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Chapter 1

Introduction

Throughout China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and sites where diaspora Chi-
nese live, one may encounter Buddhist clerics and laypeople who wear a
rosary (nianzhi ;EE) as a public sign of their Buddhist identity. While
these strings of beads have other religious uses, they are mainly associ-
ated with the practice of nianfo (nianfé ;=:{f5), or “buddha-recitation/con-
templation,” a practice wherein, at its simplest, the devotee recites the
name of the Buddha Amitabha (Amitudfd []5g[E(#) in the expectation of
gaining rebirth in the western Pure Land (xifang jingtii 75 /575%1) called
Sukhavati after they die. For those who doubt that they can achieve
complete liberation and buddhahood in the present life (and this
includes almost all Buddhists), this practice is the expression of a hope
that while dwelling in this buddha’s land and receiving his direct
instruction, they will finally escape all future suffering. More than that,
they will become buddhas and establish their own Pure Lands as bases
from which to aid other suffering beings.

Westerners who know something about Buddhism have difficulty
understanding this practice (Fujita 1996, p. 3). In university courses, pop-
ular books and magazines, and western-oriented practice centers, they
learn that Buddhism is a religion of self-reliance. One studies the doc-
trines and engages in the practices, and by one’s own efforts purifies the
mind and realizes the truth leading to liberation. Upon hearing of “Pure
Land Buddhism,” usually in the Japanese formulation that emphasizes
the helplessness of human beings in the present age of defilement and
counsels complete reliance on the “other-power” (tali fif'}7; J. tariki) of
Amitabha, they frequently ask how anyone could consider such a teach-
ing Buddhist at all. One scholar, writing in the 1980s, sought to establish
on philosophical grounds that Pure Land Buddhism was not really Bud-
dhism, as it represented such a departure from early Buddhism that it
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Chapter 1

would be best to consider it a new religious formulation altogether
(Steadman 1987). As Alfred Bloom once reported in a popular Buddhist
magazine,

Christmas Humphreys, a noted early English Buddhist scholar and propo-
nent of Zen, once declared Shin “a form of Buddhism which on the face of it
discards three-quarters of Buddhism. Compared with the teaching of the
Pali Canon it is but Buddhism and water.” In fact, Shin Buddhism is often
portrayed this way by those who believe meditation practice constitutes
the core teaching of Buddhism. (Bloom 1995, p. 58)

This is not just a problem for westerners. As the reader will discover
in chapter 6, many Buddhists in late imperial China also wondered
whether Pure Land represented a distortion of the pure buddha-dharma,
and the Chinese Pure Land tradition is all the more interesting for its
sophisticated and witty responses to such attacks and the way it
defended its position as an orthodox Buddhist tradition. The reader will
see how Chinese Buddhist authors handled this in due course. Here let
us simply note that such suspicions have resulted in a distinct lack of
interest in Pure Land among western scholars and practitioners, at least
until very recent times.

Another impediment to understanding the Chinese tradition in par-
ticular arose from the historical development of western scholarship on
Chinese Buddhism. As recently as my days as a doctoral student in the
early 1990s, scholars specializing in East Asian Buddhism generally
learned literary Chinese for reading primary source texts, modern Japa-
nese for reading secondary scholarship, but not modern spoken or writ-
ten Chinese. I would hear that the Chinese did not produce scholarship
worth consulting, and that the Japanese were thorough and insightful
interpreters of the Buddhist traditions. As a result, what western schol-
arship existed on Chinese Pure Land Buddhism at the time based itself
largely on Chinese primary sources and Japanese secondary literature.
This resulted in western works on Chinese Pure Land Buddhism that
imported the Japanese interpretive framework into their presentations.
For example, a series of doctoral dissertations produced in the 1970s and
early 1980s focused on Tanluan (Tdnludn £%), Daochuo (Daochud 7E45),
and Shandao (Shanddo =Z&), figures prominent in the Japanese Pure
Land patriarchal lineage but not reflected in any of the Chinese lineages,
in which neither Tanluan nor Daochuo appear (see appendix).

Over the years, I have come to think that something else has also been
discouraging western scholars from researching this tradition. While we
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Introduction

have a few studies of isolated events or figures, we have lacked a general
orientation to the tradition. As the next chapter will show, several prom-
inent scholars have argued either that there is no such tradition or that
it is so diffused throughout all of Chinese Buddhism that it cannot be
isolated as a particular area of study. Thus, my purpose in assembling
and revising past essays and composing some new ones is to present the
reader with a broad overview that first defines Pure Land as a distinctive
and bounded part of Chinese Buddhism and then follows out some of its
major themes. To accomplish this, every chapter has had to bring
together a great deal of material from various points in history. This is
not a book of miniatures, but of landscapes.

One other methodological issue requires the reader’s attention before
proceeding to the individual chapters. Aside from the broad sweep of
the chapters in time and space, my own approach to the topic has influ-
enced the presentation. As narrated in the preface, my first encounter
with Chinese Pure Land Buddhism was in a modern manifestation, and
from there 1 proceeded backwards in history to see how this modern
practice had come about. This means that the chapters to follow exam-
ine the topic from a retrospective angle. That is to say, I look at even the
earliest materials from the Tang dynasty (618-907) and before in light of
the later tradition that claimed them, not as precursors or harbingers,
but as part of itself. This may give rise to some qualms. To ask, as the
title of chapter 8 does, whether or not Lushan Huiyuan was a Pure Land
Buddhist might be like asking whether Augustine of Hippo was a Presby-
terian. If one is interested in understanding Augustine within his own
historical, cultural, and religious moment, the question may well be
inappropriate. However, if one’s object of study is not Augustine but the
Reformed Protestant tradition that claims him, then it is surely of great
interest to know how that tradition understood Augustine’s role and
contribution. Likewise, chapter 8 asks not only what exactly Huiyuan
believed about the Buddha Amitabha and the land of Sukhavati, but also
traces the development of his image as the tradition incorporated him
as its first “patriarch.”

Chapter 2 revisits an old problem that fell into abeyance many years
ago without resolution: What do we mean when we talk about Pure Land
in China? The question is not easy to answer, as many scriptures, people,
and texts refer to the Buddha Amitabha and the means of gaining rebirth
in his Pure Land without falling within the purview of “Pure Land Bud-
dhism,” and it is very difficult to identify a bounded group of people that
would qualify as a “school” or a “sect.” I will contend that we can, indeed
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Chapter 1

we must, identify a “Pure Land tradition” in China that achieved a coher-
ent shape, however porous. We will then be in a position to affirm that
this tradition is Buddhist and that it occupies a distinct place within
Buddhism.

Chapter 3 will show how the idea of the Pure Land itself grew from
the simple idea of a buddha-field to a richly variegated range of domains
over which a buddha may preside. Chapter 4 will lay out the distinctive
way that Chinese Pure Land authors defined the relationship between
“self-power” and “other-power,” adumbrating the way in which the indi-
vidual practitioner’s efforts at morality and practice interacted with the
power of the Buddha Amitabha to advance him or her toward the goals
of rebirth in the Pure Land and buddhahood. Chapter 5 will follow into
the question of why the practitioner should put forth any effort at all,
given that the power of the Buddha could accomplish these goals with-
out the practitioner expending any effort. Chapter 6 will move to an
examination of the ways in which Pure Land adherents defended their
tradition’s thought and practice against a number of accusations of lazi-
ness, selfishness, ineffectiveness, and infidelity to Buddhist principles.
In chapter 7, we will examine nianfo, a word that points to the primary
practice of the Pure Land tradition. However, we will see that it is a very
open and multivalent term covering a considerable variety of practices
that served a number of different purposes. Chapter 8 takes a fresh look
at the figure of Lushan Huiyuan (Lishan Huiyudn E11£%, 334-416),
conventionally regarded as the first “patriarch” (zii 1H) of the tradition.
This chapter asks about his status as a Pure Land Buddhist and the
nature of his understanding of Pure Land practice, and then traces the
centuries-long process through which he evolved into a Pure Land fig-
ure. The appendix will describe the process by which the widely accepted
list of 13 Pure Land “patriarchs” evolved.

While this is not intended to be a complete history of Chinese Pure
Land Buddhism, it is my hope that the reader who works through the
essays that follow will finish this book with a clearer idea about the gen-
esis, shape, and ethos of the Chinese Pure Land tradition, and a greater
appreciation for its depth and sophistication.
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Chapter 2

What Is the Chinese
Pure Land Tradition?

And I think there’s a sort of a something which is called a wallaboo . . .
—A. A. Milne, “At the Zoo”

As noted in the introduction, this is primarily a collection of thematic
essays on the Chinese Pure Land tradition. Before exploring any individ-
ual theme, however, we need a paradigm for the phenomenon to which
the chapters pertain. This has proven a difficult task because previous
scholarship provides very little help or guidance. Most studies presume
that “Pure Land Buddhism” and related terms point to something self-
evident in Chinese history, so they provide no definition of it. A few stud-
ies argue that there actually is nothing there, and that “Chinese Pure
Land” is an empty name whose referent disappears under analysis. Oth-
ers define it so broadly that it becomes coextensive with all of Chinese
Buddhism, leading in a different way to its dissolution. Nevertheless,
when one approaches the matter through primary sources, one cannot
escape the impression that, in the words of A. A. Milne, a “sort of a some-
thing” remains and stubbornly resists scholarly efforts to dissolve it.
Because of this, the essays that follow presume the presence within Chi-
nese Buddhism of a discrete tradition called “Pure Land” that has several
features that distinguish it from other parts of the Buddhist landscape.
Without this real presence, the remaining essays lack a subject and
merely perpetuate an illusion. Therefore, this chapter will describe the
Chinese Pure Land tradition’s mode of presence and define its features.
To do this, I will need to review and evaluate past studies, then make use
of new criteria and methods in order to identify our subject.
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Chapter 2

Why the Object Eludes Us

It is commonly recognized that western academics were introduced to
the Chinese Pure Land tradition largely through the writings of Japanese
scholars who often worked in sectarian Buddhist universities. These
scholars brought their own and their institutions’ religious concerns
and categories to bear in organizing the subject matter. To give one
example, Mochizuki Shinkd’s Chiigoku jodo kyorishi H1[E 5+ ZFE5E (Pure
Land Buddhism in China: A doctrinal history) was written from the per-
spective of Mochizuki’s Jodo Shu J§+ 5% affiliation. Daniel Getz argues
that his clerical standing in the Jodo Shii was a determinative factor in
his scholarship (in Mochizuki 2016, p. 2:2). For example, Mochizuki criti-
cized the early Pure Land figure Jiacai (Jiacdi #11, d.u.) for teaching that
advanced bodhisattvas attain rebirth in the Pure Land while ordinary
beings do not (1942, p. 178). One could cite other instances in which he
judges Chinese figures according to Jodo Shii standards.

The two dominant schools of Pure Land Buddhism in Japan, the Jodo
Shi j¥+%5% and the Jodo Shinshii ¥+ EZ5% have institutional self-
consciousness, autonomy, governing structures, membership rolls, and
continuous lineages of teachers. Scholars from these schools tended to
retroject these features onto their Chinese precursors, and western
scholars followed suit. Kenneth Ch’en’s 1964 Buddhism in China: A Histori-
cal Survey is often cited as an example of western dependence upon Japa-
nese research on Pure Land, with occasional further mention of a series
of doctoral dissertations produced in the United States in the 1970s and
1980s that focused on Chinese Pure Land figures who were known to the
Japanese tradition as patriarchs but were not necessarily important to
the Chinese. (See Marchman 2015, p. 12-14, 22, 25-26, and 66-67 for more
discussion of specific manifestations of Japanese influence.)

This set up the foil against which subsequent scholarship later argued.
As western researchers began to engage the primary sources for them-
selves, the earlier model began to unravel. Robert Sharf questioned
whether Pure Land in China constituted a “school,” a “tradition,” or had
any other kind of institutional identity (Sharf 2002a). Daniel Getz con-
cluded that, with the possible exception of a few movements in North
China during the sixth and seventh centuries, Pure Land had never dis-
played any of the marks of an independent institution (1999). Because of
the work of these and other researchers, western scholars now agree
that we should not consider Pure Land Buddhism in China as a “school”
or identify it as a Japanese-style shii 5.
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What Is the Chinese Pure Land Tradition?

Nevertheless, one still runs into signs that Chinese Buddhists identi-
fied something in their religious environment that they designated
“Pure Land” (jingtii ;1) or an equivalent term such as “Lotus School”
(lidnzong 3#5%). In response to this, Getz asserted that the Chinese them-
selves created confusion by using institutional language, for example by
drawing up lists of patriarchs (zii tH; Getz 1999, p. 477; 2003, p. 68-70). He
speculated that during the Song dynasty (960-1279) the leaders of this
tradition were mainly associated with the Tiantai (Tiantdi X&) school, a
Buddhist institution that had its own list of chronologically contiguous
patriarchs and exhibited a clearer corporate nature. These figures trans-
ferred their language of organization and patriarchate on to their Pure
Land societies as a way of maintaining leadership, but in the end, this
misled later followers and distorts current scholarship. For both Sharf
and Getz, Pure Land simply melts into the ocean of Chinese Buddhism.

Another way that scholars submerge the Pure Land tradition into the
wider field of Chinese Buddhism is to agree that there is such a tradition,
but to define it so broadly that it once again recedes from view. Jan Nat-
tier, for example, in her excellent study of the cult of Aksobhya Buddha
and early expressions of desire for rebirth in his buddha-land Abhirati,
suggested that we broaden our definition of the Pure Land tradition to
include any Buddhist practice aimed at rebirth in any buddha-field
(2000, p. 74). This definition extends the range so much that almost
everywhere one looks within Chinese Buddhism one will find Pure Land.
Scholars would have to include any figure who ever commented on a
“Pure Land sutra,” recommended a practice for gaining rebirth in a
buddha-land, formulated and used deathbed rituals for rebirth, or
recounted rebirth stories within the tradition.

Studies such as these have been useful for removing past misconcep-
tions, but they pose significant methodological problems for efforts to
say more positively what Chinese Pure Land is. First, methods that aim
solely to correct distortions engendered by the use of inappropriate cat-
egories cannot lead to a positive characterization of the object under
scrutiny. For instance, if one believes that a patriarchal lineage must
consist of individuals with direct master-disciple relations as in Chan
and Esoteric Buddhism, then the Chinese Pure Land patriarchate will
appear confusing and be dismissed from further consideration. How-
ever, faulting the Chinese for adding to our present misunderstanding
means that we are not paying attention to what they meant by “patri-
arch.” It replicates the difficulty that we imputed to the application of
Japanese categories to the materials, only this time the misleading

Brought to you by | Cambridge University Library 7
Authenticated
Download Date | 2/3/20 7:24 AM



Chapter 2

categories are ours. It is better to assume that those who formulated the
extant patriarchal lists did so for their own purposes. Understanding
those purposes should be the scholar’s task. We will return to this point
below.

Second, previous studies failed to find a clear Pure Land tradition in
China because they addressed only the early period without pursuing
the tradition past the Song and on to the late imperial and Republican
periods. This restriction decreased the likelihood of discovering the
Pure Land tradition because religious movements in the premodern
world never arose fully formed within short periods of time. Most schol-
ars now agree, for instance, that Mahayana Buddhism took shape slowly
as a number of disparate trends and movements coalesced and achieved
a degree of unity and self-consciousness over the span of a few centu-
ries. A study that asked whether Mahayana actually existed as a cate-
gory while looking only at material prior to the third century CE would
have trouble finding it. Similarly, Pure Land in China grew over time out
of a number of interests and discussions that did not yield unity or
achieve self-consciousness until much later. Looking just at early mate-
rials, one will see only the “churn” of proposals and interpretations that
would settle into a pattern later; one will not see the pattern. The knowl-
edge that there would indeed be a Pure Land tradition by the Song and
Ming dynasties is what leads us to look back in time to discover its
sources; it does not follow that we will find Pure Land in any consistent
or readily identifiable form in the early period.

In a similar manner, adopting a definition of Pure Land so broad and
overdetermined that the object may be found virtually anywhere does
not lead to a positive characterization either. Casting a wide net for the
roots of the tradition, while useful for helping us to locate the early
sources out of which the tradition grew, does not lead us to a precise
understanding of Pure Land. For example, while Pure Land no doubt
grew from general reflections about rebirth in buddha-lands, later pro-
ponents in China sought actively to exclude practices directed at other
buddhas or bodhisattvas (such as Aksobhya or Maitreya) dwelling in
other lands from the tradition. In this and other ways, many Chinese
thinkers over the course of centuries came to define a Pure Land tradi-
tion that they considered a part of orthodox Chinese Buddhism, but a
distinct part.

In this chapter, I wish to use a different method to arrive at a differ-
ent paradigm. I will grant the conclusions already established and not
rehearse again the reasons why Japanese scholarly categories do not
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What Is the Chinese Pure Land Tradition?

apply cleanly to Chinese Pure Land Buddhism. I will bracket that discus-
sion and focus instead on looking afresh at the Chinese sources to see
what is there rather than what is not there. To do this, I will refer espe-
cially (1) to terms frequently used for this tradition, and (2) literature in
which Buddhist leaders concerned to promote Pure Land thought and
practice gave their own accounts of the tradition. This literature com-
prises catechetic and apologetic texts, often in question-and-answer for-
mat. Within such texts, thinkers such as pseudo-Zhiyi (Zhiyi %gH),
Huaigan (Hudigdn EJg, d. 699), Tianru Weize (Tianru Wéizé KAIMHERI,
12867-1354), Yungi Zhuhong (Yiingi Zhithéng =17, 1535-1615), Yuan
Hongdao (Yudn Héngddao =778, 1568-1610), and Yinguang (Yinguang EfJ
Y, 1861-1940) explained and defended what they clearly considered an
identifiable and separate tradition within Chinese Buddhism.

Institutional Markers: Zong 57 and Zii 1H

Following Japanese usage, scholars today refer to Chinese Pure Land,
whether as an institution or as a set of doctrines and practices, as the
“Pure Land zong” (jingtii zong ;51-5%). Therefore, we shall begin by exam-
ining this term. The Chinese word zong 5% began as a kinship term.
According to the Hanyu dacidian JEZE ARG B, the term can refer to an
ancestral temple (ziimiao tHJ&F), ancestors in general (ziixian tH%%), or a
clan (zongzi 5%J#); it is thus possible that the term jingtii zong ;51 5%
could point metaphorically to a grouping of people. However, a search of
Chinese Buddhist texts in CBETA reveals just over fifty occurrences of
the term jingti zong ;%1 5%, and in every case, the word zong occurs in
tandem with another character to create a compound meaning, a cen-
tral principle, or cardinal teaching. For example, the Tang dynasty Jingtu
lun 5+ 3w (T.1963) by Jiacai (Jiacdi #11, d.u.) uses the term this way:
“Thus we know that the central intention of the Pure Land (jingtii zongyi
71 55E) is fundamentally as much for the sake of ordinary beings as
for sages” (T.1963.47:90c17-c18). In other passages and other texts, the
terms zongyao 5= (essential doctrines), zongci 5715 (cardinal meaning),
and zongzhi 575 (primary meaning) appear after the term “Pure Land.”
In no instance does the term jingtii zong 5+ 5% indicate an institutional
or social formation.

We may take it as established, then, that there is no concept of a Pure
Land “clan” in China, though we will need to ask what it means for some-
thing called “Pure Land” to have a “cardinal meaning” or an “essential
doctrine.” It is not until the late nineteenth century that I begin to find
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Chapter 2

the term jingtu zong ;1 5% used to indicate a “school” in the Japanese
sense. For example, Chen Yangjiong’s [{7/{1 general history of Pure
Land in China is entitled Zhonggud jingtii zong tongshi [E 5+ 525
Another example would be a series of anthologies of articles about Pure
Land Buddhism edited by Zhang Mantao 5%, which all incorporate
the term into their titles (e.g., Jingtii zong gailun ;51 52H%z/). Even in
these cases, though, the term is ambiguous; the term “school” might be
used in its institutional sense, but it also might indicate a “school of
thought.”

The term usually translated as patriarch, zii H, requires more expla-
nation because both Sharf and Getz make it central to their arguments
about Pure Land’s lack of institutional presence. Both authors note that
the list of patriarchs accepted within the tradition since the Song
dynasty (960-1279) was constructed for certain institutional purposes.
Various versions of the list include figures that occupy adjacent places
on the list but do not overlap chronologically. It also includes figures
who apparently contributed nothing to the tradition (Getz 2003).

It is true that several figures that are adjacent to each other on the
list were too separated geographically and/or chronologically to have
had direct contact, but those who compiled these lists were well aware
of that fact and ascribed no importance to it. For example, Zongxiao
(Zongxido 57H#%, 1151-1214), who published his list of “Five Great Patri-
archs Who Carried on the Lotus Society” (Lidnshé jizii wii dafdshi i1+ 4
THARSZED) in 1199, explicitly noted that his list comprised only six fig-
ures whose lives spanned eight centuries. It is thus impossible that
direct master-disciple links mattered to him (T.1969A.47:192c19-c20; see
appendix). It may be that previous studies have read too much into the
fact that the term zii was borrowed from the language of kinship, or that
the term was used to describe figures in Chan and Esoteric lineages
whose status as carriers of their traditions depended upon direct
master-disciple transmission. However, the Pure Land patriarchal lists
do not depend upon direct contact between contiguous figures for any
ideological purpose. It would also be well to note that the Hanyu da cidian
JEEE ARG B defines the word zii in a number of ways, including that of “a
prior teacher, one whose words, deeds, and achievements are admired
by later generations.” It seems clear that the compilers of patriarchal
lists in China used the term zii in this sense.

In the early twentieth century, Taixu (Taixii K J&E, 1890-1947) put the
matter this way: “People were generally recognized as patriarchal mas-
ters of the Pure Land School on the basis of their accomplishments in
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What Is the Chinese Pure Land Tradition?

spreading its teachings. It was not a matter of direct transmission from
one to the other.” (Taixu, Chdn tdi xidn liti gui jingtu xing f85 B i F 1
7T, Complete works, n.p., n.d.) The modern-day scholar Chen Chienhuang
[H@EE echoes this in an article detailing the process whereby the cur-
rent list of thirteen patriarchs came into being:

This list of thirteen patriarchs has never consisted of figures with master-
disciple relations. For instance, the second patriarch Shandao % is sepa-
rated from the first patriarch Huiyuan 2 by some two hundred years
[. . .] The seventh patriarch Shengchang 4 passed away in 1020, while the
eighth patriarch Lianchi 3# i was not even born until 1532, meaning that
there is a five hundred year gap between them. From this we can see that
the purpose of the list of patriarchs was to honor the merit of great past
masters and enable people in later times to give them due reverence and
receive encouragement in their own progress. Thus, the significance of suc-
cession in this list differs from that of other schools (such as Chan and Tian-
tai). (Chen Chienhuang 2015, p. 33)

Finally, the following personal exchange also exemplifies the currency
of this interpretation: I once posed the question “What is a patriarch?”
to the abbot of a temple famous as a Pure Land daochdng 7&35;. His answer
was that a patriarch is one who “had the Way and virtue” (yéu dao you dé
HiEFH{E). He explained that a patriarch was one who deeply under-
stood the Pure Land path and exemplified virtue.

Ascription of patriarchal status thus never needed to involve evi-
dence of direct transmission from a previous patriarch; it was simply a
status granted by acclamation.

Practical Markers: Fimén ;%['"] and Zong 5= (redux)

While I have not found any indication that Pure Land in China was ever
conceived as a denomination-style institution, text after text and author
after author refer to something most commonly referred to as the “Pure
Land dharma-gate” (jingtii fdmén ;51 7%F5). Perhaps the key to discover-
ing the way in which the Chinese themselves conceived of Pure Land is to
determine what a dharma-gate is.

We may begin by observing that the word “gate” (mén [') occurs in
many compounds that indicate a certain religious practice and its doc-
trinal justifications. For example, one frequently encounters the term
xingmén 177 as a general term covering all methods of Buddhist self-
cultivation. In the Pure Land context, we see this term used by Huaigan
in his Shi jingtii qunyf lun &3+ Ef5%¢: (Treatise explaining a number of
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Chapter 2

doubts about Pure Land, T.1960): “As the sutras say, there is not just one
special gate of practice that leads to rebirth in the Pure Land, and the
nine grades of people who attain rebirth are distinct” (T.1960.47:36b21-
b22). The word “gate” may also be suffixed to other terms of practice
such as “gate of visualization” (guanmén #&i['9) as seen in this statement
from the Fézii tongji {#tH4E4 (Systematic record of Buddhas and Patri-
archs, T.2035) by Zhipan (Zhipdn %2, d.u.) in which he describes the
teachings of Shandao #: “The only way to transcend samsara rapidly
is this gate of visualization” (T.2035.49:263a24-b8).

The specific term “Pure Land dharma-gate” occurs many hundreds of
times in Chinese Buddhist literature. In several instances, the context
makes clear that the referent is a form of Buddhist practice. Here are
some examples:

In his Wiilidngshoujing youpétishé yuanshengjié pésdupdntdou pusa zaobing
zht  fEEFEERERAASEEIRIAE RS  (Commentary on
Vasubandhu’s Treatise on the Pure Land, T.1819), Tanluan (Tdnludn =&,
476-542) wrote, “Bodily practice is to prostrate and worship; oral prac-
tice is to offer praises; mental practice is to make vows; the practice of
wisdom is to do visualization; the practice of the wisdom of expedient
means is to transfer the merit. Bringing all five of these practices
together is to follow the dharma-gate of rebirth in the Pure Land
(wdngshéng jingtii famén 134=751%4F9) to its completion with ease”
(T.1819.40:843a15-a19).

Zongxiao (Zongxido 57HE, 1151-1214) included this passage in his
Lébang wénléi Z5F55748 (Anthology of the Land of Bliss, T.1969A): “There-
fore, one hears the breezes in the boughs and attains the correct con-
templation; one ascends to the jeweled pavilions and the samadhi
appears. This is not a provisional expedient; one spontaneously attains
the Way. Thus, the Pure Land dharma-gate is the path by which one
returns to the source” (T.1969A.47:186a7-a9). In this instance, a “dharma-
gate” is a path that one traverses. He reinforces this point at
T.1969A.47:211a28-a29 when he specifies that the Pure Land dharma-
gate is something that one puts into practice (xiuxi {£35).

The Song dynasty literatus Wang Rixiu’s (Wdng Rixii FH{RK, d. 1175)
collection Léngshui zenggudng jingtii wén FEETIEREEF+ 2 (Longshu’s Aug-
mented Pure Land Essays, T.1970) contains this exhortation to Pure Land
practice:

If people know about this dharma-gate, it is as if I myself know it; how could
this not bring pleasure? If they do not know it, it is as if I myself did not
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know it; how could this not bring pain? [. . .] Therefore, one can counsel one
person to cultivate Pure Land, and by the favorable condition [this creates]
extinguish guilt and evil. [. . .] Counseling people in this good Way is called
giving the alms of dharma. This Pure Land dharma-gate is considered
greatest among the ways of giving the alms of dharma; by means of it one
exits samsara. No other way of giving dharma-alms compares with it.
(T.1970.47:261a4-a21)

For Wang, Pure Land is something to be cultivated; note how in the mid-
dle of this passage he says, “cultivate Pure Land” (xiui jingtui {&;5+-) with-
out the addition of “dharma-gate.”

One could cite many more passages such as these, but let us conclude
with one more from a biography recorded in the Song gaoséng zhuan 75
fia{e (Song biographies of eminent monks, T.2061) by Zanning (Zanning
B%, 920-1001). The monk Huiri (Huiri ZH, d. 748) once undertook a
strenuous retreat and fasted for seven days. On the last day, the bod-
hisattva Avalokite§vara appeared to him.

He reached down his right hand and touched my head, saying, “You desire
a special dharma to benefit both yourself and others. In the west is the
country of Amitabha that is the Pure Land world of Utmost Bliss. I advise
you to nianfo, recite sutras, and transfer the merit to the aspiration [for
rebirth]. Once you are reborn in that land, you will see the Buddha and me
and obtain great benefit. You should know that this Pure Land dharma-
gate surpasses all other practices.” Having said this, he vanished.
(T.2061.50:890b15-b20)

This places the Pure Land dharma-gate squarely within the category of
practices.

Jingtii famén ;%1757 is not the only expression in Pure Land texts
suffixed with fdmén JAFY in reference to a practice. The synonym
“dharma-gate of nianfo” (nianfé fdmén 2x{#;%F) also occurs many hun-
dreds of times. To give one example, in the fourth fascicle of his Zongjing
lu 5785 8% (T.2016), Yongming Yanshou (Yongming Ydnshou 7k HHAEE, 904-
975) answers a question about the nianfé fimén with specific recommen-
dations for practice.

Question: In previous analyses, you clearly distinguished principle from
phenomena. Outside of the Buddha, there is no mind; outside of the mind,
there is no Buddha. Why give additional teachings establishing the dharma-
gate of nianfo (nianfd famén ;(#AF9)?

Answer: This is solely for those who do not believe that their own mind
is the Buddha and gallop about seeking something external. If they are of
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middling or inferior capacities, we provisionally lead them to contemplate
the Buddha’s form-body. By affixing their coarse thoughts to this condi-
tion, what is internal becomes evident by means of the external, and they
gradually awaken to their own minds. (T.2016.48:506a10-a14)

Thus, we see the terms “Pure Land” and “nianfo” frequently paired
with the suffix “dharma-gate,” indicating that Pure Land is above all a
tradition of practice. However, religious people do not adopt practices in
a conceptual vacuum. A practice requires justification, and in searching
for this, we return to the term zong 5%. As noted in the previous section,
we do not find the term jingtii zong 5+ 57 as a stand-alone marker for an
institution in premodern Chinese Buddhist sources. Instead, we find the
word zong 5% in several compounds that mean “primary meaning” or
“cardinal tenet.” We cannot leave the matter there, however. Although
we now know that there is no institution understood as the Pure Land
“clan,” it does not follow that no group of people ever identified with or
as something called “Pure Land.” After all, essential doctrines and car-
dinal meanings are not disembodied ideas; they are essential or cardinal
to someone about something.

What Makes the Pure Land Dharma-Gate:
The Idea of Non-elite Attainment

Let us begin by looking at a pair of stories from Zhipan’s Fozii tongji {#tH
44t (Systematic record of Buddhas and Patriarchs, T.2035). Both recount
cases of very bad people who achieved rebirth in the Pure Land by doing
nothing more than calling Amitabha’s name from their deathbeds.

Biographies of Those within the Evil Ranks Who Attained Rebirth
(wdngshéng ébéi zhuan 11 A= 25 {H)

There was a man from Chang’an named Jing 5% who was a butcher. Because
the monk Shandao advised the practice of nianfo, people throughout the
city stopped eating meat. Incensed, Jing entered the temple with a knife in
his hand intending to kill or inflict great harm. [Shan]dao taught [him] the
marks of the Pure Land manifest in the west and he repented, vowing to
climb a high tree to practice nianfo, stopping only when the tree fell. Those
present saw a transformation-buddha lead a celestial child (tiantdngzi K%
-F) from the crown of his head (“celestial child” means the conscious spirit
[shishen k1))

In Chang’an there was a man named Zhang Zhongkui 5&E§EJE who
slaughtered chickens for a living. As he was dying, he saw a red-robed man
driving a group of cackling chickens. Four of them came up to peck out his
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eyes; the blood flowed and the pain was unbearable. There was a monk
[present] who worked for the propagation of Buddhism. Upon seeing the
scene he set up an image and advised [Zhang] to nianfo. Immediately he was
aware of a fragrance filling the room and the chickens scattered and went
away. Sitting upright, [Zhang] passed away. (T.2035.49:288c9-c20)

In a very stark way, these stories epitomize what I consider the essen-
tial point of the Pure Land dharma-gate. More than anything else, the
teaching that non-elite Buddhists could attain the religious goals of non-
retrogression (butuizhudn “~iE##) and ultimately buddhahood by means
of a relatively simple practice created Pure Land Buddhism as a move-
ment embraced by ordinary people. This teaching received a very mixed
response from the wider Buddhist community and required generations
of apologists to defend and rationalize it. I will take this teaching, com-
prising both the practices and their theoretical rationalizations, as the
Pure Land dharma-gate, or what I shall call the “Pure Land tradition” in
the chapters to come. This tradition of practice begins with Shandao
(Shanddo %%, 613-681), building upon foundations laid by his predeces-
sors. Let us look at the developments that led to his breakthrough and
the way in which others defended and handed it down afterward.

Early Understandings of the Pure Land

According to Mochizuki Shinkd’s & H{Z= history of Chinese Pure Land
doctrine, the tradition’s earliest authors sought primarily to understand
the nature of Sukhavati and the means by which beings gained access to
it. To do this, the texts correlated different conceptions of the buddha-
land with the three bodies of a buddha (sanshen = 5; Skt. trikaya). That
is to say, a buddha’s land manifested three realities corresponding to his
three bodies:

(1) For the buddha as “dharma body” (fdshén ;% 5; Skt. dharma-kaya)
there was a theoretical “land of suchness” (Skt. dharmata), though some
authors stated that since the buddha’s dharma body pervades every-
where, such a theoretical land did not really exist in a localizable way. At
any rate, only the buddha could occupy it, so it was of no consequence
for religious practice.

(2) The “reward land” or “enjoyment land” (baotti ; + or shouydng tit
2 +) corresponded to the buddha’s “complete enjoyment body”
(baoshen 5 or shouyong shen =z FH &; Skt. sambhoga-kaya). This could be
subdivided into a “land for the [buddha’s] own enjoyment” (zi shouyong
tti 552 H1), which the buddha alone perceived, and the “land for the
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enjoyment of others” (ta shouyong ti ft5z 1), a place of rebirth for
those who earned it through their achievements. These would include
only bodhisattvas who had achieved a particular level within the
“grounds” or “levels” of advanced practice (di #; Skt. bhiimi).

(3) Just as a buddha manifested a “transformation body” or “response
body” (huashén {E.& or yingshén [ 5; Skt. nirmana-kaya) for the sake of
ordinary beings that accommodated their capacities, so there was a
“transformation land” (huatti {5 1) accessible to beings at lower levels of
accomplishment, though not to any being just for the wishing (summa-
rized from Mochizuki 1942, chap. 1-15; see also Pas 1995, p. 150-157).

Broadly speaking, early authors held three different views regarding
the level of accomplishment necessary for rebirth in these manifesta-
tions of the Pure Land. (1) The first held that the land of Sukhavati was a
transformation land into which ordinary beings could be born.
(2) Another declared that it was a reward land accessible only to advanced
bodhisattvas. (3) A third stated that practitioners perceived or were
born into the kind of land that corresponded to the relative purity of
their minds. It could thus appear to them as either a reward land or a
transformation land. In other words, the further one progressed in
mind-purification, the more subtle and refined a Pure Land one per-
ceived. An advanced bodhisattva could contemplate the Pure Land in a
high degree of opulence, but could also see how it appeared to those at
lower levels of attainment. The reverse was not true; those at lower lev-
els could only see what their stage on the path enabled them to see and
no higher (Mochizuki 1942, p. 184-185).

According to Mochizuki, it was Shandao who first proposed that dev-
otees of Amitabha could gain rebirth in a manifestation of the Pure Land
higher than that which their progress should have earned. The concep-
tual framework needed to make the idea of underserved, non-elite
attainment of rebirth in Sukhavati plausible took shape under previous
thinkers such as Tanluan and Daochuo. Their ideas tended in two direc-
tions, although one author could hold both in tandem; they were not
mutually incompatible. The first was to explain how a relatively simple
practice could bring about a disproportionately great result. The second
was to attribute the achievement to the Buddha Amitabha and his fun-
damental vows (bényuan ZJH). The first focused on the power, however

slight it might seem, of the practitioner; the second focused on the power
of the Buddha.
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Tanluan and Daochuo

Tanluan.

= s A

Tanluan (Tdnludn =%, 476-542), in his Wangsheng lun zhu {E45H3
(Wiilidngshoujing youpdtishé yuanshéngjié zhu 4 & 5B B RS RE (5T,
T.1819) addresses the question mainly from the practitioner’s side with
some attention to the Buddha’s role. In this text, an inquirer asks how
someone of the lowest grade (xia xia pin [~ [iiy) who has committed the
“Five Heinous Deeds” and the “ten evils” could attain rebirth in the Pure
Land, the state of non-retrogression, and escape from the Triple World
simply because a “good friend” (shan zhishi Z=H1:%; Skt. kalyana-mitra)
appeared by the deathbed and convinced him or her to repeat the name
of Amitayus ten times. According to the law of karma as expounded in
many sutras, a person with such guilt should proceed to eons of suffer-
ing in a hell; how can a practice so undemanding annul karma so heavy?
(T.1819.40:834b13-b22; trans. Inagaki 1998, p. 198-199). Tanluan responds
with three principles of Buddhist teaching that indicate where the prac-
tice’s power resides (the so-called three places, or sanzai =1F): the state
of mind (zaixin 7£.(»), the object (zaiyudn 1F4%), and the degree of concen-
tration (zdi juéding 151 %E) (T.1819.40:834b25; Inagaki 1998, p. 198-199).

First, the state of mind that leads to wrongdoing is grounded in delu-
sion, while the mind that repeats the Buddha’s name has grasped the
truth; the latter thus easily overcomes the former, just as a lamp
instantly illuminates a room even though it has been dark for a thou-
sand years. Second, objects of grasping normally arise through deluded
thoughts, but the name of Amitabha is reality itself. The name thus
drives out delusion because it provides the mind with a suitable object,
just as the sound of a magical drum instantly expels a poisoned arrow
and neutralizes its poison. Finally, imminent death concentrates the
mind fully on the ten repetitions of the Buddha’s name without antici-
pating any result; this is stronger than previous deeds of wrongdoing,
during which intentions and anticipations jostled together. Being more
concentrated, it prevails over past evil karma (T.1819.40:834b25-c12;
Inagaki 1998, p. 199-201).

These reasons for the efficacy of ten nian at the time of death explain
only why the brief and light practice of an unworthy practitioner can
produce great results. While it is not unimportant that the recitations
focus on Amitabha, the Buddha does not play an active role here; he
merely provides an appropriate object for the practice. While the term
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“power of the original vow” (bén yuanli AJ5H7]) does appear three times
in the Wangsheng lun zhu, it occurs only when Tanluan quotes other
sources, and he seems to regard this power only as the means whereby
the Buddha established his land as an object upon which one may
concentrate.

While it thus may appear that Tanluan is postulating the notion of
non-elite practice and attainment, Chen Chienhuang? [##il[8 explains
that something more subtle is happening. Rather than explaining how
an unworthy practitioner can attain the goal, Tanluan is actually saying
that the practitioner becomes worthy through these practices. In his
reading, Tanluan is drawing upon his prior forty years of study in the
Perfection of Wisdom literature to demonstrate that in the particular
situation of deathbed practice and nowhere else, even the ten name-
recitations of an evil person become indistinguishable from the elite
practice of mental concentration and yields the same results (Chen 2009,
p. 42-49). Tanluan’s real concern here is to show that the deathbed prac-
tice of ten continuous nianfo becomes the equivalent of the virtuoso
practice of an elite practitioner.

Daochuo.

Daochuo (Daochud 7E%5, 562-645) considered himself Tanluan’s successor
even though twenty years had elapsed between the latter’s death and his
birth, and indeed one may find all of the ideas outlined above, often ver-
batim, in his Anlé ji Z74%%E (Anthology of the Land of Bliss, T.1958). Iden-
tifying him as a transitional figure between Tanluan and Shandao, Chen
Chienhuang regards him as the thinker who established Pure Land as an
independent school (Chen alternates between mén ' and zong 5%; see
Chen 2009, p. 92-102). While in this chapter, I will argue that Shandao
deserves the credit for this, Chen’s points in support of his thesis are
worth noting.

According to Chen, Tanluan provided the basic distinctions of “diffi-
cult practice” versus “easy practice” and “self-power” versus “other-
power.” However, Tanluan followed the lead of Nagarjuna and considered
the two as options that were always available to practitioners. In other
words, at any given time there were beings such as advanced bodhisatt-
vas who could engage in difficult practices while others needed an easier
path. In contrast, Daochuo employed a chronology that divided history
into five 500-year periods after Sakyamuni’s passing, which he found in
the Daji yuézang jing K4 Hii&X (Skt: Candragarbha-sitra), and conflated
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with the three-part schematization into the periods of the Correct
Dharma, Counterfeit Dharma, and Decadent Dharma (zhéngfd 1%,
xiangfd 1%,%, and mofd K’%). He combined these timetables with the
previously unrelated idea that the current world was corrupted by the
Five Turbidities (wiizhud 717%]). He argued that belief and practice must
fit the times and the capacities of beings, and declared that nianfo (or the
nianfé sanméi 72{# —Hk) was the only practice that had any chance of suc-
cess under the conditions of the present age. The “way of the sages”
(shéngdao BE7E), which he equated with both the “path of difficult prac-
tice” (ndnxing dao %:{778) and “self-power” (zili §/Jj) would not work.
Only the “way of rebirth in the Pure Land” (wdngshéng jingtii 13:4£)% 1),
which corresponded to the “path of easy practice” (yixing dao 517H5)
and “other-power” (tali fif.’}]) answered the conditions of the Decadent
Dharma (T.1958.47:13cé6ff.).

Even if all the above is true and represents an advance beyond Tanluan’s
position, it seems to me that it still does not produce a conceptual frame-
work within which the stories of butchers and chicken-slaughterers
attaining rebirth make sense. I hesitate on this point because Daochuo
does not clearly recommend any practice, nor does he provide a consis-
tent set of criteria by which one may make a selection. David Chappell
noted Daochuo’s “ambiguity” on this point (1976, p. 272-276). I would go
further and agree with Daochuo’s early critic Jiacai (Jiacdi 71, d.u.) that
Daochuo’s presentation in the Anthology of the Land of Bliss is incoherent:

Recently there was Chan Master [Dao]chuo who composed the Anthology of
the Land of Bliss in one fascicle. While broadly quoting from the sutras with
brief explanations, its text is muddled and its chapters and sections are
confused, and it leaves its readers undecided. (T.1963.47:83b14-b16)

For our purposes, we need only note one element of Daochuo’s pre-
sentation. Like Tanluan, he remained focused on the practitioner, seek-
ing to explain why the relatively simple practices that lead to rebirth in
the Pure Land work rather than on the power of Amitabha and his vows.
Very early in the Anthology, Daochuo asserts that the Pure Land is a
reward land occupied by a reward body buddha, adding that previous
masters who asserted a transformation buddha in a transformation land
were greatly mistaken (T.1958.47:5¢12-c15). When he moved on to dem-
onstrate that both advanced bodhisattvas and ordinary beings can
attain rebirth in the Pure Land, he did so in terms of their practices and
the different ways the Pure Land manifests to beings of different levels
of accomplishment.
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Advanced bodhisattvas engage in the formless practice; they do not
need the rich features of Sukhavati to entice them. He defines “ordinary
beings” as those who are still attached to form and thus need concrete
features to coax them to practice. Like his predecessors, Daochuo taught
that the Pure Land manifests to those reborn there in accordance with
their capacities. He says:

Since ordinary people have shallow wisdom, they mostly seek birth through
a practice attached to form and yet they decisively attain birth [in
Sukhavati]. Since the practice attached to form has weak power, it simply
brings about the birth in the land of form, where one only sees the [reward]
and transformation Buddhas. (T.1958.47:6¢3-c5; trans. Inagaki 2014, p. 26)

In addition, Daochuo explained the efficacy of an ordinary being’s prac-
tice with reference to “good roots” (shan'gen £ ) laid down in past lives
(T.1958.47:4c15-5a15). After quoting various sutras, he assured his audi-
ence that the mere fact that they were in a position to hear this teaching
demonstrates that they have already aroused bodhicitta and made offer-
ings to buddhas in past lives (T.1958.47:5a15-a17). Thus, much as Tanluan
ascribed the efficacy of the practice to the non-duality of the Buddha’s
name and his reality, Daochuo asserted that it works because the practi-
tioners had already done virtuoso practices in past lives.

Finally, while in Daochuo’s reading the “path of rebirth” is easier and
more suited to the times than the “path of sages,” it is still far from an
easy practice. Only in a very few places does Daochuo refer even ambigu-
ously to the practice of nianfo as oral invocation of the Buddha’s name.
Most of his presentation advises the reader to practice the “nianfo sama-
dhi,” focusing on the Buddha’s name as a way to achieve a particular
meditative state. The entirety of the twelfth and last chapter of the
Anthology quotes extensively from a scripture that recommends the full
panoply of Buddhist practices with no mention of nianfo at all. In sum,
Daochuo recommended practices leading to rebirth in the Pure Land as
the only ones that will work in the age of the Decadent Dharma, but the
practice is not easy, and he still explains its apparently undeserved
effectiveness through the devotee’s “good roots” from past lives rather
than via Amitabha’s “other-power.” It fell to his disciple Shandao to take
that final step.

Shandao’s Contribution
With Shandao (Shanddo 3=, 613-681), we come to the figure many

authors consider the real founder of the Chinese Pure Land tradition
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(see Pas 1995, p. 318-319; Chén Yangjidng 2008, p. 270). The reason is easy
to see: While Tanluan and Daochuo provided some of the necessary con-
ceptual pieces and served as exemplars, it was Shandao who stated
clearly and fully that ordinary beings can attain rebirth in the Pure
Land through the power of Amitabha’s vows. Limitations of space pre-
clude an exhaustive study of Shandao’s contribution, so I will only dis-
cuss four key aspects of his thought that cleared the way for the
establishment of a distinct Pure Land tradition: (1) his assertion that
ordinary beings could perceive the Pure Land as a “reward land”; (2) his
reinterpretation of the ten nian required for rebirth as ten oral invoca-
tions; (3) his teaching that all beings in the nine levels of rebirth in the
Pure Land are ordinary beings and not aryans; and (4) that rebirth in the
Pure Land comes about primarily through the power of Amitabha’s orig-
inal vows.

