness and sensibility”
signifies, not the final liberation in nirvana, but an ecstatic state.

Among the various ways of meditation the four stages of
dhyana take priority. According to tradition, the Buddha passed
from the fourth dhydna stage into nirvana. This stage opens
the door to all the higher spiritual powers which, in the manner
of Yoga, play an important role in Hinayana Buddhism. Among
the magic powers (iddhi) acquired in meditation are included
extraordinary states of consciousness and unusual bodily ca-
pacities, such as levitation, self-duplication, bodily penetration,
invisibility, touching of sun and moon, clairaudience, and
others.!* A further miraculous fruit of the dhydna states is
threefold knowledge (tevijja), namely, the recollection of pre-
vious existences, a knowledge of the destiny of all beings in the
cycle of rebirths, and the knowledge of suffering and its con-
quest. This supreme knowledge, which is the point of departure
in Buddhist doctrine, is now perfectly comprehended on the
higher mystical level; thus the state of the saint (arhat) is
reached.
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In this connection mention must still be made of two aids to
contemplation which survive in Zen, though all other practices
of Hinayana have disappeared completely. The schematic ob-
jects of consideration (kammatthana), detailed especially in
the Mahadsattipatthana Sutta, are directives to psychic technique
rather than to spiritual reflection. And yet they place the monk
in that grave mood, engendered by contact with the funda-
mental truths of the transitoriness of life (anicca), the un-
reality of existence (anatta), and universal suffering (dukkham),
which is a prerequisite to success in all Buddhist meditation.
Zen knows no thematic considerations similar to the Hinayanist
approach. However, the beginner is taken through exercises
which, in a fashion similar to the recommendations of the
sutras to fix the attention on the impurities and ugliness of the
body, are designed exclusively to unmask beauty and to lead
to an experience of human frailty. The Zen masters speak much
of death and renunciation to their disciples, so that through
their grasp of these basic truths illumination may come the
more easily. The Zen monastery is as much pervaded by an
awareness of transitoriness as are the meeting places of the
bhikkhu.

The kasina exercise, likewise, leads to the state of contempla-
tion. In this exercise an extreme degree of concentration is
achieved through fixing the attention on a physical object. The
monk gazes steadfastly at a circle or disk of clay or earth, or
into a vessel of water, or into a fire, or at a treetop waving in
the breeze (kasina of the four elements). Or he fastens on a
spot of color, space, or light. He gazes until the “sign” has
been impressed so deeply into his consciousness that he can see
it as an afterimage with closed eyes as clearly as he had seen it
with his eyes open.

In the meditation of Tantric Buddhism the mandala, which
may have developed from the kasina, plays a similar role.!® Zen
also makes use of symbolic representations of spiritual realities
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which are appropriated through concentration by sensory means.
Among the masters of the Wei-yang sect of Chinese Zen we
encounter the exercise of the “circular figures,” which is related
to early Buddhist kasina practice. Elsewhere in Zen, symbolic
representations of metaphysical truths likewise occur frequently.
Often the signs serve not merely to illustrate abstract truth but
also as a means of concentration.

A survey of the kinds of meditative life in Hinayana Bud-
dhism reveals the extent to which mystical elements pervade the
whole. Indeed, it has been maintained that “all Buddhism is
permeated throughout with Yoga.” ' For every individual
phenomenon in the early Buddhist meditative practice, one can
find parallels in the old Indian Yoga tradition.'” If, then, this
historical setting gives rise to the conjecture that in the exercises
of Hinayana Buddhism we are dealing chiefly with psychic
techniques, so in the stages and systems of meditation we can
readily recognize descriptions of mental states. Nowhere does
a way open into transcendence. Hinayana Buddhism achieves a
spiritualizing of Yoga by uniting its psychic exercises to a moral
and religious quest for salvation, but it is unable to introduce
any element of metaphysical knowledge. The knowledge ac-
quired by meditation is of a practical nature and pertains to the
way of salvation, namely, the cycle of rebirth and the conquest
of suffering. We therefore cannot recognize the Hinayanist
meditative exercises as genuine mysticism, since true mysticism,
whether natural or supernatural, signifies an immediate relation-
ship to absolute spiritual reality. In Hinayana Buddhism the
question of the Absolute arises first in connection with the doc-
trine of nirvana, which is of decisive significance for the whole
system as well as for a possible Hinayana mysticism.
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Nirvana as the Goal of the Mystic Way

Etymologically, nirvana signifies something negative. Derived
from the verb va, “to blow as the wind,” with the negative pre-
fix nir, it denotes motionless rest, where no wind blows, the
fire is quenched, the light is extinguished, the stars have set,
and the saint has died.’® “The extinction of desire, of hate, and
of delusion—that, O friend, is called nirvana.” ** “The body is
broken, consciousness has ceased, sensibility has vanished, the
forces of imagination have come to rest, and cognition has
ended.” 2° The saint vanishes into nirvang, to use the Buddha’s
famous simile, as the flame of an oil lamp sinks in upon itself
and expires when its fuel has been consumed. Such words and
images evoke the concept of complete annihilation.2!

At the same time, it is certain that Buddhists persistently
regarded nirvdna as the supreme goal for which they yearned
as for heaven. In the ancient collections of hymns composed by
Buddhist monks and nuns, the state of final deliverance is
lauded with enthusiasm. Nirvdna is regarded as consummate
salvation, supreme blessedness, the haven of peace and isle of
deliverance. Could such figures be veils without substance, en-
shrouding nothingness? Or do they not rather conceal a posi-
tive core? Attention was called to this contradiction in the teach-
ing of Buddha, and he was asked whether the Perfected One
would or would not exist beyond death. Buddha declined to
answer this question, apparently because it is theoretical in
nature and its solution is irrelevant to the one thing required,
namely, the achievement of salvation. He was therefore ac-
cused of philosophical agnosticism.?? It is possible, however,
that Buddha did not wish to express himself regarding life in
the beyond, since our conceptual language is not adequate to
that purpose. Regarding the “other shore,” the immortal sphere
removed from death, nothing can be expressed with certainty in
human words. That realm is accessible only in mystic ascent.
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He who seeks to resolve the paradox in the Buddhist doctrine
of nirvana logically must resort to either a nihilistic or a realistic
explanation. Both, however, are refuted by Buddha. Shakyamuni
rejected as heresy both the materialistic-nihilistic ideology
(uccheda-vada), which knows nothing of karma or of deliver-
ance, and the metaphysical doctrine of substantiality (sassata-
vada), which accepts the view of indestructible bodies. Perhaps
the final word in Buddha’s philosophy is that same Middle Way
which Mahayana metaphysics was later to teach as the supreme
wisdom. According to the Japanese Buddhologist Ui, the twelve-
linked causal chain (paticcasamuppada), which became trans-
parent to Buddha in his liberating knowledge, does not signify
a causal sequence in the origin of things, but rather the general
law of becoming and dissolving in reciprocal dependency.? Like
Heraclitus and Nietzsche, Buddha may have become intoxicated
with “the innocence of becoming,” but with this difference—
that Buddha saw by mystic insight what these philosophers be-
lieved themselves to grasp by metaphysical intuition. Signifi-
cantly, Buddha, just before leaving this world, comforted his fol-
lowers, not with the prospect of nirvana, but by pointing to the
immutable law that all who are born must die and that all com-
pounded things are subject to dissolution.* If, however, the
usual Hinayanist view is valid, which regards the twelve-linked
causal chain in the doctrine of karma and samsdra as the ex-
planation of a continuous engendering influence working
through past, present, and future, then nirvdna signifies liber-
ation from the round of birth and death and hence the way out
of the suffering of existence subject to karma. In Buddhist
terminology, existence falls within the categories of the Five
Elements (skandha),® which occur only in the cycle of rein-
carnations (samsara). The land of freedom, the opposite shore,
is beyond our intellectual comprehension.

The philosophy of early Buddhism, inclined as it is to skep-
ticism and pessimism, makes no attempt at a higher ascent. The
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exalted words that we find in Hinayana Buddhism come from
the lips of religiously inspired monks and nuns. Here we are in
the domain of mysticism. We read: “There is an unborn, an
unbecome, an unmade, an uncompounded. If there were not
this unborn, unbecome, unmade, uncompounded, there would
be no escape from the born, the become, the made, the com-
pounded.” 28 “The great ocean is profound, immeasurable, un-
fathomable. . . . So also is the Perfected One; he is profound,
immeasurable, unfathomable.” 2” Negations here signify com-
plete transcendence of human thought and speech.

Similarly, the Upanishads speak of the All and the Nothing
of the eternal Brahma. In the following verses, likewise cited by
Oldenberg, we observe the same mystic note:

He who has gone to rest, no measure can fathom him.
There is no word with which to speak of him.

‘What thought could grasp has been blown away,

And thus every path to speech is barred.28

So too, in Hinayana Buddhism, the meditative techniques
and the psychic training of the Yoga exercises are vitalized by
the mystic élan nourished in the best Indian tradition. Nirvana
is not a remote state in the distant beyond, but can be attained
now, on this side, in “the visible order” (ditthe dhamme). The
this-worldly nirvana is to be distinguished from the other-worldly
one only by the persistence of the bodily substratum (upadhi),
which no longer inhibits the Perfected One.*

Hinayina Buddhism is indebted for much of its vitality and
its resilient power to the mystical element striving within it
toward the Absolute, despite its theoretical negation of the
Absolute. All mysticism, in keeping with its nature, maintains
a relationship to ethics and metaphysics. Ample provision is
made in Hinayina for ethical preparation. The wise control of
sense and sensual desire, which the Middle Way between
pleasure and mortification demands of its disciples, lays the
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foundation for the higher ascent of the spirit. The absence of
a genuine metaphysics must have been felt as a real deficiency
until the keen philosophical speculations of the Great Vehicle,
vibrant with mystic spirit, appeared on the scene. In Mahayan-
ist metaphysics a new element breaks forth, but the coherence
with original Buddhism persists.
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Perception of Life and Mysticism

The peculiarly Buddhist perception of life tends toward mys-
ticism, for it appears that the two sorrowful convictions upon
which it rests can be resolved only in a higher knowledge. In the
first place, the Buddhist believes that by the nature of things,
true reality is hidden from man, and that the senses as well
as ordinary understanding lead him astray and entangle him in
insoluble confusion. Man lives in ignorance and deception, and
only with the greatest effort and the exertion of the hidden
power of his inner being can he break through the veil of illu-
sions which his greed weaves ever more thickly about him. True
reality is accessible only to the mystic view. In the second place,
the common human awareness of the frailty of earthly things,
so powerful in the Oriental search for truth, impels one to
mysticism. The Hinayana Buddhist reaches the other shore,
beyond desire and pain, in that he sees through the causal chain
of sorrowful human existence and thus destroys ignorance. In
Mahayana the insubstantiality of human suffering is compre-
hended in transcendent knowledge. Not philosophical insight
but salvation is mediated through the intuitive view.

The experiences at the root of the Buddhist Way give rise to
awareness of the sorrowful character of human existence, of the
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deceptive appearance of things, and of the ignorance of the
selfish ego. The extreme human need of salvation thus becomes
evident. For all Buddhists, salvation lies in the absolute knowl-
edge which is prepared for by meditation and comprehended
in mystical experience. Without this saving knowledge man is
inescapably set adrift on the sea of inconstancy, which the In-
dian imagination has stretched to infinity. Neither logic nor
piety nor asceticism, but only a higher, hidden, mystic vision,
difficult to attain, can carry man to the shore of eternal lib-
eration.

How did this view of life express itself in the new forms of
Mahayana? What stamp did the Buddhist mysticism of the
Great Vehicle receive in its peregrinations through the countries
of Asia?

The Beginnings of Mahayina

For a long time Buddhology has struggled to distinguish between
the several phases of Buddhism and to classify them in terms of
their historical succession. The customary division according to
the two Vehicles has had to yield more recently to a threefold
division, namely, primitive Buddhism, Hinayina, and Maha-
yana;! the designation “Hinayana” proved to be ill suited
to include the earliest Buddhist development. It was also rec-
ognized that its origins went further back than had generally
been assumed. Obviously, the claims of the Mahayana sutras to
stem directly from Shikyamuni, the founder of the Buddhist
religion, cannot be upheld. Apparently the Pali Canon contains
the oldest extant writings by which primitive Buddhism is to be
evaluated, while the beginnings of Mahayana go back to the
time of the early formation of the Buddhist schools.?

Out of bias for Pali Buddhism, the first generation of Bud-
dhologists saw all other developments as defections from the
sober and ethical spirituality of their origin. Mahayana was re-
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garded both as a degeneration of and as a radical break with the
original stream. Stcherbatsky depicts the departure of the new
movement in terms of almost dramatic fervor:

When we see an atheistic, soul-denying philosophic teaching of a
path to personal final deliverance consisting in an absolute ex-
tinction of life, and a simple worship of the memory of its hu-
man founder—when we see it superseded by a magnificent “High
Church” with a Supreme God, surrounded by a numerous pan-
theon and a host of saints, a religion highly devotional, highly
ceremonious and clerical, with an ideal of universal salvation for
all living creatures, a salvation by the divine grace of Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas, a salvation not in annihilation but in eternal life—
we are fully justified in maintaining that the history of religions
has hardly ever witnessed such a break between new and old
within the pale of what nevertheless continues to claim common
descent from the same religious founder.3

Other scholars reached similar conclusions, their view being
obscured by philosophical prejudices which prevented them
from seeing the common religious life-stream that flows through
apparently different forms.

At no point in the history of Buddhism is it actually possible
to demonstrate an upheaval which might have brought about a
radical break. Could there have been external pressures that
precipitated profound changes? Or did the innovations stem
from a personality of genius? Today Buddhist research is in-
clined to regard the transition as gradual—so gradual that con-
temporaries of the change were initially unaware of it This
assumption is justified by the many traces of Mahayana doctrine
which appear here and there in early Buddhist literature. Much
that is new in the Mahiyana movement does not present itself
as wholly original thought. It appears likely that in the period
from Alexander to Augustus, intellectual and religious influences
reached India from the Occident. The development is highly
complex. But it can be regarded as certain that Mahayana
developed in organic connection with the whole of Buddhism,
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i.e., that it arose directly out of the Hinayanist schools. From
the sources it can be seen that for a long period of time the
followers of both Vehicles lived peaceably side by side in the
same monasteries of the Hinayana observance. Intellectual-
historical examination of the philosophic schools of Mahayana
reveals that the new movement received important influences
from without. )

Early tendencies toward Mahayana teachings are to be found
in the philosophically inclined Hinayana schools whose writings
are composed in Sanskrit. The major work of Hinayanist phi-
losophy as set forth by the Sarvastivadins is the Abhidharma-
kosa of Vasubandhu, a dishearteningly lifeless product without
metaphysical élan. This Summa of Hinayana dryly catalogues
all the constituent parts of reality. The materialism of the
pluralistic dharma theory 1s mitigated to some extent only by the
moral law of karma. For if even nirvana, which is listed as one
of the constituent elements of reality, is conceived material-
istically as a lifeless residue of the processes of living, nothing is
left in the end but sheer materialism. Some expositors, indeed,
regard this as the real substance of Buddhism.® The process of
salvation is divested of its metaphysical character and is pressed
into a mechanistic scheme.

This materialistic-pluralistic philosophy, however, exhausting
itself in a maze of innumerable hairsplitting definitions and
classifications, can hardly do justice to the religious experience
of Hinayana. Both the meditative practices and the striving
toward the absolute state of nirvana give evidence of the genuine
religious vitality in Hinayina, without which the development
of Mahayana obviously could not be explained.®

The gradual growth of Mahayina thought brings about a
complete change which touches practically all the basic Bud-
dhist concepts. In philosophy, the theory of dharmas, shattered
by criticism, gives way to an exclusive monist doctrine. The new
doctrine of virtue (pdramitd) with the contemplative summit



22 © Mysticism Within Mahdyana

of knowledge, is placed in the service of a higher wisdom. Nir-
vana is coupled to the cosmic Buddha-vision and, as the goal
of salvation, is equated with achieving Buddhahood. Buddha,
nirvana, and enlightenment express the absolute side of reality,
whose manifestation is the phenomenal world of samsdra, in
which all sentient beings go astray in their search for salvation.
The Bodhisattva is presented as the embodiment of enlighten-
ment. All these thoughts and motifs converge. And yet Maha-
yana proper comes into existence only when the Great Vehicle
is proclaimed in conscious opposition to the less valuable Small
Vehicle. It is significant that this should occur in the sutras,
which claim religious authority. The power unleashing the
movement stems, not from philosophical speculation, but from
the inspiration of spiritual men. The sutras as the expression of
the new religious consciousness are the directing force.” The
predominant position of the mystical element becomes markedly
apparent.

The Bodhisattva Ideal

As the religious way of salvation for all sentient beings, Bud-
dhism possesses the appropriate vehicle (yana) which ever carries
man from this sorrowful earthly existence to the opposite shore.
The first means of salvation is provided by the vehicle of the
hearer (§ravaka). The hearer who comprehends the Buddhist
teaching, and follows it, acquires in contemplation (semddhi)
his own salvation and becomes a saint (arhat). All the early dis-
ciples of Buddha followed Shikyamuni and entered nirvana.
In the Pali Canon, self-enlightened Buddhas (pratyekabuddha)
are mentioned occasionally who, through their own power,
achieved perfect Buddhahood independently of the teaching of
Buddha. The third vehicle, that of the Bodhisattva, is far
superior to the two preceding ones; it alone is great and assures
all sentient beings perfect salvation. With the highest authority




The Bodhisattva Ideal © 23

the Mahiayina sutras disclose the absolute perfection of the
Bodhisattva vehicle.

Mahiayana doctrine is developed, religiously and philosophi-
cally, with the Bodhisattva ideal as its center. The term “Bodhi-
sattva” signifies a being “attached [sakta] to enlightenment”
or, simply, a “being [sattva] of enlightenment.” ® Though per-
fectly enlightened and in possession of the omniscience of a
Buddha, the Bodhisattva forgoes final entrance into nirvana in
order to aid sentient beings on their path to enlightenment. For
indeed all beings participate in the Buddha-nature and can
achieve total enlightenment. The Bodhisattva ideal receives
its significance from the basic Mahayanist doctrine of the innate
Buddha-nature of all beings.

The way of the Bodhisattva to final enlightenment, the so-
called “Bodhisattva career” (bodhisattvacarya), could be said to
correspond to the Christian way of perfection, if the Bodhisattva
were nothing but the image of the perfect disciple of Buddha.
But in Mahidyina Buddhism the Bodhisattva also performs a
dogmatic function, without which the salvation of sentient be-
ings could not be realized. Therefore the Bodhisattva is ac-
corded a religious veneration second only to Buddha himself.
Removed to the realm of the miraculous and magic, his contours
are often effaced and are lost in cosmic dimensions. The mystical
element is thus clearly discernible, both in the way of achieve-
ment and in the final state of the Bodhisattva.

A Bodhisattva is totally dedicated to the Law of Buddha.
The Bodhisattva career begins with the awakening of the
thought of enlightenment (bodhicitta) and the taking of the
vow (pranidhdna) to ascend tirelessly through the perfections of
all the stages until supreme enlightenment is attained in order
to assist all sentient beings to obtain salvation. Various Maha-
yana scriptures explain the ten stages of the Bodhisattva’s
career.® According to the Da$abhiimika Sutra, the first six stages
consist in the mastering of the different degrees of contempla-
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tion aimed at in Hinayana mysticism, and especially of the
four dhydna stages. A meditation in ten stages on the twelve-
linked causal chain is also mentioned. Having reached the
seventh stage, the Bodhisattva now moves on (diramgama).

The peculiarity of the Mahayana Bodhisattva career in dis-
tinction to Hinayana is revealed in the practice of the Ten Per-
fect Virtues (paramita).*® Originally, only six were named. In
Mahayana the first five of these—namely, giving (ddna), mo-
rality ($ila), patience (kshanti), energy (virya), and meditation
(dhydna)—are directed toward the sixth, wisdom (prajiia), as
the goal and fruit of all endeavor. Later, four further perfect vir-
tues were added. Again the goal is excellence of knowledge
(jfidna). Jfidna appears to connote primarily intellectual cogni-
tion, while prajfia points more to intuitive insight.!* Evidently
in the Mahayanist scheme of virtues the intellectual proficien-
cies occupy the key positions. With the practice of these per-
fections, the Bodhisattva in the seventh stage has entered the
ocean of omniscience. He strides on, in his comprehension of
the emptiness and unbornness of all things, to the tenth stage
(dharmamegha), where he achieves “all forms of contempla-
tion.” Seated on a vast lotus, he possesses the concentration
called the “knowledge of the Omniscient One.” The sutra de-
scribes the magnificent scene of his consecration (abhisheka)
in which he becomes manifest as the fully enlightened Buddha.
But great compassion compels him to descend by skillful means
from the Tushita heaven to earth, and without entering nir-
vana, he sets out to save all sentient beings.

The Bodhisattva state is characterized by the Perfection of
Wisdom (prajiiaparamitd). Without wisdom, the other five
virtues, as well as skill in expedients, are worthless. The Sutra of
the Perfection of Wisdom says: “Though a Bodhisattva should
bestow gifts through aeons as numerous as the sands of the
Ganges, and should observe morality, practice patience, apply
energy, and persist in meditation . . . if he were not embraced
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by the Perfection of Wisdom and emptied by skill in expedients,
he would fall to the level of a hearer ($§ravaka) or a pratyeka-
buddha. . . ”1* The Perfection of Wisdom is not to be
realized without emptiness of the spirit. The unenlightened per-
son hears the word “emptiness” and expresses his concept in
signs. “The Way of the Bodhisattva is emptiness, or the way of
that which is without sign.” 3 The Perfection of Wisdom is
beyond all concepts and words. But above all, the Bodhisattvas,
who “find rest in one thought” (eka-citta-prasidam), are freed
from the concept of self. “In these Bodhisattvas no perception
of a self takes place, no perception of a being, no perception of
a soul, no perception of a person.” ** Nor is their spirit hampered
by the concept of Dharma or of the nonconcept. The Bodhi-
sattva does not grasp at any concept; he clings to nothing. His
Perfect Wisdom is void. This is the essence of highest wisdom:
“A Bodhisattva-Mahasattva should abide himself in the Per-
fection of Prajiid by abiding in emptiness.” 18

But though the Bodhisattva in possession of Perfect Wisdom
sees through the emptiness of all things, he does not consum-
mate his insights. For the sake of the salvation of sentient be-
ings, he forgoes entrance into the eternal rest of nirvana. He
keeps close to the “borderline of reality” (bhitakoti), never tak-
ing the step into nirvana nor yet clinging to the unenlightened
restlessness of samsdra. Though aware of the nothingness of all
things and of the ultimate irrelevance of all exertions of the
spirit, he never ceases to work for the benefit of sentient beings.
“This logic of contradiction is what may be called the dialectics
of prajiia.” 16

Suzuki sees in the psychology of the Bodhisattva one of the
greatest achievements in the life of the spirit. He describes this
curiously suspended attitude by comparisons approximating the
paradox of Zen. The Bodhisattva holds “a spade in his hands
and yet the tilling of the ground is done by him empty-handed.
He is riding on the back of a horse and yet there is no rider in
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the saddle and no horse under it. He passes over the bridge, and
it is not the water that flows, but the bridge.” 7 The intercon-
nection of illuminative knowledge (prajiia) and compassion
(karund) in the Bodhisattva is logically inexplicable. It remains
an unsolved riddle. In vain does one seek an ontological basis.
“It is again like the shooting of one arrow after another into
the air by a man whose mastery of archery has attained a very
high degree. He is able to keep all the arrows in the air making
each arrow support the one immediately preceding. He does this
as long as he wishes.” 18

In his description of Bodhisattvahood, Suzuki emphasizes the
kinship of prajiia with Zen. At the same time, the difference
between Oriental and Western mysticism becomes evident. The
Bodhisattva riddle is not solved in a coincidentia oppositorum,
a unity of opposites, nor is it resolved by the shifting to a higher
level. The contradiction remains, unsolved and insoluble, but
enshrouded in a veil of unreality.

The ideal of Bodhisattvahood is engendered by the spirit of
India, which is indifferent as to whether or not its concepts cor-
respond to reality. Or rather, concepts, desires, wishes, and vows
are considered to be realities as fully as are men and their deeds.
In the face of Buddhist negativism and idealism all things
vanish into the Void. What does it matter whether a Bodhi-
sattva ever existed or whether he can exist? In the climate of
madyd, creative fancy generated the Bodhisattva figure, some-
thing between Buddha and man, neither male nor female, the
embodiment alike of illuminated knowledge and of great com-
passion (mahdkarund). The attraction of this concept for the
people proved enormous. In Mahayana Buddhism the Bodhi-
sattvas became the highly praised gods of salvation for all of
erring mankind. Their compassion and miraculous power were
soon esteemed more highly than their illuminated knowledge,
though this was the root of their acts of salvation.!?

The unreality of the Bodhisattva ideal impairs considerably
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the value of the great compassion. The admirable heroism of
these enlightened beings shows itself primarily in wishes and
vows. Their deeds, which achieve the salvation of sentient be-
ings, are magic wonders performed by fantastic powers. While
the Bodhisattva saves all beings, no form of a sentient being
enters his mind since his knowledge abides in emptiness. As an
embodiment of the cosmic Wisdom, he is, at least theoretically,
an impersonal being. For the same reason, the suspended at-
titude of the Bodhisattva is basically different from the de-
tached love of the Christian saint. For the saint who remains
unattached to his acts of charity, looking alone to God, whose
right hand knows not what his left hand does (Matt. 6:3),
realizes within himself full personal freedom. He recognizes
and loves his fellow man as a person, in the God to whom his
spirit ascends in untrammeled flight. The act of love which he
performs for the sake of God is not for that reason any less
real. The recipient is indeed enriched. Something actually hap-
pens; and that it should happen, and the manner in which it
happens, are important.

The Bodhisattva ideal exercised a persistent influence on the
whole of Buddhism, and particularly in Zen did it bear rich
fruit. Up to the present day, the Bodhisattva’s vows play an
important role in the life of the Zen disciple. These vows are
pronounced with fervor at the very outset of the spiritual career
and are constantly repeated throughout the long years of prac-
tice:

However innumerable the sentient beings, I vow to save them all.
However inexhaustible the passions, I vow to extinguish them all.
However immeasurable the dharmas, 1 vow to master them all.
However incomparable the truth of Buddha, I vow to attain it.

In the last of these four sentences the initiate binds himself
to supreme enlightenment. Through his omniscient knowledge
the Bodhisattva abides constantly in the realm of the Absolute.
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The mystical character of intuitive insight is proper also to the
enlightenment to which the Zen disciple aspires as he proceeds
on the path to Bodhisattvahood.

Buddhology and Nirvana

The Bodhisattva ideal is the new creative force motivating
Mahayana. The Mahayana development, which first proceeds
without break from Hinayana, ends by transforming all basic
Buddhist concepts. Japanese scholars regard the evolution of
Buddhist dogma as the chief characteristic of Mahayana. For
this reason they place the beginning of the new movement in
the Docetic tendencies of the Mahasamghikas.2® The various
embellishments of the Buddha figure, an early outgrowth of a
natural impulse of veneration, at the outset scarcely touched
the substance of his teaching.

The dogmatic concepts of Western Docetism are remote from
Buddhist thought. Buddhism draws no boundary between man
and God.?! The divine beings who appear in the sutras, in cult,
and in art stem mostly from mythology and are classified with
the sentient beings who move in the birth-and-death cycles. The
elevation of Buddha into the superhuman realm takes on
significance when it gives rise to metaphysical speculations about
the Absolute. Emerging originally from the multitude of errant
beings in need of salvation, the Buddha transcends the boun-
dary so definitively as to belong to absolute reality. He ceases to
belong to the merely human side. His earthly origin, though not
forgotten, is nonetheless reduced to an insignificant phase in
the endless history of his acts of grace. Essentially, he is the
Absolute.

This is the potent new discovery of Mahayina, which was
anticipated religiously by the growing tendency toward ritual
worship, and philosophically through an influx of Indian mon-
istic pantheism. In the Mahayanist view, the Buddha is pri-
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marily and essentially a transcendent being. But since Buddhism
permits no logical categories for the description of otherworldly
reality, and since it denies substantiality and limits causality to
the realm of becoming in samsdre, the Mahayanists could not
regard Buddha as God and Creator. His being lies beyond all
conceptual expression and is ineffably mysterious. The iden-
tification of the final absolute mystic state of nirvana with the
Buddha arose consistently out of Mahayana Buddhology. But
the world of becoming also is veiled in the mystery of Buddha.
The enlightened eye of prajiia beholds the universal reality of
Buddha, namely, the unity of samsdra and nirvana.

The consummate expression of the new Buddhology is to be
found in the doctrine of the Three Buddha-Bodies, which be-
longs to the central dogma of Mahayana and is accepted by all
schools.?? The diverse and contradictory aspects of Buddhist
doctrine were systematized and brought into final form only at
a late date in the philosophical school of the Yogicara. As a rule
the three Buddha-bodies are designated as (1) “the Transfor-
mation Body” (nirmanakdya)—later sects here distinguish the
complete manifestation of the Perfected One (e.g., that of
Shiakyamuni) and the partial manifestations (as the appearance
of the great Buddhist teachers); (2) “the Body of Enjoyment”
(sambhogakaya)—the idealized figure of Buddha, which invites
personification (e.g., the famous Buddha Amitabha [Jap.:
Amida)); and (3) “the Cosmic Body” of the Dharma (dhar-
makdya)—which is none other than the ultimate reality of
Buddhahood itself.

Obviously, in this Buddhist view the most diverse concepts
can be satisfied. The infinite phenomenal possibilities invented
by fantasy provide the substance for a pantheon of numerous
Buddhas, which nonetheless possesses its unity in the single
Buddha-nature of the dharmakdya. The urge to virtual worship
was enabled to clothe the blessed body of Buddha in an in-
effable splendor of light and beauty, to endow it with infinite
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wisdom, power, and compassion, and to depict the Pure
Buddha-Land as the home of all human yearning. The basic
metaphysics of this Buddhology is pantheistic or, as the Bud-
dhists prefer to say, cosmotheistic. The corresponding anthropol-
ogy is mystical. The deepest concern of man must be the at-
tainment of the enlightened view, for only the illumined one
can grasp the perfect Buddha-reality. Enlightenment signifies at
the same time the realization of man’s own deepest self, namely,
the Buddha-nature inherent in all life.