(1) As noted above, authors prior to Shandao had held that beings
gained rebirth in Sukhavati only by achieving a high level of purification
and perceived the land only as their level of achievement permitted.
What the Buddha Amitabha accomplished with his vows was simply to
establish the Pure Land as a destination. Shandao dissented from all of
these views and held that the Pure Land was a reward land because it
derived its form from Amitabha’s past vows and the power of his merit.
Even ordinary beings reborn there perceived it as a reward land, not as a
transformation land (Pas 1995, p. 154-155). As he says in the first fascicle
of his commentary on the Contemplation Sutra:

Question: You have said that the land and the Buddha are both of the
reward type. Their reward-dharmas are high and wondrous; [even] arhats
(xidoshéng /[\EE) attain it with difficulty. How would worldlings obstructed
by defilements enter? Answer: In terms of the obstructions of defilement, it
would indeed be difficult to enjoy such a place. By entrusting themselves to
the Buddha’s vows to fortify their conditions, beings of all the five vehicles
gain entry equally. (T.1753.37:251a6-a9)

In this way, Shandao affirmed that ordinary beings attain entry into
Sukhavati, which manifests as a reward land despite their heavy defile-
ments, something earlier authors would not have accepted.

(2) Shandao defined the ambiguous term “ten nian” (shi nian +%)) as
“ten sounds” (shi sheng +#%%); neither Tanluan nor Daochuo made such a
clear connection between nian and oral invocation (Chen Chienhuang
2009, p. 146, 167). In contrast, in the fourth fascicle of his Guan wiiliang-

===

shou f6 jing shi ¥ iR =45 F; (Commentary on the Contemplation Sutra),
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Shandao notes the difference between nian as mental cultivation and as
oral invocation. His point of departure is the sixteenth contemplation,
which deals with the last of the nine levels of rebirth, the lowest birth of
the lowest grade (xiapin xiashéng T N4£). Here the sutra says:

When he is about to die, he may meet a good teacher, who consoles him in
various ways, teaching him the wonderful Dharma and urging him to be
mindful of the Buddha; but he is too tormented by pain to do so. The good
teacher then advises him, ‘If you cannot concentrate on the Buddha then
you should say instead, “Homage to Amitayus Buddha.” In this way he con-
tinuously says, “Homage to Amitayus Buddha” ten times. (shi nian +=;
trans. Inagaki and Stewart 2003, p. 98; T.365.12:346a15-a19)

Commenting on this passage, Shandao writes,

The fifth [part of the text] makes clear that the guilty person, oppressed by
the approach of death, has no way to contemplate the Buddha’s name. Num-
ber six elucidates how the good friend, knowing that through suffering [the
dying person] has lost the contemplation, switches his teaching to oral rep-
etition (kduchéng [1f%) of the Buddha’s name. Number seven clarifies the
number of uninterrupted oral repetitions. (T.1753.37:277b14-b17)

Even though the sutra passage uses the term “ten nian” to describe the
practice of the desperate sinner, it very clearly indicates oral repetition
of the Buddha’s name, and Shandao’s commentary reinforces that point
by explaining this action as “orally holding Amitayus’s name” (kduchéng
Mitud minghdo CIFE5HFE 457%). Neither Tanluan nor Daochuo had read the
passage in this way (Chen Chienhuang 2009, p. 167).

Shandao also applied this interpretation to other sutra passages in
which the term nian did not so clearly mean oral repetition. For example,
in his Wdngshéng lizan ji 134153815 (Verses of obeisance and praise of
rebirth, T.1980), he so interpreted the following phrase from the Amitabha
Sutra:

The Amitabha Sutra says that if sentient beings hear of Amitabha Buddha, they
should immediately hold to that name for a day, for two days, or for up to
seven days single-mindedly calling the Buddha without agitation. At the end
of life, Amitabha Buddha and his holy retinue will appear before them. These
people will not have their minds overturned at the last minute, and will
instantly attain rebirth in that [Pure] Land. [. . .] If there are sentient beings
who call Amitabha Buddha for seven days or even for one day for as little as
ten oral invocations or even one oral calling or one contemplation (ndizhi yi
shéng yi nian J5%E—#—=%), they must attain rebirth. (T.1980.47:447c27-
448a9; the sutra citation is from T.366.12:347b10-b15)

29 Brought to you by | Cambridge University Library
Authenticated
Download Date | 2/3/20 7:24 AM



What Is the Chinese Pure Land Tradition?

In this way, Shandao came to interpret instances of ten nian systemati-
cally as ten oral repetitions or “sounds” even when the context of the
sutra passage did not clearly support such an interpretation.

(3) Shandao taught that all beings in the nine grades of rebirth were
ordinary beings; none was an aryan. He began the discussion in his Guan-
jing shu by declaring that he will discuss the teachings of past masters
(zhushi ZgFi) with whom he disagrees (see T.1753.37:247c22ff.). They had
explained that those who attain rebirth in the three births of the top grade
are great Mahayanists, those who are reborn into the three births of the
middle grade are Hinayanists, while those of the three lowest births are
“worldlings just beginning on the Mahayana path” (dashéng shixtie fdnfi A
EIHEEN ). In dissent, Shandao stated that no one among the nine grades
of rebirth is a bodhisattva; all are worldlings. For our purposes, his discus-
sion of the lowest birth of the lowest grade bears the most significance.

As for the lowest [birth] of the lowest [grade], sentient beings at this level
perform unwholesome acts: the Five Heinous Deeds, the ten evils, and
everything that is not good. Because of their evil karma, such persons are
bound for the hells for long eons without letup. At the end of their lives,
they encounter a good friend (shan zhishi 3 #1:;) who teaches them about
Amitabha Buddha and counsels them to seek rebirth [in the Pure Land].
Such people then invoke the Buddha, and riding upon their recollection [of
the Buddha], they instantly attain rebirth. Had they not encountered the
good [friend], they surely would have sunk down. Because of conditions,
they encountered the good [friend], and the seven jewels come to receive
them. [. . .] The three [kinds of] people in the lowest grade refers to them as
evil worldlings (& fdnfi £MN.7%) because of their evil deeds. At the end of
their lives, they lean upon the good [friend] and ride on the power of the
Buddha’s vows to go to rebirth. [. . .] How can one say they are beginners in
the Mahayana? (T.1753.37:249a24-249b5)

(4) Finally, Shandao definitively attributed not just the establishment
of the Pure Land but also the rebirth even of depraved beings in it to the
power of Amitabha’s original vows. To understand the significance of
this, we must make a distinction: The effect of the bodhisattva
Dharmakara’s vows may be taken as either (a) establishing the Pure Land
and arraying its particular features, or (b) causing beings to attain
rebirth within it. Tanluan, in his Wangsheng lun zhu, affirms only the for-
mer, not the latter, as seen in the following quotation:

In the [Larger Sukhavati-vyiiha sitra] preached at Rajagrha, I find in the sec-
tion on the three grades of aspirants that although their practices differ
according to their superior or inferior qualities, they all, without fail,
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awaken the aspiration for the highest Bodhi. This aspiration is the resolve
to become a buddha. The aspiration to become a buddha is the resolve to
save all sentient beings. The resolve to save sentient beings is the resolve to
embrace sentient beings and lead them to attain birth in a buddha-land. It
follows that those who wish to be born in the Pure Land of Peace and Bliss
should awaken the aspiration for the highest Bodhi. If there is anyone who
does not awaken the aspiration for the highest Bodhi but, having heard of
the endless pleasures to be enjoyed in that land, desires to be born there
simply because of such pleasures, he will not attain birth. [. ..] “The plea-
sures for their own sustenance” means that the Pure Land of Peace and
Bliss has been produced and maintained by [Amitabha] Tathagata’s Primal
Vow-Power (bényuan li AJ§H/7), and so there is no end to the pleasures to be
enjoyed. (T.1819.40:842a15-842a25; trans. Inagaki 1998, p. 271)

In other words, it is up to every person who seeks rebirth in the Pure
Land to arouse bodhicitta, the aspiration to become a buddha in order to
save other beings. Amitabha’s vows create and maintain a place wherein
that goal may be accomplished most easily. Only near the end of the
Wangsheng lun zhu does Tanluan connect the Buddha’s vows explicitly to
the attainment of rebirth with reference to the eighteenth vow of the
Larger Sutra. However, the vow itself specifies that attainment of rebirth
requires one to perform at least ten nian and excludes those who commit
the Five Heinous Deeds or slander the dharma. As we have seen above,
nian did not necessarily mean oral invocation of the Buddha’s name until
Shandao advanced this interpretation, and Shandao claimed that even
the sinners excluded by the sutra attain rebirth.> Within Tanluan’s
framework, one could not make sense of Zhipan’s stories of butchers and
chicken-slaughterers attaining rebirth.

Shandao, in contrast, directly attributed the attainment of rebirth to
the power of Amitabha’s vows in all cases. His commentary on the Con-
templation Sutra makes this assertion near the beginning: “As the Larger
Sutra says, all ordinary beings, both virtuous and depraved, who attain
rebirth [in the Pure Land], without exception avail themselves of the
karmic power of Amitabha’s great vows as a predominating condition”
(T.1753.37:246b10-b11). Later, when speaking of the rebirth of those at
the middle birth of the lowest grade, who for him are “shameless evildo-
ers,” he says, “At first, without the encounter with the ‘good friend,” the
fires of hell come to welcome them. After meeting the ‘good friend,
transformation buddhas come in welcome. This is entirely due to the
power of Amitabha’s vows” (T.1753.37:249a22-a24). In passages such as
these, Shandao makes clear that Amitabha’s vows not only produced the
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Pure Land, but also are the direct and empowering cause (zéngshang yuan
b [-4%) for beings of all kinds to attain rebirth there.

This is only a brief sketch of Shandao’s thought and there is much
more that one could say. However, even with only these four elements in
place, we have a soteriological framework within which Zhipan’s rebirth
stories become plausible. Shandao affirmed that (1) the Pure Land
appears as a “reward land” to all beings no matter their level of attain-
ment; (2) that the undemanding practice of reciting the Buddha’s name
ten times, which even someone consumed with pain and fear while
dying could conceivably do, suffices for rebirth; (3) that the teachings
are aimed entirely at ordinary beings and do not apply to great aryans;
and (4) that the power of the Buddha’s vows, not any human accomplish-
ment, provide the motorics of rebirth. Put more simply, Shandao
affirmed that by the power of the Buddha’s vows, even the worst evil-
doer could say the name of the Buddha and gain immediate access to a
glittering Pure Land immediately after death. While predecessors such
as Tanluan and Daochuo no doubt helped guide the tradition toward the
adoption of these four elements, only with Shandao did they become
both explicit and essential.

These elements also made the tradition controversial. The proposi-
tion that undeserving, ordinary beings could achieve rebirth in a reward
land and the stage of non-retrogression struck many as a violation of
bedrock Buddhist principles, and as subsequent authors defended these
propositions in apologetic texts, the tradition consolidated itself behind
this notion.

Defending the Pure Land Vision

We will conclude the major portion of this chapter by briefly surveying
the ways in which a number of later Pure Land authors provided support
for Shandao’s vision in a series of apologetic texts.

Huaigan

We may begin with Shandao’s disciple Huaigan (Hudigdn %8, d. 699),
whose Shi jingtii qunyi{ lun 5+ F£5¢:m (Treatise explaining a number of
doubts about Pure Land, T.1960) added a great deal of philosophical
depth to Shandao’s basic framework. For example, in the first fascicle
Huaigan devotes a series of questions and answers to explaining non-
elite rebirth. In the thirteenth question, an inquirer says:
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Regarding the Pure Land into which ordinary sentient beings attain rebirth:
ordinary beings have not yet attained the pure mind free of defilements,
and in accordance with their minds, the land that appears to them will
[also] have defilements. A land with defilements is called an impure land
(huigud F%EX]). Why do you still call it a Pure Land? (T.1960.47:33¢c25-c27)

In response, Huaigan distinguishes purity and defilement of substance
(ti #8) and characteristic (xiang #H) that combine in four possible ways,
the third of which is “defilement of substance with purity of characteris-
tic” (tthui xiangjing #&f%H;%). Here, the mind of the person reborn in the
Pure Land is defiled in substance. Such a being should see only a defiled
land, but the Buddha’s power causes the land to appear pure, overriding
the person’s own mental karma and causing him or her to see it as
described in the Pure Land sutras (T.1960.47:34a7-a10). Huaigan, follow-
ing Shandao, attributes this to the Buddha’s power and not to any accom-
plishment on the devotee’s part.

In question twenty, the inquirer objects that according to Mahayana
sutras, only those who have extensively studied the “ungraspable
dharma” (wii suddé fd #EFT155£) attain birth in the Pure Land, thus deny-
ing its availability to unenlightened beings. He claims that when Huaigan
counsels the practices of the sixteen visualizations and invoking the
Buddha’s name, both of which focus on visual and aural forms, he gives
rise to a mind attached to the graspable (yéu sudédé xin HFTE),
T.1960.47:36b2-b11). Once again the inquirer presumes that rebirth in a
buddha-land occurs only after a certain level of practice, purification,
and realization; it must be earned.

Huaigan begins his response by acknowledging that there are very
advanced practitioners who have thoroughly realized the emptiness of
all phenomena; these attain rebirth in the Pure Land among the highest
grades (shangpin _I/i;). There are also foolish people who have no ability
to study Mahayana sutras, grasp the cardinal principle, or perform con-
templations free of grasping. However, they might be able to maintain
the precepts or show filial piety, practice the ten virtues, or focus their
minds by invoking the name. Even such practices as these, which entail
thoughts of what one might grasp (ydu suédé HFT{5) can bring the
inconceivably superior merit of rebirth in the Pure Land. Huaigan’s main
point is that if one relies on the sutras, one will find that there is not just
one practice that leads to rebirth in Sukhavati; this is the very reason
that the Contemplation Sutra even speaks of nine levels of rebirth
(T.1960.47:36b12-b22).
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The lesson Huaigan wishes to impart here is that the Pure Land has
many ways of manifesting and there are many “ways of practice” (xing-
mén {7'9) that lead to rebirth (see T.1960.47:36b22). This path takes in “the
worldling and the aryan, covers both the small and the great [vehicles],
can be done with or without characteristics, within both focused and
scattered states of mind by those of sharp or dull capacities, within long
or short time frames with much practice or only a little” (T.1960.47: 36c11-
c13). This point bears emphasis; while Shandao provided the soteriologi-
cal framework that allowed for non-elite attainment, he did not denigrate
elite practices. After all, he himself had attained an intense vision of the
Buddha through visualization, and he contended in his Guanjing shu that
the main teaching of the Contemplation Sutra was samadhi gained through
buddha-contemplation (guanfé sanméi ERFE=KF; T.1753.37:247a18).
Huaigan likewise acknowledged the entire hierarchy of practices, from
the complex and arduous to the simple and easy, while affirming that all
lead to rebirth in the Pure Land. As we shall see in chapter 5, this is why
the Chinese Pure Land tradition never developed the problem of antino-
mianism. Nevertheless, the attainment of rebirth in the Pure Land by
those perceived as undeserving remained a source of controversy. Thus,
Huaigan, like Shandao, maintained that rebirth takes place primarily
through the power of Amitabha’s vow (e.g., at T.1960.47: 31b18-b20).

Pseudo-Zhiyi and the Jingtu shi yi lun )5+ 5¢:5
(Discourse on ten doubts about Pure Land, T.1961)

The Discourse on Ten Doubts about Pure Land has long been attributed to
Zhiyi (Zhiyi #75H, 538-597), but it was probably written by another hand
near the beginning of the eighth century, not long after Huaigan’s time
(Pruden 1973, p. 127-130). Indeed, some Japanese scholars see the hand
of Huaigan in the text, along with significant borrowings from Tanluan
and Daochuo. This makes good sense, since if the text were written by
Zhiyi it would predate all the figures discussed so far and would not be
useful for advancing their understandings. In some ways, this text may
seem to represent a step backward since it emphasizes the practice of
the nianfo samadhi in a manner more consonant with Daochuo’s thought
than with Shandao’s. However, I hope to show that it also concerns itself
with the question of non-elite attainment and the role that Amitabha’s
vows play in the achievement of rebirth in the Pure Land.

First, four of the ten topics discussed in this brief text (numbers 5, 6,
8, and 9) deal with various aspects of the rebirth of ordinary persons.
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The fifth asks how ordinary beings, burdened by bad karma and prone
to defilements, can attain rebirth in a Pure Land that lies outside the
Triple World. The text answers by explaining that the term “other-
power” means that if one believes that the power of Amitabha’s compas-
sionate vow encompasses all sentient beings who practice nianfo, then
one will be empowered to produce bodhicitta, cultivate the nianfo sama-
dhi and many other practices, and dedicate the merit to the attainment
of rebirth in the Pure Land. Availing oneself of the Buddha’s vow-power,
one then attains rebirth because of the resonance between the practitio-
ner’s capacities (ji 1%) and the Buddha’s response (gdn [, T.1961.47:79a6-
al0; Tan 1979, p. 87-88). At the end of this section, the author affirms
that defiled beings may indeed enter the undefiled Pure Land just as a
lowly person can tour the entire world in a single day by riding in the
train of a cakravartin king (T.1961.47:79a22-a29; Tan 1979, p. 89-90).

The answer to the fifth doubt mixes affirmation that the Buddha’s
vow-power brings defiled beings to rebirth with pre-Shandao views that
beings perceive the coarse or subtle features of the Pure Land in accor-
dance with their own mental purity. The sixth doubt is less ambiguous.
The inquirer asks how defiled beings, whose minds will continue to give
rise to false views and impure thoughts, could attain rebirth and the
stage of non-retrogression. The text answers that it is the power of the
Buddha’s vow that upholds those reborn in the Pure Land and enables
them to achieve that stage. In addition, the life span they enjoy and the
wholesome features that array the land all provide the time and the
means to remove defilements (T.1961.47:79b3-b16; Tan 1979, p. 90-91).
The response to this qualm places its entire emphasis on the Buddha’s
compassionate vow as the motive power behind rebirth and attainment
of non-retrogression.

The eighth and ninth doubts ask about the rebirth of beings with evil
karma as well as women and those with defective sense organs. The
responses present material taken almost verbatim from Daochuo’s Anle ji
and Tanluan’s Wangsheng lun zhu and thus represent no advance in Pure
Land soteriology. In sum, the Discourse on Ten Doubts about Pure Land pri-
marily presents a point of view that pre-dates Shandao, one that explains
non-elite attainment of rebirth with reference to factors such as good
roots laid down in the past or the concentration of mind at death that
make seemingly trivial practices surprisingly efficacious. However, the
Discourse does acknowledge the power of the Buddha’s vows as well,
affirming that this power upholds and empowers devotees’ practices
and brings them to rebirth. Finally, the amount of space devoted to the
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question of non-elite attainment in this apologetic text demonstrates
the importance of this topic as the Pure Land tradition gained increased
salience in the wider Buddhist world.

Tianru Weize K U11ERI| and the Jingti huoweén ;5 + 5[5 (Ques-
tions about Pure Land, T.1972)

Skipping ahead to the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368), we conclude our survey
of the treatment of non-elite attainment with Tianru Weize (Tianru Wéizé
KANMERI, 12867-1354) and his work Questions about Pure Land. Yungqi
Zhuhong (Yingi Zhithéng ZEREFRTE, 1535-1615) cited this work along with
pseudo-Zhiyi’s Ten Doubts as a definitive defense of Pure Land teaching and
practice in the preface to his Dd jingtti sishiba wen 25+ P/ ] (Answers
to forty-eight questions about Pure Land; CBETA X.1158.61:504c13-c14). In
many ways, Tianru’s text set the pattern for future Pure Land apologetics:
the adversary is represented as a Chan monk who objects to Pure Land as
dualistic and as antithetical to Buddhism’s spirit of self-reliance.

Tianru’s Questions consists of twenty-six questions and answers. Sev-
eral of these deal with qualms about non-elite attainment, and Tianru’s
answers focus on the practitioner’s seemingly ineffective practices as
had been done prior to Shandao. However, in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth questions he addresses the matter of the truly evil person who
attains rebirth with no prior practice or good karma from the past. In
question seventeen, after quoting the passage from the Contemplation
Sutra that describes those of the lowest grade who achieve rebirth along
with Shandao’s comments, Tianru offers his view that such persons’ suc-
cess depends upon three factors. First, when death is imminent a per-
son’s power of concentration becomes fierce and can accomplish much
in a very short time. Second, such a person may have stores of good
karma from past lives that become activated at the point of death. Third,
even if the previous two factors are lacking, the dying person may repent
their lifetime of evil in utter sincerity (T.1972.47:299a7-299b8). Here,
Tianru stresses the role of the dying penitent’s practices, explaining
why they work, and his responses echo those of Tanluan and Daochuo.

However, the inquirer presses his doubt further in question eighteen.
He asks, “In this wicked world of the Five Turbidities (wtizhud éshi 11 &5
) everyone bears guilt. Perhaps they have not committed the Five Hei-
nous Deeds, but of the remaining sins, there is none that they leave
undone. If they do not repent of these but wait until the very end to
nianfo, do they still achieve rebirth?” (T.1972.47:299b9-b11).* Tianru
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responds that anyone who recites the Buddha’s name gains rebirth
because of the great power of Amitabha’s vows. It is like placing a great
rock on a boat. By itself, the rock would sink immediately, but the boat
supports it. Conversely, a grain of sand, while much smaller than the
great stone, sinks in the water instantly. The boat represents the power
of the original vows, the stone and grain of sand represent heavy and
light karmic guilt. With the addition of Amitabha’s vow-power, even
those carrying heavy karmic burdens achieve rebirth while without it,
even those with slight karmic guilt sink back into samsara
(T.1972.47:299b11-b28). While Tianru’s answer to the previous question
rationalized the unexpected power of the penitent’s practices, this
answer puts the spotlight directly on the power of the Buddha to over-
come all karmic guilt and lead the person to the Pure Land and the stage
of non-retrogression. In the answer to this question, Tianru cites Zhi-
pan’s stories about the butcher and chicken-slaughterer and asks, “If this
is not [due to] the Buddha’s power, then please give another way to
understand it” (T.1972.47: 299b21-b22).

We will end our survey of Pure Land apologetic literature here, as
texts that appear after Tianru’s do not add anything new to the under-
standing. Let me conclude this section with a few observations.

First, we have seen that Shandao was the first to state clearly and
unambiguously that the power of Amitabha’s original vows not only
brought even the most evil sinners into the Pure Land, but also allowed
them to perceive it as a buddha’s reward land.

Second, neither Shandao nor the subsequent texts cited here con-
clude from this that human effort is of no account, nor do they fall into
the snare of antinomianism. In question twenty of the Questions, the
inquirer asks if he can just wait until he is dying to do the ten recitations
and gain rebirth. Tianru calls this foolishness and presents reasons for
serious religious practice (T.1972.47:299¢13-300c7). Shandao enthusiasti-
cally practiced and recommended the nianfo samadhi, and all subse-
quent writers counseled their readers to practice traditional methods of
Buddhist cultivation assiduously. Chapters 4 and 5 will deal with this
issue more extensively.

Third, while I have highlighted the question of non-elite attainment
here, Pure Land apologetic literature dealt with a wide array of other
issues and objections to their chosen practice. We will revisit these
issues in subsequent chapters.

The main point is that after Shandao, the belief that the power of the
Buddha’s vows sufficed to bring all beings into the Pure Land, even

30 Brought to you by | Cambridge University Library
Authenticated
Download Date | 2/3/20 7:24 AM



What Is the Chinese Pure Land Tradition?

without stores of past good karma or intense and sincere deathbed prac-
tice, became a defining feature of the Chinese Pure Land tradition. Once
in place, it required constant defense from detractors over the centu-
ries, and as a steady stream of apologetic literature came from the hands
of Pure Land patriarchs and other authorities, it became a fixed feature
of this tradition.

Conclusions

The evidence produced in the foregoing discussion leads to the following
characterization of the Chinese Pure Land tradition. It was not an insti-
tution or a set of master-disciple lineages. Rather, it was a “dharma-
gate,” here understood as a tradition of practice. This tradition’s most
distinctive feature was that it offered a chance for non-elite or even
morally evil people to attain a goal that was tantamount to the attain-
ment of buddhahood itself: rebirth in the Pure Land of the Buddha
Amitabha, circumvention of the normal working out of their accumu-
lated karma, escape from samsara, and the stage of non-retrogression.
While proponents stressed that nothing about the doctrinal underpin-
nings of this practice contravened Buddhist orthodoxy, they also took
pains to provide a theory that would underwrite their practice of nianfo
and justify the hope they offered to ordinary people. Significant histori-
cal figures who either organized non-elite practitioners to support one
another’s practice of nianfo or wrote significant doctrinal justifications
for belief in its efficacy came to be regarded as patriarchs, the term here
understood to mean a revered teacher. Far from disparaging elite prac-
tices and advanced levels of realization, they sought instead to gain
acceptance for a range of effective practices suited to a range of practi-
tioners and their capacities. Let those who can realize the ultimately
signless nature of the Pure Land of Suchness, but let no one derogate the
efficacy of practices such as oral invocation of the Buddha’s name as a
means whereby the lowly may also escape from suffering.

I have also sought to demonstrate that this tradition of practice is a
part of Buddhism but a bounded part. One may compare it to something
like the tradition of Marian prayer within the Catholic Church. Practi-
tioners do not seek to break with the Church and will see to it that their
practice violates no canon of orthodoxy. At the same time, they will
maintain its distinctiveness and hold it out as an option for those in the
Church who feel drawn to it. They will provide an appropriate doctrinal
justification for the practice to defend it from detractors, and they may
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at times form associations such as Marian Sodalities for mutual support
in the practice. They generally will not disparage other traditions of
practice nor call for exclusive commitment to this tradition alone. It
would be wrong to regard it as a “school” or a “sect,” because it does not
aspire to institutional autonomy nor does it require it. It is a tradition of
practice.

It is for this reason that throughout this chapter I have been referring
to the object of our inquiry as the Chinese Pure Land “tradition.” This is
the word that, I think, best suits the character of the phenomenon. A
tradition does not need institutions or lineages to endure; it simply
needs people to engage it and pass it along to subsequent generations. I
will not claim that this is how we should understand the Pure Land phe-
nomenon as it is found in other places; very clearly, the Japanese schools
display a very different social character, and Tibetan traditions regard-
ing Sukhavati have their own unique features. Nevertheless, since this
book is about Chinese Pure Land Buddhism, the understanding arrived
at in this chapter will guide the analyses to follow.
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The Development of the
Concept of the Pure Land

The western Pure Land of Amitabha goes by many names. In Sanskrit, it
is called Sukhavati, a name based on the word sukha, meaning “ease,”
“bliss,” and “pleasure,” among other things. Sukha is directly opposed to
duhkha, a word used to describe all the pain, anxiety, and frustration
that characterize the present Saha world (suopé shijie ZZH5, the
“world to be endured”). The name Sukhavati thus means “Land of Bliss.”
Early Chinese sutra translators rendered “Sukhavati” phonetically into
Chinese with terms such as Xumdti ZEEEE, Xumdti JEFERH, Xahemdti ZE 0]
JE}E, and so on (Fujita 1970, p. 432). They also translated the name in
many ways: authors sometimes referred to it as the “Western buddha-
land” (xifang féti PG75{#+) or “Buddha-country” (fégudtii {#H[EE+),
reflecting the Indian Buddhist notion of a buddha-field as we will see
below. Early translations of Pure Land scriptures also used the descrip-
tive name “Land of Amitabha Buddha” (amitudfé gud [n[s@FE(HE) or
“Immeasurably Pure Buddha Land” (wiiliang qingjing f6 gud &% 5/
EY; see Xiao 2009, p. 267). Other translations emphasized the blissful
nature of the land, as in “[Land of] Utmost Bliss” (jilé fi:%%), “[Land of]
Peace and Bliss” (anlé Z74¥), or “[Land of] Peace and Nurturance” (anydng
%%). These three terms became very common (Fujita 1970, p. 433).

The name from which the Pure Land tradition derives its name, jingtii
7F1, “Pure Land” or “Purified Land,” is not a translation from any Indic
language. When the term “Pure Land” appears in other scriptures, such
as the Lotus Sutra, there is no corresponding term in the Sanskrit text.
The word appears to be of purely Chinese origin (Fujita 1970, p. 507-508).
It would not be a suitable translation in any case, since Sukhavati means
the “Land of Bliss,” not “Pure Land.” Some scholars such as Xiao Yue it
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theorize that in sutra translations, the term was a verb-object compound
meaning “to purify a land,” and that early writers such as Tanluan mis-
took the term for an adjective-noun compound (Xiao 2009, p. 266).

Needless to say, belief in the Pure Land raises many questions, both
for practitioners and scholars. Both may wonder how this Pure Land
came into being. Where is it exactly? What is it like? Who dwells there
with the Buddha?

Indian Roots

As noted above, the term “Pure Land” does not appear in Indian Bud-
dhist literature; it is a later Chinese creation (Fujita 1996, p. 20). Never-
theless, insofar as Indian Buddhists conceived of buddhas as localized in
space, they obviously had to be somewhere, and so some thinkers consid-
ered the question of where a buddha might dwell. In the Pali textual
tradition the historical buddha Sakyamuni dwells in the same world as
all other beings and experiences it largely as they do. The only differ-
ence seems to be that the way he perceives it is emotionally dispassion-
ate and philosophically correct. For example, as he was dying he saw
that he was simply suffering in a world that tends to produce suffering,
so he felt no resentment and acknowledged that such things ensue as
part of the ordinary workings of cause and effect. He did not claim that
the present impure world masked an inchoate purity, nor did he claim to
dwell in another realm characterized by purity.

Nevertheless, even the Pali texts hint at the idea that a buddha
requires an environment that reflects his own religious achievements
and purity. For example, as Fujita Kotatsu points out, one of Sakyamuni’s
disciples objected to his dying in Kusinara, a “miserable little town of
wattle-and-daub” unworthy to host a cosmic event such as a buddha’s
final nirvana (Fujita 1970, p. 283-284; trans. Walshe 1987, p. 279).
Sakyamuni answered that the town was indeed suitable, because in the
past, it was a magnificent royal city called Kusavati, and in a past life,
he had been its king named Maha-sudassana. He described its former
glory thus:

Moreover, it was twelve yojanas long from east to west, and seven yojanas
wide from north to south. Kusavati was rich, prosperous, and well popu-
lated, crowded with people and well stocked with food. [. . .] And the city of
Kusavati was never free of ten sounds by day or night: the sound of ele-
phants, horses, carriages, kettle-drums, side-drums, lutes, singing, cym-
bals and gongs, with cries of “Eat, drink, and be merry” as tenth. [. . .] The
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royal city of Kusavati was surrounded by seven encircling walls. One was of
gold, one silver, one beryl, one crystal, one ruby, one emerald, and one of all
sorts of gems. (trans. Walshe 1987, p. 279-280; see also the story in the Chi-
nese version of the Madhyamagama [Zhong ahdn jing 1[5 4%, T.26], in the
section entitled Sitra of King Maha-sudarsana [Da shanjian wdng jing K3 R, T
4%, T.26.1:515b3ff]. There is an English translation of this text in Bingen-
heimer 2013, p. 462-477.)

The text continues with a description of this city, and generations of
scholars have noted its similarity to later descriptions of the Pure Land
of Amitabha (Fujita 1970, p. 284). Even though this text acknowledges
that Sakyamuni does not presently abide in such a magnificent environ-
ment, it still asks the reader to see the Buddha imaginatively as a great
“wheel-turning king” dwelling in a rich and symmetrical city adorned
with all the pleasures of the senses.

This conception of a buddha’s dwelling changed with the rise of
Mahayana Buddhism. Mahayana authors vastly expanded the cosmol-
ogy of Buddhism, making room for multiple world-systems floating in
a vast universe. In addition, buddhas no longer went into an inde-
scribable state outside the world of ordinary beings at the end of their
lives, but could remain in the world rendering compassionate aid and
guidance for suffering beings for such unimaginably long periods of
time that they were effectively immortal. Finally, the idea took hold
that, while some buddhas such as Sakyamuni might work within the
present impure world, others presided over their own “buddha-lands”
or “buddha-fields” (Skt. buddha-ksetra), magnificent lands whose
splendor and purity matched the presiding buddha’s purity and vir-
tue. Many accounts of these buddhas and their lands appeared in
Indian Mahayana texts, many of which were subsequently translated
in China and became part of the textual deposit of Pure Land Bud-
dhism there.

Of these, the three most important for later developments were the
so-called “Three Pure Land Sutras” (jingtii san bu ;51 =). These are,
in their most widely accepted translations:

1. The Larger Sukhavati-vyiiha siitra (Fé shuo wiiliangshou jing {4 &
=4X), sometimes known in Chinese by the shorter name Da jing X
4% (Large Sutra, T.360). Tradition holds that the obscure monk Kang
Sengkai [Effs (or Samghavarman) translated the text in 262 CE,
but today scholars think it underwent several subsequent revisions
(Gémez 1996, p. 126).
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2. The Smaller Sukhavati-vyiiha sitra (F6 shuo Amitud jing {#s5 [r[5@FE4%),

popularly known as the Xido jing /N4% (Small Sutra, T.366). The great
Central Asian monk-translator Kumarajiva translated it in 402 CE
(Gémez 1996, p. 125). Because of its brevity, it is one of the texts
recited daily by Chinese monks and nuns in their morning
devotions.

3. The Siitra on the Contemplation of Amitayus (Fé shuo guan wiiliangshou f6

jing iR E=H4%) or Guan jing ¥4 (Contemplation Sutra,
T.365) for short. While this text purports to have been translated
from a Sanskrit original by the Central Asian monk Kalayasas be-
tween 424 and 442 CE, no such original has come to light and it
might be a Central Asian or Chinese text (Pas 1995, p. 35-36).

While the first two of these texts are closely related and share a common
worldview, the third is very different in purpose and outlook.

In addition to these three sutras, several other Indian texts gained

wide acceptance and helped shape the outlook of Chinese Pure Land
Buddhism. Among these are:

36

The Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra (Banzhou sanméi jing FEfRF=HEEE,
T.418). This is a very early text, having been translated in 179 CE by
the Indo-Scythian monk Lokaksema. This is likely one of the earli-
est Indian texts to discuss visualization of Amitabha, and it pro-
vided a resource for many Chinese Pure Land thinkers. The full title
of this sutra is the Pratyutpanna-Buddha-sammukhavasthita-samadhi-
sutra, which means roughly, “the scripture on the meditation that
brings one face to face with the buddhas of the present” (trans.
Harrison 1998, p. 8).

The Vimalakirti Sutra (Wéimdji sudshuo jing 4EFEZEFTEREK, T.475) is
mainly a scripture of the “perfection of wisdom” category, but its
first chapter is entitled “On Buddha Lands” and contains a discourse
on the nature of the Pure Land that was widely quoted in later Chi-
nese debates.

The Da zhidu Itiin K %7[E 55 (Great discourse on the Perfection of Wis-
dom, T.1509), translated in 405 CE by Kumarajiva, is a version of a
Perfection of Wisdom sutra with commentary by Nagarjuna. A mas-
sive and wide-ranging work, section (judn %) number 92 is entitled
“Chapter on Purifying a Buddha-land” (jing f6 guéti pin ;S {#HE]+
fih); it answers many questions about the nature of the Pure Land
and the means for attaining rebirth there.
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The Shi zhu pipésha lin {EEZE/Vim (Skt. Dasabhumika-vibhasa;
Treatise on the ten levels, T.1521), also attributed to Nagarjuna,
deals with the stages of bodhisattva practice. Its ninth chapter,
called “Chapter on Easy Practice” (yixing pin Z){Tih), contains an
early exposition of the Buddha Amitabha and his Pure Land. Chi-
nese Pure Land literature frequently quoted its assertion that reli-
ance on Amitabha’s power constitutes an “easy path” of practice.
The Verses of Aspiration: An Upadesa on the Amitayus Sitra (Widlidngshoujing
youpdtisheé yuansheng jié it & H BB L RS, T.1524) is a work by
the Indian monk Vasubandhu that comments on the dedicatory
verses of the Larger Sutra. It describes five specific practices for at-
taining rebirth in the Pure Land, which may originally have consti-
tuted five parts of a single visualization ritual (see Payne 2015).
Translated into Chinese in 529 by Bodhiruci, Tanluan’s commentary
on it (T.1819) became highly influential (see Inagaki 1998).

While a few other Indian texts are quoted from time to time, these are
the texts that added most substantively to the concept of the Pure Land.
What do they tell us?

The three main Pure Land scriptures give us the main story of the
genesis and nature of the Buddha Amitabha and his western paradise.
The most detailed version of the story appears in the Larger Sutra, which
recounts the following story (T.360.12:267a14-270b15; trans. Inagaki and
Stewart 2003, p. 9-26; Gomez 1996, p. 162-176).

There was once a great king who went to hear the preaching of a bud-
dha called Loke$vararaja (Shizizai wang tHE1F I). He was converted and
took monastic ordination under the name Dharmakara (Fizang J%j&). As
a Mahayana Buddhist, he made vows to seek perfect awakening and lib-
eration to help all other sentient beings. In particular, he vowed to cre-
ate the most perfect buddha-land as an ideal place of practice and to
devise the means to draw beings from the ten directions there in order
to speed them toward liberation:

Once I have become a Buddha, I will make my field the best of all.

The assembly of my followers in that field will be unique and marvelous,
And its Seat of Awakening all-surpassing.

My land will be like nirvana, it will be incomparable.

1 will feel compassion for living beings, and I will ferry across and liberate all
of them.

Those who come from the ten directions to be reborn in my field will be glad
in their hearts and pure.

Brought to you by | provisional account 37
Unauthenticated
Download Date | 1/5/20 2:29 PM



Chapter 3

Once they arrive in my land, they will have happiness and peace.
(Gémez 1996, p. 164; T.360.12:267b10-b13)

In response, the Buddha Lokesvararaja showed him billions of buddha-
fields, describing the gods and humans living in them and distinguish-
ing the coarser fields from the subtler.! After spending five eons (kalpa)
contemplating practices for arraying a perfect buddha-land, Dharmakara
set forth forty-eight vows, many of which state that, if such-and-such a
feature of his buddha-land does not become reality, he will not accept
perfect awakening. Other early Chinese translations of this text have
different numbers of vows ranging from twenty-four to forty-eight,
indicating that different versions of the original served as the bases for
translation. However, the essential features remain the same. In addi-
tion, several of the vows do not deal with the features of his future bud-
dha-land, but the effect that hearing his name will have on beings
dwelling elsewhere. I will not list all forty-eight here, but call attention
to a few that provide an essential understanding of the Pure Land.

In the first vow, Dharmakara declares that his buddha-land will not
have the three “evil paths” of hell, hungry ghosts, and animals. This
leaves only the paths of gods and humans, and the fourth vow states that
even these two types of beings will be indistinguishable one from the
other. These vows tell us that the Pure Land is not a typical world-system
encompassing all possible rebirths. In addition, this buddha-land will be
accessible to all beings who aspire to be reborn there even for “ten
moments of thought” (vow 18), cultivate all virtues (vow 19), and, upon
hearing his future buddha-name Amitabha, dedicate the merit of their
practices to gaining rebirth (vow 20). He will personally appear to such
beings at the moment of death (vow 19). Once born in his buddha-land,
they will have many of the abilities and bodily features of a fully awak-
ened buddha, such as the divine eye, the divine ear, and the ability to
read others’ minds (vows 6, 7, 8), and the 32 bodily marks of a buddha
(vow 21). The requirements that beings first perfect all virtues and attain
such abilities and features before gaining rebirth might lead one to
think that they are effectively buddhas upon arrival, but other vows
make clear that the purpose of rebirth in this buddha-land is the acqui-
sition of buddhahood. Beings born there are promised limitless time to
practice (vow 15), they will never perish and revert to a lower rebirth
(vow 2), and they will assuredly achieve buddhahood (vow 11). The land
itself is to be so clear and pure that it perfectly reflects all other world-
systems (vow 31). All the accoutrements of the land will be so finely

38 Brought to you by | provisional account
Unauthenticated
Download Date | 1/5/20 2:29 PM



The Development of the Concept of the Pure Land

wrought as to be unperceivable (vow 27), and the land itself, with all its
trees and buildings, will be adorned with all seven kinds of brilliant
jewel (vow 32).

After enumerating all of Dharmakara’s vows and reporting the incon-
ceivable time and effort he expended in fulfilling them, the Larger Sutra
reveals that he succeeded and became the Buddha Amitabha. Since all
his vows stated that he would not accept perfect buddhahood unless the
conditions of his vows were fulfilled, then he must have realized all of
them and created a buddha-field exactly as described (Gémez 1996,
p. 175-176; T.360.12:270a4-a6). The sutra then describes the features of
this “Land of Peace and Bliss” extensively. While much of the imagery
focuses on the magnificence and comfort of the land (as shown by its
multicolored jeweled trees and constantly temperate climate), equal
attention is given to features of the land that help its inhabitants to
achieve buddhahood. The wind in the trees produces the sound of the
teachings; in fact, all the sounds in the air will bring to mind Buddhist
teachings (Gomez 1996, p. 180, 182; T.360.12:271a-b).

But with whom does the Buddha share the Pure Land? Here the pic-
ture becomes less clear, because in some passages the scriptures seem to
say that only the most highly accomplished bodhisattvas achieve rebirth
there, while other passages open the door wide for all to enter, from the
greatest to the worst. For example, the vows contained in the Larger Sutra
describe those who will achieve rebirth in Sukhavati as manifesting the
32 bodily marks of a buddha (vow 21), traveling to all worlds to gather
offerings for the Buddha (vow 22), preaching perfect wisdom (vow 25),
having limitless inspired speech (vow 29), and so on. In a later section,
the Larger Sutra says that, based on the practice of giving and compas-
sion, those born in the Pure Land will manifest magnificence immeasur-
ably greater than that of the highest gods (Gémez 1996, p. 184-185;
T.360.12: 272al-a5). Passages such as these emphasize the efforts that
practitioners must have made cultivating their virtue and laying down
“roots of merit” in order to gain rebirth in the Pure Land, and the high
status and splendor they will enjoy there as a result.

However, other passages in both the Larger Sutra and the Contemplation
Sutra indicate that beings of lower levels of achievement, or even pos-
sessing no accomplishments or good qualities at all, achieve rebirth with
far less exertion. Both scriptures correlate various levels of prior prac-
tice and attainment with different levels of rebirth within the Pure
Land. The Larger Sutra states that any being who hears Amitabha’s name
and vows to be reborn in Sukhavati gains rebirth immediately after
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death, and is thereby guaranteed to gain buddhahood without backslid-
ing (technically, to achieve the state of non-retrogression, or butuizhudn
FiE#E#) (Gémez 1996, p. 186-187, T.12:272b12-b13). Only those who have
committed the Five Heinous Deeds or slandered the dharma are barred
from rebirth. It then describes three kinds of Buddhists. The highest are
monks or nuns who practice all possible good deeds and think single-
mindedly of the Buddha Amitabha. The middle group consists of layper-
sons that engage in devotional and ritual practices and desire to be
reborn in the presence of Amitabha. The lowest group is comprised of
people who, as it were, wish they could practice virtue and are glad-
dened by Buddhist preaching, but can only cherish a desire to gain
rebirth. The Buddha meets each of these at the time of death, though
manifesting in a different way for each, and their status in the Pure Land
varies according to their level (trans. Inagaki and Stewart 2003, p. 35-36;
T.360.12:272b16-c10).

The Contemplation Sutra also sorts devotees into different levels of
accomplishment and rebirth. However, it presents nine categories cover-
ing a broader moral range of believers from the best to the worst imag-
inable. The sutra organizes candidates for rebirth into three grades (pin
i), each divided into three births (sheng 4=). Those who attain rebirth at
the highest birth of the highest grade represent the ideal Buddhist prac-
titioner: They possess firm faith, demonstrate strong resolve in making
and keeping vows, recite advanced scriptures, and so on. Upon their
death, the Buddha Amitabha comes to meet them personally accompa-
nied by the two great bodhisattvas Avalokite§vara and Mahashtama-
prapta and a great retinue. They are reborn in the Buddha’s immediate
presence, receive direct teaching while seated on an adamantine throne,
and achieve buddhahood almost instantly (trans. Inagaki and Stewart
2003, p. 92-93; T.365.12:344c10-345a4).

At the other extreme are those born at the lowest birth of the lowest
grade, who represent the most heinous offenders in the Buddhist moral
imagination. While the Larger Sutra disqualified those who committed
the Five Heinous Deeds, the Contemplation Sutra declares their inclusion.
As they experience the terrors of hell on their deathbeds, a “good friend”
(shanzhishi ZH13%;) may come to them and tell them about the Pure Land
and the vows of Amitabha. If they are too tormented by pain and fear to
perform mental contemplation, then they may recite “Hail to the Bud-
dha Amitabha” ten times and escape hell for rebirth in the Pure Land.
However, no great retinue comes to escort them, only an empty lotus
seat, and they are reborn on the outskirts of the Pure Land enclosed in a
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lotus bud. After twelve kalpas, the bud opens, and they emerge to receive
instruction from bodhisattvas rather than the Buddha. Over a great
span of time they gradually perfect their practice and attain buddha-
hood (trans. Inagaki and Stewart 2003, p. 98-99; T.365.12:346a12-a24). As
noted in the last chapter, this sutra laid the foundation for the accep-
tance of the idea of non-elite attainment that came to define the Pure
Land tradition in China.

As should be evident, these various texts on the conditions leading to
rebirth present a seemingly intractable ambiguity. On the one hand, it
would seem that rebirth requires a prior store of past merit gained by
moral exertion and spiritual attainment. One might get the impression
that only bodhisattvas of the highest caliber populate the Pure Land. On
the other hand, the texts make great claims for the much simpler prac-
tice of invoking Amitabha’s name. Many of the Buddha’s own vows as
recorded in the Larger Sutra describe the gifts that come to a devotee
who only hears the Buddha’s name (see vows 34-37, 41, 43, 44, and 48),
and the Contemplation Sutra asserts that a mere ten repetitions of the
name will extinguish the karma of even the most evil actions.