The superiority of Mahayana to Hinayina derives chiefly from
its teaching of a mystic, monistic vision which promises to
satisfy to a large extent the fundamental yearning of the human
spirit for unity.2® The concept of a double truth, one exoteric
and involved in the plurality of things, the other esoteric, in
which All and Nothing coincide, permeates the whole of In-
dian thought, and is especially pronounced in Mahayana. This
problem is most advanced philosophically in the dialectics of
Nagarjuna, whose radical, logical, and ontological criticism
pushes Buddhist philosophy close to the borders of nihilism.
Significantly, it is saved from this conclusion, not by philo-
sophical speculation, but through mystical intuition alone. Here
lies the difference from the genuine philosophical position of
Shankara. The philosophy of Nagarjuna rejoins the Buddhist
mystic way of salvation.

Among the religious practices of Mahayana, meditation
stands out, since it alone can lead to the realization of the
monistic vision. The personal veneration as an outgrowth of
popular piety, no matter how preponderant in terms of the es-
sence of Mahayana, remains on a secondary plane. In all the
Mahayanist schools, the meditative element plays a more or less
important role. This is also true in Amidism, where the endless
repetition of the Buddha’s name lulls the soul into a state of
complete rest.* Tantrism and Zen in different ways pursue the
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same objective, namely, the breakthrough to a higher, hidden
truth, the knowledge of which transfers the illuminated one
into the sphere of the Absolute, where All is One and Buddha
is the One.
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The Position of Zen in Intellectual History

Ever siuce Zen was introduced to the Western world, it has
aroused increasing interest and esteem, not merely among a few
Orientalists but among wide circles of the intellectually alert
who are concerned with the inner renewal and spiritual growth
of man. In their prometion of Zen, its admirers fall into differ-
ing groups in accordance with their viewpoints.

The Buddhist societies working in America and Europe seek
to adapt themselves to Western understanding. Nonetheless the
tie with Buddhism seems to them to be disadvantageous to the
Zen movement. Therefore some advocates of Zen in the West
seek to extract its true kernel from the Buddhist shell.

The representatives of modem psychology, who detect a rela-
tionship between Zen and depth psychology, believe that the
introduction of Zen methods will help in the guidance of men,
both the healthy and the psychopathic, toward true individua-
tion. The question arises, of course, whether Zen can be sepa-
rated from Buddhism without harm to its real substance, and
whether without religious bonds it will remain meaningful
and effective. In other words, can Zen be used simply as a
method toward man’s self-realization, in the same way as Yoga
is employed?
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A comparison between Zen and Yoga forces us to notice the
substantial differences in their historical settings. Admittedly,
in its origin Yoga was bound up with the religion of India, but
it allied itself readily with varied philosophical and religious sys-
tems, such as Samkhya, Bhakti Yoga, and Hinayana Buddhism.
Since it lacked a sharply defined religious character, it could
easily be secularized by a psychology which sought to enhance
its own “doctrine of salvation” by the assimilation of ancient
Oriental wisdom. In any event there remain some unclarified
problems in the relationship of Yoga to religion and psycho-
therapy.

With regard to Zen, however, the historical situation is differ-
ent. Sprung out of Buddhist soil and cultivated as a school in
its own right, with a hierarchical organization and an estab-
lished temple system as it flourishes today in Japan, Zen is com-
pletely Buddhist. Suzuki, who knows the real situation and
rightly maintains the unity of all Buddhism, regards Zen, whose
“main ideas are derived from Buddhism,” as “a legitimate de-
velopment of the latter.” * His books, however, being distin-
guished by lively suggestiveness, abundance of material, and
absorbing exposition but not by clear order and transparent
logic, have contributed to conceptual confusion. Over and over
Suzuki stresses the independence and incomparability of Zen
as nothing other than personal experience which, in its pure
subjectivity, forgoes all sub- and superstructures, appears spon-
taneously without cause, and is inexpressible in words. Indeed,
this experience is so far beyond words that it transcends and
embraces all philosophy and theology. All clear delineations
vanish in Suzuki’s expositions for his European-American audi-
ence. For him, Zen is an absolute, and one cannot define its
place in intellectual history.

Suzuki’s scholarly works contain much valuable material re-
garding the relationship of Zen to Mahayana Buddhism. These
works have proved helpful in the attempt to trace the roots of
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Zen to the early Mahayana sutras, out of which soil it arose un-
der the influence of Chinese thought. For, to comprehend the
formative forces of Zen, one must consider equally its origin in
Mahiayana and the peculiar impulse of the Chinese spirit.

We set forth first the mystic utterances in the Mahayana
sutras which later crystallized in Zen. This inquiry is important,
not merely historically, but also for our understanding and
evaluation of Zen. All mysticism is conditioned in character by
the spiritual setting in which it originated and flourished. Thus
Zen is stamped with the Chinese and Japanese religiosity of
Mahayana Buddhism.

Prajfiaparamita—Transcendental Wisdom

All the schools of Mahayiana Buddhism are based on a group of
sutras known by the name of Prajiidgparamita—the Sutras of
Transcendental Wisdom—the oldest portions of which appar-
ently go back to the first century B.c.2 These sutras are not phil-
osophical treatises but a religious message. The new doctrine is
proclaimed authoritatively and is couched in fanciful and magi-
cal images and symbols, but lacks a metaphysical basis. The
very word is the “Void” ($iinya), and its assertion goes far be-
yond the Hinayanist negation of substantial reality and the
doctrine of Nonego and the inconstancy of all things. All
phenomena as such, including the external, visible world as
well as the subjective inner world with its rational knowledge,
are declared “void.” 2 This emptiness of all reality is beheld by
the enlightened eye of wisdom (prajiid), the organ of intuitive
knowledge, which brings about all-knowing (sarvajiiata). The
psychic process is designated as enlightenment (bodhi), and
enlightenment brings with it omniscience as its fruit. Thus
wisdom, enlightenment, and omniscience are regarded as co-
ordinate and inseparable. When the Bodhisattva, in the pos-
session of supreme enlightenment, nonetheless forgoes its fruit,
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omniscience, he does so out of compassion for errant sentient
beings to whose salvation from the cycle of rebirths he has
dedicated himself.

Negativism and paradox are the striking characteristics of the
proclamation of the supreme transcendental wisdom. With in-
comparable emphasis and countless repetition, the sutras incul-
cate the paradox of “the Void.” In the Diamond Sutra we
read: 12065 05

The Lord continued: “What do you think, Subhuti, can the
Tathagata be seen by the possession of his marks?”’—Subhuti re-
plied: “No indeed, O Lord. And why? What has been taught by
the Tathigata as the possession of marks, that is truly a no-
possession of no-marks.”

The Tathagata spoke of the “heap of merit” as a non-heap.
That is how the Tathagata speaks of “heap of merit” . . .

The Tathagata has taught that the dharmas special to the Bud-
dhas are just as not a Buddha’s special dharmas . . .

Just that which the Tathigata has taught as the wisdom which
has gone beyond, just that He has taught as not gone beyond . . .

The Tathagata has taught this as the highest (parama) perfec-
tion (pdramitd). And what the Tathagata teaches as the highest
perfection, that also innumerable Blessed Buddhas do teach . . .#

No effort is too great to grasp the emptiness of all things,
for “deep is the designation of the empty, the markless, the
inclinationless, the nonachieving, the nonoriginating, the non-
being, the passionless, the annihilation, the extinction, the ex-
piration.” 8

In the “Religion of the Prajiigparamita,” ® negativism and
paradox are not to be understood relativistically or nihilisti-
cally, nor yet dialectically; rather, they stand in the service of
the mystical intuition of truth. After the eye of wisdom has
comprehended the Void, has unmasked all false appearance,
and has destroyed attachment to illusory concepts, it beholds,
in enlightenment, things as they are, and also the human
spirit, in the simple thusness of being. “Thusness” (tathata), in
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the Prajfiaparamita Sutras, is the only positive expression re-
garding reality. All other assertions are stated negatively. And
even regarding thusness, the sutra is able to say that it “has not
come, not gone,” is “not past, not future, not present,” “with-
out change and without distinction,” “a thusness without
duality . . . a nondualistic thusness.” 7

The Prajiiaparamita Sutras lead to the religious experience
in which both the emptiness of things and their thusness are
comprehended, simultaneously and in one, as the passing dark-
ness and the coming light. The Void is unutterable and un-
fathomable, without growth or diminution. “Thusness is this
matchless, perfect enlightenment. And this thusness neither in-
creases nor decreases.” ® In the same way the sutra speaks of
enlightenment: “The perfection of knowledge is empty; it nei-
ther increases nor decreases.” ® Emptiness, thusness, and the
wisdom of perfect knowledge all stand on the same plane, ex-
alted above the fluctuation of change, and thus compose the
absolute state attained in mystical experience.

Zen regards itself rightly as the legitimate heir of the wisdom
of those deep and mystically dark sutras which, according to
the legend, could not be comprehended by contemporaries
and were preserved in the Serpent Palace until the time when
they were brought forth by Nagarjuna, the bold thinker and
enlightened saint.!® Nagirjuna, probably in the second cen-
tury a.p., built up his philosophy of the Middle Way (madh-
yamika) on the Sutras of Transcendental Wisdom, which have
as their apex intuitive enlightenment. Revered as a Bodhisattva
throughout all Mahayana Buddhism, Nagarjuna is reckoned
among the patriarchs by both mystical schools, the Tantrist
Shingon and Zen, and is regarded as the most important In-
dian link in the long chain of witnesses since Shakyamuni.
The chief elements in the doctrine of Transcendental Wisdom
—negativism, paradox, religious experience in intuitive cogni-
tion, the comprehension of things in their thusness—all flowed
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from the Prajiaparamita Sutras through Nagarjuna into Zen,
embedding themselves deeply in its substance.

Paradox could unfold with virtuosity in the peculiar spiritual
climate of Zen. The comprehension of things in their thusness
is what the Chinese Zen masters were to call enlightenment
in daily life. The stating of a simple fact in ordinary life as the
answer to the profound inquiry of a kdan frequently leads to
sudden insight.

A monk once asked Chao-chou, “Master, I am still a novice.
Show me the way!” Chao-chou said, “Have you finished your
breakfast?”” “I have,” replied the monk. “Then go wash your
bowl!” Thereupon the monk was enlightened.1!

Suzuki cites as illustrations of “prajiid as handled by Zen
masters” a number of similar instances, among them the fol-
lowing pregnant pronouncement of a Chinese Zen master from
the early Ming period (fourteenth century):

Yiin-mén one day produced his staff before an assembly of
monks and said: ‘“Common people naively take it for a reality;
the two Yanas analyze it and declare it to be non-existent; the
Pratyekabuddhas declare it to be a Maya-like existence; and the
Bodhisattvas accept it as it is, declaring it empty. As regards Zen
followers, when they see a staff, they simply call it a staff. If they
want to walk, they just walk; if they want to sit, they just sit. They
should not in any circumstances be ruffled and distracted.!2

Here metaphysical insight into the thusness of things has
been made into a concrete way of life, which derives its validity
from the Mahayanist doctrine of Transcendental Wisdom.
Hui-néng, the Sixth Patriarch and one of the greatest figures in
Chinese Zen, was awakened to the great enlightenment by this
verse from the Diamond Sutra: “Let your mind take its rise
without fixing it anywhere.” 13

The Prajfiaparamita Sutras are eagerly studied and recited in
Zen monasteries even today, especially the brief Prajfiapara-
mitd-hridaya Sutra. The magic formula at the end, which seems
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to contradict the metaphysical spirit of the sutra, is regarded by
Suzuki as a koan.'* Indeed, he regards the whole sutra as an in-
troduction to religious experience in accordance with the koan.
By means of negation and paradox, the inadequacy of rational
understanding as a cognitive channel for the realization of ac-
tual reality and ultimate truth is driven home. The negations
are the indispensable prerequisite for a breakthrough to the
affirmation which arises in the comprehension of thusness.
Thus sutra and kéan, each in its own way, arouse the same
psychic process of enlightenment.

Religious Cosmotheism in the Avatamsaka Sutras

European literature gives scant information regarding the con-
tent of the many volumes in the group of the Avatamsaka
Sutras, which in China gave rise to the school of Hua-yen.
This school, transplanted to Japan as the Kegon school, played
an important role in the Buddhism of the Nara era. Even
down to the present, none of the Avatamsaka Sutras has as yet
been fully translated into a European language. Isolated quo-
tations alone cannot convey the full religious impact of these
sutras.

Here again the essays of Suzuki offer the European reader
considerable insight.'®* Couched in light, paraphrastic form,
they not merely set forth the basic ideas of the Avatamsaka Su-
tras but also make the poetic texture of this religiously inspired
work vividly evident. The connection between Zen and the
Avatamsaka Sutras thereby becomes clear. To Suzuki, Zen “is
the practical consummation of Buddhist thought in China and
the Kegon (Avatamsaka) philosophy is its theoretical culmina-
tion.” The two are related in this manner so that “the philoso-
phy of Zen is Kegon and the teaching of Kegon bears its fruit
in the life of Zen.” 1¢
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The basic core of the religious proclamation of the Avatam-
saka Sutras is the central Mahayanist doctrine, i.e., the Buddha-
hood of all sentient beings, the identity of the absolute state in
nirvana and the relative phenomenal world in samsara, and
the enlightened way of the Bodhisattva, who is endowed with
wisdom (prajid) and compassion (karund) in order to guide
errant beings, caught in the cycle of rebirths, to Buddhahood.
The Avatamsaka Sutras also prefer the negative mode of ex-
pression, the theologia negativa of the school of Transcen-
dental Wisdom, which stems from the knowledge of the emp-
tiness of all things.

The conviction that the supreme liberating knowledge is at-
tained by intuitive insight is likewise common to all Mahayana.
The Avatamsaka Sutras state impressively the reciprocal rela-
tionship and interpenetration of the absolute Buddha-nature
and the world of individual phenomena. The Buddha is all,
and all is the Buddha. But this inclusive unity does not rob the
phenomena of their individual character. Certainly things do
not possess a self-nature, for all self-nature is swallowed up in
identity with the Buddha. And yet each individual thing has its
special meaning in the universe.

Examples help to make clear this interpenetration. There is
the analogy of Indra’s net, made of precious gems, hanging
over Indra’s palace. “In each of these gems are found reflected
all the other gems composing the net; therefore, when it is
picked up, we see in it not only the entirety of the net, but
every one of the gems therein.” 17 Or, here is a burning candle,
surrounded on all sides by mirrors which reflect in a perfect in-
terplay of lights the central light of the candle and the light as
reflected by the other mirrors.® The Avatamsaka Sutras do not
weary of depicting the interrelatedness and interpenetration
of all things. In every particle of dust the whole universe is con-
tained, and every particle of dust engenders all the powers of
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the cosmos. For every particle of dust is the Buddha, who in a
single pore of his skin can reveal the history of all the worlds
from their beginning until their destruction.

The Avatamsaka Sutras depict the universal reality of the
Buddha under the figure of the Tower of Maitreya, the Buddha
of the future, who represents the absolute Dharma-world
(dharmadhatu), or the cosmic Buddha-body. According to the
explanation of the sutra, in this tower “the objects are ar-
rayed in such a way that their mutual separateness no more
exists, as they are all fused, but each object thereby never loses
its individuality, for the image of the Maitreya devotee is re-
flected in each one of the objects, and this not only in specific
quarters, but everywhere all over the Tower, so that there is a
thoroughgoing mutual interreflection of images.” 1® The final
goal of the efforts of all sentient beings is entrance into the
Tower of Maitreya, which signifies the attainment of perfect
enlightenment, or entrance into the light of the Dharma-world,
in which there will be no more spatial juxtaposition, since all
things, illumined by one light, interpenetrate one another in
the unity of Buddha. The enlightened one abides nowhere
and everywhere; he is infinite light. As he possesses Buddha in
every particle of dust, he grasps eternity in every moment. The
boundaries of space and time have melted away. The Buddha-
reality is pure spirit.

The doctrine of the Avatamsaka is a religious cosmotheism.
The sutra which tells of the pilgrimage of Sudana to the Tower
of Maitreya, and of the glories of this miraculous tower, brings
home to the believer, in trembling awe, the total reality and
unlimited power of Buddha. But the supreme mystery revealed
to him is that this world of appearances, and every manifesta-
tion in it, as well as the Tower of Maitreya itself, are nothing
other than the Buddha.

While the Avatamsaka Sutras proclaim the oneness of the
Buddha-reality as a religious revelation, the Chinese school of
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Hua-yen formulated the daring symbolism of the Avatamsaka
in philosophical concepts. Thus there arose the highly specula-
tive monistic metaphysics of Hua-yen (Jap.: Kegon). The
Fifth Patriarch of the Huayen school, Kuei-feng Tsung-mi
(779-841), one of the most important figures in Chinese Bud-
dhism, appears in Zen genealogy as the head of one of the flour-
ishing Zen schools of his time.2® This learned monk, as a Zen
disciple devoted to the mystic way of illumination, regarded
the Kegon doctrine as the highest expression of the Buddha-
truth. This is evident in his many writings, especially in the
Treatise on the Origin of Man, which is still used as an intro-
duction to Buddhist thought and studied eagerly in temples
today. In his interpretation of Buddhist doctrine, Fa-yen, the
founder of one of the “Five Houses” in Chinese Zen (see
Chapter 7), emphasizes the basic principle of Kegon meta-
physics, which is sameness in difference and difference in same-
ness.?? During the Sung era the inner affinity of Zen to Kegon
led to a complete assimilation of the latter by the Chinese Zen
masters. The preference for the Avatamsaka Sutras and for
Kegon metaphysics persists undiminished in Japan today.

The attitude toward nature peculiar to Zen disciples draws
its nourishment from the cosmotheistic world-view set forth so
magnificently in the Avatamsaka Sutras. The religiously rooted
conviction of the divine unity of the universe permits the search
for the fulfillment of one’s own deepest being by fusion with
nature. Life in the Zen monastery is immersed in nature. The
natural phenomena in the flow of changing seasons determine
the rhythm of psychic life. With loving devotion, the novice
watches the hawk as it circles the mountain peak on whose
slope the monastery rests. Every living being and every minute
thing is significant, since even the tiniest thing contains the
whole mystery. Reverence for the sanctity of the universe vi-
brates through Zen art, and permeates the whole of ancient
Japanese culture. It is from this religious mooring that the
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Japanese appreciation of nature must be understood. To be
sure, its inadequacies and limitations derive in the last analysis
from an inevitable subsidence into a pessimistic and deperson-
alizing naturalism.

A further relationship between Kegon and Zen remains to
be traced. Kegon metaphysics is idealistic, as is the mainstream
of Mahayanist philosophy. The Absolute Being, Buddha, is
spirit. The corporeal world possesses no nature of its own.
Things derive all reality from the idea, from the spirit (citta-
mdtram). Zen was able to achieve a high degree of spirituali-
zation, which it passed on to Japanese art and culture. Zen
painters never paint material things in their materiality. Their
delicate ink sketches disclose the spiritual substance without
sacrificing the objectivity of their themes. The things thus de-
picted are illuminated and permit their substance, the spirit,
to be seen. For true reality is spirit and the spirit is embodied
in material things. The Eastern mind transcends, by spiritual
insight, “objectivity and abstraction, which for us are mutually
exclusive opposites or poles of tension.” “Thus even in a pic-
ture which is detached from the empirical, phenomenal world,
there can be an abundance of concrete reality.” 22

The Vimalikirti Sutra—
The Way of Enlightenment for All

Nowhere are the spirit and doctrine of Mahiyana expressed
more attractively than in the Vimalikirti Sutra. This sutra was
explained by many Chinese and Japanese commentators, the
most famous of whom was the Japanese prince regent and de-
vout promoter of Buddhism, Shotoku Taishi (574-622). The
entire sutra has been translated into English and German,?? and
provides even the common reader with an easily readable and
stimulating text.

The central figure is the pious householder (grhapati), Vim-
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alikirti, who, without having been ordained a monk, attained
a high degree of enlightenment as a layman, and throughout
his career consistently lived the Bodhisattva life. Whether his
personality is historical or only fictitious we do not know. This
sutra ministers to lay Buddhism as developed in Mahayana and
demonstrates the universal character of the Buddhist way of
salvation. In doctrinal content it differs little from the other
Mahayina sutras. Because of its strong emphasis on enlighten-
ment, Zen devotees have always been attracted by it. We shall
mention only some of its characteristics most akin to Zen.

Vimalikirti teaches right meditation. Right meditation is
concentration of the spirit even while one is engaged in worldly
activities. Such meditation preserves inner tranquillity and con-
sists in permitting “the mind to dwell neither within nor with-
out [the self]. . . . To sit thus is not necessarily a quiet sit-
ting.” 24

Vimalikirti teaches the right kind of begging. “The begging
of alms should be done not for the sake of eating. Thou
shouldst accept food not cherishing the thought of acceptance.
. . . One who eats in such a manner, neither with passions nor
without them, is neither engaged in meditation nor awakened
from it, abides neither in this world nor in nirvana.” 25

Vimalikirti shows the right way to preach the law to the
novices. “Thou shouldst enter into meditation and examine
the minds of those people before thou wouldst preach. Filthy
food should never be put into a jewelled bowl. . . . A beryl
should not be taken for a crystal. . . . A great ocean can never
be put into the footprints of a cow.” 26

Vimalikirti bases these and similar instructions on his knowl-
edge of the emptiness of all things. All earthly entanglements,
all human states of being such as sickness and pain, or desire
and guilt, are unreal and empty. The body of the Tathagata
knows neither sickness nor pain, neither desire nor passion. It
is unconditioned. But, counseled Vimalikirti, “Go, never be
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ashamed of begging for milk.. .. The Buddha . .. has
brought illness on himself only in order to awaken all beings to
enlightenment.” 2 His illness is an empty appearance. So like-
wise his compassion is not compassion of a human kind.

The language of this sutra is concrete and impressive. Spiced
with analogies and examples, it is particularly attractive to the
layman, who leamns that the way of enlightenment can be pur-
sued in ordinary, everyday life. Everything depends on the
proper spiritual state. Without destruction of the body, the
enlightened one lives as in nirvana. It is the “state of being nei-
ther released nor bound.” 2® The sutra sharply delineates this
suspended state of being in which one “ought neither to aban-
don the created nor to attach himself to the uncreated.” 2 It is
the paradox of the Bodhisattva existence which beckons on the
way to enlightenment.

At the climax of the sutra, Zen appears unmistakably as ulti-
mate Wisdom. Thirty-two Bodhisattvas sought to explain in
words the doctrine of nonduality (advaya), each one setting
forth the solution of a pair of opposites, such as becoming and
dissolving, purity and impurity, ego and outer world, samsara
and nirvana. Finally Manju$r, the Bodhisattva of Wisdom,
spoke: “According to my view, with regard to all things there
is nothing to be said nor to be expressed, nor to be thought
about them; they transcend all questioning and answering.
This is to enter into the doctrine of nonduality. Thereupon
he requested Vimalikirti to state his view. “Vimalikirti remained
silent and said not a word.” For this the Bodhisattva of Wisdom
praised him, saying, “Well done, well done, ultimately not to
have any letters or words, this is indeed to enter the doctrine
of nonduality.3® This is precisely the viewpoint of Zen. The
unity which transcends all contradictions is unutterable.

For this reason, all the masters of Zen show a reticence
about words similar to that of Vimalikirti. “An intelligent man
never adheres. The letter is far from the substance of the mat-
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ter, and in the substance the letter does not exist.” 3! One
wonders whether the disciples of Zen also recognized their
ideal in the Buddha-land described by the sutra. “There is a
pure land of Buddha where one performs Buddha work by
means of solitude, silence, wordlessness, and uncreatedness.” 32
As he who has attained enlightenment knows, out of the non-
acting of silence flows pure activity.

The Psychological View of the Process of
Enlightenment in the Lankavatira Sutra

For our knowledge of the Lankavatara Sutra we likewise owe
much to Suzuki’s comprehensive volume of studies on this diffi-
cult but most interesting sutra. Of all the sacred scriptures of
Buddhism, this sutra comes closest to Zen. According to Zen
tradition Bodhidharma, the founder of the Zen school in China,
once gave a copy of the four-volume translation of the Lanka-
vatara Sutra in Chinese to his disciple Hui-k'o, saying: “As I
observe, there are no other sutras in China but this; you take
it for your guidance, and you will naturally save the world.” 3¢

Bodhidharma, and even more so his disciple Hui-k'o, are said
to have based their “way of enlightenment” on this sutra, which
for a long time continued to be held in high esteem among the
Chinese Zen masters. But because of its obscure style and enig-
matic phrasing, it could not maintain its preferred position indefi-
nitely. The Fifth Patriarch, Hung-jén, recommended to his dis-
ciple Hui-néng the Diamond Sutra, which belongs to the sutras
of Transcendental Wisdom. From then on, it was this sutra
that played the leading role.

The rejection of all sutras by Zen masters is of much later
date. Those members of the Zen school who, during the Sung
era, repudiated all sutra teachings, mistakenly justified their ex-
trcmism by basing it on Bodhidharma. Even Suzuki has to
admit that in their attempt to deny a relationship between



46 © The Mahdyana Sutras and Zen

Bodhidharma and the Lankdvatdra Sutra they went too far.
According to Suzuki, “the teaching of Zen is not derived from
the Lankavatara, but is only confirmed by it.”” 3¢

The text of the sutra consists primarily of a dialogue be-
tween the Buddha and the Bodhisattva Mahiamati. The Bo-
dhisattva asks the Buddha to throw light on one hundred and
eight questions. The questions, and Buddha’s answers as well,
are a singular mixture of profound philosophy and trite, often
contradictory, platitudes. They are followed by a long series of
negations, quite unrelated to the hundred and eight questions,
but nonetheless accepted as answers. The conspicuously irra-
tional character of this sutra demonstrates its close relationship
to Zen. Possibly the obscure allusions and the odd replies may
have a function similar to that of the k6an in Zen, namely, to
unmask the inadequacy of reason and hence point to the way
of pure experience. This sutra—in contrast to other writings
—has a strongly subjective bias, stressing the psychological con-
ditions of the process of enlightenment. For this reason, as
Suzuki believes, Bodhidharma treasured it above all others. In
dating this sutra, one must note the highly evolved under-
standing of psychic structures.?s

All Mahayana sutras agree in the basic thesis that the su-
preme liberating knowledge of the ultimate truth cannot be ac-
quired without inner enlightenment. There is also considerable
agreement among them regarding the metaphysical implica-
tions of the enlightened view. The Lankdvatara Sutra at no
point runs counter to the general tendency of the monistic and
idealistic teaching of the Great Vehicle. The special interest of
this sutra in the psychic aspects of the process of enlighten-
ment is evident in its preference for expressions which describe
states and changes of the soul of the subject. In an exhaustive
study of this terminology, Suzuki finds this emphasis on practical
inner experience, in preference to philosophical, metaphysical
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insights, expressed in such Sanskrit terms as gocara, lakshana,
gati, gatigama, and adhigama.3®

The Supreme Knowledge comprehends the emptiness ($in-
yata) of all things; it grasps reality in its thusness (yathabhi-
tam) and touches the unborn (anutpdda) essence of the
Buddha. The enlightened view is acquired through a unique
and sudden turning (paravritti) which takes place at the very
base of consciousness after the negation of all individuality
and particularity. The mind comprehends that the outer world
is but a manifestation of one’s own spirit, and at the root of
the faculty of discrimination occurs an upheaval which is libera-
tion and not destruction.?”

The psychology of the sutra is based on the theory of the
“store-consciousness” (alayavijiiana). This is regarded as a su-
perindividual, universal consciousness, from which issue the
seven other consciousnesses—together accounting for the total
conscious life of man, from ego-consciousness to cosmic-
consciousness. The store-consciousness is identical with the im-
personal womb of the Perfected One (tathagatagarbha), which
is the source of all emanations in the transitory world of re-
births, and in which the seeds (bije) of all things are preserved.
When, for reasons that elude explanation, the seeds are set in
motion, the unconscious recollection of all activities, which re-
sides in the store-consciousness, acts as a delicate fragrance
(vasand) and stimulates the developing psychic processes. The
narcotic effect of this deceptive “fragrance,” which propels
sentient beings in ignorance and desire through the realm of
reincarnations, is broken through by the spiritual upheaval that
leads to enlightenment. The impulse for this experience comes
ultimately from wisdom (prajiia) which makes possible the re-
turn from the multiplicity of appearances to unity.

In enlightenment the eye of wisdom is opened to an intui-
tive view of being which, in the religious language of Maha-
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yana, is identical with entrance into the cosmic Buddha-body
or nirvana. In an approximation to depth psychology, Suzuki,
referring to the Sanskrit term parinishpanna, which signifies
the perfection of knowledge, interprets this perfect knowledge
transcending all duality as the self-realization of man.?® Simi-
larly the Sixth Patriarch, Hui-néng, speaks of the “seeing into
one’s own nature” or of “beholding one’s original countenance
before birth” as the way to realization of the Buddha-nature
which exists in all living beings. Later we will discuss the place
of Hui-néng in the history of Buddhist thought; his doctrine of
enlightenment combines the basic concepts of Mahayana with
Taoist influence. Hui-néng stands outside the tradition of the
Lankavatara Sutra. Rather, he approximates the school of Tran-
scendental Wisdom, which regards “the primordial purity of
the mind”—a concept first formulated by the Mahasamghikas
—as a prerequisite to the attainment of Buddhahood.3?