A linguistic coincidence permanently enshrined this ambiguity in Chi-
nese teaching. To understand this, we must note that one of the most
prominent practices for gaining rebirth in the Pure Land was visualizing
the Buddha Amitabha. Most of the text of the Contemplation Sutra deals
with this practice, and Julian Pas calls attention to other Buddhist scrip-
tures whose principal teaching concerned the art of contemplating one or
another buddha or bodhisattva (1985, p. 42-43). Even the Larger Sutra’s
emphasis on hearing the Buddha’s name and rejoicing in it appears to
describe an internal practice (Pas 1985, p. 25) that the later Chinese tradi-
tion called “holding the name” (chi ming $44). Literary Chinese had a
word that could mean both “to think about” and “to recite”; this word is
nian ;& (Kroll 2015, p. 324a). Thus, while Chinese Pure Land vocabulary did
include ways of naming practices that distinguished between contempla-
tion (e.g., guan ¥ or chi ming) and external recitation (e.g., cheng ming 44,
“to praise the name,” or kduchéng 17, “to praise orally”), the term that
came to predominate was nianfé ;& {3, which could mean either of these.

All of the practices described so far entail thinking of the Pure Land
as a place “over there,” a pure realm far to the west that contrasted
with this impure Saha realm. There was another way of regarding the
Pure Land, however, and that was to see it as coextensive with the pres-
ent world. In this view, this Saha realm is inherently pure; the percep-
tion that it is impure and not conducive to practice and attainment
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arises only because the impure minds of unawakened beings project
impurity on to it. As the Contemplation Sutra famously put it, “This mind
produces the buddha; this mind is the buddha” (shi xin zud f6, shi xin shi
f6 T UMEM B CvE ), indicating that the purification of the mind by
visualization makes one a buddha (trans. Inagaki and Stewart 2003,
p. 8; T.365.12:343a21). The most frequently cited texts in support of this
version of the Pure Land were the Vimalakirti Sutra (Wéimdji sudshud jing
HEESERTER 4%, T.475) and the Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch (Lit zii
dashi fdbdo tdn jing 7<tH KEAEETELL, T.2008; hereafter Platform Sutra).
Since the latter is a Chinese composition, we will look at it later.

Of these two, the Vimalakirti Sutra develops this theme more exten-
sively. In the first chapter, called “On Buddha Lands” (Fégud pin f3h[),
a young seeker asks the Buddha Sakyamuni how one purifies one’s future
buddha-land. The Buddha replies that this comes about through the
purification of the mind by means of good deeds and practice. When a
bodhisattva learns a point of doctrine or perfects a virtue, then that
virtue accrues to his future buddha-land as well as to him personally,
and beings who share that virtue will be drawn to his Pure Land. This
part of the exposition ends with the oft-quoted summary, “Therefore.. . .
if the bodhisattva wishes to acquire a pure land, he must purify his
mind. When the mind is pure, the buddha-land will be pure” (trans. Wat-
son 1997, p. 29; T.475.14:538c4-c5).

This causes the Buddha’s disciple Sariputra to wonder if his master is
indeed fully awakened. After all, the Buddha dwells in the present world,
which is clearly not a pure land but a world of suffering and ignorance.
The Buddha reads Sariputra’s thoughts and addresses this concern by
teaching that the present world’s impurity must not be ascribed to the
buddha whose buddha-field it is, but to the impure minds of ordinary
beings. To demonstrate the point, the Buddha touches the earth with his
toe, and empowers all in attendance to see this very world as he sees it
with his purified mind. The land suddenly manifests jeweled radiance,
and the Buddha explains to Sariputra, “My Buddha land has always been
pure like this. However, because I wish to save those persons who are
lowly and inferior, I make it seem an impure land full of defilements, that
is all. ... If a person’s mind is pure, then he will see the wonderful bless-
ings that adorn this land” (trans. Watson 1997, p. 30-31; T.475.14:538¢26-
c29). The Buddha then withdraws his foot, and everything appears as
before.

The Nirvana Sutra (Niépdn jing J2#84%, T.374) answers the same ques-
tion in an entirely different way. Here the Buddha Sakyamuni explains
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that he has his own pure land, which lies to the west beyond buddha-
lands numbering as many as the sands of thirty-two Ganges Rivers. This
land is called “Unsurpassable” (Wiishéng ##f%) because it is the equal of
both the western Land of Peace and Bliss (Anlé shiji¢ Z7441H5) and the
eastern Land of the Full Moon (Mdnyué shijié i H tH57). From his base in
that pure land, Sakyamuni manifests in this world of Jambudvipa in
order to turn the wheel of dharma and save all its sentient beings
(T.374.12:508c25-509a4). This sutra thus affirms that the Saha world is
indeed defiled, and that the pure buddha-land of Sakyamuni lies else-
where, contradicting the “mind-only” position.

Thus, the Chinese Pure Land tradition inherited from India two dis-
tinct ways of conceptualizing the Pure Land. The first position came to
be known as either “western-direction Pure Land” (xifang jingti 75775
+) or “other-direction Pure Land” (tafang jingtii fi. /75 +). This entailed
the belief that Sukhavati literally existed far to the west of this Saha
world, and that one could attain rebirth there after death by religious
practices such as visualization of the Buddha or the simpler method of
reciting the Buddha’s name with faith. The second position came to be
known as “mind-only Pure Land” (Wéixin jingtt ME[vF+) and was
favored by the Chan (Zen) School. This position held that the world is
inherently pure and that impurity only appears because a defiled mind
mistakenly projects its own impurity on to the landscape. In this con-
ception, one gains the Pure Land by exerting oneself, purifying one’s
mind, and achieving enlightenment. These competing ideas provided
the basis for a long series of polemical writings right up to the twentieth
century.

On the topic of polemics, we may conclude this survey of the Indian
sources by noting that, even before reaching China, early Pure Land
ideas provoked opposition among more traditional Buddhists who felt
that practitioners ought to be self-reliant and achieve awakening
through their own efforts. Some of the literature that entered the Chi-
nese Pure Land tradition had to explain how asking for the Buddha
Amitabha’s help did not violate basic Buddhist principles.

For example, a long section of the Great Discourse on the Perfection of
Wisdom (Skt. Mahaprajfiaparamita-sastra; Ch. Da zhidu lin K EE 5, T.1509)
describes the buddha-land in the same sensuous terms as the sutras just
examined. It also explains that the quality of devotees’ offerings to the
Buddha in the present will help to “adorn” their future buddha-lands.
When offering the seven types of precious gem, one states, “May the
karma of this offering cause my land to be adorned with the seven gems”
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(T.1509.25:710b16-b17). One does the same when offering music, incense,
food, and even wives and concubines (T.1509.25:710c2-c5, 710c17-c18,
710c26-c27, 711a6).

A questioner asks why a buddha should want any of this, since some
of it is forbidden to monks by the monastic code (vinaya), while others
simply seem superfluous (e.g., why does a buddha require entertain-
ment?; T.1509.25:710c2-c5). In addition, the Buddha always taught that
the five desires are like fire, like a pit, like a disease, like a prison, etc., so
why would one wish sentient beings to enjoy them in their future
buddha-lands? (T.1509.25:711a8-a10). Furthermore, why would a compas-
sionate buddha exclude the “three evil paths” (of animals, hungry
ghosts, and hell-beings) from his buddha-land? Finally, why should the
song of the birds preach the dharma when a buddha is at hand to preach
in person (T.1509.25:711c9-c11)?

The author answers that the five desires may indeed be poisonous to
individual ordinary beings, but they are purified when offered to all sen-
tient beings. In the present world, the five desires are the cause of suffer-
ing, strife, and violence, but at the level of gods and above, they are not. In
a place where the objects of the five desires are in plentiful supply and no
one has to compete for them there is no occasion for committing the ten
non-virtuous deeds, so there is no need to forbid them (T.1509.25:711a13-
b3). Thus, such things as music, incense, and jewels make one’s future
buddha-land more pleasant. As to the absence of the three evil paths, the
commentator reminds the questioner that buddhas operate in all realms,
including “mixed realms” (zd guétii s +) where the pure and the
impure abide together (T.1509.25:711c11-c22).

The last point raises issues that will recur in Chinese Pure Land liter-
ature. After quibbling about birds preaching, the text goes on to wonder
why, of all the buddhas who preach diligently all through the cosmos,
Amitabha gets pride of place, and why beings gain rebirth in his land
simply by reciting his name when all the other buddhas preach repen-
tance and arduous spiritual practice (T.1509.25:712a17-a18). With regard
to the trees and birds, the text replies that if a buddha appears as a bud-
dha in all places, his appearance will be too commonplace and will not
engender belief. However, when the dharma is preached by the breezes
and birds, this attracts attention, and the factor of surprise arouses
faith (T.1509.25:712a20-a28). Finally, the reason that Amitabha occupies
a central place is that he is a “dharma-nature body” (fdxing shen ;%% 5).
He emits innumerable buddhas from every hair-pore, and while unawak-
ened beings might think that some are superior and others inferior, in
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fact they are not different. If one believes this, then one has deep roots
of faith, and one will certainly become a buddha (T.1509.25:712b6-22).

Chinese Developments

We cannot know for certain when Pure Land Buddhism appeared in China,
for we cannot identify the first time a Chinese Buddhist vowed to be
reborn in Amitabha’s Land of Bliss after death and took up the practices
necessary to assure success. We know that it took shape slowly as the vari-
ous elements of the Indian tradition we have outlined above developed
after Buddhism’s introduction into China, and required time for transla-
tion, absorption, and adaptation until a Pure Land movement appeared in
the fifth and sixth centuries as described in the previous chapter.
Mochizuki Shinko points to the translation of the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-
siitra in 179 CE as the beginning point, and I agree that this is the first tex-
tual evidence of proto-Pure Land thought (1942, p. 5). Possibly the earliest
account of Pure Land practice is that of the monk Que Gongze (Qué Gongzé
5/ Hl]) recorded in the Fidyuan zhalin GESGERFA, T.2122). According to this
text, he died during the reign of Emperor Wu of the Western Jin dynasty
(r. 265-290), and while scriptures were being recited during a memorial
service for him he appeared to the assembly and announced that he had
“been born in the western land of Ease and Bliss.” He had returned with a
retinue of bodhisattvas to hear the scriptures (T.2122.53:61b15-c1; the text
dates from 668 CE; see Ono 1932-1936, p. 10:5b).

The monk Huiyuan of Mount Lu (Liishan Huiyudn [ [££7%, 334-416), the
first “patriarch” (zii 1) of the Pure Land tradition in China, ranks among
the earliest recorded Chinese figures to promote the practice of nianfo in
order to secure rebirth in Sukhavati. We find the evidence of his Pure Land
activity in two brief texts. The first, from the Biographies of Eminent Monks
(Gaoseng zhuan =8, T.2059), describes how he convened an assembly of
123 laymen in the year 402 CE at the request of a lay follower to fast and
meditate before an image of Amitabha and vow to attain rebirth in the
Pure Land. The same lay follower composed the texts for the ritual
(T.2059.50:358¢18-359a20; English in Ziircher 1959, p. 240-253). The second
story concerns one of Huiyuan’s monastic disciples, Sengji (Sengji f&4775).
When this monk fell critically ill while visiting his master, Huiyuan
facilitated a vigil to enable Sengji to gain rebirth in the Pure Land
(T.2059.50:362b12-b27). There is a third text containing an exchange of cor-
respondence between Huiyuan and the famous Kuchean monk-translator
Kumarajiva based on a reading of the instructions for visualizing buddhas
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in the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra. Aside from the fact that it mentions the
Buddha Amitabha, it is not a strictly Pure Land topic, but one focused on a
general form of meditation (T.1856.45:34b4-135a4; see chapter 8).

We will devote an entire chapter to Huiyuan later on. For this chap-
ter’s purposes, we need only look at the way members of Huiyuan’s
“White Lotus Society” (Bdilidnsheé [3#tt) thought of the goal toward
which their joint practice was aimed. For this, we will look closely at the
society’s charter, composed by Liu Yimin (Lid Yimin £[#5[<) at Huiyuan’s
behest. Does the text specifically refer to Sukhavati as the goal or
describe it in recognizable terms? It seems not. First, the paragraph
introducing the text and the text itself as reproduced in the Biographies
of Eminent Monks (T.2059.50:358c22-359a20) contain only four references
to the goal: the “western direction” (xifang 7§77, 50:358¢22), the “west-
ern region” or “western border” (xijing P§1%, 50:359a5), the “most distant
region” (juéyu 4EIE, 50:359a12), and the “spirit realm” (shénjie fH5,
50:359a13). When Erik Ziircher translated this text, he emended each of
these terms, adding “Sukhavati” in parentheses after the first and
fourth references, and “of the Western Paradise” after “most distant
region” (1959, p. 244-245). None of these additions is justified by the text,
and their inclusion gives a false indication of the extent to which Hui-
yuan’s followers understood the nature of the Pure Land.

Upon reading Liu’s conception of what it will be like to enjoy the goal,
one becomes even more suspicious that Huiyuan and his followers had
no clear understanding of the nature of the Pure Land. Using Ziircher’s
translations but omitting his emendations, Liu says that rebirth in “the
western region” will look like this:

Their knowledge will be renewed by Enlightenment, and their bodies will
be changed by transformation. They will sit on lotus flowers in the midst of
streams and sing their words (of praise) in the shadow of the ko-tree [ke fi[]
of jade; they will move in their cloud-woven garments to the eight borders
of the earth and float around on fragrant wind till the end of their lives.
Their bodies will grow oblivious of rest and yet become more sedate; their
minds will rise above pleasure and thereby become naturally joyful. [. . .]
They will join the host of supernatural beings and continue in their traces,
and, directing themselves to the great repose, they will regard this as their
final term. (Ziircher 1959, p. 245; T.2059.50:359a15-359a20)

This does not match any canonical description of the Land of Bliss, and
indeed seems to express something more like an aspiration to Daoist
immortality! This may not be surprising in a time when Kumarajiva’s
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translation of the Amitabha Sutra was not yet in circulation and among
men who saw themselves as “secluded scholars” (yinshi [&+:). The facts
that they carried out their practice in front of an image of Amitabha and
located their goal vaguely in the west provide the only connection to later
Pure Land developments. At this point in Chinese Buddhist history, it
seems the idea of the Pure Land was still quite vague and idiosyncratic.

Turning now to later developments in the conception of the Pure
Land, we may note one early controversy and three later trends. The
early controversy had to do with a question relating the Pure Land to the
theory of the Three Bodies of the Buddha (Skt. trikaya; Ch. sanshen =£).
The later three trends had to do with the nature of the Pure Land as a
place literally existing to the west of the present world, a construction of
the mind, or a goal to be achieved in this world.

As noted briefly in the previous chapter, early authors held that the
nature of the Pure Land corresponded to each of the three kinds of bud-
dha-body that manifested with it. Behind this discussion was the theory
of two kinds of karmic consequence that I will translate “proper recom-
pense” (zhéngbao %) and “dependent recompense” (yibao {{#). The
first term indicates the karma of past actions that brings results in one’s
personal body and mind: size, health, gender, intelligence, and so on.
The second refers to the karma that leads one to a certain environment:
family, land, economic conditions, availability of Buddhist teaching, etc.
Logically, then, a buddha’s purified karma should lead not only to a pure
body and mind, but a pure buddha-field as well; the Vimalakirti Sutra
affirmed as much. How did this align with the teaching of the Three Bod-
ies of a Buddha?

(1) All buddhas manifested dharma-lands to match their dharma-
bodies. However, only buddhas could perceive them, and so they were
not relevant to present practitioners.

(2) Since the past merit accrued by a buddha brought him a magnifi-
cent reward body (Skt. sambhoga-kaya; Ch. baoshén ;5 or shouyong shen
7 JH5), then the buddha-land ought to be a reward land (baotti 1 or
shouyong tii 5z +). Later Chinese sutra commentaries distinguished
two varieties of reward land. The first, the “land for the [buddha’s] own
enjoyment” (zi shouyong tii 5~ ), manifested the full merits of a
buddha only for that buddha and not for others. The second, called the
“land for the enjoyment of others” (ta shouyong ti ftsz F+), was avail-
able for the benefit of others. The Tiantai commentator Zhanran (Zhan-
rdn j&4%) used this device to explain how Vulture Peak functioned as a
reward land both for the Buddha Sakyamuni (as the first type) and his
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audience (as the second type) in the Lotus Sutra in his Fdhud wénju ji JE5E
AJEE (Notes on [Zhiyi’s] Commentary on the Text of the Lotus Sutra;
see T.1719.34:340c10-c14).

(3) If the presiding buddha manifested as a transformation body (Skt.
nirmana-kaya; Ch. yingshen €& or huashen {£.5), then his buddha-field
should correspondingly be a transformation land (bianhua tii #8{L+ or
simply huatii {E+). As a buddha accommodated his appearance and
manner of teaching to his audience, so a transformation land could
appear in a way that corresponded to the state of the devotee’s conscious-
ness and karma.

Early masters took sides on various aspects of these classifications,
but not over the question of which of the three kinds of land a buddha
manifested; insofar as a buddha had three bodies, he manifested all
three lands. Rather, as noted above, the question was soteriological: Into
which of these three lands would a practitioner gain rebirth? When it
came to the question of what kinds of buddha-field actually were to be
found in the universe, the tradition proved very conservative. As we
shall see near the end of this chapter, the tradition came to accept that a
buddha-field manifested wherever a buddha was, and any kind of envi-
ronment that the sutras said a buddha inhabited was real enough. Thus,
rather than argue about what kind of Pure Land was real and what kind
was not, several authors made efforts to catalogue and classify all the
buddha-lands attested in scriptures.

Before we move on to examine these classificatory schemes, let us
note one area in which a broad consensus emerged early: that the Pure
Land of Amitabha is not part of the Triple World consisting of the Desire,
Form, and Formless Realms. This was important both in understanding
the nature of the Pure Land and for soteriological reasons. For the Pure
Land to represent a definitive escape from samsara, it had to be an
extraordinary realm outside of the Triple World. In his Wangsheng lun
zhu, Tanluan, quoting Vasubandhu, asserts that the Pure Land “sur-
passes” (shéngguo [i%3) the Triple World through its purity and absence
of inverted views (Inagaki 1998, p. 138-139; T.1819.40:827c29-828b1). Dao-
chuo devoted a section of his Anle ji to this question in which he cites the
Great Discourse on the Perfection of Wisdom:

Furthermore, we rely upon the Perfection of Wisdom Discourse, which says,
“The reward of a Pure Land is without desire, and so it is not of the Desire
Realm. One dwells upon its ground, and so it is not of the Form Realm. It has
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shape and form, and so it is not of the Formless Realm.” (T.1958.47:7b2-7b4;
translation mine, see Inagaki’s translation [2014, p. 31])

Later in the text, this becomes a reason to advise against seeking
rebirth in the Tusita Heaven; although it is the abode of the future bud-
dha Maitreya, it is still within the Triple World and therefore part of
samsara. One will not find the requisites for successful practice there. Its
pleasures are purely sensual and lack the edifying properties of
Sukhavati. Those who gain rebirth in Sukhavati attain the state of non-
retrogression, and are forever free of samsara (T.1958.47:9¢c1-9c5; see
Inagaki 2014, p. 49).

As noted in the last chapter, arguments based on these three kinds of
buddha-land generally revolved around soteriological issues. They were
arguments about who could access which manifestation of the Pure
Land, not about the Pure Land per se. Other conflicts arose later over
three competing visions of the nature of the Pure Land. The first two,
which coexisted and at times competed throughout most of the history
of Chinese Pure Land Buddhism, are known as “mind-only Pure Land”
(wéixin jingtu /[ vF 1) and “western-direction Pure Land” (xifang jingtu
P 77,5 1) or “other-direction Pure Land” (tafang jingtu i 775 +). These
were introduced in the previous section. The third way of presenting the
Pure Land appeared early in the twentieth century and reflects the
growing social concerns of Buddhism; it is called “the Pure Land in the
human realm” (rénjian jingti A\fE75+).

“Western-Direction Pure Land” and
“Mind-Only Pure Land”

Competition between the doctrines of “mind-only Pure Land” and
“western-direction Pure Land” became inevitable after Shandao pro-
vided the rationale for non-elite attainment. The former position reflects
the earlier masters’ assertions that the Pure Land that one perceived
accorded with the level of mental purity one had achieved, while the lat-
ter position comported well with Shandao’s claim that everyone who
achieves rebirth sees the Pure Land as Amitabha’s power caused it to
manifest. However, I wish to look at this matter from the perspective of
religious need as well. We may interpret these two positions as reflect-
ing the conflict between Pure Land eschatology’s need to remain consis-
tent with Buddhist philosophy and the need to envision the Pure Land as
a suitable object of devotion. As the needs of philosophers and devotees
differ, the conceptions of the Pure Land required by each were difficult
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to harmonize. The devotee wishing to engage in visualization of the
Buddha Amitabha and his Pure Land required rich imagery and the hope
that even the unawakened could achieve rebirth. The philosopher
needed to know that the doctrine of the Pure Land did not violate widely
accepted Buddhist concepts such as non-duality, emptiness, and the
mentally constructed nature of all reality, buddha-lands included.

Consequently, texts and teachers that aimed to arouse faith and
inspire devotional practice tended to dwell on the magnificence of the
Pure Land and its availability even to the vilest sinner. As an example,
we may look at Tanluan (Tdnludn =&, 476-542) and his Wangsheng lun
zhu. The greater part of this text is taken up with contemplations of the
seventeen “glorious merits” (midaosé gongdé V1 Ifj{E) of the Pure Land.
These merits include its purity, its vastness, its basis in the Buddha’s
compassion, its luminous appearance, its adornment with precious jew-
els, its blazing illumination, and so on (Inagaki 1998, p. 136ff.;
T.1819.40:827c29ff.). The last of the seventeen merits is that “whatever
aspirations sentient beings may have will all be fulfilled.” The section
concludes with the lines, “For this reason, I aspire to be born in
[Amitabha] Buddha’s land” (Inagaki 1998, p. 168-170; T.1819.40:831b4-
b13). The phrase “for this reason” makes clear that the text’s purpose in
describing all the glorious merits of the Pure Land is to arouse faith and
motivate practice.

Other such exemplary texts could be cited, but it should be clear that
the devotional and aspirational conception of the Pure Land requires at
least two things. First, the Pure Land should be separate and distant
from the present defiled world. Second, descriptions of it must include a
wealth of magnificent features to arouse the desire to go to it. Those
religious leaders who attracted and ministered to congregations of dev-
otees resisted attempts to minimize, denigrate, or psychologize these
aspects of the Pure Land, insisting that it was a real place separated
from the present world and vastly preferable to it. As recently as the late
nineteenth century, the 13th patriarch (zii ¥H) of Pure Land, Yinguang
(Yinguang E[15%, 1861-1940), instructed his followers to accept this sort of
detailed, literal interpretation of the Pure Land:

Have deep faith in the Buddha’s words, penetrate [them] without doubt or
delusion; this alone can be called true faith. [. . .] [I] teach that if [one takes]
the various and inconceivable supreme splendors of the Pure Land as fables,
metaphors, or psychological states, then this is not true perception. If one
maintains this kind of heretical knowledge and ludicrous view, then one
loses the actual benefit of rebirth in the Pure Land. (Yinguang 1991, p. 4)
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The insistence that the Pure Land is literally away to the west is the rea-
son that this view acquired the name “western-direction Pure Land” or
“other-direction Pure Land.”

Other thinkers believed that the “western-direction” position vio-
lated several fundamentals of Buddhist thought. By distinguishing this
world from the Pure Land, purity from impurity, unawakened beings
from buddhas, and so on, it denied the basic Mahayana belief in the non-
duality of all things and all views. Asserting that the Pure Land exists
external to the mind and can manifest as pure even to an impure con-
sciousness was incompatible with the view that beings live in a mind-
constructed world; the phrase, “the Triple World is mind-only” (sanjié
wéixin =5LHE()) is a shibboleth repeated again and again in Chinese
Buddhist literature.

The Vimalakirti Sutra and the Contemplation Sutra provided the primary
scriptural supports for the “mind-only Pure Land” position. We saw in
the previous section how the former presented the story of the Buddha
temporarily manifesting the purity of the present world as perceived by
a pure buddha-mind, and the latter’s declaration that the land is pure in
proportion to the purity of the mind. In addition, the Platform Sutra,
while not an Indian text, was also widely quoted in later Chinese debates.
In chapter three, a government official asks the Chan patriarch Huineng
(Huinéng £ /=&, 638-713) why he sees people chanting the name of
Amitabha in order to gain rebirth in the western Pure Land. Huineng
replies that it is because people take the Buddha’s symbolic speech liter-
ally, believing, for instance, that he meant to say that the Pure Land is
8,000 or 10,000 Ii B2 away, when in fact these terms refer to the “ten evils
and eight heterodoxies” (trans. McRae 2000, p. 51; T.2008.48:352a15-a17).
Deluded people recite the Buddha’s name in hopes of rebirth in a land far
to the west, while superior people who have realized their self-natures as
ultimately empty know to seek the Pure Land by purifying their minds
(trans. McRae 2000, p- 52; T.2008.48:352a20). He goes on to derogate the
naive realism of the “western-direction” position:

The deluded person recites the Buddha’s [name] and seeks for rebirth in
that other [location], while the enlightened person purifies his mind. Thus,
the Buddha said, “as the mind is purified, so is the Buddha land purified.”
(T.2008.48:352a19-a21; trans. McRae 2000, p. 52)

The debate between those who held the “western-direction” position
and those (mostly associated with the Chan School) who held to the
“mind-only” position lasted well into the twentieth century.
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Some thinkers felt such a dichotomy was too stark and sought out ways
to reconcile the two positions. One strategy was to declare that the presen-
tation of Sukhavati as a paradise literally off to the west was an expedient
device (fangbian 77{&; Skt. updya) that the Buddha deployed to entice devo-
tees of lesser capacities to seek rebirth there. For example, Yungi Zhuhong
(Yiingt Zhuhdng ZEAZERTE, 1535-1615) divided different aspects of the Pure
Land into the provisional (qudn f#) and the real (shi &). The boundaries
are not firm, however: what may be provisional for one being might be
definitive for another depending upon their levels of attainment. In truth,
the Buddha has no land at all, since, as a scripture says, his spirit (shén )
pervades everywhere and has no need of a land. Nevertheless, he mani-
fests a land as an expedient to lure in weak beings. Sages know better, so it
does no harm to use the term “land” (CBETA X.424.22:634b9-b21).

Zhuhong, in his commentary on the Amitabha Sutra, also relied on the
distinction between principle (li #), a term meaning reality-as-it-is and
as-it-operates, and phenomena (shi Z§), or the world as construed by
individual minds into concrete appearances. By applying these concepts
to the Pure Land itself, Zhuhong argued that, like any other reality, it
could be perceived correctly by an awakened mind or incorrectly by an
unawakened mind. Amitabha himself has arranged its phenomenal
aspects to attract unawakened beings to it, but once there, they hear the
preaching of the Buddha and gain awakening, thereupon realizing the
mind-only nature of the land. At the highest level, the practitioner real-
izes that principle and phenomena interpenetrate; one does not aban-
don the concrete appearances of the Pure Land (or anything else) to seek
for principle elsewhere:

As to “non-obstruction™: The field of senses and the mind [encompass both]
principle and phenomena; both fundamentally and thoroughly interpene-
trate. The field of the senses is phenomena; this is called “following the
characteristics” (suixiang [fEfH). The mind is consciousness-only (wéishi I
#%). Principle is the return to its nature (guixing EFf4:). All thoroughly
interpenetrate. (CBETA X.424.22:617b8-b9)

According to Zhuhong, then, because of this interpenetration one may
hold both the “western-direction” and “mind-only” positions concur-
rently without contradiction. The first “follows the characteristics”
while the second “returns to nature.”

Another strategy involved setting up a typology that arranged all the
various kinds of buddha-lands encountered in scripture into categories
capable of accommodating all needs. Both Zhuhong and Yuan Hongdao
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(Yudn Héngdao Z2777H, 1568-1610) employed this strategy. Zhuhong and
Yuan surveyed a wide range of Buddhist literature and identified several
different kinds of buddha-land. Here is Yuan’s presentation from his
Xifang hélun 74 /5 & & (Comprehensive Treatise on the West, T.1976), pub-
lished in 1599:

1. Pure Land of Vairocana (pilizhena jingti EEE#EHF1): The pri-
mordial buddha Vairocana pervades all of reality as its ground
and substance, so this is the formless pure land. It is the entire
dharmadhatu in which all things co-inhere: purity and defilement,
buddhas and beings, all perfectly interfuse.

2. Mind-only Pure Land (wéixin jingtti (5 +): This is the pure
land described in the Vimalakirti Sutra and the Contemplation Sutra,
which manifests when the practitioner succeeds in purifying his
or her mind.

3. Constant-truth Pure Land (héng zhén jingtii fEEF1): Referring
to the Lotus Sutra, this indicates the pure land manifested during
the assembly on Vulture Peak, which included both bodhisattvas
and worldlings.

4. Conjured-manifestation Pure Land (bianxian jingtu $EIR;5):
Occasionally, as when the Buddha altered the environment on
Vulture Peak in the Lotus Sutra or touched the earth with his toe
in the Vimalakirti Sutra, an impure land is caused to manifest its
purity. This pure land manifests only for a short time, and is not
one to which beings can aspire for rebirth.

5. Sent Reward [-body] Pure Land (ji bao jingtii &5} %1): This is the
peak of the Form Realm, where the highest bodhisattvas manifest
their reward bodies. However, it is still within samsara, and so
does not provide an escape from the world as would rebirth in
Sukhavati.

6. Divided Body Pure Land (fénshén jingtii 47575+ ): Here Yuan cites
two scriptures, including the passage from the Nirvana Sutra
noted above, that describe Sakyamuni as dwelling simultane-
ously in this Saha land and in a pure buddha-land.

7. Other-dependent Pure Lands (yita jingti {{cft;5+): Yuan quotes
the Fanwang jing 4945, which portrays Vairocana as emanating
billions of buddhas and buddha-lands from his own substance,
making them dependent on the first category given above.

8. Pure Lands of All Directions (zhi fang jingti 5 /7,5 1): This cate-
gory covers the pure lands of all the buddhas in the cosmos, but
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10.

Yuan asserts that, for a variety of reasons, none is as good as the
Pure Land of Amitabha.

Four Types of Pure Land in One Mind (yi xin si zhdng jingtii — ',/
&1 ): This is a composite category that actually encompasses
four distinct types of pure land, possibly in an attempt to keep
the overall number of categories to ten. These comprise:

1. Lands in which Worldlings and Sages Dwell Together (fdn-
shéng tongju tu N, EE[E]fE+)

2. Lands of Expedient Means with Remainder (fangbian yduyu
ta JI{EAER L)

3. True Recompense Unobstructed Lands (shibao wi zhang’ai tii
B e L)

4. Land of Eternally Quiescent Light (chdngji guang tii & %5 1)

While the fourfold framework derives from Tiantai thought, Yuan
divided each of these four categories into many subcategories in
an effort to ensure that every previous categorization of pure
lands in Buddhist texts and every scriptural description of a place
where buddhas dwelt would be covered.

The Inconceivable Pure Land that Receives Sentient Beings of the
Ten Directions (shéshou shifang yigié yduqing bukésiyi jingtii #%< 1
Ji—VUIEEA i F1): While the first type of pure land, that
of Vairocana, described the cosmos as the inconceivable body of
this primal Buddha, this last category refers specifically to
Sukhavati where Amitabha dwells. While it is similarly all-
pervasive and transcends all conventional knowledge, it is supe-
rior to the first in that it also takes on a particular phenomenal
appearance, thus allowing for the presence of unawakened be-
ings who cling to concrete perceptions. Thus, it is a suitable
dwelling for all beings. (T.1976.47:389c27-392a27)

Zhuhong presents a schema of four categories as found in number nine
in Yuan Hongdao’s list, from the “Lands in which Worldlings and Sages
Dwell Together” to the “Land of Eternally Quiescent Light” (CBETA
X.424.22:634a14-a23). The main difference between Zhuhong’s and
Yuan’s schemas is that for Zhuhong, the “Land of Eternally Quiescent
Light” is the land of Vairocana, whereas Yuan made the “Pure Land of
Vairocana” the first in his list of ten and did not identify the “Land of
Eternally Quiescent Light” with any particular buddha. He merely said
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that it was the “dharmadhatu of suchness illuminated by marvelous
awakening and supreme wisdom.” He further said that “its name is
called a land, and that it is also called the land of dharma-nature”
(T.1976.47:391b19-b20).

While very complex, Yuan’s typology served to resolve the conflicts
and contradictions inherent in thinking about the Pure Land (or buddha-
lands in general) in a number of ways. It took into account as wide a
range of Buddhist scriptures and Chinese exegetical works as possible, in
particular those that were popular and influential such as the Lotus
Sutra, the Huayan Sutra, the Nirvana Sutra, and the Vimalakirti Sutra. It rec-
onciled the devotional need for a richly imagined pure land with the
need for philosophical rigor by showing the sheer variety of pure lands
and the way their manifestations accommodated every being’s capacity,
from the impure Saha land where the Buddha preached to lands that
transcended all images and limitations of time and space. Lastly, it
served the needs of Pure Land followers by demonstrating the superior-
ity of Amitabha’s Land of Bliss.

The Pure Land in the Human Realm

Until the end of the nineteenth century, these two ways of portraying
the Pure Land sufficed for both common and elite devotees, but with the
onset of the twentieth century, a new set of challenges called for another
way of envisioning the goal. The revolutionary spirit running through
China at this time caused many to reject all previous conceptions of the
Pure Land as otherworldly (chashi H{tt), escapist, and unconnected to
the needs of living people. “Mind-only Pure Land” manifested only to
the elite practitioner who could claim awakening, while the “western-
direction Pure Land” was a postmortem destination that distracted
practitioners from the problems of life here and now. Threatened by cul-
tural irrelevance and the possible confiscation of temple lands for prac-
tical use, Buddhist leaders re-thought the Pure Land.

The monk-reformer Taixu (Taixii K&, 1890-1947) declared that Bud-
dhism is a religion to benefit human life rather than serve spirits, and
should do so in this world and not in the afterlife. Thus, he coined the
terms “Buddhism for Human Life” (rénsheng fdjiao N4 %) and “Bud-
dhism in the Human Realm” (rénjian fdjiao A [ty also translated as
“Humanistic Buddhism”) to express these new priorities. This led him to
reimagine the prospect of life in an ideal Buddhist environment as
something to be achieved here and now, not after death. Thus, he came
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up with the idea of “The Pure Land in the Human Realm” (rénjian jingtii
A F+). Heretofore scholars have focused on the progressive and
forward-looking aspects of his thought. Here, I wish to present a fuller
view of his ideas on the nature of the Pure Land to show him as a transi-
tional figure who espoused both the traditional and the modern.

In Taixu’s major statement on the subject, the 1926 essay “On the
Establishment of the Pure Land in the Human Realm” (Jianshé rénjian
Jjingtt lun 7#E5% A\ 61751 3®), we see that he does not repudiate traditional
conceptions of rebirth in the Pure Land of Amitabha. He begins his diag-
nosis of the problems of human society by acknowledging that human
beings have two basic needs: first, security of life and property, and sec-
ond, immortality. The first is best fulfilled by rebirth in the mythical
northern continent of Uttarakuru, and Taixu provides a very long scrip-
tural description of its blessings and emphasizes the necessity of prac-
ticing the traditional Ten Virtues (shishan +3£) as a means to get there
(1956, p. 24:357-371). In an effort to harmonize Buddhist mythic geogra-
phy with modern science, he speculates that Uttarakuru may be a planet
within our solar system (p. 24:356-357). However, even rebirth in Uttara-
kuru does not fulfill the desire for immortality, and so he presents
another long quotation from the Larger Sutra that describes the qualities
of the western Pure Land (p. 24:372-382).

Only after these considerations does Taixu turn to modern social
problems and ways in which to achieve a Pure Land in the Human Realm.
He notes that people have employed various means to address these
problems, but since most of these means were rooted in ignorance, they
produced unsatisfactory results. To be workable, the Pure Land in the
Human Realm must include the presence of the Buddha, Dharma, and
Sangha. However, as these are not always present, he recommends bas-
ing this Pure Land on a “rationalized” (lixing #{4:) Buddha, Dharma, and
Sangha. This meant redefining these concepts. The Buddha will mani-
fest as human intelligence and imagination; the Dharma in wise interac-
tions between humans and their environment; and as people form
families, mass societies, nations, and the entire human realm, a Sangha
will appear (Taixu 1956, p. 24:396-397). In this way, one can conceptual-
ize the Pure Land in the Human Realm in an abstract way. These ideas
will lead people to work toward social reform in order to improve peo-
ple’s lives. Taixu also desires that world governments take part in this
project by fostering an international union of Buddhists who would
respond to the needs of the masses both by mobilizing for relief efforts,
and also by carrying out esoteric rituals and prayer services for the
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welfare of the nations. The effort, in other words, will require both exo-
teric and esoteric methods (xidnmi shuangréng BHZEERE; Taixu 1956,
p. 24:398-399).

After this, Taixu goes on to describe the concrete establishment of
the Pure Land in the Human Realm as an ideal Buddhist community in a
specific location, preferably Mt. Putuo (1956, p. 24:399; Goodell 2017,
p. 174). Using land provided tax-free by the government, he envisioned a
place wherein the monastic community, organized according to eight
specific “schools” (zong 5%) of Buddhism, would preside over a commu-
nity of laypeople. This site would include agricultural fields allocated to
families in proportion to their level of initiation into Buddhism (Three
Refuges, Five Lay Precepts, Ten Virtues), and would include schools,
police stations, and everything needed to form a viable community
based on Buddhist teachings. This center would send out missionaries to
the world and draw in delegates seeking to learn from it (Taixu 1956,
p. 24:399-404).

As one reads this essay, one finds scant evidence that Taixu advocated
social welfare and reform work as a way of establishing a Pure Land in
the Human Realm, but that he retained a great deal of traditional Bud-
dhist teaching. He notes that social reform only benefits people in this
present life, and that the need for personal salvation and immortality
may only be answered by recourse to traditional Pure Land practices,
such as those leading to rebirth either in the Pure Land of Amitabha or
the Tusita Heaven of Maitreya (Taixu 1956, p. 24:405). While he did coin
the term “Pure Land in the Human Realm,” he defines the “Human
Realm” very broadly as any place in the Buddhist cosmos where humans
dwell, including not only the present world with all its problems, but
also Uttarakuru, the western Pure Land, and the domain of a cakravartin
king.? Direct calls for social action occupy very little of the essay, while
quotations from Buddhist scriptures that describe the Pure Land of
Amitabha and traditional paradises take up a great deal of room. Never-
theless, Taixu did set forth the concepts and terminology upon which
later thinkers and activists could build. (For more information and con-
text about Taixu’s contribution to modern Pure Land thought, see
Goodell 2012, 2017, and Ritzinger 2017.)

Taixu’s disciples took his teachings in different directions. Some
actively denigrated Pure Land practices, such as Yinshun (Yinshun E[J[E,
1906-2005) did in his book Pure Land and Chan (Jingtii yti chdn ;5 + Eil &),
in which he compared the Pure Land to a Marxist paradise (Yinshun
1992, p. 12) and cast Pure Land as a debased practice (English summary
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in Jones 1999, p. 126-131). Other followers such as Sheng Yen (Shéngydn
B215%, 1931-2009) and Cheng Yen (Zhéngydn 585, b. 1937) further refined
the concept of the “Pure Land in the Human Realm.” By this, they
meant that Buddhists, far from desiring escape from a world of incur-
able suffering by seeking rebirth in a distant paradise, are to engage in
social reform and charitable work in order to transform this world into
a Pure Land. In this model, the Pure Land will appear when the envi-
ronment is cleansed and healed, the rights of women and children are
safeguarded, and economic and social justice prevail (Sheng Yen 1997;
see also Jones 2003).

Sheng Yen has written theoretical works on Pure Land, but here I will
focus on a book published after his death, Master Sheng Yen Teaches the
Pure Land Dharma-Gate (Shéngydn fdshi jiao jingtui famén B2 &g ARME0F 104
F9). This book, consisting of dharma-talks given to lay participants at a
nianfo retreat, presents his pastoral recommendations for incorporating
Pure Land practice into daily life. Reading these transcripts, one notices
that he follows Taixu in adopting an eclectic approach that excludes
nothing. Far from using the idea of the Pure Land in the Human Realm to
supersede the traditional ideas and practices of the past, he finds ways to
fit all these elements together: nianfo to gain rebirth in Sukhavati
through the power of Amitabha’s vows, efforts in self-cultivation in order
to make as much personal progress as possible, affirmation that the Pure
Land is a manifestation of the mind, and attention to benevolent work in
the present world in order to create a Pure Land here and now.

Sheng Yen asserts that there is no inherent conflict between tradi-
tional “western-direction Pure Land” thought and the “Pure Land in the
Human Realm” (2010, p. 88). This is because the practice of Humanistic
Buddhism does not conflict with the aspiration for rebirth in Amitabha’s
land; in fact, it prepares one for rebirth there (Sheng Yen 2010, p. 89). In
asserting this, Sheng Yen implicitly repudiates prior critics who held
that the wish to attain rebirth in the Pure Land arises from a loss of all
hope for this world. In contrast, he states that all Mahayana Buddhists
ought to generate bodhicitta, the desire to save all other beings. When
one has this attitude, then one accords with the aspirations set forth by
all buddhas as exemplified by Amitabha’s forty-eight vows. Normatively,
one should vow both to bring about the “Pure Land in the Human Realm”
by assisting living beings in the present world and seek rebirth in
Sukhavati after death. In this way, one gains a higher rebirth in the Pure
Land, becomes a buddha sooner, and can go about aiding other beings
(Sheng Yen 2010, p. 90-93). Later, Sheng Yen states that the Pure Land is
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not inherently otherworldly and escapist; to the contrary, escapism sig-
nifies an unbalanced understanding of Pure Land (2010, p. 111).

Besides denying any conflict between a traditional “western-
direction” idea of the Pure Land and social action in the present world,
Sheng Yen also sought to harmonize the more traditional dichotomy
between “western-direction” and “mind-only” Pure Land. In the course
of counseling retreatants to engage in all the traditional Buddhist meth-
ods of self-cultivation, Sheng Yen mentions that, in keeping with the
principle of mind-only (Wéixin ME[,), every Pure Land is only as pure as
the mind experiencing it. To a buddha, even the present defiled world
presents itself as utterly pure (Sheng Yen 2010, p. 162). The Pure Land is a
kind of “one-room schoolhouse” in which students from various grades
inhabit the same space but only receive such instruction as their prior
experience has prepared them. This does not falsify the “western-
direction” concept; if that is what a given being is ready to receive, then
it will be given and will be as real as any other experience to an unen-
lightened mind. Nevertheless, such beings will be in the Pure Land and
will attain buddhahood. Sheng Yen goes so far as to speculate that there
may be as many Pure Lands as there are minds (2010, p. 163).

To summarize, Sheng Yen goes beyond Taixu’s rather eclectic concep-
tion of the Pure Land in the Human Realm to present a more concise and
coherent scheme. Taixu moved indiscriminately among such ideas as
rebirth in Uttarakuru, rebirth in the Inner Court of the Tusita Heaven
and subsequent presence when Maitreya attains buddhahood in this
world, the purchase of land and the construction of an ideal Buddhist
community with government support, social action to benefit human
beings here and now, and rebirth in the Pure Land of Amitabha or of
other buddhas. Sheng Yen, by contrast, omitted many of these ideas
(e.g., rebirth in Uttarakuru and government-sponsored Buddhist uto-
pias do not figure in his writings), and took the three elements of Pure
Land previously assumed to be mutually inconsistent and brought them
together. “Western-direction,” “mind-only,” and “the Pure Land in the
Human Realm” do not contradict one another, and all can have their
place even within the life and practice of an individual devotee. He also
brings back to the fore the pre-Shandao notion that beings born in the
Pure Land see it only as their level of mind-purification allows while
eschewing the traditional typology of lands that correspond to the three
bodies of a buddha in favor of a radically individualized vision.

Not all Chinese Pure Land followers have adopted the notion of the
Pure Land in the Human Realm, however. As noted above, Taixu’s
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contemporary Yinguang warned against believing that the Pure Land
was anything but an existing goal located countless buddha-lands to the
west, and a more traditionalist strain has existed alongside the modern-
izing movement. Venerable Daan (Daan fdshi K77, b. 1959), one of
the foremost advocates of the Pure Land tradition in modern China,
serves as an example. His book A Course in Pure Land (Jingtii zong jiaochéng
YF1SEZFE) contains a chapter on the Pure Land that explains “Pure
Land ontology” (xifang jingtii béntilun P57 %+ AH55) in strictly tradi-
tional terms. The land of Sukhavati exists solely by means of Amitabha’s
forty-eight vows (Daan 2006, p. 341). Whereas Taixu tried to harmonize
traditional ideas about the Pure Land with modern science by suggest-
ing that the Pure Land might be a planet, Daan more subtly notes that
Albert Einstein theorized that time and space are mental constructs.
This gives him the scope to say that traditional teachings that place the
Pure Land to the west and give it a temporal beginning in the bodhisat-
tva Dharmakara’s forty-eight vows provide “coordinates in time and
space” (shikong zuobido 575 FEFE) that represent the Buddha’s expedient
means. In the Buddha’s reality, the Pure Land is outside of time and
space (Daan 2006, p. 342-345). A search of the electronic version of Daan’s
text reveals that the term “Pure Land in the Human Realm” occurs only
three times and is never elaborated. Scholars of modern Chinese Bud-
dhism therefore must not think that “Humanistic Buddhism” and its
corollary “the Pure Land in the Human Realm” have a monopoly on the
field.

Conclusions

As a concept, the Pure Land has had a rich and dynamic history. It has
crossed from Indian religious culture into China, which grappled with
the necessity to make it serve a variety of needs in a variety of contexts.
It has answered the question of where a Buddha dwells; it has served as
an object of contemplation for advanced meditators; it has served as a
practical goal for ordinary people who lacked confidence in their ability
to escape suffering through arduous practices; and it has served to moti-
vate a new generation of social activists. Its very flexibility made it
responsive to many types of religious needs, and thus it endures to the
present day.
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Self-Power and Other-Power
in Chinese Pure Land Buddhism

In East Asian Pure Land Buddhism, few terms are more fundamental
than “self-power” (zili 5H7J) and “other-power” (tali fif.}]). The way that
the practitioner’s religious exertions and Amitabha’s support on the
path relate to each other defines this tradition, and understanding the
nature of this relationship is one of its most central and enduring preoc-
cupations. Scholars of the tradition are generally aware of the way in
which Japanese Buddhists construed this relationship, at least from the
times of Honen (AR, 1133-1212) and especially Shinran (&, 1173-
1263): Self-power (J.: jiriki) does nothing to advance the devotee, who
would thus be foolish to trust in it. The person who sincerely desires
rebirth in the Pure Land must rely solely on the other-power (J.: tariki) of
Amitabha.