With regard to the relationship between the Lankavatara
Sutra and Zen, the doctrine of instantaneous enlightenment
is important. Among the questions which the Bodhisattva Ma-
hamati addresses to the Buddha is this one: “Is the cleansing
which is effected by the Buddha instantaneous or by de-
grees . . . ?” Unfortunately, the text is not clear in the answer.
The Chinese translations disagree, while the Sanskrit original
is garbled. According to Suzuki, the answer of the sutra is,
“Sometimes instantaneously, sometimes by degrees.” And he
explains further that in any case, even in gradual purification,
the initiate experiences the inner change suddenly in his con-
sciousness. “The process needed by the Buddha for the
cleansing is sometimes gradual and sometimes abrupt. But the
notion of revulsion or up-turning (paravritti) leads us to imag-
ine the process to be abrupt rather than gradual, while in our
actual experience of life what the psychologist calls conversion
takes place in either way, gradual or abrupt. . . . Psychologi-
cally this is a phenomenon suddenly happening in the con-
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sciousness. When a man was walking in a certain direction all
the time, his steps are all of a sudden made to turn back; he
faces now the North instead of the South. This abrupt shift of
the vista is a revolution, revulsion; he is sure to be strongly
conscious of the transformation.” #°

Just as the ineffability of inner experience is a common
characteristic of all mystical doctrines, so in Mahayana the im-
mediate view of truth achieved in enlightenment is regarded as
inexpressible in human concepts and words. But the Lankava-
tara Sutra advances beyond this point in the repudiation of
words as the vehicle of expression, and in so doing serves as a
model to Zen, for it speaks of some Buddha-lands where “the
Buddha-teaching is carried out by mere gazing, or by the con-
traction of the facial muscles, or by the raising of the eyebrows,
by frowning or smiling, by clearing the throat, by the twin-
kling of an eye, by merely thinking, or by a motion of some
kind.” #* Zen is well known to have invented a motley abun-
dance of such expressions of enlightenment. We read of Zen
masters who grimaced or lifted a finger or uttered a cry to indi-
cate supreme enlightenment. In this they found themselves
following the Buddha, who “in his sermon on the Vulture
Peak once held up a flower and displayed it to the assembled
multitude.” Master Wu-mén celebrates this episode, in which
the transmission of supreme truth “apart from written signs

and words” is said to have begun, in the following lines of
verse:

The Great Serpent comes, turns the flower
And shows it.

Kashyapa distorts his countenance.

Men and heaven remain dark.42
According to Japanese exegetes, the final line signifies unutter-
able enlightenment. While the disciple Kashyapa, touched by
the spirit of Buddha, merely distorts his face, heaven and earth
remain mute.
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The rejection of words is not without danger. He who rejects
the word, the loftiest revelation of the human spirit, sinks
readily to a subhuman level. The Zen masters, in resorting to
gestures, grimaces, and all possible signs, not infrequently end
in the grotesque. One cannot unconditionally approve their
attitude toward language. The basic error is apparent already
in the Lankavatara Sutra: it regards the relationship between
syllables (akshara) and reality (tattvam), word (rute) and
meaning (artha), and doctrine (de$and) and truth (siddhanta)
as merely external, similar to the finger with which one points
to the moon.*? Fingertip and moon remain infinitely separate.

The words of Master Wu-mén are similar: “It is as one strik-
ing at the moon with his staff, or as one scratching an itching
foot separated from him by his shoe.” #* Analogies should not
be forced. True, all mystics speak in lofty tones of the inade-
quacy of words. But the doctrine of enlightenment in Ma-
hiyana seems to deny the inner relationship between word
and reality. Language, it says, remains fundamentally in the
realm of false discriminations and attachments, and is basically
subject to error. Therefore meditation must avoid language,
since only thus can contact with truth be achieved. The only
way to reality is to turn inward, where alone truth can be ex-
perienced. “The truth has indeed never been preached by the
Buddha, seeing that one has to realize it within oneself.” 4
Thus not only is the ineffability of enlightenment conditioned
by the mystical character of the experience, but it corresponds
to the monistic and immanentist metaphysics of Mahayana.

The Buddhist doctrine on enlightenment is to be found in
all of the Mahiyina sutras. Limiting our inquiry into the rela-
tionship of the Mahiyana sutras and Zen to the few sutras
whose strong influence on Zen has been historically established,
we have been able to demonstrate practically all the basic
characteristics of Zen. This result is important for our under-
standing of the historical background of Zen, and must like-
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wise guide us in our attempt to interpret Zen experience. For
“no religious experience can stand outside a more or less intel-
lectual interpretation of it.” * In the case of Zen, the philo-
sophic background which all religion requires is provided by the
Mahayana sutras. This is not to deny the Chinese spirit all orig-
inality in the creation of Zen. But it is of great importance to
delineate properly the contribution of China and Japan to this
peculiar fruit on the copiously branched tree of Buddhism. The
Mahayana sutras are, without doubt, the mother soil from
which Zen sprang.



4 The Anticipation of Zen in
Chinese Buddhism

The Historical Understanding of Zen

Zen is the school of enlightenment born from the mystical
stream in Buddhism. Even though the experience of Zen lies
beyond rational categories, this fact does not obviate the neces-
sity of a careful historical analysis. D. T. Suzuki, the Japanese
interpreter of Zen to the Occident, was accused by his Chinese
colleague, Hu Shih, of not recognizing adequately the histori-
cal conditions out of which Zen arose. Hu Shih writes:

It is this denial of the capability of the human intelligence to
understand and evaluate Zen that I emphatically refuse to accept.
. . . The Ch’an (Zen) movement is an integral part of the his-
tory of Chinese Buddhism, and the history of Chinese Buddhism
is an integral part of the general history of Chinese thought.
Ch’an can be properly understood only in its historical setting just
as any other Chinese philosophical school must be studied and
understood in its historical setting.

In his reply, Suzuki emphasizes the time- and space-tran-
scending character of the Zen experience to which no historical
research can have access. But when in the course of his reply,
as in all his works, he cites copiously the words and anecdotes
of the early Chinese Zen masters, he nonetheless places his
reader in a definite intellectual milieu. It is therefore not a
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matter of indifference in our interpretation of Zen to become
acquainted with the Chinese heroes of the T’ang and Sung pe-
riods who figure in these anecdotes, and to gain some knowl-
edge of their education and their view of life, together with
their customs and ancestral faith. We are thus driven to histori-
cal inquiry.
~ The historical study of Zen, however, is rendered difficult
because of the particular character of the sources. The chroni-
cles regarding the early stages of Zen in China, which have
been greatly esteemed by Zen adherents since the earliest times,
are not wholly reliable from a historical viewpoint.2 They are
religious literature, written without accurate historical inten-
tion, but designed rather to convey the Zen spirit. The past is
glorified and tailored to fit the ideal to which the writers of the
Sung period (g60-1279) subscribed. The historical image which
was based on the chronicles was long doubted by scholars, but
it could be improved only after a number of important texts,
among them manuscripts found in Tun-huang by A. Stein and
P. Pelliot, shed new light on the early Zen era.® Thereupon
Japanese Zen Buddhologists, above all Ui Hakuji and Masu-
naga Reihd, sought to set forth the true course of events.* They
also took into consideration the predecessors of Zen in China
before the time of Bodhidharma, as well as the Indian back-
ground of the Zen movement, with which we dealt in the first
chapters of the present book. In the following pages we shall

seek to trace the ideological stages of early Zen history in
__China.

The Introduction of Buddhist Meditation into China

The spread of Buddhism from India to China ranks as one of
the major events in the historv of religion. It meant the trans-
planting of a higher religion with its authoritative dogma and
cult into a land of ancient culture. The influx of Buddhism to
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China began in the first century of the Christian era, and by
the fourth century the movement had reached a high state of
development. The enormous task of translating the hundreds
of volumes of the Buddhist Canon from Pali and Sanskrit into
Chinese testifies to the tremendous diligence of the monks as
well as to their rare ability to feel their way into a foreign cul-
ture.

The rapid success of the Buddhist mission in China points
to a certain superiority of Buddhism as a religion over the
Taoist folk religion, encrusted as it was with magic and supersti-
tion. On the other hand, its persistent force among all classes
of Chinese people and especially its penetration of the whole
of Chinese culture can be explained only on the basis of an
inner kinship between ancient Chinese thought and Buddhism.

The relationship of Chinese to Indian Buddhism has been
variously interpreted. In contrast to the European scholars who,
approaching the matter from their studies of India, attributed
little originality to Chinese Buddhism, educated Chinese of
the early centuries found in Buddhism, as in Taoism and Con-
fucianism, so full an expression of their own genius that these
three teachings together came to be regarded as representative
of the religious mind of China.® Thus for the Buddhist terms
they coined Chinese equivalents. The Primal Nothingness
(pén-wu) of Taoism prepared the way for the understanding
of the Buddhist negativism of the Nonego, the Void, and
nirvana. The Middle Way of Mahayanist philosophy was pre-
figured in the teaching of Nonacting (wu-wei). In their en-
lightenment (sambodhi) Buddhists grasped the Absolute,
which classic Chinese thinkers had conceived as the Great One
(ai-yi).

Admittedly, there are important differences between Indian
and Chinese patterns of thought. Especially the mood associ-
ated with related and corresponding concepts is not identical.
Cosmic oneness with the All is felt differently by the Chinese,
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who live harmoniously with nature, than by the Indians, who
are inclined to flee the world. But since Buddhism displayed
broad tolerance in the interpretation of its doctrines, it was
possible to overlook such differences. Conflict did develop,
however, with the Taoists, who sought comfort in the incredible
but significant tale that Lao-tzi, “disappointed by the lack of
understanding among his countrymen, went to India to preach
Buddhism there.” ¢ The root for the striking inner kinship be-
tween the basic ideas of Buddhism and Taoism lies in the nat-
uralistic apprehension of the world and of life which inspires
the Mahayana sutras as well as Chinese thinkers such as Chu-
ang-tzii and Lao-tzii. The naturalistic germ of Mahayana Bud-
dhism found more congenial possibilities for development in the
spiritual climate of China than in the country of its origin,
India. Whereas the Indians were inhibited by their agonizing
struggle for salvation, the Chinese, who desired nothing so
much as to penetrate the secrets of nature, abandoned them-
selves completely to the Taoist-Buddhist naturalism.

Similarly, the new experience which Buddhism offered in
meditation was not foreign to the Chinese.” In the great works
of their own antiquity they read of supethuman wisdom, of
ecstasies, and of miraculous powers. Taoism likewise teaches
ways of meditation, and recommends the mastery of breathing
as a means to spiritual concentration and longevity. Among
the earliest translations of Buddhist sutras are to be found texts
that deal with Buddhist meditation and describe the various
stages of concentration along the way to liberating knowledge.

We do not know how earnestly the first Chinese Buddhists
practiced these Indian instructions. But in any event the Chi-
nese received, along with the doctrine and cult of Buddhism,
the knowledge of Buddhist meditation. /They rendered the
Sanskrit term dhydna as ch’an (archaic: dian), which in Japa-
nese became zen—a term denoting ceremonial renunciation or
release.® Thus the meditation taught in the Hinayana Canon
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was called “the Zen of the Lesser Vehicle,” and in the Mahayana
Canon, “the Zen of the Great Vehicle.” Originally the same
methods were employed, but, depending on the viewpoint held,
the substance of concentration was interpreted either as Hina-
yanist or as Mahayanist. This is an illustration of our general
observation that the metaphysical content conditions the mys-
tical experience and gives it its peculiar character.

The two earliest forms of Mahayanist meditation in China
are the Amida vision and the concentration of Transcendental
Wisdom (prajiiaparamita-samadhi). The cult of the Buddha
Amitabha (Jap.: Amida) early penetrated deep into the Chi-
nese soul. Tao-an (312-385), who as a Chinese accepted the
Buddhist teachings wholeheartedly and combined them with
the Chinese attitude toward life, fervently studied the Prajiia-
paramita Sutras and at the same time placed great emphasis on
practice and meditation. He is regarded as the first important
Chinese representative of the Great Vehicle. His disciple, Hui-
yian (334-416), though a monk, remained with the nobility
and introduced Buddhism to Chinese intellectuals. He is fa-
mous as the founder of the Pure Land sect and as the first Chi-
nese monk to create a Buddhist community in China.® It was
through him that Mount Lu on the Yangtze River became an
important center in the Buddhist movement. In this circle med-
itation was cultivated assiduously in order to catch, through
visions and ecstasies, a glimpse of the glory of Amida’s West-
ern Paradise and the otherworldly Buddha-lands. Beyond this,
through meditation, Hui-ytian sought unity with the Absolute
or the source of all things, whether this be called Nature or
World-soul or Buddha. “Meditation cannot reach full quies-
cence without insight. Insight cannot reflect the depth with-
out meditation.” 1° Buddhist and Taoist elements are combined
in the meditation of Hui-yian. In Taoism the depth of reality
is called Primal Nothingness, which is comprehended in the
prajiia-wisdom which sees through the emptiness of all things.
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Many of the philosophical mystics among the Chinese Bud-
dhists, in the same manner as Hui-yiian, repeated the name of
Buddha (Jap.: nembutsu) on all stages of their spiritual ascent,
without sensing any contradiction between metaphysical im-
mersion in the complete Void and the highly imaginative
Amida vision which leads to blessedness.

Kumarajiva and Buddhabhadra

The central personality in early Chinese Buddhism was the In-
dian teacher Kumarajiva (d. 413), who went to Ch’ang-an in
403, and during a brief span of about ten years established a
brilliant career there. In the translation institute which he
founded and headed, many Hinayina and Mahayana works
were rendered into Chinese.!! Kumarajiva was a convinced
Mahayanist, an adherent of the Middle Way of Nagarjuna, and
an ardent champion of the Great Vehicle, which he helped to
victory in China by his energetic activity. He himself was not
actually skilled in meditation but promoted it among his nu-
merous Chinese disciples, many of whom became accomplished
in distinctly Mahayanist concentration methods.

For the standard authority on Buddhist meditation we must
turn to another great Indian master, in character and inclina-
tion the opposite of Kumarajiva, namely, Buddhabhadra.
Though fifteen years younger, he surpassed Kumarajiva in virtue
and insight, enjoying among his Chinese contemporaries the
highest esteem because of his miraculous powers.!? Less of a
scholar than Kumarajiva, he loved solitude and stayed aloof
from the royal court, devoting his best energies to meditation.
Upon his arrival in China he lived with Kumarajiva in Ch’ang-an
until he was driven by hostility from the quarrelsome temple
community. In the company of more than forty monks, he
sought refuge on Mount Lu, where the ever-hospitable Hui-yiian
received him.
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Buddhabhadra actually stood halfway between Hinayana and
Mahayana. In background and upbringing he was a Hinayanist.
In his method of concentration he followed the Dharmatrata-
dhyana Sutra, which teaches the Hinayanist mode of breath
regulation, contemplation of the impurities, concentration on
the Four Immeasurables, and fixation on the Five Elements
(skandha), the six sense organs (indriya), and the twelvefold
chain of causality. During his sojourn at Mount Lu he trans-
lated this sutra into Chinese and discoursed upon it. But the
distinction between Hinayana and Mahayana was so vague in
the minds of his disciples that in a letter dating from this time
he was called a “master of Mahayana meditation.” 13 The sutra
which he translated was mistakenly regarded as Mahayanist.
This confusion shows the uncertainty of the transitional pe-
riod.

From Mount Lu Buddhabhadra turned south to the capital
city of Chien-k’ang, where he was effectively active as a teacher
and master in meditation, and as a translator as well. His great-
est service to Chinese Buddhism was his translation of the
voluminous Buddhavatamasaka-mahavaipulya Sutra, which be-
came the basic text of the Kegon school. He died in Chien-k’ang
in the year 429. His pupil Hsiian-kao (d. 444) was in sharp op-
position to the new ideas of Tao-sheng regarding instantane-
ous enlightenment. The progressive movement arose from the
circle around Kumarajiva, but later on there also arose a gener-
ation of proponents of pure Mahayanist meditation among the
followers of Buddhabhadra.*

“Wisdom Not Being Knowledge”

During the first great period of Chinese Buddhism, at the turn
of the fifth century, the most brilliant representative was Seng-
chao (384-414), Kumarajiva’s highly gifted disciple, who died
an untimely death. Of humble origin, he entered the school of
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that celebrated master, fervently embraced the Buddhist path
of salvation, mastered the metaphysical speculations of the
Middle Way doctrine, and was able to combine the wisdom
of Chuang-tzli, Lao-tzi, and the Neo-Taoists, with which he
had been familiar from childhood, with the Buddhist doctrine
of the Great Vehicle. His mystical nature inclined to medita-
tion and concentration. He pursued the supreme truth. “This
truth is a vision; it is not in the words of the textbooks them-
selves but lies behind the words. It cannot be leammed but must
be experienced. It is discovered in moments of ‘ecstatic accept-
ance’ of life. . . 73

At the age of twenty-three this thoughtful youth succeeded
in producing a masterpiece of philosophical mysticism. His
treatise On Prajiiad Not Being Knowledge strikes at the heart of
the paradox of the metaphysics of Nigarjuna. Prgjiid, he says,
is “the illuminating power of not-knowledge” which reveals
true reality. “Hence the sage is like an empty hollow. He cher-
ishes no knowledge. He dwells in the world of change and
utility, yet holds himself to the realm of nonactivity (wu-wei).
He rests within the walls of the nameable, yet lives in the
open country of that which transcends speech. He is silent and
alone, void and open, where his state of being cannot be
clothed in language. Nothing more can be said of him.” ¢

The transcendental wisdom of Buddhism sacrificed none of its
dialectical acuteness in assuming a Chinese garb but rather
gained in figurative power. Seng-chao shows how the truth, mir-
rorlike, reflects the ten thousand things. The image of the mir-
tor had, of course, already been employed in the Mahayana
sutras. But Seng-chao may have recalled Chuang-tzit's saying:
“The Perfect Man employs his mind as a mirror.” 17 The liken-
ing of the human mind to a mirror became one of the best-loved
motifs in Zen literature. A Chinese Zen master of a later period,
Té-ching (1546-1623), read in the writings of Seng-chao paradox-
ical sentences which, in the same way as a kéan, stimulated his
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experience of enlightenment. In a blinding flash of illumina-
tion, the meaning of Seng-chao’s words became clear to him:
“The raging storm which uproots mountains actually is calm;
the rushing streams do not flow; the hot air which can be seen
in springtime rising from the surface of a lake is motionless; sun
and moon, though revolving in their orbits, do not tum
round.” 8 The relationship of Seng-chao to Zen is to be found
in his orientation toward the immediate and experiential per-
ception of absolute truth, and reveals itself in his preference for
the paradox as the means of expressing the inexpressible. “The
Inscrutable is found in an intuitive experience, which opens
insight into the Oneness of Illusion and Reality.” ®* This ex-
perience is final, and hence the goal where all ways meet.

Basing itself on the canonical texts of Buddhist scripture,
the Book of Chao regards the way of enlightenment as one of
gradual progress. “A Sutra says: ‘Three arrows hit the target;
three animals cross the river. The hitting and the crossing is the
same, but the arrows penetrate more or less deeply and the ani-
mals are submerged to different depths because they differ in
strength.”” 2° However, not on the way only, but also in the
actual comprehension of truth there are vanations as well as
gradual progression. Seeing that the knowledge of all earthly
things is impossible, “how much less will it be possible to com-
prehend at once the infinity of supramundane Emptiness?” 2!

Of his own inner experience, Seng-chao has left no record.
His treatises and letters, however, reveal a rare wealth and lofti-
ness of spirit. With the intransigence of the mystic he demands
the surrender of everything for the sake of the One—a postu-
late revealed to him in the Buddha’s message of salvation and
one that accords with the wisdom of the Chinese fathers,
known as Tao and the Great Doctrine. In the work of Seng-
chao the synthesis of Buddhism and the Chinese view of life
was stated convincingly for the first time.
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The Suddenness of Enlightenment

Because of his doctrine of instantaneous enlightenment, Tao-
sheng (ca. A.p. 360-434), likewise one of the followers of Ku-
marajiva, has been called “the actual founder of Zen.” 22 Fung
Yu-lan, however, modifies this claim when he traces, “ideologi-
cally speaking, the origin of the Ch’an school . . . back to
Tao-sheng.” 22 It is certain that Tao-sheng, with his “new doc-
trine,” is of major importance to an understanding of Zen. He,
too, belongs to the early generation of Chinese Buddhists who
combined the Law of Buddha with Chinese thought and thus
planted it in Chinese soil.

From early youth, Tao-sheng was reared in a monastery. His
first teacher was a monk of insignificant intellect but genuine
devoutness, Fa-t’ai, in Chien-k’ang. Tao-sheng embraced the
Buddhist teaching with fervent conviction, but his views of
life were formed by Chinese and, above all, Taoist thought.
The Buddha is the Tao, the cosmic Law (li), or Nature, i,
the impersonal absolute Law which determines human life.
Since all sentient beings participate in the Buddha-nature, all
men, including the “heathen” or non-Buddhists (icchantika),
whose lot was much disputed by Buddhist theologians, were
destined to attain Buddhahood eventually. Tao-sheng regarded
this teaching of the Buddha-nature of all sentient beings as the
core of the Buddhist creed. This position he maintained un-
flinchingly through many disputes, until the appearance of the
Nirvana Sutra, which states this doctrine unequivocally, settled
the controversy in his favor.2*

Surrounded by friends and monks, Tao-sheng retained the
independence of a free and strong spirit. At a mature age he
visited the two main centers of Chinese Buddhism of that pe-
riod, Mount Lu on the Yangtze River and the northern capi-
tal Ch’ang-an. Near Huiyiian on Mount Lu he met Sangha-
deva, an Indian Hinayina scholar of the Sarvastivadin school,
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with whom he discussed the problems of Buddhist philosophy.
He did not share the belief of his friends in the Western
Paradise of Amida. There is no trace in his writings of the ex-
uberantly imaginative mysticism of the Amida devotees. “The
fish trap must be forgotten when the fish is caught.” 25 These
words of Chuang-tzii he applied to Buddhist meditation. The
fish, reality, is the Buddha who cannot be caught definitively
in human words. And yet Tao-sheng treasured and esteemed
the sutras in which everything has its meaning. “The Buddha
does not lie.” He did not lie “when he substituted the sutras
for himself.” 28

Tao-sheng’s short stay at Ch’ang-an (405-408), where the life
of the monks was devoted entirely to the work of translating
and interpreting the sutras, confirmed his high regard for these
scriptures. Three years were enough to make of him one of the
four chief disciples of Kumarajiva. His sudden return to Mount
Lu, and from there to Chien-k’ang, seems to have been caused
by the strained atmosphere of the monastic community of
Ch’ang-an. What he had attained there bore immediate fruit in
the tireless activity of his later years. In the literary realm, his
commentaries on the Mahayana sutras occupy the principal
place. His chief fame rests on two treatises, one on retribution
(“A good action entails no retribution”) and one on instan-
taneous enlightenment. With the latter we are acquainted only
indirectly through the work of Hsieh Lingyiin (385-433).%
This text guarantees Tao-sheng an important place in the his-
tory of Buddhist mysticism.

It is unlikely that Hsieh Ling-yiin, being a layman, under-
stood all the subtleties of Buddhist mystic teaching. Even more
than that of the monks, his Buddhism was immersed in the
syncretism of the time. However, on the whole, his presen-
tation was approved by Tao-sheng. Hsich Ling-yiin contrasts
the viewpoint of his friend with the teaching of Buddha on the
one hand, according to which enlightenment is attained at the
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end of a long and difficult road, and on the other, with a saying
of Kung-tzii about his disciple Yen Hui which, in true Neo-
Taoist manner, he misinterprets in a mystical sense. Over
against these highest authorities he presents his friend Tao-
sheng as “a Buddhist with a new doctrine, which is to be re-
garded as true, final, and superior both to the wearisome doc-
trine of Buddha and to the wisdom of Kung-tzli, who did not
penetrate the Void.” 28

What is this “new doctrine”? Or first of all, in what sense
can the doctrine of sudden enlightenment be regarded as new?
A clarification of this concept is all the more called for since at
a later date it was interpreted variously and often ambiguously.
From its beginnings, Buddhism has been a way of enlighten-
ment. In common usage as well as in early Buddhist writings,
enlightenment is regarded as a new insight or vision which
breaks suddenly upon the inner eye and is taken up in the con-
sciousness. The early Buddhist writings have much to say about
enlightenment. As Shakyamuni under the pipal tree experi-
enced the joy of enlightenment, so, in manifold ways, did his
disciples, especially the monks and nuns whose songs were in-
cluded in the canon. The Mahiyana sutras, also, present a doc-
trine of enlightenment which takes into consideration the ex-
periential character of the comprehension of truth. One can
therefore say that instantaneous enlightenment is by no means
as foreign to Indian Buddhism as Hsieh Lingyiin presumed
when he wrote that because of their bent for intuitive compre-
hension the Chinese gave preference to sudden illumination,
while the Indians, with their more strongly developed scientific
inclination, chose the gradual way.?®

It is correct, however, that the canon of Indian Buddhism
describes the way to final realization—namely, to enlighten-
ment and nirvang—in the form of a gradually ascending path.
Later, especially in Hinayana, method and system, scheme and
analysis tended to supplant the spirit, though hardly ever was
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the uniqueness of the experience of enlightenment actually
denied. The stages and gradations refer to the way and not to
the goal of enlightenment, to the process and not to the liber-
ating insight itself. It is important to note that, conceptually,
instantaneous enlightenment applies first of all to the goal. The
attainment of the goal happens suddenly, in the instant of ar-
nival after the ardors of the way. A further distinction concerns
the objective and the subjective aspects of the apprehension of
the goal. The goal of the mystic way of salvation is the Abso-
lute, which by its very nature must be conceived as a simple
reality and an indivisible whole. In terms of the object, gradual
stages of perception are impossible. And yet, from the subjec-
tive viewpoint, there is the possibility of gradations in compre-
hension. In the Lotus Sutra, the moment of enlightenment is
divided into four parts. Tao-sheng rejects this concept. From
the Mahayanist viewpoint one must say “that these four steps
are taken by the believer in one single act of Illumination.” 3°

Tao-sheng’s doctrine of sudden enlightenment applies to the
attainment of the goal in both its objective and its subjective
aspects. Absolute Being by its very nature is simple, indivisible,
and empty, and can be comprehended only in toto. Gradual
enlightenment is a metaphysical absurdity. But likewise the
subjective perception of truth occurs in a single indivisible act.
“The fruit drops when it is ripe.” “The woodcutter halts when
only empty space is left.” “When the mountain is climbed, the
landscape of the goal appears all at once.” 3* This change in
view effects a spiritual transformation. The eye of wisdom 1s
opened to final knowledge. All effort along the way is like
standing before a wall, for the breakthrough occurs suddenly.
There is no “more or less” in penetration.3?

All illustrations serve the same purpose of showing clearly
the radical distinction between way and goal. The grasping of
the goal lies beyond the categories that are valid along the way,
such as those applied, for example, by the Da$abhimika Sutra
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in describing the career of a Bodhisattva. Tao-sheng does not
seek to solve the difficulties confronting his doctrine which
arise out of the sutra texts. He accepts their authority in hum-
ble faith. The study of the sacred writings, like every other
form of devout exercise, is useful on the way. For the Buddha-
germ must grow in every being and the karma must ripen un-
til the decisive instant in which time ends and the new mode
of being begins.

Tao-sheng’s doctrine encountered vigorous opposition among
his contemporaries. It was felt that these “new” assertions
could not be squared with the accepted teachings of the sutras.
But Tao-sheng had the Mahayana sutras on his side. As au-
thority for his doctrine of sudden enlightenment he cites the
commentaries of his teacher, Kumarajiva, on the Vimalikirti
Sutra?® In no sense did he feel himself to be an innovator;
rather, he was convinced that he was defending the true Bud-
dhist teaching in accordance with Buddhist tradition. The intro-
duction of Buddhist meditation into the realm of Chinese cul-
ture became part of the organic development of the spiritual
heritage. There is no justification to assume a break with the
past.

The greatest opponent to the doctrine of sudden enlighten-
ment at the time was another disciple of Kumarajiva, Hui-
kuan (d. 443 or, at the latest, 447). His treatise on gradual
enlightenment, in which five periods and seven stages are distin-
guished, represents an early attempt to assign the Hinayana
and Mahayana sutras to different stages of the teaching of
Buddha.

The controversy regarding sudden enlightenment continued
after Tao-sheng’s death. Fa-yiian (d. 489), a disciple of Hui-
kuan, who shared the views of Tao-sheng, explained his doc-
trine before the Emperor Wén-ti (436). We also learn of a dis-
putation between Tao-yu, a disciple of Tao-sheng, and Fa-yao
at the court of Hsiao-wen Ti (460). This controversy continued
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throughout practically all of the fifth century, until interest in
it gradually waned. However, no actual school of Tao-sheng
subsisted throughout several generations. Nor has it been pos-
sible up to now to find a bridge of doctrinal influence linking
Tao-sheng to the Zen of Bodhidharma.®* Hence, Tao-sheng
cannot rightfully be proclaimed as founder of the Zen school.

The early history of Chinese Buddhism affords important
insight into the origins of Zen. With the Buddhist teachings, a
broad stream of Indian mysticism, including ancient Yoga
traditions, entered China. Hinayana and Mahayana were wel-
comed eagerly and indiscriminately. The fusion of Mahayanist
metaphysics with the Chinese view of life was so complete that
the borderline between original thought and subsequent influ-
ence can no longer be clearly traced. In the wake of the great
Indian teachers and translators there followed a generation of
independent thinkers who were also masters in meditation.
From the school of Kumarajiva came eminent men like Seng-
chao, whose influence on later Zen masters was probably
stronger than any other, and Tao-sheng, of whom the Japanese
Zen Buddhologist Ui says, tHis teaching was to a large degree
Zen-like and his influence was very great.§ 3° Thus we can pene-
trate chronologically and ideologically closer to the true sources
of Zen, in compensation for the darkness with which myth has
covered the original spring.
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Bodhidharma

It is of great fascination to both the adherents and the students
of a religious movement to probe its origins, though most often
these are enshrouded in darkness. Legend frequently distorts
the figure of the founder, while his teachings are lifted from
their context in the past to accentuate the originality of their
genius. Both tendencies have colored the figure of Bodhi-
dharma and his school of meditation. This is expressed in the
famous fourline stanza which is attributed to Bodhidharma
but was actually formulated much later, during the T’ang
period, when Zen had reached its apogee:

A special tradition outside the scriptures;
No dependence upon words and letters;
Direct pointing at the soul of man;

Seeing into one’s own nature, and the attainment of
Buddhahood.?

Later generations saw in these lines the essence of Zen,
which for them was embodied in the figure of Bodhidharma.
In Zen literature the question of Bodhidharma’s coming from
the West became the question of the meaning of Zen as such,
in the same way that the question of “Buddha” signifies the
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question of ultimate reality. In the consciousness of his believ-
ers, Bodhidharma stands alongside the Buddha.