However, Chinese Buddhists never took this view. Rebirth in the Pure
Land results when the two powers work together, an idea that the mod-
ern Taiwan Pure Land master Zhiyu (Zhiya %554, 1924-2000) captured
with the phrase “the two powers of self and other” (zi-ta ér i Eft 7).
He writes:

If one wishes to be reborn in the west, then one must abandon greed, anger,
delusion, pride, doubt, and evil views. If these are not abandoned, then one
is entangled in karma and will not attain rebirth. Abandoning these is self-
power; the Buddha [Amitabha] coming to conduct one [to rebirth] is other-
power. Therefore, attainment of rebirth is the dharma-gate of the two
powers. (Shi Zhiyu 1992, p. 58)

In another dharma-talk, Zhiyu went so far as to say that this way of com-
bining self-power and other-power was the distinctive mark of the Pure
Land path (1988, p. 29).
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Since rebirth in the Pure Land results from the devotee and the Bud-
dha working together in some fashion, the task of this chapter will be to
describe the nature of this cooperation. We will first look at other Bud-
dhist ideas about how buddhas and believers combine their powers to
provide context, then look at the meaning of the terms “self-power” and
“other-power” to see what is distinctive about the Chinese Pure Land
conception of them. Finally, we will determine as precisely as possible
just what the devotee’s efforts contribute to the process, what the Bud-
dha does to supplement these efforts, how other-power works in making
the path to rebirth “easy,” and how other-power contributes to the devo-
tee’s overall progress toward the ultimate goal of buddhahood.

Self-Power and Other-Power in a Wider Context

The terms “self-power” and “other-power” are distinctive to the Pure
Land tradition, but they denote concepts that inform other Buddhist
schools and practices, and they have synonyms and connections within
concept clusters found both within and without the Pure Land tradition.
In this section, I will touch on four such connectors: (1) transference of
merit; (2) empowerment; (3) synonymous terms within the Pure Land
tradition; and (4) related concepts within Pure Land, specifically the
closely connected ideas of “easy path” and “difficult path” (or “path of
sages”). The first two will situate the terms “self-power” and “other-
power” within a wider Buddhist landscape where the confluence of a
practitioner’s efforts with a buddha’s supporting power was taken for
granted. The latter two will show that we need to look beyond these two
terms to fill out the Pure Land tradition’s particular understanding of
this confluence.

Transference of Merit

Transference of merit was one of the earliest concepts by which the
nascent Mahayana movement distinguished itself from earlier teach-
ings. Even pre-Mahayana Buddhism entertained the notion that a prac-
titioner’s acts of charity or self-cultivation could bring benefit to others,
as demonstrated by votive inscriptions that made such wishes explicit
(see Schopen 1997, chap. 2). Mahayana texts such as the Lotus and Huayan
Sutras promised the devotee that buddhas and great bodhisattvas con-
stantly transferred their merit to believers in a way that augmented the
fruits of their practices. Jingying Huiyuan (Jingying Hulyudn ;F5 £,
523-592) wrote about this in his Dashéng yi zhang (K3EFE, T.1851).
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Drawing on the Huayan Sutra, Huiyuan defined merit transference (hui-
xiang #E[m]) as orienting wholesome practices (shanfd 3%£) in a certain
direction (gtixiang j#R[]; T.1851.44:748b22-b23). He then defined ten forms
of merit transference, including those that free living beings from the
characteristics that defined them as worldlings by absorbing them into
the practice of the six perfections. This leads them out of all their defile-
ments and unskillful ways of thinking (T.1851.44:748b28-c4). However,
Huiyuan presented this as rather diffuse in its effect. For example, the
fourth of his ten categories stipulates that the merit-power of bodhisat-
tvas’ practices radiated in all directions to assist all beings. The effects
of this included making all buddha-lands more magnificent and better
able to gather in all living beings (T.1851.44:748c17-c19).

Early Buddhism also put forward the idea that the worthiness of the
object of one’s practice elevated the merit one accrued proportionately.
Pali Buddhism taught that a gift to an animal paid returns one hundred-
fold, and that rewards increased as the object of offering moved further
up the hierarchy. At the highest extreme, a gift to a tathagatha repaid
with immeasurable merit (Adamek 2005, p. 140). In early Mahayana, the
Lotus Sutra frequently claimed that seemingly minor acts of devotion
directed at the sutra itself such as reciting even a single gatha would
redound to the devotee at a level vastly disproportionate to the offering.
Thus, we find that almost all Buddhists believed in the two ideas that (1)
one being may consciously turn the merit accrued through religious cul-
tivation over to another being, and (2) the greater the disparity of reli-
gious status between these two beings, the greater the benefit that
accrued to the lesser who gives to the greater.

Proponents of Pure Land thus had no need to convince other Bud-
dhists of these possibilities; they already believed. However, belief in
merit-transference did not necessarily entail a direct relationship
between one individual and one buddha or bodhisattva, though a practi-
tioner could solicit one in particular. Wendi Adamek provides an exam-
ple of this in her reading of Jingying Huiyuan: “so (for example), when
one solicits the bodhisattva Samantabhadra, the entirety of the merit of
Samantabhadra is available” (2005, p. 146; see T.1851.44:749a16-al7). In
the practice of empowerment, however, we do find the establishment of
such particular relationships becoming the norm.
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Empowerment

While the idea of merit-transference is virtually pan-Buddhist, one may
also find an analogue to other-power called jiachi fi[{5f in both Pure Land
texts and those of other specific Buddhist traditions. I will translate this
term “empowerment” and provide three examples of its use.

(1) The first is its use as a Chinese translation of the Sanskrit word
adhisthana in Chinese Esoteric initiation texts. This is the practice
whereby the initiate calls upon the support and empowerment of a bud-
dha or bodhisattva ritually assigned (see Orzech 1998, p. 147 for
adhisthana as “grace”). This buddha or bodhisattva then protects and
empowers the initiate’s meditation, and becomes his or her object of
visualization. In this capacity, he partners with the practitioner and
adds his power and support.

(2) Similarly, precept-conferring ceremonies sometimes include peti-
tions to buddhas and bodhisattvas to act as witnesses and supporters of
the recipient’s vows. For example, a Song dynasty ritual for expressing
filial gratitude to parents called Ruildi gudngxiao shi zhdng bao’en daochdng
yi WK EZA-fEE B ESE (CBETA ZW68) contains a section called
“Declaration to the Buddhas and Petition to the Aryans (bdifd gingshéng H
#BE5EE). In it, the aspirant confesses the heaviness of his or her past
karma and invites the buddhas and bodhisattvas of the ten directions to
come and offer support and protection (jiachi fihu fj[1557 & &; see CBETA
ZW08n0068_p0077a02-a20; see also Jones 1997, p. 133-134). During my
fieldwork in Taiwan in the early 1990s, I heard anecdotal evidence for
the power of this support for preceptees. A woman who had received the
Five Lay Precepts, which includes a prohibition on intoxicants, told me
that once she was sick and was prescribed medicine that contained alco-
hol. Her doctor and family encouraged her strongly to take it, since the
purpose was not to get drunk but to get well. She reluctantly agreed, but
told me that once it entered her mouth, she reflexively spit it out and was
unable to swallow it. She credited this to the empowerment of her pre-
cepts that she received by asking for the “other-power” of the Buddha.

(3) Third, the term jiachi appears in Pure Land literature as well. In
the Pure Land section of his anthology Fdhdi guanldn ;%/&#1H, Ouyi
Zhixu (Cuyi Zhixtt #525%4H, 1599-1655) cited a scripture called the Da
fangdéng da ji jing xidn hu fen (KJ7HERKEKEE ), Bhadrapala-sitra,
T.416) in regard to the attainment of the nianfo samadhi (nianf6 sanméi =
{#=Fk). In the third fascicle of this scripture, the Buddha Sakyamuni
tells Bhadrapala that there are three causes for the attainment of this
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samadhi. The first is having the proper conditions for this samadhi, the
second is the empowerment of the buddha to be visualized, and the third
is the maturation of the practitioner’s good roots (Ouyi Zhixu 1989,
p. 3:2161; T.416.13:877a12-a14). While the term jidchi was never widely
adopted as an equivalent for “other-power” in the Pure Land tradition,
other terms did function in this way, as we will see next.

Synonyms within Pure Land Texts

Within Pure Land literature, one finds the ideas of self-power and other-
power under other names. For example, the Wanshan tonggui ji & Z=[EEF5E
(T.2017) by Yongming Yanshou (Yéngming Ydnshou 7k BHZEES, 904-975) uses
the terms “internal power” (néili [N }7) alongside “self-power” and “exter-
nal power” (waili #1/7) in place of “other-power” (T.2017.48:961c28). Yuan
Hongdao #2777 quotes Yanshou in his Xifang hélun 75775 (Compre-
hensive treatise on the west, T.1976), but substitutes tali {t. /7 for Yanshou’s
waili #8177 (T.1976.47:403c221-c222). In other texts, synonyms for “other-
power” are generally variants of the phrase f6 yuan li 85§ 7], or “the
power of the Buddha’s vow.” For example, the Jingtii shi yi lin ;51 15%&:&
(Discourse on ten doubts about Pure Land, T.1961) attributed to Tiantai
Zhiyi uses such a term to define other-power: “Other-power is when one
has faith in the power of the Buddha Amitabha’s great compassionate
vows as covering all beings that practice nianfo” (T.1961.47:79a6-a7).

Related Concepts

Conceptually, the terms “self-power” and “other-power” are often bun-
dled with the terms “path of difficult practice” (ndnxing dao &7 775) and
“path of easy practice” (yixing dao 7177H), respectively. The locus classi-
cus for this terminology is the “Chapter on Easy Practice” (yixing pin 5
fTii) in the Shi zhit pipdsha lin {2/ Vi (Treatise on the ten levels,
T.1521). This chapter states that the path of difficult practice entails
great risks. The attainment of highest enlightenment requires the com-
pletion of an extremely long and arduous path, and practitioners may
fall away from the path between lives and lose what they have gained
(T.1521.26:40c29-41a2). For frail worldlings, the text recommends the
“path of easy practice,” which it describes in this manner: “If a bodhisat-
tva wishes to attain to the stage of non-retrogression in this body and
accomplish supreme highest enlightenment, he should contemplate
(nian 7)) all the buddhas of the ten directions and invoke their names”
(T.1521.26:41b16-b17). While the text does not prescribe the recitation of
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Amitabha’s name in particular and aims at the attainment of the stage
of non-retrogression rather than rebirth in Sukhavati, its recommenda-
tions applied easily to later Chinese Pure Land practice.

Daochuo uses a similar pair of terms in his Anlé ji Z*4%%£2 (Anthology
on [the Land of] Peace and Bliss, T.1958). In the course of arguing the
exclusive suitability of Pure Land practice for beings of the present age,
he opposes the “path of sages” (shéngdao B275) to the search for “rebirth
in the Pure Land” (wdngshéng jingti {£4:)%1; T.1958.47:13c6; trans.
Inagaki 2014, p. 78). He identifies the first path as difficult and not fitting
for the diminished capacities of beings of his time. In contrast, the path of
nianfo removes all hindrances and smooths the way toward buddhahood.
In other places, Daochuo uses the terms “path of easy practice” and “path
of difficult practice,” indicating that he considered these interchangeable
with “rebirth in the Pure Land” and “path of sages” respectively.

In sum, the Chinese Pure Land tradition accords with the general
Mahayana belief that buddhas and bodhisattvas are available to infuse
their power into an individual’s practice. While it often uses the familiar
terms “self-power” and “other-power” to denote the believer’s and the bud-
dha’s contributions to the process, its texts use other terms as well, such as
jiachi Jj[I¥5, f6 yuan li (#5877 and its variants, and néili [N /7/waili #] as syn-
onyms. It also correlates the ideas of self-power and other-power with the
paths of difficult and easy practice. In keeping with our main topic, how-
ever, it is important to note that only in this last instance, when presenting
easy practice versus difficult practice, does any text require one to choose
between the two. In all other cases, the terms appear complementary
rather than oppositional. That is, they all speak of self-power and other-
power (or their analogues) working together to maximize progress.

Images of Self-Power and Other-Power
in Early Chinese Pure Land Texts

Texts that speak directly of self-power and other-power usually illus-
trate their relationship with similes rather than through theoretical
arguments. This tendency goes back to the earliest days of the Pure Land
tradition in China. For example, let us look at a set of seven similes put
forward in Tanluan’s Liiélun anlé jingtu yi B&zmZ24% 5135 (Brief discus-
sion on the meaning of the Pure Land of Peace and Bliss, T.1957) that
were echoed later in Daochuo’s Anlé ji 4445, In answer to an objection
that such a simple practice as nianfo cannot possibly eliminate eons of
accumulated karma, they present the following:
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1.1t is like a pile of firewood accumulated by a hundred men for a
hundred years that can be burned in half a day by a bean-sized
spark.

2.1t is like a lame man boarding a boat and travelling a thousand li in
one day.

3. It is like a poor man who finds a great treasure. When he presents it
to the king, he is rewarded with emoluments and titles for which
other men might work for a lifetime without success.

4.1t is like a lowly man on a donkey who cannot fly on his own, but
can sail effortlessly through the skies by riding in the train of a
cakravartin (universal king).

5.1t is like a rope of great girth. Even though a thousand strong men
cannot pull it apart, a young child wielding a sharp sword can cut it
with ease.

6.1t is as if a Zhén & (a mythical poisonous bird) were to enter the
water and kill all the fish and shellfish. Later, contact with a rhinoc-
eros horn revives them all.

7. Finally, it is like the Hudnghi &% (another mythical bird) which
called to Zi’an +% and restored his life. (Tanluan’s text is at
T.1957.47:2b13-c3; Daochuo’s text is at T.1958.47:10b22-c16; English
translation of Daochuo’s text at Inagaki 2014, p. 56-57)

Tanluan and Daochuo both conclude this list of similes with the fol-
lowing (citing Tanluan’s somewhat clearer phrasing):

Every one of the myriad dharmas has self-power and other-power, self-
encompassment and encompassment by others. A thousand come into
being; ten thousand cease, immeasurable and boundless. Will those with
obstructed consciousnesses doubt the unobstructed dharma? Among the
five inconceivables, the buddha-dharma is the most inconceivable of all!
Also, for one who doubts the attainment of rebirth [in the Pure Land]
because [they believe that] a hundred years’ worth of evil deeds is heavy
while ten nianfo is light and tries to enter into right meditation, it will not
seem so. (Tanluan’s text is at T.1957.47:2b28-c3; Daochuo’s text is at
T.1958.47:10b11-c16; English at Inagaki 2014, p. 57; because that translation
is not accurate, this is mine)

From this coda, we see that, in response to the objection, they used
these similes to illustrate the relationship of self-power to other-
power. However, the similes are not all alike in their referents. The
first, third, fifth, and sixth similes address the objection on its own
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terms: How can a seemingly trivial and easy practice produce such
great results? The second, fourth, and seventh answer a slightly differ-
ent question: How does a greater power intervene in order to assist
lesser powers achieve their aims? That is to say, the simile of the spark
that burns the great pile of kindling demonstrates that even a small
cause can produce tremendous effects under the right circumstances.
This kind of illustration will continue to appear in later texts in order
to explain how the practice of nianfo produces immediate beneficial
effects even before the practitioner’s death, such as purifying the mind
or eliminating vast amounts of past karmic guilt. The simile of the
lame man boarding the boat illustrates the way in which a helpless
being can take advantage of a greater power. This represents a second
line of argument that will also continue to appear in order to illustrate
the working of Amitabha’s other-power. Texts of the later tradition will
use both of these understandings.

Yungqi Zhuhong, Yuan Hongdao, Jixing Chewu,
and Daan: Other-Power and the “Easy Path”

In this section, I want to turn my attention to late Ming, mid-Qing, and
modern materials, in particular the works of Yunqi Zhuhong (Yiingt
Zhuhéng ZEAERTE, 1535-1615) and Yuan Hongdao (Yudn Héngdao 35774,
1568-1610). These are the two Pure Land thinkers of the period most
noted by scholars for their lasting influence (see Gud Péng F[fH 1982,
p. 162-166). I will look into their works, with some references as well to
the writings of the mid-Qing figure Jixing Chewu (Jixing Chéewu FEBERUE,
1741-1810) and the modern Pure Land proponent Daan (Daan A%ZZ,
b. 1959) to find answers to the following questions regarding self-power
and other-power:

1. How do self-power and other-power work to speed the practitio-
ner’s progress?

2. How “easy” is the “easy path” of other-power?

3. To what specific goal does other-power lead the practitioner?

If we can answer these three questions, we will have a good picture of
the ideal forms of Pure Land life and practice as they had developed by
the late imperial period.
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The Workings of Self-Power and Other-Power

The quotation from Zhiyu’s modern essay given above maintains that
progress in the Pure Land path requires that the practitioner and the
Buddha Amitabha both contribute their powers. Such a reading, how-
ever, can mislead the reader if he or she assumes that these are two dis-
crete beings contributing different amounts and types of effort to a
common task. When one looks at the works of Zhuhong, Yuan Hongdao,
and Jixing Chewu one immediately sees that they deny any such clear
distinction and talk instead about a process that cannot be circum-
scribed by such concepts. For instance, here is a quotation from the sec-
tion “Superior Expedient Means” (shéng fangbian [57/5{F) from Yuan’s
Comprehensive Treatise on the West (Xifang hélun 7575 &5m):

This expedient is not self-power, nor is it other-power. In the midst of the
ocean of conditioned self-nature, there is plenty of the kind of spontane-
ous, unobstructed merit by which all things manifest. For this reason, a
single utterance of the holy name [of Amitabha] contains no word that
would bring suffering back. The merit brought to completion by ten utter-
ances will [cause the] sudden transcendence of [the karma of ] many kalpas.
It is like the power of angry howls in ten thousand apertures during a
cyclone; because of the apertures, it manifests. It is like the brightening of
a cave in a deep valley. The power comes from the morning sunlight, but it
manifests in the valley. It is like a string of ant-holes threading through the
slopes of a mountain range. The power of water does it, not the strength of
the ants. Again, it is like a single reed mat (i.e., sail) that moves a boat of ten
thousand hu (fii}, a measure of capacity; thus a large cargo barge). It is the
power of the wind, not the strength of the reeds. In summary, everything is
of the dharmadhatu’s ocean of nature, and does what it does without doing
or intending. Not of itself, not from outside; everything together becomes
sufficient. That is why one can have a superior expedient means such as
this, a shortcut through the shortcuts. To abandon [the Pure Land path]
would indeed be foolish and ignorant. (T.1976.47:393b28-393¢9)

Like Tanluan and Daochuo, Yuan argues through similes, though his
images convey somewhat different thoughts. In general, he presents two
ideas here. First, he declares that there is no ultimate distinction between
the practitioner and the Buddha Amitabha, and so no point in distin-
guishing the self-effort of the one from the outside assistance of the other.
All share a single dharma-nature, and so all participate as one in the pro-
cess of deliverance. Second, and despite this, one may still account for the
working out of this unified process of deliverance in terms of the coopera-
tion of a single large power and several individual smaller powers. One
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mighty wind produces its howling noise in dozens of small apertures. The
trickling of large amounts of water through a mountain assists thousands
of ants in their tunnel making. Sails made of reed mats help many boats
catch the power of the wind to get them to their destinations. All these
are rightly to be opposed to unstated counter-images: apertures whistling
by themselves, ants carving through a mountain using only their minus-
cule power, or cargo barges moving by the power of the reeds that make
up their sails.

Zhuhong’s writings are much more extensive and nuanced than
Yuan’s, and so it is more difficult to distil his teachings into a few points.
We may begin by noting Zhuhong’s belief that the practitioner’s efforts
connect with the Buddha’s power by gdnying JEi[f&, a term that Robert
Sharf translated as “sympathetic resonance” (2002b, p. 82-88). This term
has circulated in Chinese thought since the Warring States period. For
example, the term appears in the “Rectification of Names” (Zhéng Ming
1F44) chapter of the Xinzi &j1, where it means a congruence of sense
stimuli with a person’s inner nature (see Xiinzi 1999, p. 2:706-707). The
influential Song dynasty Neo-Confucian philosopher Zhang Zai (Zhang
Zdi 5R#Y, 1020-1077) used the concept in his theory of gi s&. Sympathetic
resonance provided an explanation for action at a distance and through
obstacles, as when a magnet attracted iron or when plucking one string
of an instrument sets another string of identical pitch vibrating sponta-
neously (Chéng 1986, p. 85-86; Kim 2015, p. 18-20, 63-67). For Zhuhong,
the term denoted a connection that the believer’s practice made with
Amitabha, as in this passage from his Dd jingtii sishiba wen 25510/
[ (Answers to forty-eight questions about Pure Land; CBETA X.1158) in
which he responds to the question: Why does only Amitabha come to
meet the practitioner upon death rather than all the buddhas?

Answer: The buddhas can know everything, but they do not go forth in an
unruly crowd. Since one assiduously concentrates on one buddha, [that
buddha] is automatically in accordance through sympathetic resonance. A
practitioner of Pure Land causes all the buddhas to manifest equally, but
there must be a main [buddha] and attendant [buddhas]. Amitabha mani-
fests alone, with clouds of transformation-buddhas following. The princi-
ple of cause and effect is like this; it is not that the attainment is one-sided
and shallow. (CBETA X.1158.61:510a7-a9)

Thus, the devotee’s mental focus on Amitabha produces a resonance that
evokes a response from him, and it is this buddha who arrives to conduct
him or her to rebirth.
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Other Pure Land thinkers have followed Zhuhong’s reasoning. For
instance, the twelfth “patriarch” (zit 1) of Chinese Pure Land, Jixing
Chewu (Jixing Chéwu FEEEMRUE, 1741-1810), utilized the concept but in a
slightly different way. In his Recorded Sayings he established that the
practitioner and Amitabha, while non-dual, remain distinct from one
another. The practitioner performs nianfo by holding the Buddha’s name
in his or her mind, and this is sufficient to evoke the whole reality of the
Buddha. At a basic level, self-power and other-power work together in a
relatively uncomplicated way: The practitioner generates the proper
state of mind, and the Buddha responds. The picture becomes more
complex and the interlocking nature of the practitioner and the Buddha
comes out when Chewu goes on to show how Amitabha also holds the
practitioner in mind. It is within their simultaneous mutual regard that
the mechanism of sympathetic resonance takes effect. Chewu says:

Now the reason that Amitabha can be Amitabha is that he deeply realized
his self-nature as mind-only. However, this Amitabha and his Pure Land—
are they not [also the practitioner’s own] self-natured Amitabha and a
mind-only Pure Land? This mind-nature is exactly the same in both sen-
tient beings and buddhas; it does not belong more to buddhas and less to
beings. If this mind is Amitabha’s, then sentient beings are sentient beings
within the mind of Amitabha. If this mind is sentient beings’, then Amitabha
is Amitabha within the minds of sentient beings. If sentient beings within
the mind of Amitabha recollect (nian =) the Amitabha within the mind of
sentient beings, then how could the Amitabha within the mind of sentient
beings fail to respond to the sentient beings within the mind of Amitabha?
(CBETA X.1182.62:337a2-a8; see also Jones 2000, p. 63-64)

As in all other cases, the practitioner and the Buddha work together to
manifest this simultaneous mutual effect.

The modern Pure Land master Daan (Dadan K7z, b. 1959) has put for-
ward yet another way of understanding the matter. First, like Zhiyu, he
utilizes the phrase “two powers of self and other” (zi-ta ér i Eft. —17),
but only in describing the path laid out by the first patriarch Lushan
Huiyuan. He contrasts this with the sole reliance on other-power that he
ascribed to Shandao, but rather than declare one orthodox and the other
not, he says that these thinkers, both honored as patriarchs by the tradi-
tion, help to provide Chinese Pure Land with a balanced approach (Daan
2006, p. 125, 140). Later, he describes how both ordinary practitioners
and the Buddha Amitabha blend their efforts together to create the Pure
Land. He describes the process in this way:
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At first, he merely reiterates what generations of masters had
already said: that the land of Sukhavati with all its marvelous adorn-
ments is an expedient teaching meant to draw in unenlightened beings.
From the viewpoint of Amitabha, it is a dharmakaya land devoid of
characteristics. That Amitabha sets up a Pure Land in time and space
for sentient beings mired in illusions of time and space is an instance
of “using a wedge to remove a wedge” (yi xié chii xie D4 #%; Daan
2006, p. 344). However, when explaining why the Pure Land lacks a
Mt. Sumeru as a central support, Daan introduces a surprising new ele-
ment. The Pure Land needs no Mt. Sumeru because it is held up by the
two powers of the sages and worldlings (shéng fdn ér li 2N, —/J). The
Buddha Amitabha supports it through his spiritual powers and the
power of his vows, and worldlings who have attained rebirth support it
through the power of their merit and virtue. In addition, the Buddha
creates it by manifesting his wisdom, while we who practice Pure Land
respond to it (gdn ) as a transformation in our consciousnesses. Since
practitioners have varying states of mind, the Pure Land manifests in
various ways. The minds of Amitabha and of Pure Land practitioners
both interactively cause the Pure Land to manifest, and the light of
buddhas and worldlings mutually interpenetrate and complement
each other. When one begins practicing nianfo, a lotus bud appears in
the Pure Land with one’s name on it. If one is diligent, it thrives; if one
slackens, it withers. This means practitioners participate in the array-
ing of the Pure Land (Daan 2006, p. 347-349).

Thus, we have seen that from its earliest history in China, Pure Land
thought has held that the practitioner has a role to play in effecting his
or her own rebirth in Sukhavati. In addition, between the quotation
from the modern master Zhiyu given at the beginning of this chapter,
Yuan Hongdao, Yungi Zhuhong, Jixing Chewu, and Daan, we have seen
five different ways of explicating the collaborative dynamic between
the devotee’s exercise of self-power and the contribution of the Buddha
Amitabha’s other-power in attaining rebirth in the Pure Land. It is a
sailor raising a reed sail to catch the wind (Yuan); it is the Buddha
responding to the devotee’s focus upon him (Zhuhong); it is a conflu-
ence of consciousnesses as the practitioner and the Buddha hold one
another in mutual contemplation (Chewu); it is a simple division of
labor in which the practitioner lives the Buddhist life while calling
upon Amitabha (Zhiyu); it is the practitioner supplying the state of
mind to which the Buddha responds by arraying the land (Daan); it is
all this and more.
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How “Easy” Is the “Easy Path”?

Judging from the series of images that Yuan Hongdao provided to illus-
trate the Pure Land path given above, this is indeed quite an easy path
compared with other forms of practice. However, Zhuhong’s recommen-
dations for practice may lead us to wonder just how easy this “easy path”
really is, and in comparison to what?

We may begin by looking once again at the “Chapter on Easy Practice”
of the Shi zhti pipdsha lun +{E 2V (Treatise on the ten levels, T.1521).
An oft-quoted line from this chapter puts it thus: “There are innumera-
ble gates to the buddha-dharma. Just as there are difficult and easy
paths in this world, going over land being wearying while taking a boat
over water is pleasant, just so are the bodhisattva paths” (T.1521.26:41b3-
b4). This passage, repeated many times in Chinese Pure Land texts, gives
the impression that attaining rebirth and enlightenment is a pleasant
rafting trip down a placid river. To what extent do the actual practices
recommended by Pure Land authorities reflect this sense of ease and
pleasure?

When assessing the ease of the path, according to Zhuhong, we must
look at two things: the number and complexity of methods he prescribes
and the amount of effort he believes the practitioner must expend for
them to be effective. Zhuhong’s answer is clear: The method is nianfo.
However, there are several different ways of performing nianfo, and in
Zhuhong’s writings, it often seems that his conception of the practice
little resembles the peaceful images of ants and barges that Yuan
employs. Rather, nianfo seems very arduous indeed. For example, during
a “Water-Land Ceremony” (shuilu fdhui 7K[%E;£%), Zhuhong named the
traditional four kinds of nianfo: holding the name, or oral recitation
(chiming ¥54%), contemplation of an image (guan xiang #i%), visualiza-
tion (guan xidng #i%8), and contemplation of the true character (shi xiang
‘E1H). These categories go back at least to the Tang dynasty (618-907) in
Pure Land thought, and we will review them in chapter 7. Here we simply
note that he regarded the middle two as too difficult for most people,
and stated that simple oral invocation produces the contemplation of
the true character, effectively giving even the least skilled practitioners
the highest benefit of nianfo (Zhuhong [1973], p. 8:4711-4712).

This seems easy enough, but in other passages, Zhuhong prescribes a
level of diligence that seems heroic, and he demands that these be com-
bined with a strictly disciplined lifestyle that conforms to Buddhist
piety and morality. Thus, we must carefully examine his writings to see
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in exactly what way he relates nianfo as an easy practice to other prac-
tices, and under what circumstances he prescribes diligence in the Bud-
dhist life.

In his 48 Questions, Zhuhong makes clear that he is recommending
only nianfo as oral invocation; practices connected with gaining rebirth
in Sukhavati in earlier texts are no longer appropriate in this age of the
Decadent Dharma (mofd 7K2%). In response to a question about the vari-
ety of practices found in other texts, Zhuhong says:

Invocation of the name is easy to do; achieving a visualization is difficult.
In the Pratyutpanna one first visualizes the wheel-marks on the [Buddha’s]
feet and then moves up against the grain of one’s conditioning. Is this not in
the same category as [the visualizations of] the Contemplation Sutra? The
realm of the buddhas is transcendent and the mind of worldlings is coarse,
and it is hard to approach the Three Contemplations in One Mind. Idleness
is natural and strenuous effort goes against the grain; who would want to
give up sitting for the constantly-walking practice when the six-word invo-
cation of the name is something even a small child can manage? This sutra
inclines toward the salvation of the end times; how could this be without
due cause? (CBETA X.1158.61:511c21-a3)!

Thus, Zhuhong makes clear that he recommends only oral invocation
to his contemporaries. However, even given this, the level of practice he
advises seems onerous. In a sermon, he tells those who have married off
their children and now have grandchildren to make great efforts in
nianfo, reciting several thousand or even tens of thousands of times per
day. He goes on to give lower numbers to semi-busy and then to very
busy people (Zhuhong [1973], p. 8:4708). In addition, he never wavers
from his insistence that the practice should lead to a particular mental
state called the “single, unperturbed mind” (yi xin b luan — 3 EL).
Thus, while it is clear that Zhuhong conceives the main practice of nianfo
as much easier than conventional Buddhist practices or even the Pure
Land practices of prior ages, he still demands a great deal of sustained
“self-power.”

Yuan Hongdao likewise emphasized reliance primarily on oral invoca-
tion, but he accounts for the power of this simple practice not by the believ-
er’s own power to bring about the results, but by claiming that the practice
to some extent works ex opere operato. For example, in the second fascicle of
the Comprehensive Treatise he says, “A single utterance of ‘Amitabha’ enables
one to enter into and accomplish all of the previously mentioned great
dharma-gates, without any mark of ‘one who accomplishes’ and ‘that which
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is accomplished.” Otherwise, it would constitute purity with something left
over. The nianfo samadhi is not like that” (T.1976.47:395a28-b1). Later, in the
sixth fascicle, he describes how the simple practice of nianfo constitutes
practice of all the six perfections. Furthermore, since the practice of each
perfection is connected to the Buddha (xi f6 %{#) by invoking his name,
and because it is so tied to one’s own mind, it converts each perfection from
a distinct worldly practice to a perfection of nature: Almsgiving becomes
“almsgiving of nature” (xing shi M4jif), precepts becomes “precepts of
nature” (xing jié P4:7%), and so on. He concludes, “Because of this, the gate of
nianfo is able to serve as all practices. Why? Nianfo is the dharma-gate of one
mind, because outside the mind there are no practices. It also does not
dispense with the practices, because to dispense with the practices is to
dispense with the mind” (T.1976.47:405b14-b27). Since he believed that tra-
ditional Buddhist cultivation gains efficacy when infused by the Buddha’s
power through nianfo, Yuan exhorted his readers to adopt the full panoply
of serious Buddhist ethical and religious practices. This is the subject of the
entire ninth fascicle. In eight of this fascicle’s ten sections, he emphasizes
the need for faith, contemplation, recollection/recitation, confession, vows,
precepts, avoidance of impure places such as brothels and wine houses, and
the need for pure companions.

All this might lead one to think that the Pure Land path is very diffi-
cult. On the other hand, in several places both authors appear to make
the practice appear exceptionally easy. Nianfo is only simple oral invoca-
tion of the Buddha’s name as few as ten times, and works by the name’s
own virtue to purify the mind and cleanse kalpas of evil karma (see, for
example, CBETA X.1158.61:507b20-507c1). Thus, the picture is inconsis-
tent. How can the Pure Land path be so arduous and so easy at the same
time? The answer to this question has several parts.

First, the point of comparison is always the practices by which the
buddhas and bodhisattvas themselves attained liberation and enlight-
enment. The Larger Sutra, for example, states that the bodhisattva
Dharmakara undertook many astonishingly rigorous practices over the
span of many eons on his way to becoming the Buddha Amitabha.

Second, the practice requires long dedication because it produces its
effect only while the practitioner engages in it; when dropped, the ben-
efits immediately cease. Zhuhong is quite explicit on this point. One of
the questions he addresses in his 48 Questions concerns a hypothetical
devotee who once practiced nianfo diligently but fell away because of dis-
tractions. Could such a one still achieve rebirth? Zhuhong answers that
should this person resume the practice on his deathbed, it is possible,
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but once death occurs and he enters the intermediate state, it is too late
(CBETA X.1158.61:506b19-506c1). Yuan describes how Amitabha appears
when beings keep him in mind, and disappears when they cease to think
of him (T.1976.47:391c4). Zhiyu says, “If your faith is not steady and you
are plagued by egoism, how will you be able to receive the Buddha to
conduct you [to the Pure Land]?” One must practice every moment of
one’s life in order to be ready to maintain this faith on one’s deathbed,;
otherwise, the pain and worry of dying could easily drive it out (Shi
Zhiyu 1988, p. 29).

Third, it appears that nianfo was not intended to be the devotee’s sole
practice, but only an underpinning and guarantor of success. In a ser-
mon, Zhuhong says, “Ignorantly talking about Chan principle is not as
good as keeping the precepts and practicing nianfo.” He continues with a
series of parallel illustrations, always dismissing some practice he con-
siders heretical and asserting that it is not as good as engaging in one or
another standard Buddhist practice and practicing nianfo (Zhuhong
[1973], p. 8:4708). This matters because in debating with Chan partisans
who saw Buddhist practice as a solitary heroic quest to be accomplished
for oneself, Zhuhong and Yuan both insisted that this entailed too much
risk; if one did not accomplish full and perfect enlightenment by the end
of one’s life, one might well lose all the benefits of practice and suffer a
grievous setback. Nianfo leading to rebirth in the Pure Land guaranteed
that one could conserve the fruits of one’s practice and continue on the
upward path. Nianfo therefore did not supplant all other practices, but
was a necessary fixative to prevent loss and backsliding.

Fourth, both authors sought to take into account the different capaci-
ties of practitioners under the umbrella of the Buddha’s skillful means,
and this is why their presentations on the relative ease of the path seem
so inconsistent at times. Recall that Zhuhong did not demand the same
level of intensity of all people, but in a sermon taught that practice could
be adjusted according to one’s stage in life and familial and societal obli-
gations; those that were more busy could recite less and vice versa
(zhuhong [1973], p. 8:4708). He also pointed to the famous nine grades of
rebirth taught in the Contemplation Sutra. Because of their karmic bur-
dens, people had different moral proclivities. Some did indeed carry on
strict and austere practices and could advance a great distance toward
liberation in this life; others were at the opposite end of the moral spec-
trum and became so depraved that only birth in a hell awaited them at
death. Most Buddhists are somewhere in the middle, but the buddha-
dharma covers all of them. All could practice nianfo at their own level of
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ability and could attain rebirth (Zhuhong [1973], p. 8:4708-4709). Else-
where, Zhuhong explained that the quality of one’s practice of nianfo
might also make a difference in this life:

In sum, make the mind correct and extinguish evil. If one can nianfo like
this, one is called a good person. Collect the mind and put an end to scat-
teredness. If one can nianfo like this, one is called a worthy. Enlighten the
mind and cut off delusion. If one can nianfo like this, one is called a sage.
(zhuhong [1973], p. 8:4708)

This brings us to our fifth and final point. Zhuhong and Yuan Hong-
dao both recognized these different levels of attainment and ability
among practitioners, which meant that the level of self-power that peo-
ple could contribute to the process of liberation might vary widely. How-
ever, it was still incumbent upon them to contribute as much as they
could. While on one reading Zhuhong’s sermon referenced above might
celebrate the flexibility of the teachings in accommodating the amount
of free time that people in various stages of life can devote to practice,
on another it insists that one must still do the most one can. Why?
Because, by following the teachings on the nine grades of rebirth, it
made a difference. While all in the nine grades attained rebirth, they did
so at vastly divergent levels. As we saw above, the highest of the high
(shangpin shangshéng /% F4F) arrive in the middle of the Pure Land in
the presence of the Buddha and attain complete awakening after a brief
sermon, while the lowest of the low (xiapin xiasheng i [4) found
themselves on the periphery locked in a lotus bud for twelve kalpas, after
which they attained buddhahood only after a very long time. As I will
show in the next chapter, other Pure Land authors asserted that if one
were serious about the bodhisattva vows and wished to gain buddha-
hood in order to save other beings, then one should do what one could to
become a buddha as quickly as possible. Engaging in serious practices in
order to gain a higher-level rebirth in the Pure Land helped with this.

What Does Nianfo Accomplish?

One of the questions that arose repeatedly in the history of Chinese Pure
Land Buddhism had to do with the goal of practice. As we will see, there
are two answers to this question. We will begin by examining the most
obvious ostensible goal, that of gaining rebirth in the Pure Land and the
attainment of the stage of non-retrogression. We will see, however, there
are immediate, this-worldly benefits as well: Nianfo purifies the mind
and erases past karma.
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The first set of goals, rebirth in the Pure Land and the stage of non-
retrogression, have been promoted since the inception of the tradition.
While this in itself is nothing new, this inquiry into the relationship of
self-power to other-power requires us to give the matter a fresh look.
Since, as we have seen, a question frequently put to Pure Land advocates
was how such a simple practice as oral invocation of Amitabha’s name
could lead to such great results, it pays to be clear as to how great the
results really are. The Buddha’s other-power does not lead to complete
awakening and perfect enlightenment; it leads only to the Pure Land,
which, as Yuan Hongdao stated, was not the final destination but only a
way station or “hostel.”

The buddhas also have greatly built residences to bring peace [to beings].
One [Sakyamuni] comes and goes through the prison gate in order to pre-
pare the way. The other [Amitabha] waits outside the prison for long peri-
ods to prepare a hostel (liigudn Jif:fE). (T.1976.47:392c2-c3)

Once in the Pure Land, the devotee could remain until the achievement
of buddhahood. As we saw in the last chapter, the Pure Land is outside of
the Triple World and samsara, so rebirth there is the equivalent of the
stage of non-retrogression.

This posed a problem for detractors: It appeared to run afoul of the
law of karma. A very evil person who ought to be bound for rebirth in
hell or in some other undesirable state not only avoided these by redi-
rection into the Pure Land, but achieved a state that traditional Bud-
dhist literature reserved only for very advanced bodhisattvas who had
engaged in serious practice for many lifetimes. We have already seen the
answer to this objection: The Buddha Amitabha had made and fulfilled
great vows, and the power of these vows sufficed to overcome the practi-
tioner’s past karma. This was the Buddha’s other-power at work.

At the same time, the practice of nianfo itself, in whatever form and at
whatever level of complexity, had inherent power to purify the mind and
redirect one’s fate, though this worked only while the believer engaged
in it. The effect could be lost completely the moment he or she stopped.
As Jixing Chewu put it:

Moreover, the other gates of cultivation require one to confess one’s present
karma; if any manifest karma is not confessed, then it constitutes an obsta-
cle on the Way and leaves one without a path for advancement. However, the
one who practices pure karma (jingyé 53, often a synonym for Pure Land
practice) goes to rebirth carrying their karma with them; there is no need
to confess one’s karma. This is because when the mind reaches the point of
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reciting the Buddha’s name just once, one is able to extinguish the faults
[accumulated over] 8,000,000,000 kalpas. (CBETA X.1182.62:335c14-335¢17)

One might also repeat the words of Tanluan and Daochuo: Nianfo was like
a spark thrown into a pile of kindling accumulated for a hundred years.

However, two other images became the dominant means of illustrat-
ing this idea: First, nianfo practice was like lighting a lamp in a room that
had been dark for many years. No matter how long the darkness had
been present, the light of the lamp banished it instantly. Second, it was
like a mani gem, as Daochuo explained:

[[]t is like putting a luminous mani gem into muddy water; the water
instantly becomes clear. If a man, though defiled with karmic evils which
would cause him to transmigrate for countless births and deaths, hears the
supreme, luminous gem of the Name of [Amitabha] Tathagata, [. . .] his kar-
mic evils will be destroyed and his mind purified. (trans. Inagaki 2014,
p- 64; T.1958.47:11c18-c22)

This is self-power. The practitioner engages in the practice, and it produces
the result of mental purification and expiation of karma independently of
the result of rebirth in the Pure Land and the state of non-retrogression.

These two effects, rebirth and non-retrogression brought about by
Amitabha’s other-power and mental purification and erasure of karma
brought about by the devotee’s self-power, are not unrelated. Both work
through the mechanism of sympathetic resonance. The fact that the
practice put one in tune with the Buddha accounted both for purifica-
tion and for rebirth. Thus, the danger of suspending the practice was the
same in both cases. If the darkness of ten thousand years could be dis-
pelled by lighting a lamp, the darkness could also come back the instant
the lamp went out. If the practice of nianfo could in like manner dispel all
mental impurities and bad karma, these could also return immediately
upon ending the practice. This also meant that rebirth in the Pure Land
could take place only if the devotee was practicing nianfo at the time of
death.

This clarifies a little more the relationship between self-power and
other-power in the practice of nianfo. While the ostensible goal of the
practice is to attain rebirth and non-retrogression, these results obtain
only when both powers work together at the crucial last moment of life.
However, the self-power aspect of nianfo can be utilized for immediate
benefits as well. In chapter 7 we will explore the uses of nianfo further.
For now, let us examine more closely the difficulties caused by the belief,
seen several times now, that nianfo only works while one is occupied in it.
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The Ongoing Dilemma

So far, it seems that Chinese Pure Land thinkers of various periods found
a way to coordinate ideas about self-power and other-power that, while
complex, worked fairly well. The solution was not perfect, however, and
in this section, we will examine an enduring problem that the tradition
could never quite resolve.

In order to set the stage, let us look at three possible ways of relating
the two powers. One might postulate that all religious accomplishments
follow from one’s own efforts, and that self-power alone brings about the
results. This would be the way of virtuoso practice, and I compare it to
climbing a stairway. The evident problem with this formulation is that it
works only for elite practitioners; the vast majority of religious people
would have no hope of accomplishing the goal and the path would be
irrelevant to their anxieties.

A way of alleviating this difficulty is to assure people that their own
abilities and circumstances pose no obstacle because the Buddha will do
all the work. This is the path of total reliance on other-power, and the
schools of Pure Land Buddhism founded in Kamakura Japan became
mass movements by adopting this model. This is like ascending in an
elevator; one is assured of reaching the top without having to contribute
any effort at all. While this resolves the problem of elitism that stems
from total reliance on self-power, it too involves difficulties. Some peo-
ple, when told that their own efforts are unnecessary for reaching the
goal, embrace antinomianism, believing that no religious or moral striv-
ing at all is required of them. This creates institutional problems as fol-
lowers of the movement bring bad publicity and unwanted official
attention for the group through lax practice or evil behavior.

At first blush, it seems the Chinese way of synchronizing the two pow-
ers averts these two difficulties. It is like riding an escalator: If one truly
is powerless, it will take one to the top, but one can still contribute to the
process by walking. Adding one’s own effort to the escalator’s motion
increases the speed with which one attains the top. As the next chapter
will demonstrate, this solution avoided the potential problem of antino-
mianism by giving followers a reason to be moral and engage in religious
practice. However, insofar as Chinese Pure Land thinkers insisted that
some level of self-power was necessary, it did not quite fix the problem
entailed by the first position. That is, so long as it remained incumbent
on the practitioner to contribute to the effort, the possibility of failure
remained. Indeed, we occasionally find stories in the literature of
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practitioners who failed to attain rebirth due to some lapse in their own
effort. Let us look at Shandao’s advice on deathbed practice and then
two stories of near-failure and total failure.

In his practical manual Guannian Amitudfé xianghdi sanméi gongdé fdmén
B 2 s b (A 8 = BRI {24FT (The dharma-gate for the merit of the
samadhi of contemplating Amitabha Buddha’s ocean of marks, T.1959),
Shandao devotes a section to instructions on deathbed practice. This
section includes the following caution:

If the practitioner’s family members within the six relations come to see
him or her when sick, do not admit any who have consumed wine, meat, or
the five pungent plants. Those that are present should not be allowed to
come to the sick person’s side, as this will cause the loss of right concentra-
tion. Devils and spirits will cause confusion, and the sick person will die in
delusion and fall into the three evil rebirths. (T.1959.47:24b29-24c2)

Shandao thus believed that failure at the final moment was possible if
impure persons defiled the ritual space and allowed demonic beings to
invade.

Yuan Hongdao confirms this fear in a story in which his nephew
almost lost his chance for rebirth due to inadvertent ritual pollution. In
Jonathan Chaves’s translation, the story runs as follows:

My friend Fang said: “I have heard the monks of Cloud Perch [i.e., Yunqi]
Temple assert that if one recites Buddha’s name, one may achieve birth in
the Pure Land. Is this true?”

I replied: “Yes. Without going into all the written accounts, let me just
refer to cases I have experienced myself. Deng, the second son of my older
brother Boxiu [i.e., Yuan Zongdao], became terminally ill at the age of
twelve. He himself knew he had no hope of living. When he was on the point
of dying, he spoke to me tearfully: ‘I will die today. Is there any way to save
me?’ [ answered: ‘If you only recite Buddha’s name, you will immediately be
reborn in Buddha’s land. The present world, with its Five Ages of Decay, is
not worth yearning for. Just concentrate on Buddha with one mind and all
will be well.””

“I then had my nephew chant Buddha’s name while holding the palms of
his hands together in an attitude of devotion. The entire family stood
around him in a circle, praising Buddha in rich tones. After a while, my
nephew smiled slightly and said: ‘I see a lotus flower, the color of earth, but
slightly reddish.” He then continued to chant. After some more time, he
suddenly spoke of the extreme brilliance of the lotus, which he said was
incomparably superior to any in this world, and was now bigger than be-
fore. Still another period of time—and suddenly, he said that Buddha had
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arrived, the radiance of his features filling the entire room! A little later he
said that there was an impure person in the room, whose presence had
caused the lotus and Buddha to disappear. Boxiu looked around and no-
ticed that a maidservant, who had just arrived, was standing in front of the
folding screen. This girl, as it happened, had just had her period that eve-
ning, so Boxiu called to her to leave and had the other people encircle his
son and chant Buddha’s name as before. The boy then grew short of breath,
and Boxiu said: ‘If you just recite one character of my name, that will be
enough.’ The boy asked me: ‘Is that all right?’ and I replied: ‘Yes.” But when
he had chanted a few syllables more, he died, still holding his palms to-
gether.” (Yudn Héngdao 1978, p. 82-83; Romanization adapted for consis-
tency; Chinese text in Yuan 1981, p. 1:476-477)

In this instance, the simple intrusion of a ritually impure person came
close to scuttling young Deng’s chances of rebirth altogether.

Another way in which insufficient effort could derail one’s progress
toward rebirth stems from the concept of sympathetic resonance. As we
have noted a couple of times already, one had to be engaged in practice
at the very point of death for the power of sympathetic resonance to
take one to rebirth. The point of long years of practice was to ensure that
one stood a better chance of maintaining the proper frame of mind at
the critical moment. The modern Taiwan master Zhiyu once told this
story to a group assembled for a nianfo retreat in order to spur them to
diligence:

I will tell you a true story: There was an elderly layman whose practice of
nianfo was very good. He enjoyed this world and had two wives. Since his
practice of nianfo was good, when he was on the point of dying during a
grave illness, the image of the Buddha [Amitabha] appeared before him,
and he himself said, “I see the Land of Bliss!” But there was an obstruction
at the last moment. His junior wife came running in crying and said, “When
you're dead, how will I go on living with our young son?” He said, “Don’t
worry, I'll write up a will. You will definitely be taken care of.” His mind
having been perturbed, he cried out, “Oh, no! I don’t see the West anymore,
and the Buddha has disappeared! There is just a stretch of darkness and the
signs of hell.” (Shi Zhiyu 1992, p. 58)

As Zhiyu explains, the layman left himself open to distraction because
of deficits in his prior practice. While he had practiced nianfo faithfully
for a long time, he had not cultivated his mind so as to rid it of greed.
This is why he had failed to attend to his will, and why he was unable to
regain concentration after his wife interrupted the ritual to express her
very reasonable distress.
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In these examples, we see how the similes of Chinese Pure Land can
take a sinister turn. One may have good instruction and ritual support
in one’s last moments, but a menstruating maid can render it all useless.
One may practice nianfo diligently for years and develop the habits of
mind that enable one to maintain ganying even in the rigors of death, but
a distraught young wife can still ruin everything at the last minute.
Thus, as coherent and sensible as many of the solutions to the problem of
relating the two powers are, it seems that any residual reliance on self-
power leaves open the possibility that one may fail in the end. The fact
that Zhiyu could tell this story as late as 1992 indicates that this dilemma
has not been fully resolved. It may be that this tension is inevitable, if
not for theoretical reasons, at least for practical or pastoral ones. The
Pure Land tradition always attempted both to reassure those who could
not perform hard practices that they still had hope and to challenge
those who were able and ready to engage in practice to push themselves
to their utmost. One needs different kinds of theories and stories to
comfort the first group and motivate the second, and so the inconsis-
tency abides.

Conclusions

After the religious innovations of such figures as Honen, Shinran, and
Ippen, Pure Land Buddhism in Japan came to deprecate self-power and
preach complete and sole reliance on the other-power of the Buddha
Amitabha. Chinese Pure Land Buddhism never taught this, but devel-
oped its own way of relating the two powers as a cooperative venture in
which both the devotee and the Buddha contribute to the process of
achieving rebirth. This has three aspects.

First, while they never agreed with the Kamakura reformers that self-
power had no part to play in the process, they did teach that reliance on
self-power alone was risky. While it sometimes worked for extremely
gifted practitioners, such people were rare and most of us needed to
supplement our own efforts with the power of the Buddha’s original vow.
This view has a long history in Chinese Pure Land. In the first fascicle of
his Wangsheng lun zhu (T.1819) Tanluan said the fifth of the five obstacles
to successful completion of the difficult practice in this age of five impu-
rities (wiizhud 717%) is “exclusive reliance on self-power without the sup-
port of other-power” (T.1819.40:826b5-bé; see also Chen 2008, p. 109).

Second, the Buddha’s compassion led him to set forth the means by
which even the meanest person who repented only on his or her deathbed
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and uttered ten invocations of the name could still attain rebirth. How-
ever, the tradition assumed that such people did not represent the norm,
and those with the ability to engage in meditation, morality, and precepts
ought to do so. By this means, they could achieve buddhahood more rap-
idly after gaining rebirth and then go about doing a Buddha’s compas-
sionate business. Nianfo and reliance on other-power provided a safety
net in the very likely event that one’s own power proved insufficient for
complete liberation.

Finally, as Yuan Hongdao and Jixing Chewu both stated in their own
terms, there really was no stark distinction between self-power and
other-power because there was no strict separation of self and other.
The two intertwined and merged in a process that worked to bring the
believer to a place hospitable to the buddha-dharma and to the final
achievement of buddhahood.

This position had both advantages and disadvantages for Chinese
Pure Land Buddhism. James Dobbins and Fabio Rambelli have amply
documented the problem of antinomianism that crops up when any reli-
gion, whether Buddhism or Christianity, postulates the utter futility of
human striving and thus negates the value of morality (Dobbins 1989;
Rambelli 2004, p. 177-179, 187). By providing a coherent account of the
contribution that the believer’s efforts made to the pursuit of the goal,
Chinese Pure Land avoided this pitfall. On the other hand, it could not
avoid the pitfall to which the Japanese teaching of total reliance on
other-power served as the antidote: the anxiety that comes with any
need for human effort in religious practice. As we have seen, Chinese
Pure Land authorities taught that nianfo provided a connection to the
Buddha through ganying € only while the practitioner was engaged in
it. Its effect ceased as soon as the practice ceased and the devotee’s mind
moved to other things, and if one got out of the habit, all the fruits of
practice could disappear, leaving one to revolve in samsara. Perhaps
lighting a lamp will drive away 10,000 years of darkness, but when the
lamp goes out, the darkness returns instantly. Perhaps this is a dilemma
with no ultimately satisfactory solution.

At this point, then, we have seen that self-effort in Buddhist practice
has a positive role to play in the practitioner’s progress toward buddha-
hood. However, the Chinese tradition did continue to affirm that the
other-power of Amitabha could bring a weak practitioner to the Pure
Land without the expenditure of effort. The question remained, then:
Why should a Buddhist make efforts in the Way? This will be the subject
of the next chapter.
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Ethics and Precepts in Chinese
Pure Land Buddhism

Defining the Problem

This chapter grew out of a long-standing dissatisfaction that I have had
with the study of Pure Land Buddhism. A particular historical narrative
predominates in which Kamakura period Japanese Pure Land Buddhism
represents the norm, the telos, or both for all Pure Land Buddhism. In
hindsight, it seems that a kind of logic intrinsic to the narrative of
Amitabha and his Pure Land led inexorably to the doctrines and prac-
tices of the Jodo Shu j%+ 5%, the Jodo Shinshu j5+ EH5%, and the Jisha B
5% The teachings elaborated by Honen (2%, 1133-1212), Shinran (¥,
1173-1262), and Ippen (—&, 1239-1289) denied the efficacy of all human
action or “self-power” (zili 57; J. jiriki) and attributed exclusive salvific
potency to Amitabha’s “other-power” (tali fif./J; J. tariki). This develop-
ment became, as it were, the Omega Point of Pure Land Buddhism’s his-
torical trajectory, and all forms of Pure Land teaching prior to it came to
be seen as its precursors. They simultaneously point to it and, insofar as
they fail to conform to it perfectly, await their fulfillment in it.!

Such a construal of Pure Land history misrepresents it as a linear
progression, a chain of developments that moved link by link to its logi-
cal endpoint or climax paradigm. In reality, this history is more like a
tree than a chain: Branches appear at various points and then continue
their growth parallel to other branches. I have been struck in my own
study of the Chinese Pure Land tradition by the way that it has trodden
its own path and has never produced anything like the theologies of the
Kamakura reformers. As we saw in the previous chapter, it never denied
the necessity or effectiveness of self-power or of all forms of moral
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striving and spiritual cultivation. While recognizing the need for reli-
ance on the other-power of Amitabha, it has seen the path to rebirth
more as a cooperative venture involving both, as captured in Zhiyu’s for-
mulation noted in the last chapter, “the two powers of self and other”
(zi-ta ér i B —7J7J; Shi Zhiyu 1992, 58-60).

Even if one grants that Kamakura Pure Land Buddhism provides no
service as either a heuristic or a telos by which to understand the Chinese
Pure Land experience, a comparison of the two can still alert scholars to
doctrinal and practical issues hitherto unexamined. Historical circum-
stances peculiar to Japanese Buddhism, such as Honen’s problems with
his disciples’ antinomian behavior or the crises Shinran underwent when
he was forced to return to lay status and thought his religious practices
had failed, led the Japanese to think long and hard about the relationship
between self-power and other-power. Their deprecation of human reli-
gious striving came about as the conclusion of their reflections.

This being the case, I began to wonder if any Chinese Pure Land
thinker had ever examined the relationship between human religious
activity and the saving power of Amitabha so as to encourage Buddhists
to apply themselves to self-cultivation and avoid evil actions. I knew that
the Chinese had certainly never judged self-effort useless, but had they
ever formulated their own systematic account of this relationship as the
Japanese had? Had the issue been addressed at all? The primary goal of
this project was to find a Chinese text that took on this topic and treated
it rigorously, but I failed to find such a discussion in historical docu-
ments prior to the Qing dynasty (1644-1912). As we shall see, at least two
modern masters put all the pieces together to make recommendations
for their followers. We will examine their syntheses at the end of this
chapter. First, I shall look at several earlier texts to draw on scattered
indications, which, added together, constitute a fairly complete and con-
sistent soteriological scheme that affirms the sufficiency of the Buddha’s
other-power while still valorizing self-effort. These proof-texts from
works spanning many separate times and places will show the founda-
tion upon which the modern synthesis rests. I will assemble this synthe-
sis by focusing on a particular arena of human religious activity: ethics
and precepts—“ethics” indicating general norms of human behavior,
and “precepts” meaning specific vows taken in ritual contexts.

First, however, a couple of qualms call for our attention. It may appear
that, in asking whether Chinese Pure Land thinkers ever formulated a
soteriology that methodically related the roles of moral effort and the
Buddha’s power in effecting rebirth in the Pure Land, I am assuming the
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existence of a self-contained Pure Land “school” or “sect” with its own
religious agenda pursued independently of other “schools.” 1 have
already disposed of this notion in chapter 2 and noted that Pure Land is
the common property of all Chinese Buddhists, one of a number of
“dharma-gates” (fdmén ;£[) open to those with a need or an aptitude
for it. In light of this, it is reasonable to ask: Why look for a “Pure Land
account” of the need for ethics and precepts? If “Pure Land” is a tradi-
tion of practice and not a sect or denomination, then an account of
morality and vows could be sought elsewhere, in the writings of vinaya
masters, preceptors, or any Buddhist author that cared to address the
topic.

To this, I would respond that, far from obviating the need for the
present inquiry, this point only increases its relevance. If the Pure Land
tradition really belongs to all Chinese Buddhists and not to just one
“school,” then the questions we will raise in the next section must per-
force be of concern to all Chinese Buddhists. Unlike Japanese Buddhism,
in which well-bounded schools may indeed look only to their own litera-
ture for answers to their own problems, Chinese Buddhism’s boundaries
are quite porous, and so the availability of Amitabha’s other-power as a
resource on the path to buddhahood raises the question “why be moral?”
for everyone, including the vinaya masters and preceptors. In fact, as we
shall see, very few of the thinkers whose works we shall consult thought
of themselves exclusively as Pure Land sectarians. Many, such as Ouyi
Zhixu (Ouyi Zhixt #525%51H, 1599-1655), wrote on a wide variety of topics
that included both Pure Land soteriology and precepts.

A second qualm relates to the focus on ethics and precepts in this
chapter. At its most general level, the question I am raising is this: How
exactly did Chinese Pure Land thought relate the practitioner’s own self-
power to Amitabha’s other-power? “Self-power” is an extremely broad
and inclusive term that can denote anything that a Buddhist does to
achieve liberation from suffering: meditation, making vows, chanting
sutras, joining the monastic order, study, ritual, ethical living, and so on.
I choose ethics and precepts mainly because the last chapter, having
dealt with the broader question of the relationship between self-power
and other-power left open the question of antinomianism. It dealt with
soteriology (how does one achieve rebirth and buddhahood) rather than
ethics (how should one live one’s present life). In other words, having
seen that people who cannot engage in practices can still ride the power
of Amitabha’s vows to rebirth in the Pure Land, we still do not know how
the tradition convinces its followers not to follow this path and leave

Brought to you by | provisional account g7
Unauthenticated
Download Date | 12/28/19 12:39 PM



Chapter 5

everything to the Buddha. Examining the specific problems of ethics
and precepts within a Pure Land framework will allow us to address that
concern.

Furthermore, ethics and precepts have historically been the most
problematic items on the list. If one wishes, one may choose not to medi-
tate, study sutras, or chant mantras, and it will only affect one’s own
progress. Dismissing ethics, however, affects one’s relationships with
others and can negatively affect the image Buddhism presents to the
wider community. When the founders of the Kamakura Pure Land
schools in Japan took the step of negating the efficacy of ethics as a way
of attaining rebirth in the Pure Land, it led immediately to the problem
of antinomian behavior justified as “licensed evil” (Dobbins 1989). This
makes ethics, and to a lesser extent precepts, the most potentially
fraught aspect of self-power. A soteriology that, even in potential, gives
people a reason to disregard ethics has the capacity to do great harm to
the image and credibility of those who teach it.

Even in China, where no thinker ever seriously contemplated such a
soteriology (although they were sometimes accused of doing so, espe-
cially by Chan practitioners), Pure Land thought still had the potential
to lead one down the road to antinomianism. This next section will
examine this potential, and the following section will show how it was
neutralized.

The Disjunction of Precepts and
Rebirth in the Pure Land Tradition

I have frequently noticed in Pure Land literature the simultaneous affir-
mation of two seemingly contradictory messages. On the one hand, all
Chinese Pure Land thinkers maintain that human moral efforts, such as
ethical living, taking and keeping precepts, and making vows, are inte-
gral to Buddhist life and practice. On the other hand, they are also aware
that, as stated in texts such as the Contemplation Sutra, the power of
Amitabha’s vows is enough to deliver even the wickedest deathbed con-
vert to the Pure Land. His or her rebirth in the Pure Land amounts to
attainment of the stage of non-retrogression and will lead inevitably to
his or her attainment of buddhahood. As we have already seen, the
power to bring this rebirth about belongs to Amitabha, not the penitent,
and so his or her lack of moral rectitude or good karmic roots did not
necessarily matter. This means that ethics and precepts are not essential
to Buddhist practice. This constitutes a paradox requiring resolution.
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Most texts maintain both of these ideas as simple assertions, which
the authors affirm without any effort at reconciliation. For example, if
one looks at Siming Zhili’s (Siming Zhili TUEH%11E, 960-1028) ritual for
transmitting the bodhisattva precepts, one finds statements such as the
following:

[if] one wishes to receive the Buddhist precepts, [but] there is no one from
whom to obtain them, [then] it is right that one should exert him/herself
and strive to find them. Abandon the conditions of this world; discipline
yourself in the precepts and [practice] nianfo; bring all to a successful con-
clusion and complete these endeavors, and one will most certainly gain
passage and obtain rebirth into the Pure Land of Peace and Nurture.
(T.1937.46:859b13-b15)

In one sentence, Zhili exhorts his preceptees both to exert themselves
ceaselessly in Buddhist discipline and to practice nianfo in order to gain
rebirth. This example also shows how authors of works such as this typi-
cally did not even see the need to harmonize these counsels to diligence
with the Contemplation Sutra’s assurance that those who do not engage in
these practices and even commit great evil may attain rebirth and even-
tual buddhahood. Jumping ahead to the Qing dynasty (1644-1912), we
see the ambiguity more clearly in a popular work by Wukai (Wukai [E,
d. 1830) entitled One Hundred Questions about Nianfo (Nianfé bdi wén ;&5
fi]). Question 48 asks whether those who practice nianfo need to main-
tain a vegetarian diet, and Wukai affirms that they should, noting that
the arousing of bodhicitta should point practitioners in that direction
(CBETA X.1184.62:359c13-c16). However, in number 49, the inquirer won-
ders what happens to the person of nianfo (nianfé rén ={#\) who is
unable to do this; can they still attain rebirth? Wukai responds,

In general, it will constitute a fault, but a very minor one. Furthermore, it
functions as a hidden fault. [Nevertheless,] if one practices nianfo and seeks
birth in the Land of Bliss, and his or her mind is deeply committed, then at
the end of life, the power of the Way will overcome the power of karma, and
he or she will most certainly achieve rebirth. (CBETA X.1184.62:359c17-c19)

In two consecutive questions, then, Wukai assures the reader that vege-
tarianism is essential for fulfilling the compassionate intentions of bodhi-
citta, but with the right zeal in the practice of nianfo, one can achieve the
goal without it. The scholar is thus confronted by a tradition whose vari-
ous authorities presented two seemingly conflicting propositions: Ethics
and precepts are absolutely essential, but one can still attain rebirth and

buddhahood without them.
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The paradox emerged with the popularization of the three sutras tra-
ditionally taken as foundational for the Pure Land tradition in China and
the line of thought springing from Shandao. The passages that give rise
to this paradox with special force are those in the Larger Sutra (F§ shuo
wiilidngshou jing {3535 85245, T.360) and more acutely in the Contempla-
tion Sutra (Féshuoé guan wiilidngshou f6 jing {FhaRER & 554K, T.365) that
posit levels or grades of rebirth based on the individual’s level of practice,
realization, and ethics. The problem arises when one considers the situa-
tion of those at the “lowest grade, lowest birth” in these schemes (xia béi
NZE in the Larger Sutra, xia pin xia sheng 55 N4 in the Contemplation
Sutra). These passages teach that even the most evil person that Bud-
dhism can imagine can still gain rebirth through the power of Amitabha,
an idea that sunders the relationship between the practice of morality
and the attainment of rebirth. As we have already seen, this teaching
became the hallmark of the Pure Land tradition after Shandao reas-
signed the motive power of rebirth to Amitabha’s vows rather than to the
extraordinary efficacy of the aspirant’s practices. The later “patriarchs”
of Pure Land continued to affirm, right to the present day, that other-
power was the sine qua non of rebirth in Sukhavati. Only within this
framework could the tradition tell tales of butchers and chicken-
slaughterers who gained rebirth through last-minute deathbed practice.

Historical developments kept this belief alive over the centuries and
even strengthened it. In response to continued polemics between Pure
Land masters and various opponents, mostly from the Chan School, later
Pure Land writers continued to emphasize the futility of depending
solely upon one’s own efforts to achieve buddhahood. Many Chan critics
insisted on the need for efforts in the Way, and Pure Land writers such as
Yuan Hongdao (Yudn Héngdao = 77%E, 1568-1610), Jixing Chewu (Jixing
Chéwu PEEEMRUTE, 1741-1810), and Yinguang (Yingudng E[I5¢, 1861-1940)
consistently denigrated the efficacy of human effort. They held that
attainment of buddhahood depended upon a thorough realization of
reality, the elimination of even the most subtle obscurations, the
achievement of moral perfection, and profound attainments in medita-
tion. Who, they pointedly asked, could hope to achieve this in one human
lifetime within this Saha world? Yinguang, for example, phrased the cri-
tique in this way:

Even though a person may be thoroughly enlightened and may have illumi-
nated the mind and seen into their own true nature within a Chan lineage,
they still cannot easily cut off the disturbances of views and thoughts. One
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must practice continually for a long period of time and bring oneself to the
point where one is completely and utterly purified; only then can one cut
off samsara and find escape. It does not matter if [only] one hair’s breadth
remains to be cut off. One is still one hair’s breadth away from complete
purification, one will revolve around in the six paths as before, and escape
will be difficult. The ocean of samsara is deep, and the road to wisdom long.
The end of one’s life comes, and one still has not made it home. (Yinguang
1991, p. 1:368-369)

Thus, Yinguang and others continued to emphasize the practitioner’s
need for the other-power of Amitabha to get them to the Pure Land and
deprecated unaided human striving as futile (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:361).

What exactly did Amitabha’s power do? Most Chinese Pure Land
thinkers understood the effect of their practices as tapping into the
power of gdnying JEi[f&, or “sympathetic resonance.” Whereas the Japa-
nese Pure Land founders denigrated efforts in cultivation and made
faith (J. shinjin {Z/()) the necessary condition of gaining rebirth in the
Pure Land, the Chinese saw ganying (or its equivalent xiangying fHFE) as
the key factor, and this provided the rationale for engaging in nianfo. To
focus the mind on Amitabha, or to repeat his name, or to engage in any
form of nianfo put one’s mind “in tune” with Amitabha’s, and the more
that one engaged in nianfo, the stronger and more enduring this reso-
nance became. The ideal, then, was to keep one’s mind focused on the
Buddha as much as possible, so that it became more and more likely that
the resonance of mind and Buddha would be at its peak at the critical
moment of death (e.g., Wukai at CBETA X.1184.62:359c7-c12). Such a
practice was not easy and required constant vigilance and effort on the
devotee’s part. The difference between this practice and those of other
dharma-gates, such as Chan, lay in the fact that the “resonance” brought
Amitabha’s power into play in cooperation with the practitioner’s, creat-
ing the cooperation of self-power and other-power detailed in the last
chapter. This, as Yinguang explained, was why deathbed recitation could
be effective even for the worst sinner: With a vision of hell looming
before one, the mind focused on Amitabha with a special intensity that
created a very strong resonance even without prior practice. As he put
it: “However, even though [deathbed converts] do not recite very many
times, they can still reap this great benefit because of their fierce deter-
mination. You cannot compare the sheer number of repetitions between
them and others who recite listlessly” (Yinguang 1991, 1:368).

As indicated above, however, the very authors who pointed to this
teaching as a source of hope also continued to live as monks or pious
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laymen, kept their precepts strictly and advised others to do so and pur-
sue traditional Buddhist ideals. The Chinese scholar Liu Changdong Y-
7R points out that, in the latter half of the Tang dynasty, the records of
those who attained rebirth included several renowned vinaya masters
(Litt 2000, p. 452-459). The ninth “patriarch” of the Chinese Pure Land
School, Ouyi Zhixu, was active in transmitting precepts and wrote on
philosophical issues relating to Tiantai contributions to the problem of
defining the concept of “precept-essence” (jieti 7 fs; see Eiki 1998,
p. 77-80). Clearly, precepts, and by implication ethical living, were still
necessary components of the path, even if one counted on the power of
the ganying one hoped to establish with the Buddha Amitabha to reach
the goal in the end.

Even the tradition’s consistent affirmation of the special focus and
power of deathbed nianfo did not lead anyone to counsel putting off Bud-
dhist practice and stake everything upon it. The Yuan dynasty monk
Tianru Weize (Tianru Wéizé Ky11ER]], 12867-1354) said emphatically that
one should not adopt this as a strategy ahead of time. In the twentieth
question of his Jingtii huowén F+ k[ (Questions about Pure Land,
T.1972), an inquirer asks about the strategy of going about one’s ordinary
business until the time of death and then beginning the practice of
nianfo in the expectation that Amitabha’s power would bring one to the
Pure Land. Tianru calls this plan greatly deluded and gives many rea-
sons why it would not work: The suffering that accompanies dying makes
concentration difficult, one may not meet the “good friend” who will
lead one to recite the name, a mind accustomed to dealing only with
mundane matters will continue to worry about worldly affairs, one
might meet a sudden death, and so on. If one can engage in disciplined
Buddhist practice, then one ought to do so and not avail oneself of mea-
sures intended for those who have no other options left (T.1972.47:299¢13-
300c7; an English translation may be found in Sutra Translation
Committee of the United States and Canada 1991, p. 86-93). We must also
note that this is far from a call to “licensed evil”: The inquirer’s question
and Tianru’s response both assume that one seeking rebirth in this man-
ner intends to live at least a conventionally moral life.

Thus, even though one ought not to rely solely on the power of one’s
own practice, Buddhist masters still insisted that one needed such prac-
tice to elicit Amitabha’s support and other-power through the connec-
tion of sympathetic resonance. However, the desperate deathbed convert
seemed to negate half of the equation: precepts and morality. If the
dying sinner’s focused recitation of the name produced sufficient
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sympathetic resonance without precepts and morals and he or she
achieved rebirth at the last minute by relying exclusively on the power
of the Buddha’s vows, then why be good? Tianru’s warning that the cir-
cumstances of one’s death may not be conducive to last-minute practice
is valid, but it is contingent. Is there a more systematic way to answer
the question, why engage in Buddhist practices? In the next section, we
will begin to sketch the outlines of the answer.

Establishing a Basis for a Pure Land Ethic

As mentioned before, no work or treatise earlier than the twenty-first
century has come to my attention so far that treats this subject system-
atically. However, a search through earlier materials and texts provides
the basic building blocks with which later thinkers could construct a
coherent account and offer recommendations to practitioners.

One’s Level of Rebirth Matters

One of the required threads is given by Wang Rixiu (Wdng Rixiu T H{K,
d. 1173) in his Léngshu zénggudng jingtii wén BEETIEREE 5+ (Longshu’s
augmented Pure Land essays, T.1970). Wang points out that the nine
grades of rebirth taught in the Contemplation Sutra can serve as much as
an incentive for moral action as a disincentive. While it is true that even
the lowest of the low gains rebirth and this might undermine one’s moti-
vation to practice, Wang calls attention to the fact that rebirths in the
nine grades are not at all equal. We have already described the high
birth and rapid progress of those born in the highest grade and con-
trasted it with the inferior birth and glacially slow progress of those
born in the lowest grade, so we will not review it here (see the Contempla-
tion Sutra, T.365.12:344c-345a).

While both the highest and the lowest practitioners attain rebirth in
the Pure Land and break free from samsara, in all other respects the first
type of rebirth is greatly preferable to the second. All things being equal,
Wang asks whether it would not be better to aspire to a higher rebirth in
the Pure Land? For example, the essay entitled “Food, Drink, and Sex,” is
largely devoted to discussing the evil consequences of gluttony and lascivi-
ousness. In the essay’s last sentence he says, “Although these [two vices]
may be hard to avoid, one can still practice Pure Land and liberate oneself
from the wheel of samsara. Nevertheless, those who wish to practice the
way of the highest grade cannot but restrain these!” (T.1970.47:279c17-
280a7). He repeats this idea in another essay, in which he says:
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The Lankavatara-sitra says, “Today’s pleasure is the seed of future suffer-
ing.” A gatha says:

Practice meritorious karma and wisdom together
Nian Amitabha as well.

In the nine levels of the Lotus land,

What doubt is there that the first is attained?

This is because a practitioner who observes fasting and the precepts and
has bright understanding is born in the highest birth of the highest grade.
(T.1970.47:280b10-b13)

To state Wang’s point another way, it is true that even the lowest of the
low attains rebirth, and this is indeed a cause for comfort and assurance
that all will be saved through Amitabha’s other-power. However, one
still has a chance to better one’s level of rebirth in the Pure Land, and
the benefits of doing so are significant: rapid attainment of enlighten-
ment, instruction by Amitabha himself, and so on. Thus, one should
make some moral efforts and restrain one’s behavior.

A second example will show that this way of thinking extended
beyond elite authorities and was shared at the popular level as well. It
comes from Zongxiao’s (Zongxido 5=HE, 1151-1214) Lébang wénléi SEF[CFH
(Anthology of the Land of Bliss, T.1969) in the story of Lady Yueguo (Jing
wdng yuégud furén wdngsheng ji F|EEEIFR A3 AEEE, T.1969.47.189c9-
190a27), which Zongxiao culled from the writings of Huang Ce (Hudng Cé
&, 1070-1173).

Lady Yueguo, an ardent Pure Land devotee, converted her entire
household to Pure Land practice with the exception of one young maid-
servant. One day, the lady admonished the maid, who realized her sin-
fulness and sloth and decided to repent. Not long afterward, the
maidservant died, and the lady had a dream of her in which the maid
took her to see the Pure Land. Once there, the lady was shown a pond
with lotus blossoms of varying color and splendor. In Daniel Stevenson’s
translation, the maid interpreted these differences to the lady as
follows:

The lady of the house set off with the maid, and in time, they came to two
pools of water, both of which were filled with white lotus blossoms of vary-
ing size. Some were glorious. Others were withered or drooping. However,
each one was different. Her ladyship said, “Why are they like this?”

To which the maid replied, “They all represent persons of the mundane
world who have made the resolution to seek rebirth in the western pure
land. With the arousing of the [first] flicker of thought [of the pure land],
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one’s wholesome [karmic] roots will have already sent forth a sprout. Even-
tually it will form a single blossom. However, because people’s degrees of
diligence are not the same, there are differences in the quality of the blos-
soms. For those who are unrelenting in their efforts, [the blossom] is fresh
and resplendent. For those who are sporadic, it is withered. If people con-
tinue to practice for a long time without giving up, to the point where their
mindfulness becomes stabilized [in samadhi] and their contemplation
reaches fruition, then when their physical bodies perish and their life [in
the mundane world] reaches its end they will be reborn by miraculous
transformation in the center [of one of these lotus blossoms]. (Stevenson
1995, p. 599)

As the lady looks on, one of the blossoms opens, and a person described
as an exemplary practitioner emerges from his blossom decked in regal
garments covering an adamantine body. Another opens, but this blos-
som is withered, and the occupant’s raiment and body are far less
impressive. The lady responds by asking in what estate she will be
reborn, and the maid assures her that her high level of practice and vir-
tue will gain her rebirth at the highest level (Stevenson 1995, p. 599-600).
It is important to recognize that both of the figures that the lady sees
emerging from their lotus calyxes have achieved rebirth in the Pure
Land; thus, for both of them, salvation is assured. Nevertheless, the story
shows a great concern for the level and quality of their rebirth, and the
lady’s own desire to know the degree of rebirth she will attain in the
future demonstrates that this was not insignificant for the Chinese Pure
Land practitioner. Rebirth was assured, but at what level? This question
mattered.

We find a final example of this teaching from the early twentieth cen-
tury in the autobiographical statement that opens Yinguang’s Treatise
Resolving Doubts about Pure Land (Jingtii Juéyi lun ;1 1t5E5m). Yinguang
describes his religious attitude after joining the monastic order as a
mixture of both despair and aspiration. He despaired of his poor fortune
and lack of good karma, disabilities that led him to believe that it would
be impossible for him to attain buddhahood through his own intelli-
gence and effort. Thus, he says, “The Buddha was my only thought, the
Pure Land my only goal” (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:357; 2012, p. 30). Neverthe-
less, he did keep the precepts to the best of his ability and engaged in
study and meditation. The purpose of these, according to his testimony,
was to “attain the necessary qualifications for a superior-level (shang pin
|-f) rebirth in the Pure Land” (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:357; 2012, p. 30).
Yinguang clearly took Wang Rixiu’s counsel seriously.
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Thus, for Wang Rixiu, Huang Ce, and Yinguang, the point is that even
when one puts one’s faith in the other-power of Amitabha’s vows, prac-
tice still matters because it gives one a higher level of rebirth in
Sukhavati after death. This in itself could constitute a fairly persuasive
rationale for ethical action and religious practice within a Pure Land
context, but it might strike one as rather weak or selfish. After all, one
who has attained rebirth in the Pure Land at whatever level has achieved
freedom from further rebirth in samsara. As Yinguang observes,

Regardless of whether or not one’s good roots have ripened, or whether
one’s bad karma is light or heavy, one need only be willing to generate faith
and make the vows and recite the Buddha’s name, and at the end of one’s
life, Amitabha Buddha will compassionately descend to meet and guide one
to rebirth in the Pure Land. This is in order that those whose good roots
have ripened may immediately attain to the sudden fruition of perfect bud-
dhahood, while those whose evil karma is heavy may enter the holy stream.
(Yinguang 1991, p. 1:359; 2012, p. 33)

In other words, one obtains good results even without serious ethics or
practice. In addition, the Pure Land is pleasant enough even at the low-
est rebirth. As the layman Yu Chunxi (Yd Chunxi FEE;ZEE, 1553-1621)
observed to his master Zhuhong, those reborn in the lowest grade
according to the Larger Sutra pass twelve kalpas within lotus calyxes that
are comparable to the Heaven of the Thirty-Three (Daolitian ]J5I|X; see
CBETA X.1158.61:512a21-512b2)! 1t should not really matter how long
they reside there. Why tax oneself with moral striving in order to
shorten one’s stay or improve one’s status within it? In order to answer
this question, we must note the relationship between two factors: the
nature of the Pure Land as an intermediate goal and the normative
Mahayana Buddhist motivations for practice. We will examine each of
these in turn.

The Pure Land is not the Final Goal

It is essential to remember that Pure Land Buddhism in every region and
time advances two sequential goals for the path: rebirth in the Pure
Land first, and then the attainment of buddhahood. Furthermore, when-
ever Pure Land authors speak about relying on Amitabha’s other-power,
it is for the attainment of the first of these goals and not the second. The
Pure Land is an intermediate goal, a way station on the path to buddha-
hood, a place wherein one attains the stage of non-retrogression so that
one is assured of the eventual achievement of the final goal. The fact
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that one relied upon Amitabha’s vow-power to attain rebirth in the Pure
Land does not imply that his other-power will take one all the way to
buddhahood. This happens when one completes one’s practice there
with the Buddha’s teaching and support. The Pure Land simply provides
a place where the environment, the absence of distractions and tempta-
tions, the provision of all requisites, and the presence of perfect teachers
gives one the ideal daochdng 7&3%5; within which to achieve buddhahood
by self-exertion.

Yuan Hongdao makes just this point in his Xifang hélun P55 &5R
(Comprehensive treatise on the west, T.1976). The fourth fascicle outlines
the characteristics of various levels of teaching and has six sections. The
first pertains to non-Buddhists who lead ethical lives, and the last five
correspond roughly, though using different terms, to the Huayan five-
fold panjiao #|#( scheme. The first section is very interesting for the pur-
poses of this chapter. It describes all the values of ethical conduct and
the practice of virtue. According to Yuan, moral conduct helps even non-
Buddhists avoid rebirth as hell-beings, hungry ghosts, or animals; they
remain in the realms of humans and gods. Buddhist practitioners attain
the final goal proposed by the form of Buddhism in which they have
taken refuge: Some become arhats, some pratyekabuddhas, and some bod-
hisattvas. At the highest level of the Mahayana, Yuan teaches that one
does not achieve the final goal of becoming a buddha without practicing
ethical conduct. It allows one to develop a stock of “good roots” (shan gen
=2 ) over many lifetimes, and, as Yuan says in other places, one’s very
ability to practice Pure Land depends upon having these good roots. All
of this necessarily involves taking the Three Refuges, then receiving and
keeping the various sets of precepts (T.1976.47.398c14-399b8). Thus, Yuan
emphasizes that buddhahood is the goal, not the Pure Land.

Yuan’s presentation depends for its coherence on the assumptions
that (1) the final goal is the attainment of buddhahood, (2) rebirth in the
Pure Land is a step along the way to this goal, and (3) ethical conduct is
essential for producing the “good roots” that both goals require. He
clearly distinguishes the first two as separate goals and posits the third
as a prerequisite for both. While this supports my major point that
rebirth in the Pure Land is not the final goal, it also makes the very
interesting case that, while Amitabha’s other-power is necessary for
gaining rebirth, one’s own ethical practice, undergirded by the formal
reception of precepts, is essential for generating one’s ability to call
upon the Buddha’s power for help in the first place.
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The Mahayana Vow to Save All Beings

Thinkers within the Pure Land tradition all acknowledged that if a Bud-
dhist engaged in religious practice, then some level of attainment was
possible in this present life, and this would be “credited” toward the
attainment of buddhahood in the future. Absent Pure Land practice, it
would be quixotic to plan on achieving complete and perfect buddha-
hood in this life or assume that one will continue to enjoy uninterrupted
progress in subsequent lives. Nevertheless, one’s practice in this life still
has some value in gaining rebirth at a higher grade or level in the Pure
Land, and this affected the length of time that it would take to achieve
buddhahood once there. This difference in time could be considerable:
from the instantaneous achievement of the “highest of the high” to the
twelve kalpas that the “lowest of the low” spent locked in the lotus bud
before even beginning practice. The final question we must answer is
this: Why should it matter how long one dwelt in the Pure Land?

The answer has to do with the normative Mahayana motivation for
practice. The generation of bodhicitta that put one on the Mahayana path
made the salvation of all beings the motivation for seeking buddhahood.
If one was serious about this motivation, then it made sense to choose
the path that led to buddhahood sooner rather than later, for the sooner
one reached the goal, the sooner one could get about the task of saving
all other sentient beings. This makes sense of the section in Siming Zhi-
li’s ceremony for the conferral of the bodhisattva precepts in which he
administers the Four Great Vows (si héng shiyuan U5/ ZEFEH) with the
admonition that all the recipients keep these vows in order to attain
rebirth in the highest grade (shang pin /%) of the Pure Land
(T.1937.46:862a10). The first of the Four Great Vows is to save all sentient
beings without limit, and indicates that the bodhisattva’s goal is to
attain the highest Buddha Way in order to do so. Rebirth at the highest
grade brings about completion of this vow in the shortest possible time.

Yuan Hongdao also made this connection. In a brief section of the
first fascicle of his Comprehensive Treatise on the West devoted to the
“inconceivability of cause and effect,” he used the progression from
practice to attainment to subsequent service as his example: “For exam-
ple, practicing nianfo is the cause, and seeing the Buddha is the effect.
Seeing the Buddha is the cause, and becoming a buddha is the effect.
Becoming a buddha is the cause, and saving all sentient beings is the
effect” (T.1976.47:391c29-392a2). The fact that Yuan brings this up as a
casual illustration in the course of making another point demonstrates
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that he took for granted that the purpose of Pure Land practice was bud-
dhahood, and the purpose of buddhahood was compassionate service
for the liberation of other sentient beings.

Jixing Chewu made the same point in much the same way. As a way of
illustrating the simultaneity of past, present, and future, he said:

The very moment of contemplating the Buddha (nianfo) is the very moment
of seeing the Buddha and becoming the Buddha. The very moment of seek-
ing rebirth is the very moment of attaining rebirth and the very moment of
liberating all beings (dit shéng J&4-). The three margins of time are all a single,
identical time; there is no before and after. (CBETA X.1182.62:334b18-b20)

Like Yuan, Chewu takes this progression so much for granted that he
uses it without further elaboration to illustrate another point, knowing
that his audience will accept it unquestioningly.

Yinguang is more explicit in connecting rebirth in the Pure Land with
the aspiration to achieve buddhahood for the sake of others:

Because of this [that is, most beings’ inability to achieve buddhahood on
their own], the Tathagata leads people to rebirth in the Pure Land, where
they can see the Buddha and hear the teachings, and realize the Forbear-
ance of the Unborn. Afterwards, riding on the power of the Buddha’s com-
passion and the wheels of their own aspiration, they can reenter the Saha
world and bring other sentient beings to liberation. (Yinguang 1991,
p. 1:367; 2012, p. 44)

Yinguang is quite clear here that the aspiration (yuan [f) impelling
believers into Pure Land practice is (or should be) the desire to save
other beings. In fact, the concluding section of his Treatise Resolving
Doubts about Pure Land contains a ritual formula to be used by those
embarking on the Pure Land path in which the new convert makes this
aspiration explicit:

I, [So-and-so], from this day forward, will practice pure karma? exclusively.
I ask only that when I die, I may be reborn in the highest grade, so that
upon seeing the Buddha and hearing the teachings I may at once attain to
the Unborn. Afterward, without separating from the Pure Land, I will enter
into all ten directions universally. With the stream or against it, using all
manner of expedient means, I will carry this teaching to all places and liberate
all beings. Not a single moment will I rest during all future times. In space
without limit, I vow to reach the furthest extremity. May Sakyamuni,
Amitabha, and all of the eternally abiding Three Jewels have pity on my
foolishness and sincerity, and all come to receive and enfold me. (Yinguang
1991, p. 1:370; 2012, p. 50)
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Jixing Chewu ties this motivation directly to the generation of gdnying
JEUFE, the “sympathetic resonance” that effects one’s rebirth in the Pure
Land in a way that adds philosophical depth to the simple assertions of
Yuan Hongdao and Yinguang, explaining why these basic Mahayana
motivations matter for the successful completion of the Pure Land
dharma-gate:

If 1 do not think of universal liberation, but seek only to benefit myself, then
I am deficient as to the principle. If the mind is not pacified, how much
more will I not generate the Great Mind? This being so, then externally I
will not resonate (gdntong J§i#F) with all of the buddhas, and internally,
I will not be in accord with my own fundamental nature. Above, I will not
be able to attain the perfect Buddha Way, and below, I will not be able to
benefit widely the multitude of beings. (CBETA X.1182.62:333b18-b20)

In other words, because the mind of the Buddha Amitabha is marked by
great compassion for all beings, the Pure Land practitioner’s mind also
needs compassion as a fundamental motivation. Unless one’s mind and
the Buddha’s mind are consonant in this respect, one will not create
sympathetic resonance and will not elicit the Buddha’s other-power and
attain rebirth in the Pure Land. Furthermore, Chewu emphasizes the
value of getting to buddhahood expeditiously as he explains that true
compassion for others entails the desire to gain the ability to render aid
as quickly as possible:

Therefore, I need to generate the great mind of enlightenment in accor-
dance with nature, and, having generated it, cultivate great practices. Fur-
ther, from among the various dharma-gates, I should choose the one that is
easiest to set my hand to, and easiest to have success with. As to the most
stable, the most perfect and quick, there is nothing to compare with having
profound faith in the calling out of the Buddha’s name. (CBETA
X.1182.62:333b23-c2)

Chewu thus puts elements of motivation and practice into a cyclical, self-
reinforcing formula. One wishes to practice and attain rebirth in the
Pure Land. In order to do this, one must establish sympathetic resonance
with the Buddha Amitabha. Establishing resonance requires the emula-
tion of the Buddha’s compassionate mind. For compassion to be genuine
it must, among other things, seek the fastest and most reliable way to
attain buddhahood, for only a buddha has the requisite wisdom and skill
to help others. The fastest and most reliable path to buddhahood is to
practice nianfo and attain rebirth in the Pure Land.
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This perspective on the individual’s need for precepts, meditation,
and study differs markedly from the Kamakura period Japanese con-
struction of Pure Land. All these efforts on the part of practitioners
retained their value as integral parts of the Buddhist life because they
speed the practitioner to the final goal by combining his or her attain-
ments with the other-power of Amitabha. The description of the death-
bed conversion that brought the lowest of the low to rebirth as depicted
in the Contemplation Sutra was never generalized to cover the condition of
all humanity living in the Age of the Decadent Dharma but was taken at
face value. It was an expedient means for the miscreant who faced the
terrors of hell and had no other recourse but to call upon the Buddha and
rely exclusively on other-power to gain rebirth. For the rest, the example
simply did not apply, and practice remained necessary.

Wukai in his One Hundred Questions (1825) makes this explicit:

[Question 50:] Within the nianfo school one hears teachings such as “Go to
rebirth carrying your delusions” and “Upon the completion of ten nian,”
etc. In the ears of a student [of the Way], this is the height of great error.

[Answer:] The Buddha does not mislead people; they mislead themselves.
What is this misleading of self? Depending upon [the maxim] “Go to rebirth
carrying your delusions” some go on creating karma, and on account of
[the teaching] “Upon the completion of ten nian,” they deliberately carry on
as they always have. Do they know that “carrying your delusions” just
means one does not have to wait until the three kinds of delusion are com-
pletely eliminated [to attain rebirth], or that “ten nian” is said for busy peo-
ple who do not have time for a lot of repetitions? If they are not aware of
these points, those who practice nianfo stumble and commit faults. At the
end of their lives, the power of their karma overcomes the power of the
Way; how can it be avoided? Therefore, in the ordinary course of your days,
you must rinse yourself clean of evil habits and spur on the growth of good
roots. This is what is meant by not misleading yourself. (CBETA
X.1184.62:359c20-360a3)

In other words, Pure Land teachings that appear to simplify practices
and eliminate the need for serious cultivation are aimed at beings with
genuine limitations. Those who have the ability to carry out ethical
practices and religious cultivation must do so; they cannot shirk these
based on accommodations made for others without courting disaster.
This correlates well with Daniel Stevenson’s findings in his study of
deathbed testimonials. As he describes it, long before a devotee’s death,
he or she looked for signs that he or she had forged karmic links to the
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Pure Land and activated a sympathetic resonance with its Buddha; such
assurances generally took the forms of dreams or waking visions of
Amitabha. However, since these indicators were typically not sought
while on the deathbed, and thus not in extremis, there remained an
expectation that the person’s life would actually be in accord with Bud-
dhist norms of practice and conduct:

Both forms of experience [that is, dreams or waking visions] were consid-
ered valid proof that the “connection with the pure land” was or would
soon be secured—provided, of course, that the character and behavior of
the individual who claimed the experience fit the profile of a dedicated
Pure Land devotee. (Stevenson 1995, p. 594)

That is, “grace” or “other-power” worked when all other options had
failed and the person was dying and had no time to amend his or her life
or begin practice. In order to gain auspicious signs during one’s lifetime
that one would attain rebirth in the Pure Land, the tradition placed
more emphasis on the devotee’s own efforts in keeping precepts and cul-
tivating practices.