In this verse Bodhidharma appears as mediator of a new and
immediate spiritual tradition which professedly goes back to
Shikyamuni himself. Once Buddha turned a flower in his fin-
gers while his face “broke into laughter.” Among all his disci-
ples, only Kashyapa understood the deep meaning of this laugh-
ter. He was entrusted with “the seal of the Buddha-mind” on
which the Zen tradition rests.2 It is in this manner that the later
Zen writings, at the moment of the school’s full flowering in
China, presented the origin of the Zen patriarchate, which
handed on the spirit of Zen from master to disciple. The tale
of the patriarchate and of its insignia, namely, the robe and the
alms bowl, comprises the core of the Bodhidharma legend. As
the last in a line of twenty-eight Indian patriarchs, whose names
do not exactly agree in the various chronicles, Bodhidharma is
said to have gone to China to found there, as the First Patri-
arch, the tradition of Chinese Zen.?

As time went on, many resplendent and miraculous features
were attributed to him.* He is said to have stemmed from South
Indian Brahmans, or even to have been of royal descent. He
left his home and, after long and toilsome travel, came to
South China. In an encounter with the Emperor Wu-ti (502-
550), the founder of the Liang dynasty there, he fearlessly as-
serted the futility of building Buddhist temples and of the reci-
tation of the sutras. Thereupon he crossed the wide Yangtze
River on a reed and for nine years remained seated before the
wall of a monastery until his legs withered away; his mind he
bequeathed to his disciple Hui-k’o. The chronicles report fur-
ther that his doctrine of a new way to enlightenment aroused
strong opposition. Six times he is said to have miraculously
foiled his enemies’ attempts to poison him, and three times to
have refused the invitation of the Emperor Hsiao-ming to the
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court of the northern kingdom. Dramatic episodes such as at-
tempts on his life and invitations to the imperial court were
probably meant to stress the strong impression he made on his
contemporaries, something not adequately recognized in the
simple biography of the historian Tao-hsiian (d. 667). A late
embellishment is the tale of a monk, Sung-yiin, according to
which he met Bodhidharma three years after his death in Cen-
tral Asia, carrying a sandal in one hand, the other sandal being
found at the opening of the grave. Other traditions speak of
the return of the patriarch to India or of his crossing over to
Japan.

Many of the legendary details reflect the tendency of disci-
ples to concentrate all possible honors on their dead master.
Equally fictitious conversations on enlightenment between
Bodhidharma and his disciples, couched in the style of the later
koan, illustrate the Zen way to enlightenment as it was taught
by the classic masters of the T’ang and Sung periods. The chief
motive behind the inventions of the Bodhidharma legend was
the attempt of the Zen school to present against its enemies a
sacred line of tradition which would safeguard its doctrine and
spirit.

Reliable facts about the life of Bodhidharma are extremely
few. That he existed and was a native of India can be regarded
as definitely established. He remained in South China only
briefly and then turned north, where he apparently devoted
more than forty years to the establishment of his doctrine of
enlightenment. As an Indian dhydna master, he enjoyed great
esteem and won many disciples. Between 516 and 526 he ap-
peared in the Yungning-ssi temple near Lo-yang. Another
monastery, Shao-lin-ssii on nearby Mount Sung, is traditionally
associated with his name. There he is said to have been seated
for nine years without interruption, gazing at a wall, and to
have transmitted the Dharma to his disciple Hui-k’'o.* He died
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(before 534) at a ripe age. Tao-hsilan ends his biography with
the words, “He made peregrination and teaching his task.
Where he died is not known.”

The scant reliable information we possess of the life and
work of Bodhidharma is insufficient to explain his position in
the Zen school and in Chinese Buddhism. We know the names
of a goodly number of other masters in meditation from this
same period.® It was at this time that followers of Buddhabhadra
in North China, together with other teachers of enlightenment,
consummated the final transition from Hinayina to Mahayana,
while in the South the followers of the “School of the Three
Treatises” (Shan-lun; Jap.: Sanron) were inspired in their prac-
tice of meditation by the philosophy of Nagirjuna and the
doctrine of Supreme Wisdom (prajfidparamitd). Mahayanist
metaphysics provided the basis for a doctrine of enlightenment,
the clarification of which was attempted in heated discussions
as to whether enlightenment comes suddenly or gradually. This
background for the evaluation of Bodhidharma’s achievement
is more clear than his doctrine, which is preserved for us in only
one writing, indeed, only in a single word, and even this word
seems to be spurious.”

In the text of Two Entrances and Four Acts, which, with a
preface by T’an-lin, is to be found in the chronicles of the Sung
period and in abbreviated form in Tao-hsiian’s biography of
Bodhidharma, the doctrine of the master may be recorded by
one of his disciples. The passage deals with two Entrances upon
the Way (tao), namely the Entrance by Reason and the En-
trance by Conduct. The content and structure of this text
scarcely differ from a passage in the Vajrasemadhi Sutra® In
the Entrance by Reason, the unity of all living beings in the
one true nature is grasped, a nature which cannot fully dis-
close itself because it is hidden by the dust of external things
and by confusing ideas. “When one, abandoning the false and
embracing the true, in simplicity of thought abides in pi-kuan,
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one finds that there is neither selfhood nor otherness, that the
masses and the worthies are of one essence.” The sutra names
the knowledge of true being which transcends all differentia-
tion the “vision of enlightenment” (chiieh-kuan), an expres-
sion which occurs also in Zen literature. In the text of Bodhi-
dharma quoted above, the term pi-kuan, literally “wall-gazing,”
is something new. Tao-hsiian praises, as Bodhidharma’s greatest
achievement, his teaching of “Mahayanist wall-contemplation.”
Undoubtedly this term not merely refers to physically staring
at a wall,? but may be regarded as an allusion to the steepness
and suddenness of the vision of enlightenment. At a later
period this idea was linked to the legend of Bodhidharma’s
nine years of gazing at a wall in the monastery of Shao-lin-ssti,
and pi-kuan came to be regarded as the appropriate expression
for the way to enlightenment peculiar to Zen. In common
usage Bodhidharma was called the “wall-gazing Brahman.”

The calming of the spirit through sudden enlightenment and
the understanding of the true Buddha-nature is designated in
the text as the “Entrance by Reason” (Chin.: Ii), while the
goal which is attained is called tao. This terminology brings the
doctrine of Bodhidharma close to the Sino-Buddhist ideology
of Tao-sheng, as Ui has already pointed out.’® Ui, however,
denies any interdependence between them. Rather, he seeks to
weaken the suggestion of dependence by arguing that the
learned commentator of the sutras, Tao-sheng, lacked the prac-
tical experience which is postulated by pi-kuan. Beyond the
concept of the Mahayanist wall-gazing of Bodhidharma, this
text presents nothing original.

In the Entrance by the Four Acts, the general Mahayanist
attitudes, based on various passages in the Vimalikirti and the
Nirvana Sutras and issuing from the doctrines of the Perfect
Virtues (pdramita), karma, and the emptiness of all things, are
set forth. Thus the line, “No dependence upon words and let-
ters” does not apply to Bodhidharma. The First Patriarch does
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not seem to have rejected the sutras, but rather to have treasured
them highly.

The Zen of Bodhidharma, even though it fails to afford his-
torical certainty, seems to lead a step further in the direc-
tion indicated by the pioneers of Chinese Buddhism, namely,
Tao-an, Hui-yiian, Seng-chao, and, above all, Tao-sheng. The
Chinese touch, which stems especially from Taoism, is clearly
recognizable also in Bodhidharma, but in terms of basic doc-
trine he deviates at no point from the great Mahayana sutras.!*

The fusion of the Indian and the Chinese spirit in Zen is un-
mistakably evident from the very first days of Zen history. Ac-
cording to the tradition, the twenty-eighth Indian and first
Chinese patriarch represents the bridge between the two coun-
tries. Nonetheless, the actual historical role of Bodhidharma in
this process remains obscure. In the concept of wall-gazing, the
suddenness of enlightenment receives a sharp delineation. Yet
here, too, the single word pi-kuan does not suffice to determine
the scope and degree of suddenness of enlightenment taught
and attained by Bodhidharma in distinction to other ap-
proaches.

Disciples and Followers

The life of Huik’o, Bodhidharma’s successor, is closely inter-
woven with that of the First Patriarch.?? The two most impor-
tant episodes at the beginning of his Zen career, namely, his
admission as a disciple and his investiture as a patriarch, are
especially embellished by the inventive genius of the chroni-
clers. The master-disciple relationship is said to have been initi-
ated in a most dramatic scene. Hui-k’o waited in the snow be-
fore the monastery of Shao-linssii, incessantly pleading for
admission to discipleship. His pleas, however, were ignored. So
he cut off his arm and presented it to the master. Impressed with
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the earnestness of his desire, Bodhidharma admitted him to
discipleship. Tao-hsiian gives the lie to this anecdote when he
relates that it was robbers who struck off Hui-k’o’s arm.

Bodhidharma’s equally famous last conversation with his dis-
ciples which, similarly to the story of Hui-k'o’s arm, was used
by later generations as a kdan exercise, obviously did not hap-
pen as described. The chronicle from the Sung period reports
this event as follows:

Nine years had passed and he [Bodhidharma] now wished to
return westward to India. He called his disciples and said: ‘“The
time has now come. Why does not each of you say what you have
attained?”

The disciple Tao-fu replied: “As I see it [the truth] neither ad-
heres to words or letters nor is it separate from them. Yet it func-
tions as the Way.”

The Master said: “You have attained my skin.”

Then a nun, Tsung-chih, spoke: “As I understand it, [the
truth] is like the auspicious glimpse of the Buddha Land of
Akshobya; it is seen once, but not a second time.”

The Master replied: “You have attained my flesh.”

Tao-yii said: “The four great elements are originally empty; the
five skandhas have no existence. According to my belief, there is
no dharma to be grasped.”

To him the Master replied: ‘“You have attained my bones.”

Finally there was Hui-k’o. He bowed respectfully and stood
silent.

The Master said: “You have attained my marrow.” 13

This story is significant as a typical expression of Zen which
affirms the basic tenets of Mahidyina philosophy, namely, Na-
garjuna’s speculation regarding the indeterminate character of
reality, and the prajiaparamitd doctrine, but which sees the
Supreme Wisdom in silence. Following this conversation, the
chronicle reports the transmission of the office of the patriarch
and the insignia pertaining to it. Hui-k'o was charged to pre-
serve and transmit unadulterated the Dharma first entrusted to
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Kashyapa by the Buddha. Then follows the stanza, likewise
spurious, in which Bodhidharma foretells the future of Zen in
China:

Onmginally I came to this Jand

To transmit the Dharma and to save from error.
A flower with five petals opens;

Of itself the fruit will ripen.

After the subtraction of legendary accretions, the life of
Hui-K'o shrinks to a few fairly certain facts. His life span ex-
tended from A.p. 484 to 590 or, more likely, from 487 to 593
—depending on whether one fixes his apprenticeship under
Bodhidharma at nine years or, according to the biography by
Tao-hsiian, at six years. At the time of his encounter with
Bodhidharma, Hui-k'o was in the prime of life and possessed a
broad education. During his youth he had studied Taoism, and
he was familiar with the Chinese classics and the philosophical
literature of Buddhism. After the death of Bodhidharma he led
a difficult itinerant life. Tao-hsiian tells of enmity and persecu-
tion which he underwent in Yeh-tu, the capital of the eastern
half of the Wei Kingdom after its division (534), through the
intrigues of a dhyana master named Tao-héng. During the
general Buddhist persecution in the northern kingdom (574)
Hui-k’o fled and hid himself in the mountains near the Yang-
tze River. But this storm did not last long. Soon it was possible
for him to return to the capital, where he lived another decade
and then died at a great age.

Hui-k’o’s relationship to Bodhidharma is thus reduced to that
of master and disciple, which occasioned a strong influence on
the former’s teachings. According to the historical work of
Tao-Hsitan it culminated in the transmission of the four vol-
umes of the Lankavatara Sutra from Bodhidharma to his suc-
cessor. More daring and direct of expression than his master,
HuikX'o shapes the idealist monism of this sutra in strong and
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positive formulations which repeat the basic thought that all
the dharmas are one mind. It is from this unity of all things
that he deduces the foolishness of attachment and of choice.
Once the mind has attained full liberty, it manifests its true
nature and realizes the unity which transcends all differentiation.
The following extract, transmitted by his biographer, Tao-Hsiian,
is characteristic of Hui-k’o’s doctrine:

The deepest truth lies in the principle of identity. It is due to
one’s ignorance that the mani-jewel is taken for a piece of brick,
but lo! when one is suddenly awakened to self-enlightenment, it is
realised that one is in possession of the real jewel. The ignorant
and the enlightened are of one essence, they are not really to be
separated. We should know that all things are such as they are.
. . . When we know that between this body and the Buddha
there is nothing to separate one from the other, what is the use
of seeking nirvana [as something external to ourselves]? 14

Hui-k'o knows that entrance upon the Way can be gained
only by immediate experience. To him who has thus experi-
enced enlightenment, there remains nothing further for which
to strive. What Hui-k’o says philosophically regarding the en-
lightenment and manifestation of one’s own spirit, Hui-néng
and his disciples realize in sudden experience.

Seng-ts’an, the Third Patriarch in the line of Chinese Zen, is
not accorded a separate biography in the great historical work
of Tao-hstian. Facts about his life are so scant that his his-
toricity has at times been questioned. Nevertheless his name is
certified in the later traditional lists of both the northern and
the southern Zen movement. He is also mentioned by Tao-
hsiian.’> We know nothing of his background and youth. Owing
to his great detachment from this world—the epitaph on his
tombstone compares him for this reason to the Bodhisattva
Vimalikirti—he apparently never spoke of his own affairs. For
six years he studied with Hui-k'o and received from him the
seal of the Dharma. His first encounter with the master is de-
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scribed as a conversation in the kdan manner, obviously an
addition of later times. Like Hui-k’o, he led the itinerant life of
a mendicant monk equipped with “one robe and one alms
bowl.” He was praised especially for his friendliness and mod-
eration, his magnanimity and gentleness. During the Buddhist
persecution (574) he fled with Hui-k'o to the mountains, but
parted from him when the latter went to the capital city, Yeh-tu.
The accounts of his final destiny do not agree in detail, but
according to fairly reliable information he died in the year 606.

Traditionally, the poem of The Seal of the Believing Mind
is attributed to Seng-ts’an; if he did not write it, he is at least
said to have recited it before his disciples.’® It is a hymn ad-
dressed to the Tao in which Chinese speculation and the reli-
gious inspiration of Buddhism combine to praise the Unfath-
omable. The Taoist coloring becomes evident in the naturalistic
lyricism of the verses. The metaphysical ideas of emptiness and
of the ultimate unity beyond all opposites in the thusness of
existence have been the common property of Mahayana since
the rise of the doctrine of Transcendental Wisdom (prajiia-
paramita) and the philosophical teaching of Nagirjuna. In
many passages the composition is akin to the Avatamsaka
(Kegon) Sutras, especially in the animated closing verses,
which follow here:

In the higher realm of true Suchness
There is neither “self” nor “other”:
‘When direct identification is sought,
We can only say, “not two.”

In being “not two” all is the same,

All that is comprehended in it;

The wise in the ten quarters,

They all enter into this Absolute Reason.