In this connection, it is interesting to note that the deathbed testimo-
nial of Lady Yueguo, which follows her dream trip to the Pure Land with
her former servant, opens by severely criticizing those who deliberately
wait until the last moment to begin practice, hoping that the compas-
sion of the Buddha will save them from their fate. Echoing the thoughts
of Tianru Weize, Huang Ce’s interest in recording the life of this lady
stems precisely from the fact that she did not act in this way but began
Pure Land devotions while still young and healthy and lived a virtuous
Buddhist life. By holding her up as an exemplar, Huang is saying to his
readers that they should take this as their pattern and combine Pure
Land devotion with diligent practice and virtuous behavior (Stevenson
1995, p. 598; see also T.1969.47:189c10-190a27). Lady Yueguo provides a
suitable example of the “two powers of self and other” working together
to produce the most ideal result.

Constructing Pure Land Ethics

Based on the above, the following picture emerges of human striving
within the Pure Land path as interpreted by the Chinese tradition: New
Mahayana Buddhist practitioners set out on the path in order to achieve
buddhahood for the sake of saving all other sentient beings. This goal is
important enough that it is worth considering how best to reach it in the
shortest possible time. Taking a realistic look at their present situations,
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they see that, dwelling in this Saha world and laden with heavy karmic
burdens, they cannot count on having proper teachers or any other req-
uisites for practice. They judge that their prospects for attaining the
goal on their own in one lifetime are scant, and they cannot count on
conserving their gains in future lives. However, Amitabha Buddha,
through the power of his vows, has created an ideal land where they may
make the speediest progress toward buddhahood, and so they resolve to
gain rebirth there in order to make their way toward the final goal with-
out risk of backsliding or failure.

Nevertheless, while Amitabha’s vow-power is essential for reaching
the Pure Land, they may still expedite the process of attaining buddha-
hood by making whatever progress in the Way they can in the present
life. Achieving rebirth at a higher level in the Pure Land can still cut
eons off the process and propel them to buddhahood faster. Thus, rather
than relying exclusively on other-power, they begin a process in which
self-power and other-power work together to get the very best and fast-
est results. The practice of nianfo will assure that they are reborn in
Sukhavati, and all other practices will serve to gain the highest possible
level of rebirth therein. This plan comports best with the compassionate
motivation of the Mahayana.

While I have not yet located a premodern text that puts all the ele-
ments surveyed above together in just this manner, a modern Buddhist
leader, Sheng Yen (Shéngydn B2 &%, 1930-2009) did so as part of a series of
dharma-talks given during a seven-day Buddha-recitation retreat (fdqi
{#£) in Taiwan. Here is how he put the matter to the participants:

What we have practiced in the course of past lives is called good roots
(shangen 3=fR). The wholesome conditions we gather widely, the living
beings that we broadly strive to liberate, and the vigorous practice of recit-
ing the name (chiming %) that we undertake at present is called good
circumstances and merit (fiidé {%{&). Merit is what you have gained in your
own mind; good circumstances are what benefit living beings. We practice
every kind of wholesome karma in order to help ourselves to bring living
beings to achievement quickly because in this way we deepen our good cir-
cumstances and merit a little. The more good circumstances and merit we
have, the higher will be our lotus-ranking (lidnhua pinweéi 3#7{554117), the
greater our lotus-blossom will be in the Western Land of Utmost Bliss, and
the earlier we can return to the Saha world to save living beings far and
wide. (Sheng Yen 2010, p. 93)

An earlier historical text outlining the case for self-exertion may yet
turn up, but it may also be the case that Sheng Yen is here articulating
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an understanding of human effort in the Way that had been implicit all
along and went without saying.

We began by noting that Chinese Pure Land Buddhism never followed
the path of disparaging human effort charted by the Kamakura Pure
Land founders in Japan. Thus, it is now appropriate to ask: How do we
understand why a figure such as Shinran never arose in China to propose
utter dependence upon the other-power of Amitabha to the deprecation
of moral effort? After all, the idea of Amitabha’s other-power was pres-
ent in both places; why was it carried to this extreme in only one? One
plausible explanation emerges from the fact that there never existed a
Pure Land “school” as such in China, at least not as demonstrated by the
achievement of the institutional independence that the various Pure
Land Schools enjoy in Japan. Sheng Yen points out that during the Song
dynasty (960-1279) most of the developments in Pure Land took place
within the Tiantai School and stressed a combination of meditation, Pure
Land, and vinaya. By the end of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), he says,
there was no one Pure Land School that had exclusive propriety over a
set of practices identified as “Pure Land practice.” Rather, Pure Land
became the common property of all schools (Sheng Yen 1992, p. 89, 102).

This means that a strictly Pure Land soteriology had no room to
develop in isolation from other schools and strains of thought. What we
call “the Pure Land tradition” in Chinese Buddhism could also be called
the “Pure Land component” of the thought and practice of other schools
or of Chinese Buddhism as an organic whole. Thus, the practice of nianfo
and speculation on the efficacy of self-power and other-power generally
took place among educated lay and clergy who were also Tiantai think-
ers (such as Siming Zhili and others), vinaya masters and preceptors
(such as the figures mentioned in Liu’s study), or active in these and
many other facets of Buddhist life and thought (such as the Ming dynasty
polymath and ninth “patriarch” of the Pure Land tradition, Ouyi Zhixu).
Ensconced as it was in the wider tradition, Pure Land thought could
never dispense with, declare its independence from, or assert its opposi-
tion to the other concomitants of the Buddhist life, nor need it have felt
aneed to do so.

It may also be of some interest to note that such thought appears to
be taking hold in Japanese Pure Land Buddhism in the modern world. In
an essay published in 1993, the Japanese Pure Land thinker Tokunaga
Michio called attention to the Mahayana Buddhist concept of “the
return to this world” as a practical motivation for practice. Responding
to Christian criticisms that Pure Land Buddhism represents a mere

104 Brought to you by | provisional account
Unauthenticated
Download Date | 12/28/19 12:39 PM



Ethics and Precepts in Chinese Pure Land Buddhism

escape from suffering with no compassion for others, Tokunaga says,
“The central purpose of my presentation is to claim that shinjin or nem-
butsu as revealed by Shinran is nothing but the Mahayana Bodhisattva
path, and that it is the concept of ‘return to this world’ (gensd eko) which
fulfills the actual significance of the Mahayana bodhisattva path to its
utmost. Seeking rebirth in the Pure Land in order to help other beings is
the best way to fulfill the Mahayana ideal of ‘benefitting self and other’”
(Tokunaga 1993, p. 2, 5-6). Whether this represents a new trend in Japa-
nese Pure Land thought or not, I leave to my colleagues in Japanese Bud-
dhist studies to say.

As the last chapter showed, the Chinese Pure Land tradition always
thought spiritual progress came about through collaboration between
self-power and other-power. While one relied on the power of the Bud-
dha to attain rebirth, one could still contribute to the process through
one’s own exertions. Here we see that if one takes into account the com-
passionate aspirations necessary for generating bodhicitta and under-
stands that Chinese Pure Land practitioners are serious about fulfilling
that aspiration, then it becomes clear that the practitioner is morally
culpable if he or she chooses not to participate in the process of gaining
the highest rebirth of which they are capable. They must take on pre-
cepts and keep to the highest moral standards to do this. In this light,
choosing to engage the cooperation of self-power and other-power
becomes an intelligible ethical decision in its own right.
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Chapter 6

Defending Pure Land
in Late Imperial China

The Pure Land dharma-gate is a path of skillful means in Buddhist prac-
tice. Many parts of it seem to be in conflict with Buddhism or look like
adulterations from other religions. It generates many qualms in and of
itself because the sutras that introduce it contain many discrepancies and
contradictions.

Sheng Yen, Master Sheng Yen Teaches the Pure Land Dharma-Gate

With few exceptions, when western scholarship on Chinese Pure Land
history has treated relationships between it and other sectors of Chinese
Buddhism, it has focused on the resolution of conflicts and the emer-
gence of schemas such as “the dual practice of Chan and Pure Land”
(chdn-jing shuangxiu 15;FEE(Z; for examples, see Chappell 1986, Shih
1991, 1992, and Yii 1981). These studies give the impression that the way
in which Pure Land authors or other Chinese Buddhist figures resolved
their conflicts had lasting, pervasive, or normative effects and settled
disputes once and for all. Movements toward the harmonization of Chan
and Pure Land proposed in the Song dynasty (960-1279) and receiving
greater definition in the Ming are prominent within this picture. The
“dual practice of Chan and Pure Land” attributed to Yongming Yanshou
and given further definition by Yunqi Zhuhong seems to have smoothed
out the differences between these two approaches to Buddhist practice,
eliminating their rivalry and averting mutual polemics.

The purpose of this chapter will be to trace the arguments between
some Chan practitioners and some Pure Land authorities as they debated
from the late Ming dynasty (1368-1644) down to the present day (those,
that is, who did not buy into the “dual practice” model but wished to
maintain a separate identity for Pure Land). After identifying the seg-
ment of the Pure Land tradition from which polemics emanated, I will

[

concentrate on the works of Yuan Hongdao (Yudn Héngdao =773,
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1568-1610), Yiyuan Zongben (Yiyudn Zongbén —JT5% 4, sixteenth cen-
tury), Jixing Chewu (Jixing Chéwu FEEEMRE, 1741-1810), and Yinguang
(Yinguang E[15¢, 1861-1940), to provide examples from three historical
periods: the late Ming, the mid-Qing, and the Republican eras, respec-
tively. A survey of their works will yield patterns of response to Chan
criticisms.

Identifying Pure Land’s Defenders and Critics

The first order of business is to identify the two sides in this polemic. We
have already seen that there is no discrete Pure Land “school” or “sect,”
and without a definite Pure Land School, it is difficult to identify the
entities between which the “syncretism” of Chan and Pure Land would
form (Sharf 2002). If the syncretism of the two is difficult to understand,
though, the polemics that continued between them are most certainly
not. Chan authors criticized Pure Land on several counts, and Pure Land
defenders answered back. Still, the lack of any institution or school of
Pure Land has a direct bearing on the question: In conflicts between
Chan and Pure Land, who speaks for the Pure Land side, and what is
their standing? That is to say, even if the two sides did not fit neatly into
the category school or sect, polemicists were siding with something and
claimed authority to speak for it. While I have identified what I take to
be the Pure Land tradition in chapter 2, I must still specify here which
figures entered into polemics to defend this tradition against detractors
and on what basis.

As noted in chapter 3, in premodern times Pure Land thinkers came
to name two distinct ways of explaining how Pure Land practice worked:
The first was “mind-only Pure Land” (wéixin jingti ()5 1), and the
second was “western-direction Pure Land” (xifang jingtu P§77,%+) or
“other-direction Pure Land” (tafang jingti ftf/75;%+). The former mode
of thought held that Amitabha Buddha is an image within the mind and
that the Pure Land is nothing other than this Saha world seen correctly
by a purified consciousness. The most frequently quoted proof texts in
this line of thinking were the dictum from the Contemplation Sutra, “This
mind creates the Buddha, this mind is the Buddha” (T.365.12:343a21),
and another from the Vimalakirti Sutra that states, “If the bodhisattva
wishes to acquire a pure land, he must purify his mind. When the mind
is pure, the buddha-land will be pure” (T.475.14:538c4-c5; trans. Watson
1997, p. 29, adapted).
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Such a point of view would stir little controversy within Chan circles,
since it affirms many basic elements of Chinese Buddhist rhetoric: non-
duality of subject and object, mind-only thought, buddha-nature, and
the ultimate ungraspability of all distinctions and categories. If one
understands the basis for practice as a fundamentally non-dual co-
inherence of meditator and object of meditation (here understood as the
Buddha Amitabha), then a form of dual practice such as the “nianfo kéan”
(nianfé gong'an =/ %) makes perfect sense. As refined by Yungqi
Zhuhong, this involved performing nianfo, stopping periodically to
reflect back on oneself to ask “Who is reciting the Buddha’s name?” (See
his Chdnguan cé jin fHEETM#E, T.2024.48:1102b18-b24; English in Yunqi
Zhthéng 2015, p. 106. See the discussion in Yii 1981, p. 47-63.)

On the opposite side, however, those who affirmed the teaching of
“western-direction Pure Land” and cultivated its associated practices
found themselves subject to criticism, not only from self-identified Chan
practitioners, but also from other Pure Land practitioners who hewed
more to the standpoint of “mind-only Pure Land.” Consider the offense
these critics would have taken upon reading this passage from one of the
letters of Yinguang, the Thirteenth Patriarch (zii 1) of the Pure Land
tradition:

One must not give rise to deluded speculations according to the opinions of
unenlightened people from the outer paths. They say that all of the incon-
ceivable adornments [of the Pure Land] are ways of teaching by similes and
metaphors, and have no basis in objective reality. If one holds to this fool-
ish, heretical view, then one loses the benefit of rebirth in the Pure Land.
What a great loss! One must be aware of this. (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:71)

Such statements would surely raise cries of “rank dualism!” from the
Buddhist intelligentsia.

The core feature of “western-direction Pure Land,” then, was its
claim that the land of Sukhavati really exists in the objective world out-
side of the individual’s mind. Turn west and one will face it; turn east
and it will be at one’s back. There once really had been a bodhisattva
named Dharmakara who gained buddhahood in the past under the name
Amitabha. The bodhisattva really had made a series of vows, whose real
fulfillment meant that inhabitants of this defiled and uncertain world
really could recite his name and he would really come for them at the
time of death and escort them to this Pure Land. There they would really
see him, hear him preach the dharma, and eventually attain full and
perfect enlightenment.
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This literal view was never part of the accommodation that led to
“the dual practice of Chan and Pure Land.” For many Buddhists in China,
even after the development of dual cultivation, such a belief violated
many of the unquestioned axioms of Buddhist philosophy as they under-
stood them. It posited a dualism between buddhas and unenlightened
beings and between purity and impurity. It negated the necessity of any
practice and realization in the here and now. It appeared to deny that all
beings possessed buddha-nature and were therefore fundamentally no
different from Amitabha himself. Finally, it appeared to be a selfish
practice aimed solely at escaping from this world of suffering to some
Never-Never Land far away. Only the ignorant and deluded masses of
illiterate peasants could possibly have any use for such nonsense!

Because of these widespread perceptions, the adherents of “western-
direction Pure Land” had far greater need of the art of apologetics than
did the advocates of “mind-only Pure Land,” most of whom identified
with Chan. The charges as listed above were all true on the face of things;
it was up to the apologists to demonstrate that their more objective
reading of Pure Land cosmology and soteriology still found support in
the highest levels of Buddhist scripture and thought. From this neces-
sity arose a rich and sophisticated account of Pure Land theory and
practice that (1) positioned it within Tiantai X% and Huayan ZEg;
metaphysics, (2) listed the most advanced bodhisattvas among its practi-
tioners and advocates, (3) showed that their position conformed to a
basic understanding of mind-only, and (4) gave evidence that even the
greatest teachers and texts of the Chan School itself agreed with the
apologists’ rather than their critics’ reading of Pure Land practice. The
remainder of this chapter, then, will briefly indicate the manner in
which later Chinese Pure Land apologists utilized these four avenues of
justification (among others) not only to defend their own practice, but to
criticize their opponents as being the real detractors of the faith.

“Western-Direction Pure Land”
Is Compatible with Buddhist Philosophy

One line of defense that the Pure Land apologists used was to demon-
strate that their point of view, far from violating basic Buddhist meta-
physical principles, actually honored them more than their opponents
did. The strategy was simple: Since Chinese Buddhists widely regarded
Tiantai and Huayan thought as the most advanced expressions of Bud-
dhist metaphysics, they sought to position their own thought within
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these frameworks. Thus, they could show that Pure Land teachings did
not violate or oversimplify their opponents’ highest standards.

Pure Land Practice within a Tiantai Perspective

Since much Pure Land thought developed within the Tiantai School dur-
ing the Song dynasty, placing Pure Land thought and practice within
that school’s perspective was not difficult. Indeed, the apologists made
copious use of Tiantai categories in non-apologetic writings to expound
and systematize Pure Land teachings. To give one example, Yuan Hong-
dao used the Tiantai schema of four distinct categories of Pure Lands in
his Xifang hélun (T.1976.47:391a23-c3; see also chapter 3). As Daniel Ste-
venson has pointed out, Tiantai Zhiyi’s (Tiantdi Zhiyl K &%55H, 538-597)
massive work, the Méhe zhiguan EEZ1] [F#H (T.1911), taught the so-called
Constantly Walking Samadhi (chdng xing sanméi ‘& 17=H#f) based on the
buddha-recollection exercises recommended in the three-fascicle
Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra (Banzhou sanméi jing &1+ =Hk4%, T.418). In
this practice, the practitioner constantly circumambulated an altar of
Amitabha while visualizing the Buddha and his land for ninety consecu-
tive days (Stevenson 1986, p. 58-61; Stevenson and Donner 1993, p. 27-28).
Daniel Getz has extensively documented the pivotal role Tiantai monks
played in the development of the Pure Land tradition, both as a system
of thought and as a popular practice among clerics and laity. During the
Song dynasty (960-1279), Tiantai monks brought the Pure Land tradition
southward into Zhejiang and Jiangsu provinces and carried out many
activities to promote its growth there. The monk Zongxiao (Zongxido 5%
%, 1151-1214) composed the Lébang wénléi 4450 4H (Anthology of the
Land of Bliss, T.1969A), and monks such as Shengchang (Shéngchdng &5,
959-1020), Ciyun Zunshi (Ciyun Zunshi 28ZE 5=, 964-1032), and Siming
Zhili (Siming Zhili VU9H%11S, 960-1028), were instrumental in founding
societies for pure conduct and vocal nianfo (Getz 1994, chap. 7-11).

Later Pure Land apologetic literature certainly made use of Tiantai’s
contributions to the formation of Pure Land thought as a way of validat-
ing their practice, but claiming such authority did not always help those
who defended the “western-direction Pure Land” position. Their detrac-
tors could always claim that they had distorted the true teaching of the
Tiantai School by violating the Three Truths in which, after passing
through an understanding of emptiness and provisional truth, one came
to a realization of the utter non-duality of the Middle. Did it not seem
that to call this land “impure” and that land “pure” and to seek to
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abandon this land in favor of that land constituted an untenable dual-
ism, even if phrased in Tiantai terms? Yuan Hongdao had these critics in
mind when he quoted from the Jingtii shi y{ lun j5+-+5%& (Ten doubts
about Pure Land, T.1961) attributed to Zhiyi:

The wise zealously seek rebirth in the Pure Land, [but] the substance of
what arrives for rebirth is ungraspable—this is true “non-birth.” This is
what we mean by “the mind is pure and therefore the buddha-land is pure.”
The foolish get entangled in [the word] “birth.” Hearing “birth,” they
understand birth; hearing “non-birth,” they understand non-birth. They
do not know that birth is non-birth, and that non-birth is birth. Falling
short of this principle, they are dominated by thoughts of “is” and “is not,”
and get angry at others who seek birth in the Pure Land, slandering them.
(T.1976.47:403a18-a22; the text is quoted from T.1961.47:78a26-b1)

In other words, the critics falsely assert that Pure Land faith and prac-
tice, based on dualistic views, violate basic Buddhist philosophical prin-
ciples. The above passage partly responds to this critique by pointing out
that the critics themselves do not properly understand the meaning of
non-duality: They interpret Pure Land language too concretely, taking
“birth” and “non-birth” as mutually exclusive rather than mutually
interpenetrating. That Yuan was quoting a text attributed to the very
founder of the Tiantai School strengthened the argument’s Tiantai bona
fides.

Yuan finds a further response to this accusation in Tiantai’s highest
categories. Here, for example, he uses the Three Contemplations of Emp-
tiness, the Provisional, and the Middle, to explain the exact relationship
between the one who recites the Buddha’s name and the Buddha
himself:

As to the saying that “the three contemplations subsist in nian (Ydn nian cin
san guan zhé 557 =Ei#)": one repetition of the Buddha’s name leads to
the penetration of the reciting subject’s substance being empty and the
recited object being without characteristics. This means that the recitation
includes the “Contemplation of Emptiness.” The Buddha that one recites is
the transformation body, meaning that the mind breaks through the delu-
sions of views and thoughts. Even though the substance of the reciting sub-
ject is empty and the object of recitation has no characteristics, this does
not prevent the subject from discriminating the appearance of the object.
Thus, recitation includes the “Contemplation of the Provisional.” The Bud-
dha being recited is a reward body, meaning that the mind has broken
through the delusions of the manifold sense perceptions. Right in the
instant that the subject and object are empty, the subject and object appear.
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Right in the instant that the subject and object appear, the subject and
object are quiescent. Therefore, “emptiness” and “the provisional” mutu-
ally co-inhere, and recitation includes the “Contemplation of the Middle.”
The Buddha being recited is this very dharma body, the mind’s breaking
through the delusion of ignorance. This moreover is the cause of Buddha-
recitation, penetrating the Three Truths and purifying the Four Lands. Like
taking up a mote of dust and transforming the great earth into gold, this is
the mutual interpenetration of the dharmadhatu, the gate of the inconceiv-
able contemplation. (T.1976.47:405a15-a25)

This passage suggests that the critics, by one-sidedly holding on to the
emptiness of the subject-object duality, have gotten stuck. In Tiantai
terms, they themselves have not realized the truth of the Middle, in
which provisionally appearing phenomena are revalorized as the very
locus of the highest truth. The person who thinks that Amitabha and his
Pure Land actually exist outside the boundaries of the Saha world is not
mistaken; this is as provisionally true as any other fact of our present
existence. After practicing meditation and receiving teaching in the
Pure Land, devotees will eventually come to see the truth of the Middle
for themselves, but for now, “western-direction Pure Land” practice is
enough to move them in the right direction.

In addition, Yuan made use of a teaching peculiar to the Tiantai
School, namely that the One Mind pervading all reality includes afflicted
as well as pure aspects. Indeed, according to Ng Yu-kwan, from the time
of Zhiyi, Tiantai thought saw the mind’s own defilements as a key ingre-
dient in the achievement of nirvana; to extirpate the defilements would
mean to extinguish the mind itself, leaving nothing to be either bound
or liberated:

Defilements, represented by evil and ignorance, are, together with good and
Dharma Nature, what the mind embraces in nature. Their extirpation in an
annihilative sense would indicate the extirpation of the mind as well. Such
a condition would further result in the extirpation of good and Dharma
Nature, rendering nirvana and liberation impossible. (Ng 1993, p. 176)

Such a view went far in indicating how impure minds could come to the
Pure Land without despoiling it, and how even the ignorant mind of the
lowly reciter of the Buddha’s name could connect with the One Mind.
Yuan explicitly cites the Ninth Tiantai patriarch Zhanran (Zhanrdn J&25,
711-782), who said that the mind in its very delusion, as it contemplates
the Buddha Amitabha as if he were separate from the mind that contem-
plates him, can be the vehicle for liberation (T.1976.47:402a6-a9). If one
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understands that the One Mind in its afflicted aspect pervades all other
minds, then such a viewpoint makes good sense.

With these arguments, Yuan sought to show that Pure Land practice
accorded with Tiantai philosophy. However, most other Pure Land
appeals to Tiantai took the form of quoting Tiantai sources on other top-
ics, or of including famous Tiantai figures in lists of eminent practitio-
ners of Pure Land in order to counter the charge that Pure Land practice
was only for the vulgar. The apologists appealed more frequently to
Huayan thought and scripture in order to provide a foundation for Pure
Land’s acceptance.

Pure Land Practice within a Huayan Perspective

A preliminary tactic in demonstrating the compatibility of Pure Land
and Huayan teachings was to invoke the Huayan Sutra itself. This arose
from a commonly held view that the Huayan Sutra was the paramount
Mahayana scripture and that Huayan metaphysics was the most
advanced form of Buddhist thought. Both Yuan Hongdao and Yinguang
make this appeal explicitly and directly. Yinguang says, “Now the Huayan
Sutra is the king of scriptures, reigning over the entire canon. One who
does not believe the Huayan Sutra is an icchantika” (Yinguang 1991,
p. 1:360; 2012, p. 34-35). Yuan Hongdao valorized Pure Land scriptures by
utilizing pre-existing doctrinal classification (panjiao #J%{) schemas to
place the Amitabha Sutra within the highest category of scripture along-
side the Huayan Sutra. For instance, he quoted a commentary on this
sutra by the Faxiang ;A4 master Kuiji (Kuiji #5355, 632-682), which used
an eight-level classification scheme. Kuiji placed the Amitabha Sutra
together with the Lotus Sutra and the Huayan Sutra as scriptures of the
highest level, called “Perfect Truth Corresponding to Principle” (yingli
yudnshi zong FEHE[E[E 5, T.1976.47:400a23-a24; Kuiji’s text is from his
Amitud jing tongzan shi [a[5@FEEC M E R, see T.1758.37:329¢13-c15). This
tactic elevated the Pure Land scriptures to the level of the Huayan Sutra
by association.

Apologists could make a stronger argument by locating support for
Pure Land within the Huayan Sutra itself, as Yinguang did in his Jingtu
juéyl Iim ;517153 (Treatise resolving doubts about Pure Land). Using
the eighty-fascicle translation by Siksananda, he found the following
passage near the end of the fortieth fascicle of the Gandavyiiha section
(Ru fgjie pin AJZE5 ), in which the great bodhisattva Samantabhadra
counsels readers to seek rebirth in the Pure Land:
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0 Son of a Good Family! If all sentient beings could hear this great king of
vows, receive it, keep it, read it, recite it, and preach it widely to the people,
then there would not be a buddha, a world-honored one in any of the other
worlds who would not hear of their merit. Therefore, when you hear of this
great king of vows, you should never have any doubt, but receive it in truth.
Having received it, then one can read it; having read it, then one can recite
it; having recited it, one can keep it, on up to being able to recopy it and
preach it widely. The vows that these people keep for the span of a single
moment will bring success; what they reap will be limitless, boundless for-
tune. They will be able to rescue all those in the sea of vexations and great
sufferings, and let them out to where they all gain rebirth in Amitabha’s Land of
Utmost Bliss. (Hudydn jing hé lin 1977, p. 2:1468a-b)*

Yinguang was not the first apologist to notice this passage; earlier
writers also cited it to show that Pure Land was not a vulgar practice
reserved for the uneducated, since Samantabhadra and all the bodhisat-
tvas of the Lotus Sea Assembly had aspirations for rebirth in Sukhavati
(see, for example, Yungi Zhuhong at CBETA X.424.22:611a2-a3).? Never-
theless, because Yinguang was the first author to see the implications of
modern textual criticism for the apologetic use of sutra texts, he had to
deal with the history of the sutra in order to maintain the relevance of
this citation.

Yinguang’s unnamed opponent in the Treatise Resolving Doubts about
Pure Land points out that the above passage does not actually appear in
Siksananda’s eighty-fascicle Huayan Sutra. Furthermore, an influential
Tang dynasty commentator on the then newly translated text, Li Tongx-
uan (Li Tongxudn 23 2, 635-730), made no comment regarding it, which
for him establishes that the passage in question is an interpolation dat-
ing from after Li’s time, and thus not part of the sutra itself. Further-
more, he says that Li Tongxuan, in other places in his commentary,
actually disparaged the concept of a western Pure Land as an instance of
worldlings grasping at characteristics. This, he says, should disqualify
Yinguang’s appeal to this spurious passage (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:361;
2012, p. 36).

This leads Yinguang into a lengthy exposition of the sutra’s textual
history. He begins by saying that Li, a figure revered as a manifestation of
one of the bodhisattvas of the Lotus Sea Assembly, did not have the com-
plete text in his hands, since the last section arrived in China only after
798, close to seventy years after his death. That is why he spoke of the
western Pure Land in this way (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:361; 2012, p. 36). This
is correct as far as modern scholars can reconstruct the transmission of
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the text.? Siksananda’s translation of the Gandavyiiha section runs only to
the end of the section corresponding to fascicle 39 of the later Prajia
translation. As preserved in the Taisho Shinshi Daizokyo, the text ends
where Yinguang’s opponent says it does; the reader will not find the
translated passage above in it.

However, Yinguang points out that the ending of this version does not
conform to the standard pattern for most Mahayana sutras; no one asks
the Buddha what the teaching ought to be called and how it is to be kept,
and there is no statement that all the hearers rejoiced and went home.
Armed with this literary-critical evidence, Yinguang says that the text
“closes on an inconclusive note” (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:362; 2012, p. 37),
and asserts that Elder Li had an incomplete translation. It should be
obvious that Elder Li could not possibly comment on a passage that
would not be available until many years after his death. It is not that he
did not know the true ending; as an advanced bodhisattva, he must have
known. Not having this section in hand to support this teaching, how-
ever, he skillfully chose not to reveal it and risk causing confusion by
commenting on a scriptural passage that did not yet exist for his
audience.

With the Pure Land teachings now endorsed by the Huayan Sutra
itself, the apologists could move on to considerations of Huayan phi-
losophy in relation to Pure Land. Yuan Hongdao points out that Chan
masters in the past were aware of the compatibility of Pure Land and
Huayan teachings. For example, he cites the Zhenxie Qinglido chdnshi
yilu E&UE T 1HETEES% (Recorded sayings of the Chan master Zhenxie
Qingliao), which contains a chapter called “Essential Doctrines of Pure
Land” (Jingti zongydo ;%1 5%%, CBETA X.1426.71:779b19-c7). In this
work the Chan monk Zhenxie Qingliao (Zhénxie Qinglido E&UE T,
1089-1151) specifically used the parable of Indra’s net to explicate the
perfect interpenetration of Amitabha’s Pure Land with all other bud-
dha-lands and with all the impure lands (T.1976.47:400a24-b4). In addi-
tion, the Huayan concept of “the unobstructed interpenetration of
principle and phenomena” (lishi wiai ¥ZE ) provided an obvious
source of help in establishing Pure Land teachings. Like the single
moon reflected in its entirety on thousands of ponds and rivers, or like
the single wind that sounds through a myriad of trees, the Amitabha
who appears within the minds of countless practitioners is not an
image created by those minds, as the proponents of the “mind-only
Pure Land” position would have it; it really is Amitabha. The fact
that thousands of people can be contemplating him at the same
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time disproves neither the oneness of Amitabha nor the reality of his
presence within each individual’s mental contemplation. Amitabha,
like the moon, can reflect in a myriad of minds without losing his unity
and wholeness. “If in the whole there are parts, then the whole will be
partitioned. If in the parts the whole is not present, then the whole
does not pervade the parts. The meaning of perfection cannot come to
be if the parts and the whole are mutually opposed” (T.1976.47:400b2-b4).
In this way, Huayan’s unique take on the relationship between the parts
and the whole, or the one and the many (Cook 1977, chap. 6), come into
play in defense of nianfo practice by showing that the image of Amitabha
in the practitioner’s mind and the real Amitabha who dwells in his Pure
Land perfectly interpenetrate. One need not deny the reality of
Amitabha as an external and objectively real being to establish his real
presence within the practitioner’s mind; both are true. Pure Land prac-
tice and Huayan philosophy thus relate to one another in a seamless
unity of practice and theory.

The High Caliber of Practitioners
of “Western-Direction Pure Land”

One of the most commonly utilized criticisms of Pure Land practice was
that it was an inferior path, fit only for the vulgar and ignorant who
lacked the intellectual capability and firm resolve needed to pursue the
threefold learning of morality, meditation, and wisdom. Yuan Hongdao
caricatured this criticism as follows: “Look at today’s Chan practitio-
ners. [. . .] Upon seeing someone practicing Pure Land, they laugh and
say, ‘They are practicing something that is only for the ignorant masses’
(T.1976.47:394c9-c12). He responds to this charge with counterexamples,
naming figures from Buddhist history and legend who taught the Pure
Land dharma-gate that no one would dare call ignorant. He writes, “Let
me try to talk to them about not looking down upon [all Pure Land prac-
titioners as] ignorant men and women. To do so would be to look down as
well upon Majuséri, Samantabhadra, Nagarjuna, ASvaghosa, and so on”
(T.1976.47:394c12-c13).

This defense draws upon many sources. As we have already seen, the
“Chapter on Samantabhadra Carrying Out his Vows” that appears at
the end of the Huayan Sutra depicts Samantabhadra and the entire
“Lotus Sea Assembly” vowing together to seek rebirth in Amitabha’s
Pure Land. Yunqi Zhuhong pointed this out briefly in his Amitud jing
shiichao ([H[5HPE4EEESD): “All the great bodhisattvas such as Mafjusri
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and Samantabhadra have made vows to seek rebirth [in the Pure Land]
and none can excel them, so how much more should those at the novice
level [follow suit]?” (CBETA X.424.22:611a2-a3).

Yinguang deploys the argument with more detail in this way:

Your knowledge is limited to the ignorant men and women who can [only]
recite the Buddha’s name, and this leads you to denigrate the Pure Land.
But why do you not look at the Gandavyiiha section of the Huayan Sutra,
where Sudhana, after attaining equality with all buddhas, is taught by Sa-
mantabhadra to generate the ten great vow-kings, and dedicate the merit of
these acts to rebirth in the Western Paradise? There he will attain perfect
buddhahood, and then urge [these vows on] all in the Lotus Sea Assembly.

Now among the assembly of the Lotus Sea, there are no worldlings, nor
are there the two vehicles [of Hinayana and pratyekabuddhas]. All the great
dharmakaya masters at all forty-one stages have broken through ignorance,
realized their dharma nature, and can ride the wheel of the Original Vow to
manifest as a buddha in any world that lacks a buddha. Among this Lotus
Sea Assembly, there are pure lands without number, and so it must be that
those who dedicate merit toward attaining rebirth in the Western Land of
Utmost Bliss can be assured that, having gained this rebirth, they have
taken the hidden gate out of suffering and the short path to becoming a
buddha. (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:360; 2012, p. 34)

In addition to this, the Pure Land tradition in China unquestioningly
accepted passages in later treatises by acknowledged masters that upheld
belief in Amitabha and recommended seeking rebirth in the Pure Land.
These authors were added to the arsenal of the non-ignorant and non-
vulgar who practiced Pure Land. Nagarjuna was cited as the author of the
Dasabhiimika-vibhasa-sastra (Shizhtt pipésha lim —+{FEZE/Daw, T.1521),
whose chapter “On Easy Practice” (yixing pin 5{T7ih) praised the Pure
Land. Vasubandhu, of course, was the putative author of the Wdngshéng
lun {¥4:5f (Treatise on rebirth, T.1524; English translation in Vasubandhu
2015), a short classic on Pure Land practice. A§vaghosa was the author of
Dashéng gixin lun KIEAL(Z3m (The awakening of faith in the Mahayana,
T.1666, 1667), whose closing chapter includes a very brief exhortation to
nianfo that most modern scholars believe to be a later interpolation. Who
would dare to call such figures vulgar and unenlightened?
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“Western-Direction Pure Land”
Does Not Violate the Principle of Mind-Only

To my knowledge, no Pure Land apologist ever asserted that “western-
direction Pure Land” was better than or exclusive of “mind-only Pure
Land.” That “the Triple World is mind-only” (sanjié wéixin =5t/ )) was
a baseline belief; denying the truth of this put one outside of orthodox
Buddhism and within the ranks of the worldlings who grasp at dualism.
Thus, if one looks in their texts for a denial of “mind-only Pure Land,”
one will not find it. Instead, the writers appeal for acceptance of both
concepts as necessary for balance.

According to the critics, “western-direction Pure Land” was an erro-
neous teaching because it clung to a Pure Land and a Buddha seemingly
external to the mind, a premise they found inadmissible within stan-
dard Buddhist understandings of mind-only and the non-duality of sub-
ject and object. The apologists were quick to deny this, stating that the
critics themselves were at fault for clinging to the ultimate aspect of the
Pure Land to the exclusion of the provisional. Of course the Pure Land is
mind-only, and of course Amitabha is a manifestation of one’s own
nature! Who would deny these statements? The critics erred in not see-
ing that all phenomena and beings, from Amitabha to rocks and trees,
are like this, and yet we have to acknowledge that they are, provisionally
at least, external to our consciousnesses.

Yuan Hongdao cast this argument in the mold of Madhyamika Two
Truths theory when he wrote,

A gatha says, “No phenomenon is self-produced; neither does it arise from
something else, nor from both, nor causelessly. Thus we say, ‘unproduced.’”
And again [the Vimalakirti Sutra says]: “It is like a man who builds a palace.
In dependence upon both space and earth, he can follow his intention with-
out obstruction. But if he depends [only] upon vacuous space, then he can-
not complete it.” The preaching of the Buddha always rests on the Two
Truths—he proclaims the true characteristic of all phenomena without
eliminating provisional names. (T.1976.47:403a13-a18)

In this way, Yuan pitches the criticism back at the critics. The very fact
that they cling to the characterization of the Pure land as “unproduced”
to the detriment of its conventionally “produced” character, and that
they take “birth” there as excluding the truth of “non-birth” as shown
in a previous quotation from Yuan’s work, only demonstrates that they
are the ones who have not grasped the depth of Buddhist analysis.
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The Chan master turned Pure Land teacher Jixing Chewu was partic-
ularly fond of the mind-only line of argument. In one passage of his
Recorded Sayings, he explains:

There was a Chan [monk] who asked, “All dharmas are like a dream. The
Saha world is definitely a dream; the Pure Land is also a dream. Since they
are both equally dreams, then what is the benefit in practicing [Pure
Land]?”

I said, “Not so. Prior to the seventh [bodhisattva] ground, one practices
within dreams, the great dream of ignorance. [. . .] Before the eyes of the
sleeper have opened, pain and pleasure will be vivid. In one’s dream, one
may receive the extreme suffering of the Saha world, or one may receive
the sublime pleasures of Sukhavati. Moreover, to be dreaming of the Saha
world is to go from one dream to another dream, dreams within dreams.
One floats and turns about in delusion. But when one dreams of Sukhavati,
one goes from dreaming to awakening, and from awakening to further
awakening until gradually one comes to the great awakening. They are
both dreams to be sure, but as dreams their content is very different.”
(CBETA X.1182.62:336¢5-c12)

Thus, Chewu grants the opponent’s point that this world and the Pure
Land are both dreams but denies that all dreams are alike. If they were,
then the buddhas would have no way to awaken slumbering beings!

In another passage, Chewu makes the important observation that
mind-only philosophy has never denied the existence of consciousnesses
outside of one’s own; this would be solipsism. To say that Amitabha is an
image in one’s mind is not the end of the story; one is equally an image
inside the Buddha’s mind, and it is this reciprocal model of mind-only that
makes Pure Land practice effective. Chewu writes:

The monk Dharmakara uttered his 48 great vows before the Buddha
Loke$vararaja. In accordance with his vows he carried out his great prac-
tices for countless great kalpas and by the perfection of the causes and the
fruition of the results, he became a Buddha. Dharmakara’s name changed
to Amitabha, and his world changed into the Pure Land. Now the reason
that Amitabha can be Amitabha is that he deeply realized his self-nature as
mind-only. However, this Amitabha and his Pure Land—are they not self-
natured Amitabha [that is, of the nature of the practitioner’s own self] and
a mind-only Pure Land? This mind-nature is exactly the same in both sen-
tient beings and buddhas; it does not belong more to buddhas and less to
beings. (CBETA X.1182.62:336¢24-337a5)

This passage is followed immediately by the quotation we saw in chap-
ter 4, in which Chewu asserts that the practitioner who visualizes
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Amitabha and the Buddha appear within each other’s minds. Thus, sen-
tient beings reciting the Buddha’s name are just as much mental phe-
nomena from the Buddha’s perspective as vice versa. For this reason,
even those still caught in the web of dreams may recite his name in their
ignorance and get a response. The criticism that Pure Land thought vio-
lates the fundamental principle of mind-only falls.

Chan Method Is Unreliable, and
Chan Critics of Pure Land Fail to Realize
That Their Own Tradition Recognizes
Pure Land Practice as a Valid Path

Not content merely to defend Pure Land thought and practice from
detractors, the apologists often took the offensive, attacking Chan prac-
tice as unreliable and insufficient for liberation, and chastising its parti-
sans for entertaining delusions of their own. The resource most
commonly invoked for this purpose was a set of four verses attributed to
Yongming Yanshou (Yéngming Ydnshou, 7kBAIESE, 904-975) called the
“Four Alternatives” (si liao jidn VU#:}H):

1A - TATUBERS - R BTE AT - BRI -

Having Chan but lacking the Pure Land, nine out of ten will stray from the
path; when the realm of the aggregates appears before them, they will
instantly follow it.

2. AL - BEE AL - (AR E - (RS -

Lacking Chan but having the Pure Land, ten thousand out of ten thousand
who practice it will go [to rebirth]. Having seen Amitabha, why worry that
one might not attain enlightenment?

3. A - AR - R Ry AKT - AR AR AH -

Having both Chan and Pure Land, one is like a tiger with horns [i.e., doubly
capable]. Such a person will be a teacher in the present life, and a buddha or
patriarch in future lives.

4. FEARAE 1 - SRR » B EHEET-AE < B AR -

Lacking both Chan and the Pure Land, it will be the iron beds and bronze
pillars [of hell] for ten thousand kalpas and a thousand lives with no one to
turn to.*
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While many traditional scholars and commentators have concen-
trated on verse three, extolling the virtue of one who masters both Chan
and Pure Land, the apologists emphasized the contrast between verses
one and two. The import of these verses, as they never tired of pointing
out, was that Chan by itself was unreliable, while Pure Land was 100 per-
cent effective with or without Chan. Another Chan master turned Pure
Land advocate, Yiyuan Zongben (Yiyudn Zongbén —Jr5E4A, sixteenth
century), quoted the Chan master who first taught him the Pure Land
way as saying, “For monks, [Pure Land] does not interfere with the prac-
tice of Chan” (Guiyudn zhizhi ji §F T E 5%, CBETA X.1156.61:428a17-al8;
English from Cleary 1994, p. 124).

The real danger lay in relying exclusively on Chan without concur-
rently doing Pure Land practice. As the verse said, only one in ten could
achieve liberation without the power of Amitabha’s vows aiding their
efforts. Contra much Chan rhetoric about sudden enlightenment, the
Pure Land apologists stressed the difficulty of attaining an awakening
so complete and profound that it sufficed to liberate one from samsara
in this life, as well as the poor prospects for being able to continue mak-
ing progress in future lives. Zongben said,

People of sharp faculties and superior wisdom are capable of real Chan
study and genuine awakening. But if there is the slightest error, [exclusive
reliance on Chan] becomes a big mistake. Question: How do we know this is a
mistake? Answer: The mistake comes in not awakening and going on as
before revolving in the cycle of birth and death. [. . .] Haven’t you heard the
saying of the ancient worthy? “To study Chan it is necessary to completely
comprehend birth and death, and not two or three in a hundred succeed. If
they seek birth in the Pure Land by reciting the Buddha-name, not one in
ten thousand fails.” (CBETA X.1156.61:430a21-b3; Cleary 1994, p. 138; I have

.,

replaced Cleary’s “Zen” with “Chan” for consistency)

However, Zongben still advocated the method of Chan-Pure Land dual
cultivation called the “Pure Land koan” (“Who is this that practices
nianfo?” [Nianf§ shi shéi ;=fff/&:7?]), and his teachings appear to have
been directly aimed at convincing practicing Chan monks to supplement
their practice with nianfo, not to abandon the former and commit them-
selves exclusively to the latter. (For example, see CBETA X.1156.61:b18-
b19: “The nianfo koan far surpasses any other koan.”)

Yuan Hongdao, in many places throughout the Comprehensive Treatise
on the West, warns that many Chan practitioners believed their progress
to be more advanced than it really was, and cautions that enlightenment
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must be absolutely complete before one is assured of not slipping back
into samsara. To give one representative text, in a section called “The
Pitfall of Sudden Enlightenment” (dunwu duo {EH[EFE), he quotes Chan
master Fenyang Wuye (Fénydng Wiiye 73[5543%, Tang dynasty) as saying:
These days, those in the world who understand Chan and understand the
Way are like the sands of the river. Those who explain the Buddha and explain
the mind number in the hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands, myriads of
myriads. If one has not eliminated the very last mote of dust [i.e., worldly
defilement], then one has not escaped samsara. (T.1976.47:413a21-a23)

The tactical objective here is to raise doubts about the sufficiency of
Chan practice alone to liberate one. The language is deliberately alarm-
ist: Even the slightest remaining obscuration will keep one in samsara,
and one has no assurance that in the next life, one will have an opportu-
nity to continue practice, or, having the opportunity, one will capitalize
on it.

Yinguang goes to greater lengths in specifying how complete and
unobstructed one’s enlightenment must be if one’s Chan practice is to be
effective. He goes about this by stating just what the “four alternatives”
attributed to Yongming Yanshou mean by having Chan:

To “have Chan” is to practice and penetrate to the limits of your ability,
with thoughts serene and passions stilled, and to see thoroughly your orig-
inal face before your father and mother were born, to see one’s own nature
with a luminous mind. [. . .] If one practices Chan without reaching enlight-
enment, or is only partially enlightened, then one cannot call this “having
Chan.” [. . .] Most people in the world think that practicing Chan is “having
Chan,” and that practicing nianfo is “having the Pure Land.” Not only do
they not know “Chan” and “the Pure Land,” they do not even know the
meaning of these phrases. Failing to live up to the kind of compassionate
mind of Yongming and the Buddhas of old, they cut off a shortcut out of
suffering for later generations of practitioners. Deceiving themselves and
others, what extreme damage they cause! As when people say, “to miss the
balance-point of a steelyard,” if there is even one hair’s width of error, then
it [might as well be] as far apart as Heaven and Earth. (Yinguang 1991,
p. 1:366-367; 2012, p. 43-45)

Again, just as it only takes a “hair’s width of error” to throw an entire
steelyard out of balance, it only takes the smallest latent obscuration to
keep one in samsara. Why not indeed practice Pure Land in addition to
Chan so that one’s next rebirth will be in the ideal daochdng 7E35; of the
Land of Bliss?
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In addition, Pure Land apologists castigated Chan critics for not
knowing their own tradition and literature. Yinguang at one point has
his interlocutor say, “All the masters of the Chan School deny the Pure
Land. What do you say to that?” (1991, 1:363; 2012, p. 38). Yinguang
responds by rejecting this assertion in three ways: First, those appar-
ently derogatory statements that certain Chan masters have made about
Pure Land were skillful means set forth for specific listeners and cir-
cumstances; they did not utter them as systematic teachings. Second,
many passages, while initially critical of Pure Land, then subvert them-
selves and support it. Third, many Chan masters and Chan texts express
unadulterated praise for Pure Land, which leads Yinguang to wonder
aloud why his Chan adversary does not know his own tradition better?

As an example of the first method of rebuttal, one of the most famous
anti-Pure Land passages in any Chan text is the Sixth Patriarch
Huineng’s apparent derision found in the Platform Sutra. In Yampolsky’s
translation, it runs:

The prefect [. . .] asked, “I notice that some monks and laymen always in-
voke the Buddha Amitabha and desire to be reborn in the West. I beg of you
to explain whether one can be born there or not, and thus resolve my
doubts.”

The Master said: “Prefect, [...] at Sravasti the World-honored One
preached of the Western Land in order to convert people, and it is clearly
stated in the sutra ‘The Western [Land] is not far.’ It was only for the sake of
people of inferior capacity that the Buddha spoke of farness; to speak of
nearness is only for those of superior attainments. [. . .] The deluded person
concentrates on Buddha and wishes to be born in the other land; the awak-
ened person makes pure his own mind. [. . ]

“Prefect, people of the East, just by making the mind pure, are without
crime; people of the West, if their minds are not pure, are guilty of a crime.
The deluded person wishes to be born in the East or West, [for the enlight-
ened person], any land is just the same. If only the mind has no impurity,
the Western Land is not far. If the mind gives rise to impurities, even though
you invoke the Buddha and seek to be reborn [in the West], if their minds
are not pure, it will be difficult to reach.” (Yampolsky 1967, p. 156-157)

Both Yunqi Zhuhong and Yuan Hongdao responded to this by saying
that the Sixth Patriarch Huineng was simply ignorant. Zhuhong pointed
out that the Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch was incorrect in asserting
that the Pure Land was only 108,000 buddha-lands to the west, because
the Amitabha Sutra places it at an inconceivable distance from this world
(CBETA X.424.22:633¢13). Yuan, following up on this, says,
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The Pure Land is tens of myriads of millions of lands distant, but the Plat-
form Sutra says 108,000. He is mistaking India for the Pure Land. [...] The
Sixth Patriarch never [even] read the Tripitaka. He just heard someone say
“western region” and thought it meant somewhere in India. The teachings
very clearly state that the three poisons do not arise in the Pure Land and
that one attains the stage of non-retrogression. To say “if those in the West
commit a fault [‘crime’ in Yampolsky], in what land will they seek rebirth?”
just proves it. (T.1976.47:410c2-c7)

Yiyuan Zongben and Yinguang were more charitable, explaining that
Huineng simply seized the opportunity to open the prefect’s mind
through a skillful deployment of words. In an essay within his Guiyudn
zhizhi ji §77T E 5% (Direct pointing back to the source, CBETA X.1156)
entitled “Clarifying the Great Master Sixth Patriarch [on] the Western
Pure Land” (Bianming litzii dashi xifang jingtt #HEH7STH KBNS 75 1),
Zongben says that the Sixth Patriarch “used principle to remove phenom-
ena” (yi li dué shi DI FEEE=E), whereas Zongben chose to use phenomena to
manifest principle (yi shi xidn It DIZEEHF) (CBETA X.1156.61:436b14-b16).
Yinguang asserted that to mistake Huineng’s intention by taking these
words as systematic teachings was, to use a Chan idiom, “mistaking the
donkey’s saddle-bone for your grandfather’s jawbone.” He goes on to say
that all real Chan masters use such teaching devices as “the opportune
moment” and “the turning word” (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:363; 2012, p. 38).

Yinguang’s second method of refutation is to show that his opponent
only knows part of a quotation from a Chan classic, and fails to follow
the subsequent text to see how the Chan master continued the thought.
In this case, the opponent quotes the eminent Tang dynasty Chan mas-
ter Zhaozhou Congshen (Zhaozhou Congshén #5115z, 778-897) as saying,
“I do not like to hear the word ‘Buddha,” and “If a senior monk recites
the name of the Buddha even once, he should rinse his mouth out for
three days.” Yinguang reminds the monk that Zhaozhou did not stop
there. After Zhaozhou said, “I do not like to hear the word ‘Buddha,’”
the Ziitdng ji 1H £ (Patriarch’s Hall anthology) has another monk ask,
“Master, are you then only human?” Zhaozhou replies, “A buddha, a bud-
dha” (Zitdng ji, 334b9-10). He also occasionally spoke in favor of Pure
Land teachings, as when a monk asks, “If the master [Zhaozhou] were to
receive a great king who came to make offerings, how would you respond
to him?” Zhaozhou replied, “Nianfo” (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:363-364; 2012,
p. 39; the story is found in Ziitdng ji, 333b6; Zhaozhou goes on to say that
he would give the same advice to a boy in the street). In another place
the Zitdng ji reports: “Someone asked, ‘Do the buddhas of the ten
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directions have a teacher or not?” The master said, ‘They have.” The
monk, surprised, asked, ‘Who is the teacher of all the buddhas?’ The
master replied, ‘Amitabha’” (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:364; 2012, p. 39-40; the
original text is found in Ziitdng ji, 335a4-5).

Yinguang’s point is that even though Zhaozhou appeared in some
places to belittle Pure Land practice, in others he supported it. It is not
legitimate for his opponent to cite only the critical texts while ignoring
the favorable ones.

Yinguang cited Chan passages and practices that unambiguously sup-
ported Pure Land as his third tactic. One of the most potent is the Pure
Rules (Bdizhang ginggui B 3##) traditionally attributed to Baizhang
Huaihai (Bdizhang Hudihdi /5805, 749-814), a disciple of Mazu Daoyi
(Mdzti Daoyi FEtH#E—, 709-788). These rules set the standard for Chan
monastic life. They specified that when a monk was sick, dying, or
deceased, the other monks were to gather and chant Amitabha’s name,
dedicating the merit to the monk’s rebirth in Sukhavati (Yinguang 1991,
p. 1:364). (See also Yuan Hongdao at T.1976.47:411c-412a for other proof-
texts from the Pure Rules. The passage from the Pure Rules is from
T.2025.48:1147b.)

Finally, in case there remained any doubt as to whose textual cita-
tions carried more weight, almost all of the apologists reminded their
Chan opponents that Chan teachings are contained only in treatises,
biographies, and “Recorded Sayings,” while Pure Land teachings come
directly from sutras (which were by definition the word of the Buddha
Sakyamuni himself) and treatises by highly enlightened Indian bod-
hisattvas such as Nagarjuna, Vasubandhu, or Asanga. Thus, even if there
are Chan texts that unequivocally disparage Pure Land practice, these
texts are far less authoritative than scripture, and therefore far less per-
suasive. (For an example, see Yinguang 1991, 1:365; 2012, p. 42.)

Conclusions

The apologists who defended Pure Land practice during the Ming and
Qing dynasties and the early Republican period sought to establish sev-
eral points:

1. Recitation of Amitabha’s name with a sincere vow to seek rebirth in
the Pure Land ought to be every Buddhist’s primary practice. If
Yongming Yanshou’s “Four Alternatives” taught anything, they
taught this.
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2. Although Pure Land practice was potentially sufficient for libera-
tion all by itself, it did not exclude other practices. Their modest
goal was not to supplant all other forms of study and practice, but
to make sure everyone supplemented their practices with the infal-
lible insurance policy of Pure Land. As noted in chapter 4, the ideal
was a combination of self-power and other-power, and as chapter 5
demonstrated, practitioners were morally obligated to exert them-
selves to the utmost.

3. Pure Land did not violate any of the standard dogmas of Chinese
Buddhism such as mind-only, buddha-nature, non-duality, the Two
Truths, the Tiantai Three Contemplations, or the Huayan interpen-
etration of principle and phenomena.

4. At the same time, individual practitioners did not need to know
Buddhist philosophy for nianfo to work. While the method in all its
inconceivable power was understood only by buddhas and advanced
bodhisattvas, ordinary people could still utilize it and gain safe
passage to the Land of Utmost Bliss.

5. The masters never advocated abandoning the concept of “mind-
only Pure Land” and the exclusive adoption of “western-direction
Pure Land.” Rather, they sought to hold both these points of view in
tension, as one holds Conventional and Ultimate truth in
Madhyamika thought, or transcends both Emptiness and the Provi-
sional to reach the Middle in Tiantai.

Finally, I should point out that the debates are still going on. In 1952,
the disciples of the great Chinese Buddhist intellectual Yinshun (Yinshun
E[NE, 1906-2005) published a set of lecture notes under the title A New
Treatise on Pure Land (Jingti xin lun 1 #Zk) and leveled a new set of
criticisms against the practice, going so far as to call the Pure Land a
“Marxist Paradise” (Yinshun 1992, p. 115-133). The book caused a con-
troversy that contributed to his ouster as the “guiding master” (ddoshi
Zp) of the politically important Shandao Temple ZZJF in Taipei
(Jones 1999, p. 115-133; Ritzinger 2017, p. 317-341). The monks and nuns
at the Xilian Temple are still busy justifying their devotion to Pure Land
Buddhism and exhorting people to follow it in this modern world. The
quotation at the head of this chapter from Sheng Yen and the defense of
Pure Land that follows it in his 2010 book show that the controversy con-
tinues in the twenty-first century. The smooth integration of Pure Land
thought and practice with the rest of Chinese Buddhism, particularly
Chan, remains a goal yet to be fully realized.
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Methods of Nianfo in Chinese
Pure Land Buddhism

One fact that every scholar knows about the Pure Land tradition is that
its main practice, called nianfo (nianfé 72{#;) in Chinese and nembutsu in
Japanese, consists of the oral invocation of the Buddha Amitabha’s name,
in response to which the Buddha will bring the reciter to his western
Land of Utmost Bliss at the time of death. One can learn and practice
nianfo effectively without adding much nuance, variety, or philosophical
depth. Over time, however, a steadily accumulating body of specialized
research has called the hegemony of this understanding of Pure Land
into doubt, particularly in the case of its Chinese manifestations. Sev-
eral scholars have directed attention to a variety of conceptions of Pure
Land practice beyond simple oral nianfo/nembutsu (see Payne 2015, Chap-
pell 1996, Corless 1996, and Yii 1981, chap. 3). Our picture of Chinese Pure
Land thought and practice is becoming more complex with time, but we
have not effectively communicated this complexity to the wider field of
Buddhist studies, and it seems our understanding of the core practice of
nianfo still requires some fine-tuning.

One scholarly work provides a model for our way forward. Many years
ago, Ichird Hori published an article entitled “Nembutsu as Folk Reli-
gion,” which pointed out, among other things, that within the generally
simpler world of Japanese Pure Land Buddhism, people could and did
perform nembutsu for a variety of reasons, not all of which had to do with
gaining rebirth (Hori 1968). As I have spent much time over several years
reading through a wide variety of Chinese Pure Land materials, I have
also noticed significant variations in the way individual authors, both in
and out of the Pure Land tradition, discuss the practice of nianfo. While
all accept this as the fundamental practice of the “easy path,” their
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expositions of the nature and methods of the practice show that the
term, in fact, is quite elastic. In these texts, one finds many different
answers to the following questions: (1) In what does the practice of nianfo
consist? (2) Is there one or are there many ways to nianfo? (3) If many, are
they random (the “84,000 medicines” model), or do they form a graded
path (the marga model)? (4) What results should one expect from one’s
chosen method(s) of nianfo, either in this life or after death? (5) How does
(do) the chosen method(s) of nianfo work to bring about their results? It is
not realistic to expect a full rehearsal of all the answers to all of these
questions regarding Chinese Pure Land Buddhism in one brief chapter,
so I will limit myself to the relatively simple question of how different
practices relate to each other. This breaks down into two subsidiary
questions: First, how does nianfo relate to other practices within Bud-
dhism? Second, if there is a variety of ways in which to perform nianfo
itself, how do these methods relate to each other as well as to non-nianfo
practices?

The purpose of this chapter is not to lay out a table of methods in
which any one way of positioning and doing nianfo occupies a discrete
place within an overall structure. As the reader will see, the material
does not lend itself to such neat organization. Rather, I wish to pose the
following analysis as a way of querying the material to see relationships
with other practices that cut across the spectrum of Chinese Buddhist
praxis in a number of directions at once. One may ask a series of ques-
tions of the materials at hand; the answer to one question may position
the practice of nianfo in one way for a particular authority, but in another
way when a different question is asked of that same authority. We should
not deem such an investigation unsuccessful if it fails to yield a rigorous
and consistent taxonomy of practices; it is simply a way to stimulate new
curiosity about the variety of nianfo methods that have appeared in the
history of Chinese Pure Land Buddhism. Such a way of viewing the his-
torical materials will, I hope, enable the reader to ask fruitful questions
upon encountering material not covered here.

When Nianfo Is One Practice among Many

Early Buddhist teachers based their understanding of nianfo on the
Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sutra (Banzhou sanméi jing f%/F—=REEK, T.416, 417,
418, and 419) rather than the “Three Pure Land Sutras” (jingtii sanbu ;5
+ =), so they situated the practice of nianfo among many other prac-
tices. Lushan Huiyuan is a case in point. If we look into the Jiiimdluéshi
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fdshi dayi (WEEEZE(ARTIAFE, T.1856), a compilation of correspondence
between Huiyuan and Kumarajiva, we find that Huiyuan, having read
the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra, asks Kumarajiva to explain its teaching
that a buddha seen in dreams can teach things the practitioner did not
already know. Since Huiyuan regarded a visualized buddha as an image
manufactured by the practitioner’s own mind, he did not see how this is
possible. The specifics of the question and answer will be the subject of
the next chapter. Here we need only observe that Huiyuan (1) bases his
practice on a scripture outside of the usual “Three Pure Land Sutras,”
(2) he intended the practice to lead only to the nianfo samadhi and a
vision of the Buddha Amitabha in the present life rather than rebirth in
Sukhavati after death, and (3) part of the purpose of this visualization-
leading-to-vision is to have the Buddha bestow teachings on the practi-
tioner. In addition, this is only one of a number of concerns Huiyuan
raised with Kumarajiva. Like the sutra itself, his range of learning and
practice included many other elements in addition to those centering on
Amitabha. All of these factors present a significant contrast to future
traditional methods of nianfo. Later Chinese Pure Land thinkers tended
to ignore or gloss over this aspect of his teaching even as they elevated
him to the status of first “patriarch” (zii ) of the Pure Land tradition.
Tiantai founder Zhiyi (Tiantdi Zhiyi K5 %75H, 538-597) taught nianfo in
the context of his “constantly walking samadhi” (chdngxing sanmeéi ‘F1T
—KE), discussed in his Mdhe zhiguan [EEZT [F#] (Great calming and con-
templation, T.1911.46:12a19-13a23). Like Lushan Huiyuan, he based this
practice on the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra (T.1911.46:12a20-a21). As
described by Daniel Stevenson, this practice was a complicated and dif-
ficult one, attempted only by clergy who had already demonstrated
great tenacity, devotion, and adherence to the disciplinary and proce-
dural precepts of the monastic order. In this case, the term nian &
denotes both visualization and oral invocation, as Zhiyi directs the med-
itator to construct a highly detailed eidetic image of the Buddha
Amitabha (and only Amitabha; see T.1911.46:12b19-b24) while slowly and
sonorously reciting the name. At the same time, the meditator is to real-
ize the empty nature of the visualized Buddha as a manifestation of his
or her own mind (see T.1911.46:c12-c14, where Zhiyi cites an episode
from the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-siitra found at T.418.13:905b27-c3; trans.
Harrison 1998, p. 20). Thus, the purpose of nianfo here is not only to gain
a vision of the buddhaf(s), but also to realize wisdom. Finally, we should
note that the “constantly walking samadhi” is only one of four different
modes of practice contained in the Great Calming and Contemplation. Some
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of these others encompass further subtypes, creating a broad palette of
possible practices.

Thus, both Huiyuan and Zhiyi saw nianfo as a very challenging prac-
tice derived from the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-siitra, not as the stripped-
down nianfo practice of other teachers. In addition, they saw it as only
one mode of practice among many. In this way, they taught a method of
nianfo integrated with other Buddhist methods of cultivation not as an
“easy path” or a single, self-sufficient practice.

In these two examples, the practice of nianfo serves as one practice
with one goal among other practices and goals. There is another way of
presenting the practice, however, and that is to see nianfo as one practice
among others that share the common goal of achieving rebirth in
Sukhavati. This is the approach that the Yuan dynasty monk Tianru
Weize (Tianrd Wéizé KANMERT, 12867-1354) formalized in his Jingtii huowén
7F+ 8" (Questions about Pure Land, T.1972). In response to a question
about the “Pure Land method” (jingti xiufd ;5+1{£/%), Tianru says that
there are three main approaches: visualization (guanxidng #i#H), recol-
lection and invocation (yinian &), and “various practices” (zhongxing
BAT; see T.1972.47:295a24-a27). Under the third heading, Tianru calls
attention to passages from several sutras in which a buddha or celestial
bodhisattva describes a practice other than nianfo and declares that the
merit of the practice leads to rebirth in the Pure Land (or in buddha-
lands generally). He also calls attention to some practices of virtue that
the Contemplation Sutra says constitute causes of rebirth, such as filial
piety, taking the Three Refuges, and so on. Finally, he notes that any
Buddhist method of cultivation can serve as a cause of rebirth if one so
dedicates its merit (T.1972.47:296b29-297a2; see also Sutra Translation
Committee of the United States and Canada 1991, p. 55-66). This way of
organizing practices, not unique to Tianru, makes nianfo one among
many practices that lead to rebirth in the western Pure Land.

When Nianfo Is the Only Practice,
but Takes Many Forms

Another approach was to recommend nianfo as the only practice, but to
present this single practice as itself multiform. In other words, some
masters promoted a sole focus on nianfo, but analyzed the practice into
several varieties. This approach further branched in two directions.
(1) Some described the varieties of nianfo simply as different modes of
practice suited to the needs and capacities of different practitioners, an
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approach that resonates with traditional Buddhist presentations of
methods of cultivations as “medicines” directed toward the treatment of
distinct “ailments.” (2) Alternatively, one might arrange various types of
nianfo into a graded path, in which case a practitioner would begin with
the simplest form and progress through the more advanced levels.

Nianfo as Medicine Cabinet

As an example of the “medicine cabinet” approach, I have chosen the
eminent modern Buddhist figure Yinguang (Yingudng E[15¢, 1861-1940).
Revered since his death as the thirteenth “patriarch” of the Pure Land
tradition, Yinguang dedicated his entire monastic career to defending
and advancing Pure Land practice. Hundreds of devotees were deeply
affected by personal interviews at his cell at the Lingyan Shan Temple
(Lingydn shan si 2 L15F) in Suzhou, and thousands of others were (and
are) moved and inspired by his writings, collected and published as the
Complete Works of the Great Master Yinguang (Yinguang dashi qudnji E[1¢K
Efi4:%E). Within this collection, one finds a few systematic expositions of
Pure Land thought and practice, but his writing appears to have been
driven by practical rather than theoretical concerns. One sees him
engaging in apologetics or pastoral work in his writings (the former in
his treatises, the latter in letters to his disciples). Thus, it would seem
that he never set out Pure Land practice as a graded path, but recom-
mended practices for individuals to suit their needs and capacities.

To give an example, among the memorial essays written after Yin-
guang’s death, we find one entitled “The Great Master Taught Me the
Method of Nianfo” (Dashi jiao wd nianfé fangfd KETZFF & 7E), in
which a disciple named Cizhou (Cizhou %£f}) describes a particular
method that Yinguang recommended to him. The master told him to
recite the name of Amitabha ten times mentally, but without actually
counting from one to ten. In other words, Cizhou was simply to be aware
of his oral recitation and, without counting or using a rosary, know
when he had reached ten repetitions. This method served not only to
gain Cizhou rebirth in Sukhavati, but increased his concentration in the
process (Yinguang 1991, p. 7:471-472).

In a letter to another disciple, Yinguang defined nianfo as both recita-
tion and visualization, and stressed the need for constancy in practice.
One’s nianfo, he said, had to involve faith in Amitabha’s primal vows,
one’s own vows to be reborn in Sukhavati, and an intention to return the
merit of one’s practice to all living beings. He described the practice in
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quasi-esoteric terms as consisting of acts of body, speech, and mind, and
gave advice to this disciple on factors of practice that would affect the
quality of the samadhi he would attain. Thus, Yinguang considered
nianfo a serious practice that, as with the other discipline mentioned
above, would produce benefits even prior to gaining rebirth. At the end
of the letter, he denies that mere oral invocation will produce any bene-
fit in this life or after death if one lacks sincere and constant aspiration
for rebirth and does not put forth genuine effort (Yinguang 1991, p. 1:39-
43). Done within this framework, however, nianfo can produce marvelous
results; Yinguang even credited the practice with curing him of con-
junctivitis (Shi Jianzhéng &, [ 1989, p. 20), and he recommended nianfo
to others to cure illnesses; as seen in his letter to “a certain layman”
(Yinguang 1991, p. 1:327-328).

One could spend a great deal of time gathering the scattered frag-
ments of Yinguang’s teachings and recommendations to try to impose
some order on to them. The point here is that Yinguang himself did not
do so, and it appears that, while he had some basic ideas about nianfo
that held in all cases (such as the need for aspiration and constancy of
practice), he also did not hesitate to vary the practice for different peo-
ple (as seen in the variety of recommendations that appear in his let-
ters), and to vary it for different purposes (e.g., achieving rebirth,
attaining samadhi, or curing illness). The fact that Yinguang never tried
to systematize the practice, or put his various methods into any kind of
order, demonstrates that, for him, it was like medicine to be adminis-
tered for specific purposes, and not a graded path where one moved
from easier to more difficult practices. This contrasts with the progres-
sive systems to which we now turn.

Nianfo as Graded Path

Guifeng Zongmi’s Fourfold Typology

As my first example of the “graded path” approach, I have chosen a four-
fold schema described by Guifeng Zongmi (Guifeng Zongmi =EI&5%7%%, 780~
841), even though I am aware that this choice raises difficulties. As a
Huayan patriarch and Chan master, it may seem more logical to include
him in the section above, among the teachers who saw nianfo as one
practice among many. According to Mochizuki Shinkd’s Chiigoku jodokyori
shi, in the fourth fascicle of his Hudydn jing Piixidn xingyuan pin shi chdo %
AL B TR AR ) (Subcommentary on [Chengguan’s] commentary
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on the “Chapter of Samantabhadra’s practice of his vows,” XZJ 7:773ff.),!
Zongmi defined four types of nianfo, each with its own scriptural sup-
port. While I would not place Zongmi within the Chinese Pure Land tra-
dition, his fourfold typology exerted some influence on later Pure Land
figures such as Yunqi Zhuhong.

1. The first type of nianfo is “contemplation of the name” (chéngming
nian fE47%)), based on a passage relating to the “single-practice sama-
dhi” (yixing sanméi —47=H%) found in the Wénshashili sudshué méhéboré
boluémi jing “CHRENFIFTER EEST NG R 24K (The Perfection of Wisdom
Sutra preached by Mafiju$ri, T.232). This sutra recommends selecting a
particular buddha (not necessarily Amitabha), facing that buddha’s
direction, and focusing upon his name (zhuan chéng mingzi EfH45)
until one achieves a vision of all buddhas of the past, present, and future
(T.232.8:731b1-b5). This, of course, is reminiscent of the practice outlined
in the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra, except that it does not involve visual-
ization, only oral recitation of the name. Zongmi presented this method
as sufficient to gain the vision of the buddhas (CBETA X.229.5:280c9-c16).

I must note that, although later thinkers within the Chinese Pure
Land tradition took the term chengming 14 to refer to oral invocation,
it is not at all clear that this is what either Zongmi or the sutra meant by
the term. In this context, it appears to be a meditative practice in which
the disciple fastens his or her mind on a buddha (xixin yi 6 %5—{#) and
then holds his name as a sound image (as opposed to a visual image)
while seated properly and facing that buddha’s direction. Chen Chien-
huang points out that the term chéngming in early Chinese sutra trans-
lations as well as those by Chinese authors such as Tanluan often
corresponds to words in Sanskrit texts that indicated a process of hold-
ing a meditative object firmly in mind without distraction. In this usage,
it was synonymous with the word chi 3, meaning to “hold” something in
one’s mind. In fact, in different translations of the same sutra, chéng and
chi may appear in the equivalent position (Chen Chienhuang 2009, p. 46,
148-155). Later the term comes more and more to mean only oral invoca-
tion of the name, and so future authors will use Zongmi’s scheme but
impute a different meaning to this particular term.

2. “Contemplating an image” (guanxiang nian {8 involves con-
templating a physical image or picture of a buddha. Zongmi took this
from the Da bdoji jing KEFELKL (Great Jewel Collection Sutra, T.310),
which says that in contemplating an image of a buddha, one realizes the
non-duality of the image with the buddha. In this way, one achieves the
five powers (wii tong 713#) and the samadhi of universal light (ptiguang
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sanméi {55 =kE; the relevant passage is T.310.11:513b28-c27; see Zong-
mi’s text at CBETA X.229.5:280c16-c20).

3. “Contemplating the visualization” (guanxidng nian Ei%H:&) means
to contemplate the major and minor marks of a buddha’s body without
the aid of a physical image. One may select one feature upon which to
focus or contemplate them all simultaneously. The first option is based
on the Fé shuo guanfé sanméihdi jing {HRER = 54X (Sutra on the
samadhi-ocean of the contemplation of the Buddha, T.643), which speaks
of gazing at the tuft of white hair between the buddha’s eyes (see
T.643.15:648a7-a8 on the white tuft specifically and 15:687b14-b18 on the
benefit of picking one feature to contemplate). The second comes from
the Zudchdn sanméi jing 2415 = K&K (Sutra on the samadhi of seated med-
itation, T.614), which recommends constant contemplation of the bud-
dha’s body as a means of “entering the buddha-way.” If one can do this,
and not set one’s mind on “earth, wind, fire, water, or any dharma,” then
one will gain a vision of all the buddhas of the ten directions and the
three times, and will eliminate countless kalpas of karmic guilt (see
CBETA X.229.5:280c20-a7).2

4, “Contemplating the true mark” (shixiang nian ‘EHH%)) is a method
for advanced practitioners with an enlightened vision of the world. In
this, one contemplates the buddha’s dharma body, which is also the con-
templation of one’s own true self and the true nature of all phenomena.
This is also based on The Perfection of Wisdom Sutra Preached by Mafijusri,
which describes the true nature of the buddha as “unproduced and
unextinguished, neither going nor coming, without name and without
feature. That alone is called ‘buddha’” (CBETA X.229.5:281a19). The scrip-
ture also calls this the “single-practice samadhi,” and Zongmi cites
other perfection of wisdom literature, such as the Da zhidu lun in support
of this view of the buddha (CBETA X.229.5:281a7-a15).

Mochizuki Shinké says that Zongmi presented these four methods of
nianfo as a graded path going from easiest/shallowest to most difficult/
most profound (Mochizuki 1942, p. 311). For our purposes, we can observe
several relevant features of his program. First, his outline rests on dif-
ferent scriptural bases than traditional Pure Land practice. Second, it is
aimed at gaining a vision of one buddha or all buddhas in this life and on
attainment of wisdom and enlightenment (as opposed to rebirth in the
Pure Land after death). Third, and perhaps most problematically, he
does not use the term nianfo to describe these practices, but only the
single word nian. This calls into question the identification of Zongmi as
a Pure Land figure, and indeed, he is not treated as such in the literature
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of the tradition. Whatever his own intentions may have been, however,
later Pure Land teachers in need of a graded curriculum of practice
adopted his typology. For example, I first ran across it in an essay enti-
tled “Four Types of Nianfo” (Si zhong nianfé VUFE &:(#) by the contempo-
rary Taiwan-based Pure Land master Zhiyu (Zhiyt %34, 1924-2000), in
which he offers it as a set of techniques for his own disciples to use (Shi
Zhiyu 1986, p. 71-80). The eighth patriarch Zhuhong also used it, as we
will now see.

Yungi Zhuhong’s Deepening Realization

We find a second example of a master who saw Pure Land and nianfo as
an ascending path of practice in the Ming dynasty monk-reformer Yungqi
Zhuhong (Yiingi Zhithéng =47, 1535-1615). One may find an extended
statement of his vision of Pure Land practice in the first fascicle of his
Amitué jing shichdo [[5ffE4%FHi#) (Commentary and notes on the
Amitabha Sttra, CBETA X.424)

At the outset, Zhuhong states that the purpose of nianfo (which he
also calls chengming f&% and chiming $544) is to achieve the “single,
unperturbed mind” (yixin biluan — > gl.) or the nianfo samadhi (nianfé
sanméi ;& #=H1£), both of which he equates with single-practice samadhi
(yixing sanméi —fT=Hf; see CBETA X.424.22:614c9). He then makes a
strong statement about the nature of the Buddha Amitabha and his Pure
Land, and the way in which nianfo works. Building on the teachings of
the second chapter of the Vimalakirti Sutra, he states,

Now to contemplate (nian /&) emptiness is true nian, and production enters
into non-production [or, birth enters into non-birth], and to nian the Bud-
dha (nianfo) is to nian the mind. Birth there (i.e., in the Pure Land) does not
mean leaving birth here (the present defiled world). Mind, Buddha, and
sentient beings are of one substance, the middle stream does not abide on
[either of] the two banks. Therefore, we say “the Amitabha of one’s own

nature; the Pure Land of mind-only.” (CBETA X.424.606b8-b10)

Based on this, one might think that Zhuhong is espousing “mind-only
Pure Land” (wéixin jingtii '/ v$1), and that he was putting forward a
path of practice aimed at an elite audience of religious virtuosi. How-
ever, he also included oral invocation under the rubric nianfo, making
way for an easier form of practice. This apparent contradiction resolves
itself somewhat when he brings in the vocabulary of principle (li ) and
phenomena (shi Z5) a bit further on. In a subsequent section entitled
“Broadly Demonstrating What Chiming Covers” (Gudng xidn chiming sud béi
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FEEEFFZFTHY), he says that the “one mind” divides into two types, the
“one mind of principle” (I zhi yixin ¥ —») and the “one mind of phe-
nomena” (shi yixin Z5—[»). Here he clarifies that he used the vocabulary
of mind-only Pure Land to point to the “one mind of principle,” and that
it represents only one side of a dyad that one must fuse with the other in
order to achieve the highest wisdom.

This, then, is the one mind of principle (li zhi yixin ¥ >—), which reverts
entirely to superior wisdom while also connecting with phenomenal char-
acteristics. It bends to those of dull roots. [. . .] Thus, this one mind does not
specifically emphasize principle, but also connects with phenomena. By
means of the phenomenal one mind (shi yixin Z5—) all people can prac-
tice. It does not mitigate the foolishness of [ordinary] men and women, yet
it connects them with knowledge and ability as heaven overspreads all and
the earth supports everything. (CBETA X.424.606c1-c7)

In fact, he does not approve of those who one-sidedly claim that
Amitabha is only a manifestation of one’s own nature, or that the Pure
Land is only this world as seen by a purified consciousness. At the level of
the “one mind of phenomena,” Amitabha and his Pure Land are separate
and distinct from the practitioner and exist countless buddha-lands off
to the west. Only a truly enlightened being can see both of these truths
at once.

The ordinary practitioner of the Pure Land path, alas, is stuck at a
lower level of realization, and here Zhuhong makes a crucial recommen-
dation. Since unenlightened beings can only hold one end of the princi-
ple/phenomena dyad at a time, it is actually better to lean toward
phenomena than toward principle. He decries those who, based on
“crazy wisdom” (kudnghui JT£%) assert a bland monism that collapses all
distinctions and undermines religious practice and achievement. Better,
he says, to be an ignorant peasant ardently reciting the Buddha’s name
in hopes of rebirth in the Pure Land than an educated monk with a little
realization who thinks that he has already run the race and attained the
vision of non-duality. At least the foolish practitioner will recite the
name continuously and keep the precepts. They will achieve rebirth in
the Pure Land and attain a purified body (jingshen 5&; CBETA
X.424.22:607a1-al3).

In a later passage, Zhuhong lists ten advantages of the Pure Land
path. While the first nine are general and serve a hortatory function, the
tenth contains concrete instructions for practice, which Zhuhong relates
directly to the teachings of the Amitabha Sutra. After praising the
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superiority of nianfo over all other practices, Zhuhong states that there
are many “gates” to nianfo itself (CBETA X.424.22:612a15-b21). When he
lists the four types, one finds that he uses Guifeng Zongmi’s typology as
given above, but in reverse order, and with the caveat that ordinary
practitioners will find Zongmi’s numbers two through four too difficult
and uncertain. His final recommendation is that everyone begin with
the easiest practice, that of chiming or “holding the name,” as it is the
simplest and the quickest. One cannot expect to “begin to contemplate
the true mark and grasp the true mark” (CBETA X.424.22:612b7). Just as
nianfo is the “shortcut among shortcuts” (jing zhong zhi jing &1 1%), so
chiming nianfo is the “further shortcut among shortcuts” (jing ér you jing
& X%, CBETA X.424.22:612a15-al18, 612b20-b21) with respect to the
varieties of nianfo. This is why both the Larger Sutra and the Amitabha
Sutra take the teaching of “holding the Buddha’s name” (chi f6 minghao $5f
{#445%) as their main import.

Chiin-fang Yii discovered other recommendations in the third fascicle
of this text. For instance, depending upon the situation, “holding the
name” could indicate audible recitation of the name (mingchi BA#F),
silent contemplation of the name (mochi #£355), or contemplation accom-
panied by barely audible whispering of the name (banming banmo chi -
HA~FBREF; Y 1981, p. 59; see CBETA X.424.22:659¢10-c12). She also notes
that, further on in the commentary, Zhuhong details two specific ways
of performing nianfo, or, more accurately, two different states of mind
within which one performs the practice. One leads to the attainment of
the “one mind of phenomena,” and the other leads to the “one mind of
principle.” The first, called “phenomenal holding of the name” (shi chi =&
$¥), consists of mental/oral invocation of the name while one remains
concentrated on its individual syllables. This creates the “one mind of
phenomena,” which means a mind calm, focused, and free of defile-
ments. It creates concentration, not wisdom, and so corresponds to the
“calming” (zhi [F) phase of the two-part “calming and contemplation”
(zhiguan [F#) meditation. The second, called “noumenal holding of the
name” (i chi ¥E£FF), moves the focus from the name to the mind that
holds it, realizing the non-duality of practitioner and Buddha. This leads
to the attainment of wisdom in the “one mind of principle” that Zhuhong
had earlier identified with the higher attainment (Yii 1981, p. 59-60; see
CBETA X.424.22:659c14-c16). However, as we saw earlier, this was a dan-
gerous practice. It entailed the risk of becoming fixated on principle and
non-duality to the denigration of phenomenal reality.
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The foregoing represents nothing more than a very brief summary of
a long and intricate argument in favor of Pure Land practice. However,
we can note at least this much with regard to Zhuhong’s thought: First,
while he recognized a variety of methods of nianfo derived mainly from
Zongmi’s typology, he turned Zongmi’s list backwards and asserted the
superiority of the most basic form of practice, that of “holding the
name.” Second, he nevertheless maintained a graded hierarchy of prac-
tice, even if he was less optimistic than Zongmi about the possibility that
beings could progress past the first of the four stages in this life. Third,
he built upon this multiplicity of methods subsumed under the term
nianfo and turned it into a complete system of practice that could poten-
tially allow any practitioner to accomplish any Buddhist objective, from
rebirth in the Pure Land to the completion of the Six Perfections to the
realization of the highest wisdom. Finally, he recognized several levels
of attainment that accrue from completion of the various stages: from
rebirth in the Pure Land as a result of “holding the name” to the attain-
ment of samadhi and the realization of the perfect interpenetration of
principle and phenomena with the arising of the “single, unperturbed
mind.”

When Nianfo Is a Single Practice: Jixing Chewu

Not all Pure Land masters viewed nianfo as a graded path, and among
these, we can take as an example another figure from the list of Pure
Land “patriarchs,” the former Chan master Jixing Chewu (Jixing Chéwu
PEMETRITE, 1741-1810). He had abandoned the practice of Chan somewhere
in mid-life, perhaps due to illness or some other circumstance that led
him to question the real benefit of Chan enlightenment. While he prac-
ticed “dual cultivation” for a while, he came in the end to abandon Chan
and advocate only the practice of nianfo. Chewu’s literary remains are
rather sparse, and so it is difficult to know whether we have access to the
entire range of his thought, but within his Chéwu chdnshi ytilu T #ET
ZE8% (Recorded sayings of Chan Master Chewu, CBETA X.1182), we find
only a single idea about how one ought to practice nianfo.

Chewu advised that one not begin practice until one had fulfilled sev-
eral prerequisites. The practitioner needed to have first generated bodhi-
citta, the altruistic resolve to attain enlightenment for the sake of all
sentient beings. He or she also needed to generate faith in the Pure Land
path and a genuine aspiration to achieve rebirth in Sukhavati. In addition,
one needed four other “minds™: a sense of shame at past wrongdoing, joy
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at having learned of the Pure Land path, sorrow at the weight of one’s
karmic obstructions, and gratitude to the Buddha for having taught this
path (CBETA X.1182.62:342c11-c14). Elsewhere, he laid out these eight fac-
tors of practice:

First, in the face of samsara, one must truly generate bodhicitta; this is the
highway leading into study of the Way. Second, one takes deep faith, vows,
and holding the Buddha’s name (chi f6 minghao #{##5%) as the proper core
of Pure Land. Third, focused and concentrated invocation (nian =) is the
skillful means for beginning practice. Fourth, the quelling of present
defilements is the main outcome of mind-cultivation. Fifth, by resolutely
observing the four grave prohibitions, one enters into the very source of
the Way. Sixth, by means of various austerities, one cultivates the auxiliary
conditions (zhityudn Bj%%) of the Way. Seventh, one takes the single, unper-
turbed mind as the principle aim of Pure Land cultivation. Eighth, one
takes the various kinds of auspicious omens (lingrui %) as proof of the
attainment of rebirth. (CBETA X.1182.62:339b13-b18)

Like Zhuhong, Chewu used the term chiming % to indicate both
audible recitation and silent internal contemplation of the Buddha’s
name. Chewu specifically recommended keeping Amitabha’s name in
one’s mind at all times to purify it. Whereas Zhuhong used the image of
a lion emerging from its den, whose roar silences all the other beasts, to
indicate the power of the name held in the mind to clear other thoughts
(CBETA X.424.22:606a18-a20), Chewu compared the name to a mani gem,
which, when dropped into turbid water, clarifies it instantly. It is also
important to note that Chewu only made use of the name and eschewed
visualization of the Buddha’s form. Indeed, for him the two were equiva-
lent. He argued that the Buddha would not even merit the name “bud-
dha” if he were not already fully endowed with all the virtues, merits,
and bodily adornments of a buddha. Thus, the name could serve as a
placeholder for the full image, rendering complex and difficult visual-
ization exercises unnecessary (CBETA X.1182.62:337c11, 340b1). While he
seemed indifferent as to whether one’s nianfo were audible or silent, he
was quite clear that to nianfo meant to “hold the name” and nothing else.

Even though he reduced Zongmi’s and Zhuhong’s typology of nianfo
from a four-stage graded path to this single practice, he still held that
this one practice brought both this-worldly and postmortem benefits.
That the practice led to rebirth in the Pure Land after death seemed
obvious, but he also echoed Zhuhong’s assertions that the very process
of performing nianfo led to a purification of the mind and the attainment
of wisdom. However, Zhuhong had separated “holding the name” into
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phenomenal and noumenal aspects, one leading to purification and the
other leading to wisdom. Chewu, in contrast, said that one could gain
both results from this one practice, and did not require his students to
contemplate their own state of mind and its non-duality with the Bud-
dha. Instead, he asserted that the non-duality was simply given, and
that the very practice of nianfo caused the practitioner’s innate buddha-
wisdom to manifest spontaneously, without the student necessarily
realizing that such a thing was happening.

This was because Chewu gave Amitabha a more active role in the pro-
cess. Zhuhong seemed to think that realization of non-duality and mani-
festation of buddha-wisdom was the practitioner’s responsibility. Chewu
stated that, because in nianfo both the Buddha and the practitioner hold
each other in a mutual gaze, the Buddha’s wisdom automatically became
part of the practitioner’s purified mind, even if the practitioner was
unaware of this happening:

Now if at this present moment, my mind is focused on Amitabha, the west-
ern region, and on seeking rebirth in the Pure Land of Utmost Bliss, then at
this very moment the proper and dependent [recompense] of the western
region are within my mind, and my mind is within the proper and depen-
dent [recompense] of the western region. They are like two mirrors
exchanging light and mutually illuminating each other. This is the mark of
horizontally pervading the ten directions. If it firmly exhausts the three
margins of time, then the very moment of contemplating the Buddha is the
very moment of seeing the Buddha and becoming the Buddha. The very
moment of seeking rebirth is the very moment of attaining rebirth and the
very moment of liberating all beings. The three margins of time are all a
single, identical time; there is no before and after. [. . .] Awakening to this
principle is most difficult; having faith in it is most easy. (CBETA
X.1182.62:334b15-334b21)

Thus, in Chewu we have an example of a master who saw nianfo as a
single practice, not a graded path or even a heterogeneous variety of
practices, but a practice that nevertheless could fulfill all of the possible
goals of Buddhist cultivation.

When Nianfo Is Subordinated to Other Practices

One should not consider all those who recommended a Pure Land prac-
tice to their followers to be “Pure Land masters.” Others, particularly in
the Chan School, sometimes taught some form of Pure Land practice as a
subsidiary method within the way their own school understood its
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mechanics. I am making this a different category than those who teach
Pure Land and nianfo as one path among many, because in this instance
one sometimes finds Pure Land denigrated as a last resort or redefined
so as to eliminate it as competition, not as one viable practice among
others. Two examples of this kind of teaching will suffice.

Hanshan Deqing

The late Ming dynasty Buddhist reformer Hanshan Deqing (Hanshdan
Déging BX1LI{H5, 1546-1623) was very clear in his own mind that Chan
meditation was much better than Pure Land practice, and he never hesi-
tated to say so, even when speaking to gatherings of Pure Land devotees.
Nevertheless, he did not dismiss the practice outright; instead, he
assigned it a place within a progressive practice that culminated in
Chan. His various talks and writings have been anthologized in the col-
lection known as Hanshan ldorén méngydu ji 82111745 N Z2454E (A record of
Elder Hanshan’s dream travels, CBETA X.1456), from which the following
is derived.

Deqing begins his essay entitled “Instructing Laymen to Form a Nianfo
Society” (Shi youpdsai jié nianfé sheé ~ELEFELE &(#itt) by extolling the
rich variety of Buddhist practices, comparing it to the rain that falls on
all plants alike without changing its nature while plants as different as
grass and trees absorb only what they are able. He then relates the story
of ten or more laymen who came to him once to receive the five lay pre-
cepts and some instruction in practice. He saw that they were sincere but
unenlightened and incapable of much realization, at least in the near
future. Thus, out of compassion, he instructed them in the Pure Land
path, and directed them to perform oral invocation (chengming %) and
repentance three times daily, and to meet together once a month. They
were to generate a genuine aspiration for rebirth in Sukhavati. Deqing
indicates that this is a low-level practice for beginners, but is a valid
practice nonetheless. Since it will make their faith more steady and
purify their minds, how could it be false? Nevertheless, he still expected
them to outgrow the practice as soon as possible and move on to more
productive methods of cultivation (CBETA X.1456.73:473¢19-474b2).

In another talk entitled “Instructions in the Essentials of Nianfo” (Shi
nianfé giéyao 7~ fY) %, CBETA X.1456.73:505¢16-506b1), Deqing gives a
more theoretical treatment of the practice of nianfo in which the reasons
for his low estimation of the practice become apparent. The problem for
him lies not in nianfo itself, but in the fact that people use it as a
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stand-alone practice without contextualizing it in the larger picture of
Buddhist thought. Precisely because people believe that the practice of
nianfo, however conceived, works automatically without any under-
standing or other effort on their part, they gain nothing beyond what
this bare practice delivers. They must always remember, he says, that
the “great matter” is to “penetrate samsara” and liberate themselves
from it. When practitioners fail even to acknowledge that they have this
task, then nianfo in hopes of gaining rebirth in Sukhavati becomes just
another form of clinging that obstructs progress. Here is how he puts
the matter:

The practice of nianfo seeking rebirth in the Pure Land aimed originally at
penetrating the great matter of samsara. That is why it was phrased, “nianfo
and penetrate samsara” (nianfd lido shéngsi {3 T 4E%E). People of today
generate the mind to penetrate samsara, but they are only willing to nianfo.
[They think that by] merely saying “buddha,” they will penetrate samsara.
If one does not know the roots of samsara, then in what direction can you
nian? If the mind that engages in nianfo cannot cut off the roots of samsara,
then how can it penetrate samsara? (CBETA X.1456.73:505¢17-c20)

In other words, the phrase “nianfo and penetrate samsara” has been
misconstrued at a basic, grammatical level. Whereas the original mean-
ing was something like “perform nianfo and then go on to penetrate sam-
sara,” contemporary practitioners have interpreted the phrase to mean
“perform nianfo by saying the word ‘buddha’ and you will penetrate
samsara.” This grammatical misreading, as well as the misunderstand-
ing that nianfo entails nothing more than oral recitation of the buddha’s
name, have led to a serious distortion of the practice and the results one
may reasonably expect from it.