This Absolute Reason is beyond quickening (time) and
extending (space),
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For it, one instant is ten thousand years;
Whether we see it or not,
It is manifest everywhere in all the ten quarters.

Infinitely small things are as large as large things can be,
For here no external conditions obtain;

Infinitely large things are as small as small things can be,
For objective limits are here-of no consideration.

What is is the same as what is not,
‘What is not is the same as what is;
Where this state of things fails to obtain,
Indeed, no tarrying there.

One in All,

All in One—

If only this is realised,

No more worry about your not being perfect!

Where Mind and each believing mind are not divided,
And undivided are each believing mind and Mind,
This is where words fail;

For it is not of the past, present, and future.

In the following generation under Tao-hsin (580-651), whom
the chronicles name as the Fourth Patriarch, a transformation
occurred in the mode of living which did much to enable Zen
to strike roots in Chinese society.!” This change, which later
was to lead to ordered communal life in the monasteries during
the T’ang and Sung periods, was initiated when Tao-hsin gave
up the itinerant life of the mendicant which his predecessors
had preferred, in favor of a fixed abode. After his separation
from his master, Seng-ts’an (602), whom he had followed for
ten years, Tao-hsin lived for another ten years in a monastery
on Mount Lu. He moved finally to nearby Shuan-féng Moun-
tain, where he labored fruitfully for more than thirty years and

led more than five hundred disciples on the way to enlighten-
ment.
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Tao-hsin was a strong personality who, by his scholarly train-
ing and ascetic bent, attracted distinguished men who en-
trusted themselves for a time to his guidance. With many peo-
ple engaged in the common life, definite forms of community
living were bound to arise. As numbers increased, the spon-
taneous alms of the faithful could no longer suffice. Begging
excursions in the vicinity were of little use and public funds
were not available. Nothing remained for the monks but to go
to work themselves. They now not only undertook household
tasks but tilled gardens and fields to provide the necessities of
life. Whether there was specialization from the beginning as in
later times, which permitted some to devote themselves to
meditation while others engaged in administration or manual
labor, cannot be determined from the sources. In any event,
the preservation of the inner attitude, the spirit of Zen, in the
midst of daily activities was extremely important in the new
way of life. Now, not only were the sitting in the meditation
hall and the recitation of the sutras performed in the Zen spirit,
but also the daily duties in house and field. “Working, dwelling,
sitting, resting,” as four Chinese ideographs express it preg-
nantly, are all alike Zen. Thus we have here an impact of the
social structure and the economic conditions of life on the
ideological basis of the movement similar to what occurred in
Western monasticism during the Middle Ages. This broadening
of Zen opened possibilities for laymen, who in the course of
further development were thus enabled to create a compre-
hensive Zen culture.

Tao-hsin, who was akin to Dogen in his esteem of the prac-
tice of zazen, sat in meditation day and night. It is said of him
that for sixty years he did not recline once. Repeatedly he ad-
monished his disciples:

Sit earnestly in meditation! The sitting in meditation is basic
to all else. By the time you have done this for three to five years,
you will be able to ward off starvation with a bit of meal. Close
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the door and sit! Do not read the sutras, and speak to no man!
If you will so exercise yourself and persist in it for a long time,
the fruit will be sweet like the meat which a monkey takes from
the nutshell. But such people are very rare.18

Tradition also tells of a special method of concentration
which Tao-hsin is said to have commended to his disciples.’® He
put the emphasis on spiritual realization. Well versed in the
sutras, he loved to interpret them in a free and original manner.
The unity of all dharmas and the spirituality of all reality are
the quintessence of his teaching.

The successor of Tao-hsin in the line of patriarchs was his
disciple Hung-jén (601-674). As in the case of his predecessors,
he too is said to have been introduced to his office by a typical
koéan conversation. The episode, however, is hardly authentic,
since his admission to the school of Tao-hsin reportedly took
place at the age of six. The biographers praise his zeal, claiming
that he worked throughout the day, and then sat in meditation
during the night until dawn. The later chronicles speak of two
invitations to the imperial court, both of which he declined.
On the second occasion he is said to have told the envoy that
he would refuse even if he should be executed. Thereupon the
Emperor praised him, the story concludes, in typical legendary
fashion.

Under Hung-jén, communal life developed further, though
after the death of his master he moved his residence to nearby
Mount P’ing-jung. The number of disciples increased apace.?
Much like his predecessor, he sought to perfect the practice of
meditation, and developed his own special method in accord-
ance with the Avatamsaka Sutras. Among the Tun-huang man-
uscripts there is a text attributed to him, though its authorship
remains doubtful 2* The accounts differ on the date of his
death, but the year 674 seems the most nearly correct.

The final step beyond the Indian dhydna meditation was the
most important fact in the early development of Zen in China.
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At this time the central aim of master and disciple alike was the
realization of the absolute Buddha-reality by means of enlight-
enment. Though the sutras were highly esteemed and diligently
studied and recited, illumination was expected from medita-
tion rather than from intellectual endeavor. The apparently
genuine texts from this period give evidence of logical thought
schooled in the canonical writings. Paradoxical twists of lan-
guage are rare, and there is as yet no trace of artificial devices
such as the kéan, shouting, beating with a rod, grimaces, and
the like. During the sixty years of communal life in the solitude
of those eastern mountains a widening of life into social pat-
terns came into being. The Zen congregation which formed
around the two enlightened patriarchs, Tao-hsin and Hung-
jén, became known under the name of “The Dharma Gate of
the East Mountain” or “The Pure Gate of the East Mountain,”
and aroused great admiration. Zen revealed itself increasingly
as a creative cultural force.

Schisms and Oppositions

Despite lack of clarity in detail, one can trace the spread of the
meditation movement generally during the early history of
Chinese Zen. Obviously, the transmission of this tradition did
not occur merely in the direct line of patriarchal descent, as is
claimed in the later chronicles. Chinese historical sources record
numerous names of masters in meditation. After Bodhidharma
two distinct types appeared. In addition to the mendicant
monks who, in total renunciation of the world, lived in solitude
and exclusively for the sake of enlightenment, there were teach-
ing monks who settled down in communities and combined
teaching with meditation. Only those men given exclusively to
the practice of meditation were regarded as the true representa-
tives of Zen, but there were groups of disciples which over-
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lapped one another, and which did not necessarily segregate
themselves from other Buddhist schools.?*

The first important split to occur in Bodhidharma’s Zen was
the movement founded by a disciple of the Fourth Patriarch
(Tao-hsin) named Fa-yung (594-657), which was taken to
Japan during the Heian period by Dengyd Daishi (767-822) .28
In China, this sect claimed many adherents as late as the
eighth generation. It was close in spirit to the “School of the
Three Treatises,” which cultivated the philosophy of Nagar-
juna,?* and taught that illumination is achieved through con-
templation of the Void.

The next split, of extreme importance in the development of
Zen thought, was the division of Zen into a northern and a
southern sect after the Fifth Patriarch, Hung-jén. For the his-
torical study of Zen, the development of this schism constitutes
the second hopeless entanglement of complex questions. As in
the life of Bodhidharma, the later Zen chronicles report dra-
matic events which shed light on the Zen experience, and
which present the exclusive claims of the victorious southern
sect. According to the Sutra Spoken by the Sixth Patriarch
from the High Seat of the Gem of the Law, Hung-jén ordered
all the disciples to compose a gathd (stanza or verse) in order
to reveal to the master their degree of enlightenment.?> In this
way he planned to discover a successor to whom he could en-
trust the patriarchal insignia.

Foremost among the disciples at this time was Shén-hsiu
(606-706), who, in the view of his peers, deserved the succes-
sion.?® Shén-hsiu, however, though well versed in the sutras, was
still far from enlightenment. The master’s request cast him into
a mood of deep apprehension. But finally he produced a
gathd, and at night wrote it on the wall of the pillared hall of
the monastery:

The body is the Bodhi tree [enlightenment],
The mind is like a clear mirror standing.



82 ®© Zen Patriarchs of the Early Period

Take care to wipe it all the time,
Allow no grain of dust to cling.

The following morning the other disciples read the lines with
admiration and secretly believed the question of the succession
settled. In the presence of all, Hung-jén praised this composi-
tion, but privately he told Shén-hsiu that the poem showed no
sign of enlightenment and suggested that he write another.
These lines were devoid of logical contradiction and could be
interpreted readily by resolving the two allegories; they were
therefore not acceptable as an expression of true enlightenment.

At this time a young boy of little or no education named
Hui-néng (638-713) was living in the monastery. He had come
from South China eight months earlier and had begged the
master for admission to the circle of disciples, but had been set,
instead, to splitting wood and grinding rice, although the mas-
ter had immediately recognized his extraordinary intuitive and
intellectual capacities. This boy heard of the gatha, and since
he could neither read nor write, he had it read to him twice.
Thereupon he formulated a second stanza and requested that
this, too, be written on the wall. These were his lines:

The Bodhi is not like a tree,

The clear mirror is nowhere standing.
Fundamentally not one thing exists;
Where, then, is a grain of dust to cling?

The admiration of all the disciples over the verse of the il-
literate peasant knew no bounds. And yet the master was re-
served in his praise. He erased the lines, saying that Hui-néng
also had not yet attained enlightenment. But secretly he sum-
moned Hui-néng to his room by night and conferred the patri-
archal insignia upon him. Thereupon he ordered the young
man to flee south across the Yangtze, since he feared the envy
of Shén-hsiu and the other disciples.2”

This legend, which traces the origin of the schism between
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the northern and southern sects of Chinese Zen to the gatha
contest between the two unequal disciples, stems from the
southern sect of Shén-hui (668-760), a disciple of Hui-néng.
Thanks to the failure of the northern movement to develop
after the death of the disciples of Shén-hsiu, and to the wide
dissemination of the chronicles and kéan collections of the
southern group, this account of the rise of the schism carried
the day. Actually, there is no certain knowledge about the en-
mity between Shén-hsiu and Hui-néng. If there was disagree-
ment as to the Way of Enlightenment, it was not serious enough
to prevent Shén-hsiu from commending his erstwhile colleague
Hui-néng to the royal court, whose high esteem he himself en-
joyed.?® Shén-hsiu’s last years in the northern capital of Lo-yang
were crowned with the glory of imperial recognition, which
brought him decorations and honor. The reputation of his
school continued under his two outstanding disciples, P’u-chi
(651-739) and I-fu (658-736).

According to one account, Shén-hui maintained personal
contact with Shén-hsiu. He is said to have spent three years of
his youth in the school of the head of the northern movement,
and later to have turned to Hui-néng, who admitted him to the
circle of his followers. This period of apprenticeship was re-
portedly interrupted by a trip through North China.?® Such a
course of events would explain his knowledge of the northern
sect, but all the same appears unlikely. It is certain that Shén-
hui did spend several years with Hui-néng, perhaps until the
latter’s death. In the year 720 we find him not far from Lo-yang
in Nan-yang, where he taught meditation. At that time the
northern sect flourished there under the two brilliant disciples
of Shén-hsiu, and enjoyed the favor of the court. By compari-
son, Shén-hui’s fame is not worthy of mention. Only much
later, after the rise of enmity against the northem sect, does he
seem to have gained a degree of prominence.

A detailed account of the final break between the northern



84 © Zen Patriarchs of the Early Period

and southern groups is contained in the Words of Shén-hui,
a text found among the Tun-huang manuscripts.?® The first
serious attack occurred in a large assembly convened by Shén-
hui in the monastery of Ta-yiin-ssii at Hua-t'ai, which was
“open to all” and attended by adherents of various sects. The
purpose of the proceedings was “to determine the true and the
false with regard to [the succession of] the southern sect of
Bodhidharma.” The criticisms directed against the northern
sect can be summarized in two groups: first, this sect was said
to have deviated from the true line of tradition and to have
usurped the patriarchate for itself; and second, it was said to
have held an erroneous view of enlightenment and ascetic ex-
ercise. It has been pointed out that Shén-hui, who at the age
of sixty-six staked his life on the eradication of the other sect,
must have been a man “of extraordinary moral and physical
vigor.” 31 His biographer, Tsung-mi (780-841), emphasizes the
danger of attacking so powerful an opponent as P’u-chi, and
tells of repeated attempts on Shén-hui’s life. Shén-hui at that
time stood at the height of his fame. He had many followers,
and outstanding contemporaries praised his knowledge and
acuity of mind. A fearless fighter, he struck out at his opponents
relentlessly, directing his blows from the headquarters of his
sect in the Ho-tse-ssti monastery at Lo-yang, especially in his
monthly doctrinal lectures. The decline of the northern sect
after the death of the two important disciples of Shén-hsiu,
P’u-chi and I-fu, was no doubt mainly the result of his violent
attacks. The last years of Shén-hui’s life were darkened by
slander and political confusion. He fell into disgrace at the
court, and had to move his residence repeatedly, until shortly
before his death he was restored to honor. All in all, Shén-hui
was an unusual man, of extraordinary energy and intellectual
vigor to the last. What were the motives that impelled him?
Shén-hui and his disciples justified their attack on their op-
ponents by the latter’s acts of hostility. In the writings of the



Schisms and Oppositions © 85

southern sect, the adherents of the northern group are accused
of plots such as the theft of the patriarchal robe and the altera-
tion of the inscription on Hui-néng’s tomb. Undoubtedly this
was unfounded. The reliable accounts give no basis for such ac-
cusations. Though P’u-chi regarded himself as “the seventh
page in the Zen book,” he did not contest the succession of
Hui-néng. Neither Shén-hsiu nor his disciples gave rise to the
quarrel by making their secondary line into the main line of
descent, as the accusers claimed. The northern wing was flour-
ishing vigorously in Lo-yang when Shén-hui arrived in the ter-
ritory. But this fact in itself, while it hindered the rise of the
southern movement, did not call for persecution provided Shén-
hui was not activated by ambition and thirst for power. One
need not brand him an intriguer, yet even Ui, in examining
the presentation of Hu Shih, acknowledges in Shén-hui “traits
which deserve moral censure and the reproach of intoler-
ance.” 32 The list of succession of the Zen patriarchate which
he fabricated in the Ho-tse monastery at Lo-yang may not have
been a conscious deception. The idea of the transmission of
the Dharma is found throughout the whole of Chinese Bud-
dhism and was familiar to Shén-hui. The succession of names as
he lists them corresponded to his historical knowledge. Pas-
sionately he promotes the recognition of Hui-néng as the Sixth
Patriarch, in whose line of succession he stands and whose
tradition he feels called upon to pass on to others. No doubt
personal ambition played a role in his rivalry against his op-
ponents, yet his battle against the northern sect was no mere
struggle for power. Mixed with less honorable motives was the
conviction that he had inherited from his master the sole truth
concerning the Way of Enlightenment. The opposition of ideas
between the northern and southern sects is usually character-
ized by the terms “gradual” and “instantaneous.”

For our knowledge of the doctrines of the northern sect we
are forced to rely almost exclusively on the writings of its op-
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ponents, which present no objective picture. It must be made
clear at the outset that the northern sect also belonged to
Bodhidharma’s Zen and represented the basic Mahayanist ideas.
The “original mind” is to be experienced in enlightenment,
which is regarded as the sudden awakening to the realization
of one’s own Buddha-nature. Basing their views on the Lanka-
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