Xuyun

The modern Chan master Xuyun (Xayun 25, 1840?-1959) was once pro-
posed as a candidate for the title of thirteenth patriarch of Pure Land, an
honor that went instead to Yinguang. When one looks through the
thoughts and speeches recorded in his “Chronological Biography” (nidnpti
), one can indeed find approving and instructive speeches about the
Pure Land dharma-gate. However, I wish to argue that, like Deqing,
Xuyun was not among those presenting Pure Land as one valid path
among many, because, like many Chan masters, he took a strict position
of “mind-only Pure Land” (wéixin jingtui I, \/5+). He subsumed it under
a Chan framework and assumed that it aimed toward Chan-defined goals.
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For example, in December 1952, he gave a dharma-talk before follow-
ers of Yinguang on the occasion of the latter’s twelfth death-anniversary.
In this speech, he charged those who chose the Pure Land path to keep to
their original vow, firm in their faith. The worst mistake that one can
make in Buddhist practice, he said, is to jump from one method to
another indiscriminately. Therefore, he praised Yinguang’s unremitting
devotion to the practice of reciting Amitabha’s name and commended it
to those assembled. However, when he compared Pure Land and Chan,
he found no difference in the results to which both methods lead. In this
extract, it becomes clear that Xuyun saw nianfo and Chan “capping
phrase” (huatéu EHE) practice as equivalent:

Chan and Pure Land seem to be two different methods as seen by begin-
ners, but are really one to experienced practitioners. The hua-tou [sic] tech-
nique in Chan meditation, which puts an end to the stream of birth and
death, also requires a firm believing mind to be effective. If the hua-tou is
not firmly held, Chan practice will fail. If the believing mind is strong and if
the hua-tou is firmly held, the practitioner will be mindless of even eating
and drinking and his training will take effect; when sense-organs disen-
gage from sense data, his attainment will be similar to that achieved by a
reciter of the Buddha’s name when his training becomes effective and when
the Pure Land manifests in front of him. In this state, noumenon and phe-
nomenon intermingle, Mind and Buddha are not a duality and both are in
the state of suchness, which is absolute and free from all contraries and
relativities. Then what difference is there between Chan and Pure Land?
(Xuyun 1988, p. 153-154)

That final rhetorical question gets its obvious answer (i.e., there is no
difference) from the fact that Xuyun describes nianfo as just another
kind of “capping phrase” practice. Nowhere does he indicate that recit-
ing the Buddha’s name could have any effect other than to produce a
Chan-style enlightenment experience—no rebirth in the Pure Land even
for the simplest practitioners, none of Chewu’s ebullient confidence that
nianfo puts one’s mind into resonance with Amitabha’s and thus guaran-
tees rebirth, only a phrase to which one holds on with firm faith until it
detaches one from the “dusts of this world” and leads one to realize the
non-duality of principle and phenomena. For Xuyun, one penetrates the
word “Amitabha” just as one penetrates Zhaozhou’s “wu” (wii ).

These two Chan figures represent what some (Yinguang included)
have considered the illegitimate colonizing of Pure Land by those of
other schools. This kind of praise for the Pure Land path is, for them, the
more pernicious because it appears positive on the surface, but when
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one looks into the substance behind the praise, one finds Pure Land
practice redefined in such a way as to render it indistinguishable from
the methods and goals of the Chan School. Once this happens, then much
that is special and distinctive about Pure Land disappears, having been
absorbed into the framework of its rival. This represents, then, a form of
teaching about nianfo in which the practice becomes a gateway out of the
Pure Land tradition and into other understandings of Buddhist practice
and attainment. For this reason, I have created this special category for
teachings of nianfo, and not simply treated them as other examples of
nianfo as one practice among many.

When Nianfo Is Not for Rebirth

As mentioned at the outset, Hori Ichiré noted some years ago that in
Japan, the nembutsu became, at the level of folk religion, an incantation
credited with the power to provide a variety of this-worldly benefits in
addition to assuring rebirth in the Pure Land. Ogasawara Senshii /N57 [
'H 75 also noted a recent tendency in China to credit this-worldly bene-
fits to nianfo (Ogasawara 1951, p. 12), but the trend actually goes back at
least to Song times. Daniel Getz has called attention to the fact that
when the Song dynasty Tiantai reformer Siming Zhili (Siming Zhili V'UHH
HIfs, 960-1028) organized his Pure Land society in the early eleventh
century, one of the purposes he envisioned for the society’s practice was
to “extend the emperor’s longevity and contribute to the prosperity of
the people” (1999, p. 494-495). In addition, Getz reports that a layman
who lost his sight recited the buddha’s name 360,000 times, as a result of
which his eyesight was miraculously restored (1999, p. 501). This story
reminds one of the modern reformer Yinguang’s use of nianfo to cure his
conjunctivitis, as mentioned above. These examples call attention to the
fact that not everyone who practiced nianfo in China did so for the sole
purpose of gaining rebirth in the Pure Land, or to achieve the nianfo
samadhi, or to establish the “single, unperturbed mind,” or to attain a
vision of the Buddha, or for any other specifically Buddhist purpose. It
appears natural to regard a short, mantra-like invocation as having
magical power to grant wishes in this life.

One sees this very clearly in a text called “Forty-Eight Ways to Nianfo”
(Nianfd sishiba fa ;& f#EPd+/£) by one Zhéng Wéian E[E:f. It has been
reprinted many times in many formats, both as an independent treatise
and in anthologies of Pure Land texts. The copy of the text used here is
in Zheng 1991, p. 54-71. Page numbers given in the text will all refer to
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this edition. It contains brief instructions for forty-eight different meth-
ods of performing nianfo and describes the situations for which each is
suitable.

Even though we have seen that there are many ways to nianfo, this
text does not describe any method of mental contemplation or visualiza-
tion. Each technique falls under the category chiming, to “hold the name,”
and all of them involve some form of oral invocation of Amitabha’s name.
To give a few examples: When one is sleepy or one’s thoughts are scat-
tered, then one ought to recite the Buddha’s name in a loud voice (p. 55).
If one is tired, one may rest by reciting quietly for a time until one is
again able to recite loudly (p. 55). If one is in a place unsuitable for audi-
ble practice, then one may try the “vajra recitation” (jingang chifd <Ril#F
72) in which one moves only the lips, or the “silent recitation” in which
one keeps the mouth closed and moves only the tongue (p. 55). There are
instructions for reciting the name in various other circumstances, such
as when walking or sitting straight (p. 56), at fixed times of day (p. 57), or
before a buddha-image (p. 57-58). In this last method, one faces the
image and does not worry if one is not facing west, and seeks nothing
more than a respectful realization of one’s non-duality with the Buddha.
There are other methods marked by certain moods or attitudes, such as
extreme respect (p. 58), in grave misfortune (p. 59), or with utter sincer-
ity (p. 59). Some are meant to accompany other Buddhist acts or litur-
gies, such as making offerings to buddhas or clergy (p. 61) or giving alms
(p. 62). Some seem quasi-esoteric, such as the one called “Holding the
name in the midst of light” (quangzhdong chiming Y¢:4#5+4, p. 63), in which
one lets the sound of one’s recitation revolve around the space within
the heart, visualizes the sound turning into light, and then dwells in the
midst of this light, still reciting the name (or perhaps contemplating?
the text shifts from the word chiming to nianfo here).

The text proceeds in this vein until near its end one finds ways to hold
the name in dreams, in sickness, at the end of life, and finally, while
making vows and performing repentances (p. 69-71). It may appear at
first that this text really belongs in another section of this chapter,
among those who hold to many methods of performing nianfo without
organizing them into a graded path, and this text does indeed have that
kind of ad hoc, “medicine chest” character about it. However, I include it
here, not because the methods described are not aimed at rebirth in the
Pure Land, but because, assuming this goal, it recommends different
methods of nianfo or chiming for their “side effects.” That is, while assum-
ing that the practitioner would like to achieve rebirth in the Land of
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Utmost Bliss, it seems to ask the question: As long as one plans to per-
form nianfo anyway, why not vary the practice to achieve other, more
immediate goals, such as arousing the mind, cheering oneself up when
feeling self-pity, or to return your parents’ kindness?

One may also find more modern texts that express such concerns. For
example, the Culture and Publication unit of Dharma Drum Mountain
(Fdgti shan 7£&%11]) in Taiwan recently published a book called 50 Ques-
tions on the Buddha-name Recitation Practice [sic] (Nianfd 50 wén & {#:50[H]). 1t
too provides basic information about the practice of nianfo such as the
connection between the practice and rebirth in the Pure Land, the rela-
tionship between oral invocation and mental nianfo, the goals of rebirth
in the Pure Land versus attainment of the nianfo samadhi, and so on. In
places, however, it also describes various benefits that one may reap
here and now. For instance, question 35 deals with the practice of nianfo
while sick, and asserts that the practice alleviates mental stress and
worry, and in so doing helps the healing process (Figli wénhua bianji bu
A AE4REEES 2016, p. 122). Question 47 asks how nianfo can help
improve one’s mood when sad or angry, and the editors answer by show-
ing how the practice can pick up one’s mood or help one cool down
before venting one’s anger at someone (p. 147). It seems nianfo will always
be applicable to the vexations of daily life even as it resolves worries
about one’s ultimate fate.

Conclusions

This chapter began by noting the wide variety of methods of practice
found throughout the long stream of Chinese Pure Land literature and
wondering if there might be some way to organize them and understand
them in terms of the technique presented, the goal it seeks to achieve,
and the rationale by which the practitioner understands it to bring that
goal about. This involved looking at authors and texts both inside and
outside of the Pure Land tradition as I understand it in this book. Doing
so helps to clarify that not every occurrence of the term nianfo in a Chi-
nese Buddhist text indicates an affiliation with this tradition, and helps
us to see why some authors are omitted from the roll of “patriarchs” and
why some texts do not get much notice even though they may ostensibly
be speaking of nianfo and rebirth in the Pure Land.

Having made this attempt at systematizing the profusion of methods
that I found in this (admittedly incomplete) survey of the literature, it seems
clear that much refinement is necessary, both in terms of determining
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what categories will prove useful and in the placement of various authors
within these categories. Nevertheless, I find value in this attempt. In this
first approach to the task of looking more systematically at a practice
that is too easily seen as simple and homogeneous, I have found that,
when authorities recommend that their followers engage in the practice
of nianfo, they may in fact have very different ideas about what this
means. Here I have only asked the single question of how nianfo relates to
other practices, or, in cases where nianfo itself takes different forms, how
these forms relate to each other. Many other analytic questions could be
raised, as indicated in the opening, and I hope others may continue pur-
suing this line of investigation until scholars have a clearer idea of what,
exactly, one does when one practices nianfo.
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Lushan Huiyuan

The Evolution of the First Pure Land Patriarch

Many lists of Pure Land patriarchs (zii 1H) have appeared from the
Southern Song dynasty to the present. These lists have grown from six
patriarchs to thirteen, and have included different sets of figures, but
two names have been constant: the first patriarch, Huiyuan of Mount Lu
(Lushan Huiyudn [E[11££%2, 334-416), and the second patriarch, Shandao
(Shanddo =%, 613-668; see appendix). Huiyuan has been universally
accepted as the first patriarch of the tradition in every version of the list
throughout history (Chen 2015, p. 22-33), and many modern scholars,
especially in Japan, have accepted this ascription at face value. One may
also take the opposite view and see this as an anachronistic status pro-
jected retrospectively onto Huiyuan by a later, more fully developed tra-
dition beginning in the Tang dynasty (Li 2007, p. 201). Both interpretations
invite examination, so the provocative title of this chapter is meant to
initiate an honest inquiry. After presenting my translation and analysis
of doctrinal and epistemological issues raised in the Huiyuan-Kumarajiva
correspondence, I will proceed to other sources to assay the extent to
which the retrofitting of a Pure Land identity on Huiyuan fits with the
documents that describe his actual beliefs and practices. Doing so will
require teasing apart his views from Kumarajiva’s in the main transla-
tion, and then looking at other sources on Huiyuan. Finally, I will exam-
ine later texts within the Pure Land tradition, specifically the “rebirth
biography” genre (wdngshéng zhuan 13:4£{%) and texts dealing with the
patriarchate directly. In the conclusion, I will consider the significance
of Huiyuan’s patriarchal status.

This inquiry matters a great deal for our understanding of the Chinese
Pure Land tradition. Implicit in all the foregoing chapters has been my
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understanding that the line of patriarchs forms the armature around
which the later tradition developed. When the tradition accepted a cer-
tain figure as a member of the list, then that figure’s views and practices
became normative, and their texts enjoyed increased attention and exe-
gesis. Lushan Huiyuan presents an especially interesting case. As we shall
see in this chapter, the historical Huiyuan, as best we can reconstruct his
thought and practice, was not an obvious candidate for the list. However,
his image evolved over time in the hands of various authors so that when
we arrive at the later period, his life and practices become fully congru-
ent with his patriarchal status. Thus, this concluding chapter takes us
back from late imperial times to the very beginning of the tradition, but
in the end covers the entire sweep of Chinese Pure Land history.

Correspondence with Kumarajiva

Background

Early in 406 CE, Huiyuan wrote a letter to Kumarajiva, then residing in
the northern capital of Chang’an &% (Wagner 1971, p. 31-34). As the
Gaoseng zhuan = {4 {# (Biographies of eminent monks, T.2059) records,
Huiyuan had heard that Kumarajiva was considering leaving China, and
he wanted to ask him about some perplexing doctrinal matters before it
was too late (T.2059.50:359c28360a2; English in Ziircher 1959, p. 248).
Accordingly, Huiyuan composed a series of questions and sent them to
Kumarajiva. After receiving the latter’s response, he sent a set of fur-
ther questions, and by the end of 407, he received Kumarajiva’s responses
to these. With these two exchanges, their correspondence came to an
end (Wagner 1971, p. 30-31). Later redactors rearranged these letters
into eighteen sets of questions and answers and gathered them in the
canon under the title Topics on the Great Meaning of the Mahayana (Dashéng
da yi zhang KIEKFE ). This text is also called Jiamdléushi fdshi da yi IE
FEZE (AR AFE (The great meaning of [the teachings of] the Dharma
Master Kumarajiva, T.1856). We will look at the eleventh of its eighteen
sections. According to the section heading, it contains questions about
nianfo samadhi (nianfé sanméi & {3 =Fk; T.1856.45:134b4). Huiyuan asks
Kumarajiva about the status of the buddhas seen as a result of meditat-
ing using the practices of the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra (Banzhou sanméi
jing FESRF=BREK, T.418). Are they real, externally existent buddhas, or
are they visions that appear solely within the practitioner’s mind?
The following is a full translation and analysis of this exchange.
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The Translation

The text appears in Jiiméloushi fashi da yi MEEEZR(TERIAE,
T.1856.45:134b-135a. As the text in the Taisho is significantly corrupt,
this translation benefited greatly from the critical edition and modern
Japanese rendering edited by Kimura Eiichi Aff3i— in Eon Kenkyd,
2 vols. (1960-1962). His reconstruction of the following passage is found
in volume one, pages 34-36, while the modern Japanese rendition is
found in volume one, pages 165-169. The passage was previously trans-
lated in Tsukamoto (1985, p. 2:851-854), but Huiyuan’s questions appear
here in German, while Kumarajiva’s response appears in English but is
not translated in full. I have placed my own commentary and critical
notes on various passages in the endnotes.

[134b4] Next, a question about the nianfo samadhi and [Kumarajiva’s] reply:

[134b5] [Hui]yuan asked: With regard to the nianfo samadhi, the sections
on nianfo in the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra frequently use dreams as an ex-
planatory simile. Dreams are objects of cognition for unenlightened beings.
Whether one is deluded or enlightened, [dreams are] to be understood as
restricted to the self.! However, the sutra says that one sees the buddhas in
the nianfo samadhi. One asks them questions and they respond, thereby
severing the snares of their doubts.?

[134b8] Now if the buddhas [so seen] are the same as what is seen in
dreams, then this would be nothing more than a conceptualized “self” gaz-
ing at a conceptualized idea. When focused, one achieves samadhi, and in
samadhi, one sees the buddhas. [But] the buddhas that one sees do not
come in from outside, nor does one go out [to them]. It is a direct matter of
one’s focus on the image and reason coming together in the dream. If I do
not go out of myself, and the buddhas do not come in, then how is there any
dispelling (jié fi#) [of doubts]?* Where would this dispelling [of doubts] come
from? [On the other hand,] if [the buddhas] really do come from without in
response [to the meditation], then one should not use the simile of dreams.
[Rather,] the meeting would be through [the buddhas’] spiritual power
(shéntong fHi7F). Because it is not the true character, there could therefore
be “going” and “coming.” Thus, the sutra [uses the word] “going” to ex-
press the surface meaning and does not indicate the real aim of the sama-
dhi. In the end, what connects [meditator and buddha]?

[134b14] Again, the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-siitra says that when one has
three things, one attains the samadhi: first, keeping the precepts without
violation; second, great merit; and third, the numinous power of the bud-
dha.’ T would ask about this “numinous power of the buddha.” Is this
understood to mean a buddha [visualized] while in samadhi, or a buddha
that comes from outside? If it is a buddha [seen in the] midst of this sama-
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dhi, then it is established by my own thoughts and emerges from myself. If
this buddha is external to the samadhi, then it is a sage (shéngrén 52 A\ )
shown in a dream. However, to have the full meaning of “to meet with,”
then it cannot be both “concentrated within” and “getting to hear [the bud-
dha’s teaching],” nor can it be elucidated [by the simile of] a dream.” Is the
method of nianfo samadhi like this? Of these two or three explanations,
which should I follow?

[134b22] Kumarajiva’s answer: There are three types of samadhi for see-
ing the buddhas (jianfé sanméi F{#=HF): First, a bodhisattva might attain
the divine eye or the divine ear, fly throughout the ten directions to where
the buddhas reside, see them, ask questions about their difficulties, and
have their snare of doubts severed. Second, even without spiritual powers,
they can contemplate (nian &) Amitabha and all the buddhas of the pres-
ent, and with their minds focused on this object, they can attain a vision of
the buddhas and ask about their doubts. Third, they can study and practice
nianfo whether or not they have abandoned their desires. Alternatively,
they may gaze at a buddha image, or contemplate his earthly buddha-body,
or see all of the buddhas of the past, present, and future. All three of these
are called “nianfo samadhi.”

[134b28] Nevertheless, they are not the same. The highest [i.e., the first
method] is the ability to see all of the buddhas through one’s own spiritual
powers. The second, even though it does not give one spiritual powers, still
enables one to see the buddhas of the ten directions, because it is based on
the power of the pratyutpanna-samadhi.® The rest are lower down. All are
called nianfo samadhi.’

[134b29] Also, if one constantly contemplates the world’s repugnant
character, one will have difficulty practicing compassion among living be-
ings. For the sake of bodhisattvas who have yet to abandon desires, [the
buddhas] praise the pratyutpanna-samadhi in many and various ways. By
the power of this samadhi, one can focus the mind on a single object and
see all of the buddhas even without abandoning [desires]. Thus, this pro-
vides a foundation for seeking the buddha-way.

[134c4] In addition, one who studies the pratyutpanna-samadhi abandons
words and discriminations, and is not deluded.’® Why is this? Because all
the sutras preached by Sakyamuni illuminate the Buddha Amitabha’s phys-
ical features completely. These are the perfect words of a Tathagata.

[134c7] Again, the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-siitra teaches in various ways
that, even as [the practitioner] contemplates the discriminated Buddha
Amitabha in his Pure Land more than 100,000 buddha-lands to the west,
that buddha is constantly illuminating all the worlds of the ten directions
with his immeasurable light.! If the practitioner can see the buddha in
accordance with the sutra, then both root and branch are there [i.e., his or
her own practice and the buddha’s illumination]'?; it is not just a delusive
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152

conceptual discrimination. Because they lack faith, people do not know
how to practice this method of meditative samadhi. They wonder how per-
forming this contemplation without having yet attained spiritual powers
can enable one to see all the buddhas from afar?*3

[134c12] This is the reason the Buddha used the simile of dreams, is it
not? Through the power of dreams, people can go forth and see things that
are far away. In just the same way, the bodhisattva [who practices] the prat-
yutpanna-samadhi sees all the distant buddhas by the power of the sama-
dhi, unimpeded by mountains or forests. Because people believe in dreams,
it serves as a simile. Moreover, dreams occur naturally' and do this with-
out effort. How could one make effort and not achieve the vision?

[134c17] As for [the idea that] the bodies of all buddhas have set features,
[some say] these are mere thoughts and discriminations (yixidng fenbié &€
4371), and are thus false. However, the sutras explain that all buddhas’ bod-
ies are produced from the aggregation of conditions. They have no self-na-
ture and are ultimately empty and quiescent, like dreams and magical illu-
sions. If this is the case, then the bodies of buddhas seen by practicing in
accordance with the [sutras’] teachings should not be the only things that
are delusions. If [the vision of the buddhas] is a delusion, then everything
must be a delusion. If it is not a delusion, then nothing else is a delusion
either.

[134c21] Why is this? Because it leads all sentient beings to reap their
own benefits and plant good roots.!* One who attains the vision of the bud-
dhas in accordance with the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-siitra can produce good
roots and become an arhat or non-returner. By this, you should know that
nothing about the Tathagata’s body is unreal.

[134c24] Next: Thoughts and discriminations are sometimes real. If we
follow the sutra’s teaching, then often, in accordance with [our] thoughts
and discriminations, [we] can reach actual realities. For example, when
constantly practicing [the samadhi that takes as its objects]'*® the light of
lamps, candles, the sun, or the moon, then whenever one thinks of a hidden
object, then one attains the divine eye and grasps its reality.

[134c27] Again, someone at the inferior level [of the three given above]
who keeps the precepts purely, and whose faith and reverence are profound
and weighty, brings together the buddha’s numinous power and the power
of the samadhi, knits these conditions together, and is able to see the bud-
dha as a person sees [his or her own] image in a mirror.

[134c29] Again, a worldling who [at some point] in beginningless [time]
has seen [the buddha]'? should abandon desires and attain the divine eye and
divine ear. Yet he returns to cycle around the five paths. However, since be-
ginningless birth and death, practitioners of the two vehicles [of voice-hearers
and pratyekabuddhas] have never been able to attain the pratyutpanna-
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samadhi; how much less could the worldlings? For this reason, one should not
regard what one sees in this samadhi as false.

[135a4] Furthermore, all the bodhisattvas [who] attain this samadhi see
the buddhas, ask their questions, and have all their doubts resolved. After
they arise from this samadhi, they abide in their coarse minds. Taking deep
pleasure in this samadhi, they give rise to grasping thoughts. For this rea-
son, the buddha taught that the practitioner should form this thought: “I
do not go to that [buddha], nor does that buddha come [to me], and yet I see
the buddha and hear the dharma. This is only my mind’s own thoughts and
discriminations. All the things in the Triple World have their being as
thoughts and discriminations, or as the karmic results of thoughts in past
lives, or as that which thoughts in the present life have produced.” Having
heard this teaching, the mind is repulsed by the Triple World and increases
in faith and reverence. Well did the buddha explain such a subtle and won-
derful principle. The practitioner immediately abandons the desires of the
Triple World, deeply enters into concentration, and attains the pratyut-
panna-samadhi.

Huiyuan’s Difficulty and Kumarajiva’s Response

As many scholars have noted, Huiyuan was quite keen on meditation
and sought the advice of many masters on the topic, and so it should not
surprise us that he goes into the matter with Kumarajiva. The inquiry
appears quite straightforward, but an analysis of his question and
Kumarajiva’'s answer reveals an ongoing misunderstanding between
Chinese and Indian/Central Asian conceptions of mental activity and
cognition. Huiyuan wonders why the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra often
uses dreams to illustrate its main method of meditation, one in which
the practitioner sees all the buddhas of the present world, including
Amitabha. Having attained the vision, one can ask them about one’s per-
plexities and receive their explanations. However, Huiyuan believes that
dreams are entirely self-generated; they are phantasms of the mind and
include nothing that comes in from the external world. How could such
a vision tell one anything one did not already know?

Furthermore, the sutra says that one meets the buddhas through
their supernatural power. However, if the buddha is merely a visualiza-
tion produced by one’s own mind, then such an image cannot have
supernatural power. Indeed, since the buddha would not be coming in
from anywhere, he would have no need to travel through space and
time. On the other hand, if the buddha so seen is real and does indeed
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come in from outside through his power, then it is not right to use the
metaphor of dreams to explain it.

Huiyuan’s question revolves around one basic issue: Is the buddha
seen in the samadhi real or not? The very concreteness of the question
points to a certain naive realism on Huiyuan’s part that scholars have
explained in a couple of ways. Walter Liebenthal averred that Huiyuan
was incapable of thinking in psychological terms (1950, p. 249a). As he
explains it, while the Chinese always had some notion of an “inner” and
“outer” world, prior to Huiyuan’s time, they had not thought about psy-
chological states as such. Building on Liebenthal’s observation, we may
note that Indian Buddhist psychology made the mind a sixth sense organ
and thus considered mental phenomena sense-objects. At this point in
history, the Chinese only acknowledged the traditional five senses, as
when Xunzi %&jF- (298-238 BCE) lists only the five sense organs: eye, ear,
nose, mouth, and body in his essay “On the Rectification of Names.”
Although the list ends with the mind, he makes it clear that the mind
does not perceive objects, but produces only emotional reactions to
things and situations (Chan 1963, p. 125). Thus, for Kumarajiva, a buddha
visualized in the mind would be a sense-object to the mind and thus
would have more reality than the Chinese were able to accord it. Con-
versely, for Huiyuan, to use dreams to describe the visualized buddha
was to deny its objective reality, while to say that the buddha comes into
one’s mind through his supernatural power made the dream simile
inappropriate. In Indian Buddhist psychology, such problems would not
arise.

Richard H. Robinson put the matter somewhat differently. Instead of
psychology, he believed what Huiyuan lacked was epistemology (Robin-
son 1967, p. 109). That is to say, Huiyuan displayed a naive realism or
objectivism when considering how the mind knows things in the world.
That the mind itself plays a role in the construction of knowledge does
not seem to have occurred to him, and thus he had to assume that the
buddha visualized in nianfo meditation was either objectively real (i.e.,
entering in from the outside by the buddhas’ supernatural power), or
merely a mentally generated image (i.e., like a dream). To assert that
something dreamed actually has something new to say to the dreamer
makes no sense from this epistemological perspective.

Robinson’s diagnosis of Huiyuan’s perplexity might be more useful
here because it makes more sense of Kumarajiva’s response. Recall that,
in the passage beginning at 45:134c17, Kumarajiva stated, “If this is the
case, then the bodies of buddhas seen by practicing in accordance with
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the [sutras’] teachings should not be the only things that are delusions. If
[the vision of the buddhas] is a delusion, then everything must be a delu-
sion. If it is not a delusion, then nothing else is a delusion either.” The
presupposition behind this statement is that an image visualized in the
meditation is no different from any other image that appears in the
mind. That is, the buddha that one visualizes in samadhi is not different
in kind from the image of a rock or a tree that appears in the mind when
one looks at it. All perceptions of things involve mental construction,
and thus the visualization of a buddha is an experience of the same kind
as actually seeing a buddha standing before one.

This explains the disjunction between Huiyuan’s question and
Kumarajiva’s answer. Huiyuan assumes that a dream-image is unreal, a
mere mental construction without an object; that is why the statement
in the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra that one can question the buddha seen
in samadhi and receive answers puzzles him. Kumarajiva, in contrast,
assumes the samadhi connects one with a real buddha. Thus, for him the
real danger is that practitioners will become enamored of the ability
gained in the meditation to converse with a buddha at will. For him,
then, the sutra’s comparison of the visualized buddha with a dream
serves to denigrate the visualization in order to neutralize a potential
source of attachment. While Huiyuan takes the dream-simile at face
value and thus begins with the assumption that the visualized image is
unreal, Kumarajiva begins with the opposite assumption, namely that
the image is too real, and that the text uses a simile that lessens its real-
ity to avert unwholesome attachment to the samadhi.

Was Huiyuan a Pure Land Master?

My interest in the passage above arose from the widely held belief that
Lushan Huiyuan was a seminal figure in the development of Pure Land
Buddhism in China. Not only does the Chinese tradition itself esteem
Huiyuan as the first patriarch (zii 1H; Tsukamoto 1985, p. 763; see appen-
dix), but many scholars accept the idea that he was an early devotee of
the cult of Amitabha and aspired to rebirth in the western Pure Land
(Robinson 1967, p. 88, 90; Liebenthal 1955, p. 71). Since this part of the
correspondence dealt with the practice of nianfo, it seemed reasonable
that it would display this devotional aspect of Huiyuan’s interests.

After studying the passage, however, I could find no real evidence of
interest in anything resembling Pure Land practice as it developed later.
There is no mention of rebirth in Sukhavati and no hint of a need for the
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Buddha’s other-power to help one achieve that goal. All ideas that pres-
age future developments appear in Kumarajiva’s response, not in Hui-
yuan’s question. It is Kumarajiva that hints that the Buddha might use
his “numinous power” to enter into one’s visualization, and it is
Kumarajiva who mentions Amitabha by name. The possibility that
Kumarajiva would have more devotion to Amitabha and interest in seek-
ing rebirth in the Pure Land than Huiyuan would not be surprising at all.
He translated the Amitabha Sutra while residing in Chang’an. Kumarajiva
was also busy translating the Da zhidu lin K 5w during the time of
this correspondence, and this text has a great deal to say about
Amitabha, Sukhavati, and the goal of rebirth. As Gregory Schopen dem-
onstrated, rebirth in Sukhavati had become a normal goal for Mahayana
Buddhists throughout North India by Kumarajiva’s lifetime (2005).
Strictly speaking, the portion of this passage written by Huiyuan him-
self merely raises a question about the practice of buddha-anusmrti; it is a
technical question about meditation, nothing more. This casts some
doubt on Huiyuan’s status as a founding master of Pure Land Buddhism.

Other scholars have questioned the ascription of Amitabha devotion-
alism to Huiyuan. Erik Ziircher, for instance, claims that Huiyuan was
more interested in “Hinayanistic” meditations and only allowed the
practice of devotion to Amitabha as a concession to the needs of his lay
followers (1959, p. 222-223). Kenneth Ch’en echoes this doubt (1964,
p. 108), and Li Xingling Z=5£1% affirms that, when teaching his lay fol-
lowers, Huiyuan would accommodate their educational and cultural
level. When speaking to Kumarajiva or other highly educated Buddhists,
his tone would be different. He would be strictly Buddhist, use much
technical vocabulary, and observe great precision (Li 2007, p. 255). From
the work of previous scholars, then, two possibilities emerge. Either Hui-
yuan was an active participant in the cult of Amitabha and in practices
directed at rebirth in the Pure Land, or he was mostly uninterested in
this and merely allowed such practices for the sake of his lay followers.
In order to determine which of these (if either) is correct, one must con-
sult other literary evidence for Huiyuan’s religious activities.

One might easily conclude from various passages in the Taisho canon
that the second hypothesis is right. As we have already seen, Huiyuan’s
correspondence with Kumarajiva regarding the practice of nianfo is
really directed at the achievement of nianfo samadhi (nianf6 sanméi ;&3
—H£), and has nothing to do with devotion to Amitabha or to rebirth in
Sukhavati. Four other passages from two additional sources also bear on
the question, so let us examine them in turn.
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First and most importantly, Huiyuan’s reputation as the founder of
the Pure Land movement rests on his biography in the Gao seng zhuan
=fia{d (Biographies of eminent monks, T.2059), compiled in 519. This
is the locus classicus for the story of the “White Lotus Society” (Bdilidn
shé H3#tt), an assembly of 123 of his followers that convened late in
the year 402 to take a collective vow to seek rebirth in “the west”
(T.2059.50:357-361; English translation in Ziircher 1959, p. 240-253).
The wording implies that Huiyuan took the initiative, as he “organized
a fast and established a vow that all would strive together for the west-
ern region” (T.2059.50:358c21-c22).1® Therefore, it appears that Huiyuan
was indeed the instigator of this gathering. However, Huiyuan asked a lay
follower named Liu Yimin Z[3&E (or Liu Chengzhi Z[f27, 354-410) to
compose the text. This leads one to suspect that the Society may indeed
have been convened for the sake of lay followers, though in itself it does
not establish a disinterest on Huiyuan'’s part. The evidence from this pas-
sage remains inconclusive on that point.

Another detail of great interest appears upon examination of the text
of the vows that Liu wrote. When describing the goal of their joint prac-
tice, he indicates that it is for the sake of rebirth in a place simply desig-
nated “the west” (xifang P57 or xijing Pg1%; see T.2059.50:358¢22, 359a5)
or the “spirit realm” (shénjié 1HFL; T.2059.50:359a13). Liu’s subsequent
description of “the west” bears no resemblance to any canonical descrip-
tion of Sukhavati. Liu says that those who rise to this realm will abide on
cloudy peaks (yunjiao ZE1l&), their bodies and minds will be transformed,
and they will sit in the shade of jade ke-trees (gidngke ¥2fu[; a term
Ziircher says is associated with ancient legends of Kunlun; Ziircher 1959,
p. 406n57). They will float to the eight corners of the world in cloud-
garments and ride the wind until the end of their lives (T.2059.50:359a17).
As Ziircher writes, this vow is a curious mixture of Buddhist and Daoist
concepts, though it may be even more Daoist than he acknowledged
given that the only references to “Amitabha” and “Sukhavati” appear in
emendations that he inserted without justification (1959, p. 219, 245). Liu
Yimin seems not to have written an orthodox picture of the Pure Land,
and Huiyuan seems not to have corrected him. We must conclude, there-
fore, that the community on Mt. Lu, including Huiyuan and the members
of the White Lotus Society, had only the vaguest and most rudimentary
understanding of the land of Amitabha.

Next, we will consider Huiyuan’s preface to a collection of poems
praising the practice of nianfo samadhi composed by various lay follow-
ers. The anthology itself, called Collected Poems on the Nianfo Samadhi
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(Nianfd sanmei shi ji ;2 =FkzF£E) is no longer extant, but Huiyuan’s
preface appears in the Gudng héngming ji FE5/BHEE, (T.2103.52:351b10-
351c7; also Eon kenkyii, 2:78-79). The impression one gets from this pref-
ace is similar to that conveyed by the questions to Kumarajiva translated
above. That is, it is primarily about a particular kind of samadhi, not any
recognizable Pure Land practice. The term nianfo occurs only once (at
T.2103.52:351b21), but only to specify one type of samadhi among many.
For the most part, the preface praises the practice of samadhi for its
benefits in “focusing and stilling thoughts” (zhuan si ji xidng ZE54E,
T.2103.52:351b12), thus calming and clarifying the mind. This text, there-
fore, provides no more support for considering Huiyuan a Pure Land
master than does the passage from his letters to Kumarajiva. In addi-
tion, as in the passage from the Biographies of Eminent Monks, it appears
that Huiyuan wrote on the topic of the nianfo samadhi in response to his
lay followers’ interest. There is one line of this preface, however, that
contributed to his status as a patriarch of the Pure Land tradition in
later texts. It says. “Moreover, there are many [kinds of] samadhi; their
names are legion. [Among them,] the nianfo samadhi is preeminent for
height of merit and ease of practice.” (XZE=0f - LZLER - Tim =
85 B4 o T.2103.52:351b20-b21). This statement, or at least its sentiment,
will be reproduced many times over the centuries.

The third passage, also from the Biographies of Eminent Monks, presents
a different picture. This is a brief biography of one of Huiyuan’s monastic
disciples, Sengji (Séngji {&77%; T.2059.50:362b12-b27). Here is an abridged
translation of the passage:

Afterward, [Sengji] stopped at the mountain [i.e., Mt. Lu] for a short while
when he suddenly felt critically ill. Therefore, he wanted sincerely [to
seek] the Western Country (xi gud PHEE) and visualized an image
(xidngxiang %8%) of the Buddha Amitayus. Huiyuan presented Sengji a
candle and said “By setting your mind on [the land of] peace and suste-
nance [anydng Z&; i.e., Sukhavati], you may strive against the defile-
ments for a while.” Grasping the candle as a support, Sengji stilled his
thoughts and was unperturbed, and he asked the monks to assemble dur-
ing the night in order to rotate [in reciting] the Larger Sutra. In the fifth
watch, Sengji gave the candle to his fellow students and asked them to
pass it among the monks. Thus, he lay down for a while. In a dream, he
saw himself holding a candle and riding in space to see the Buddha
Amitayus [. . .] Suddenly he woke up and told the attendant at his sickbed
about it, who was both grieved and comforted. [...] He looked for his
shoes and stood up, and his eyes looked out into space as if he saw
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something. The next moment he lay down again with a look of delight and
said to his companions, “I am going!” He turned on his right side, and his
breath left him. He was 45 years old. (T.2059.50:362b16-b27)*°

Two features of this passage are of interest. First, the subject of the
story is not a lay follower, but one of Huiyuan’s monastic disciples, and,
to judge from the text preceding the death narrative, a highly respected
one. This would seem to cast doubt on Ch’en’s and Ziircher’s contention
that Huiyuan’s Pure Land practice was primarily for the benefit of lay
followers, and leads us to consider the possibility that it was an integral
component of the life of his monastic community.

Second, unlike all of the other passages, we see a fully developed Pure
Land theology and soteriology at work here. The story itself follows the
pattern of countless deathbed rebirth stories found in the literature.
More than that, it displays all the features normally associated with
Pure Land practice: It centers on the Buddha Amitabha (under his other
name Amitayus); the monk seeks rebirth in the Pure Land; the scrip-
tural support is the Larger Sutra; most importantly, the goal of the night
vigil is to help the monk attain his stated goal of rebirth in Sukhavati,
described as being in the west. Also of significance for our purposes,
Huiyuan himself is there to sanction Sengji’s desire and assist him in
achieving it.

The last passage we will consider describes Huiyuan’s death and
comes from the Biographies of Eminent Monks. Here we might expect Hui-
yuan to express concern with attaining birth in the West when faced
with his own imminent passing, especially given his willingness to assist
others to achieve this in their last hours. However, in this account we
find that as he lay dying at the age of 83, he was only concerned with
observing the monastic rules and expressed no desire at all for the Pure
Land. Since he was in pain, his disciples and fellow-monks tried to get
him to drink first bean wine and then fermented rice juice. He refused
both because the vinaya did not allow the consumption of alcohol. When
they suggested a mixture of water and honey, he asked a vinaya-master
to see if that were allowed, but before the master could locate the appro-
priate rule, Huiyuan died (Ziircher 1959, p. 253; T.2059.50:361b1-b10).
Thus, this early biography does not portray Huiyuan doing any of the
things that became typical of the “good death” as recorded in countless
other stories. He expresses no desire for rebirth in Amitabha’s Pure
Land, he does not ask monks and disciples to gather around and help
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him stay focused by chanting, and no one reports any signs of successful
rebirth.

In what sense, then, could we consider Lushan Huiyuan a Pure Land
Buddhist? There is very little basis for such a characterization. As a med-
itator devoted to the dhyana methods found in the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-
sutra, he was an advocate of the nianfo samadhi and was aware of the
central role the Buddha Amitabha plays in it. He understood that follow-
ers worried about their postmortem fates and was willing to help them
seek rebirth in “the west” by presiding over the White Lotus Society or
facilitating Sengji’s deathbed practice. In his Preface to the Collected Poems
on the Nianfo Samadhi, he contributed a phrase that would become a cli-
ché in Pure Land apologetic literature to the effect that the nianfo sama-
dhi is the easiest to put into practice and the most efficient for
accumulating merit (T.2103.52:351b20-b21). Thus, while we might con-
sider some of his lay followers and fellow monastics early adherents of
Pure Land, Huiyuan himself was not.

Nor did any early Buddhist tradition consider him such. His extensive
notice in the Biographies of Eminent Monks calls attention to the wide
range of activities in which he involved himself. Its final judgment,
expressed at the end of his biography, holds him to be a well-rounded
monk, erudite in literature and doctrine, and politically canny in deal-
ing with the ever-changing political and military landscape of the mori-
bund Eastern Jin. He was a literary giant, a deft debater, an imposing
presence, a masterful teacher, and a virtuous monk of solid reputation
and standing. It notes that his legacy to Chinese Buddhism consisted in
his collected works in ten fascicles. He was “highly esteemed by his gen-
eration” (Ziircher 1959, p. 253; T.2059.50:361b9-b13). However, as we sur-
vey the literature of the Pure Land tradition, we find that it is not the
historical Huiyuan who became the first patriarch; rather, it was a re-
imagined Huiyuan who ascended to that position, and so we must con-
clude by looking at the evolution of Huiyuan from a polymath monk to a
Pure Land master.

Huiyuan’s Evolution from Scholar
and Meditator to Pure Land Patriarch

Huiyuan was not always regarded as a significant Pure Land figure. As
already noted, his notice in the Biographies of Eminent Monks presents him
as a multifaceted and accomplished monk, whose Pure Land-related
activities account for only a minor part of his life story. During the Tang
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dynasty (618-907), when much of what we now regard as the Chinese
Pure Land tradition began to take shape, Jiacai (Jiacdi %17, seventh cen-
tury) even criticized Huiyuan in harsh terms: “[T]he teachers of high
antiquity, men such as the Dharma-master [Hui-Jyuan and Hsieh Ling-
yiin [Xié Lingyun $5{283#, one of Huiyuan’s lay followers], though all
hoped for the Western region, were ultimately perfecting only them-
selves. Of students of later times, there is not one who accepted or
repeated what they did” (T.1963.47:83b12-b13; English in Tsukamoto
1985, p. 2:860). Jiacai’s rough contemporary Daochuo (Daochuo 7E45, 562-
645) compiled what appears to be a list of patriarchs in his Anlé ji Z4E%E
that does not include Huiyuan (T.1958.47:14b11-c6; also Nogami 1962,
p. 1:227). Nogami Shunjo ¥ F{£#% has pointed out that, after the passing
of Huiyuan’s immediate circle of disciples, his Pure Land thought became
so unknown that the Pure Land movement in North China under Tan-
luan and Daochuo betrayed no hint of familiarity with him, and their
thought is at variance with his in many places (1962, p. 1:226-227). Thus,
even though later Japanese scholarship follows Honen and treats Hui-
yuan as the founder of a particular “stream” (ryai i) of Pure Land
thought and practice, his near contemporaries in the early Tang dynasty
either show no awareness of him or regard him as anything but.

Huiyuan’s image began to change during the middle years of the Tang
dynasty. As Nogami points out, a couple of figures began speaking posi-
tively of Huiyuan in connection with Pure Land. Zhulin Fazhao (Zhiilin
Fdzhao 17 #K£HE, ca. 740-838), a figure later honored as the Fourth Patri-
arch of Pure Land, went to Mt. Lu, and a stele inscription says that
between 765 and 766 Fazhao went to Lushan specifically to look for Hui-
yuan’s teachings (Nogami 1962, p. 1:241). Fazhao also mentions Huiyuan
as someone who attained rebirth in the Pure Land in the middle fascicle
of his Jingtii withui nianfé songjing guanxing yi (31 F & & hamsS R T,
T.2827.85:1244b10-b12). Fazhao refers to Huiyuan once more near the
end of the same work. In this passage, Fazhao mentions Huiyuan imme-
diately after stating that the Pure Land teaching came from India to
China, and goes on to tell the story of the White Lotus Society. It ends by
saying that Huiyuan and his lay followers “all saw the western land of
Utmost Bliss” (T.2827.85:1255b11-b13).

Directly following the first reference to Huiyuan, Fazhao reports on
another figure from the Chen dynasty (Chén chdo [#5f, 557-589) named
“Chan master Zhen” (Zhén chdnshi ¥21£i), also of Mt. Lu.?° While in
meditation one day, Zhen saw a man riding a ship to the west, and asked
if he could go with him. The man answered, “The dharma-master has
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not yet recited the Amitabha Sutra, and so you cannot go.” Chan master
Zhen recited the sutra 20,000 times, and toward the end of his life, a
“holy man” or “spirit man” (shénrén 1§ \) sent him a silver dais and told
him he could ride it to rebirth in Amitabha’s land. The light of the dais
filled the sky and was brighter than the sun, and this sign assured Zhen
that he would attain rebirth. When his death came, those gathered
around him noticed an unusual fragrance that lasted for some days, and
many saw a number of transformation buddhas (huafé {Ef#) come to
greet him (T.2827.85:1244b12-b22). Perhaps because this story follows
immediately upon that of Huiyuan, later accounts of Huiyuan will incor-
porate many details of this episode.

The Nianfd sanméi bdowdng lun 23 =IFE T 5@ (T.1967) by Feixi (Feixi
IT$$%, d.u.), written between 785 and 805, contains another mention of
Huiyuan as a Pure Land master. As before, it refers to Huiyuan as the
first figure in China to receive and transmit the Pure Land way from an
Indian master, and it recounts the story of the White Lotus Society.
Notably, this is the first text to describe the goal of their practice as
rebirth in the “Pure Land” (jingtii ;1) rather than simply “the west”
(xifang V5 77; see T.1967.47:140b6). Feixi clearly considered Huiyuan to be a
pioneer of Pure Land.

During the Sui and Tang dynasties, a new genre of literature called
“biographies of those who achieved rebirth [in the Pure Land]”
(wdngshéng zhuan 1¥4£{#) came into being. The earliest is the Wdngshéng
xifang jingti rulying shanzhuan 1347877, FqfEME (T.2070) by Shao-
kang (Shdokang /V', d. 805) from the mid-Tang. According to Shaokang,
although Huiyuan “was expert in all the sutras, he inclined toward the
propagation of the west.” He built a “Pure Land Hall” (jingtui tdng ;51 &)
below a cliff and practiced worship and repentance in it night and day.
Many eminent laymen gathered around, and they all practiced Pure
Land together (téng xiu jingtu [E/{Z;51). Directly after reporting Liu
Yimin’s leadership in the gathering of the White Lotus Society, Shaokang
says that a voice of “an immortal riding the clouds” sounded; whether
all the members of the Society heard it or just Huiyuan is not clear. Also
noteworthy is the fact that the biography of Tanluan follows directly
upon that of Huiyuan, and those of Daochuo and Shandao come soon
after. Thus, this text places Huiyuan within a more unified Pure Land
tradition that included other future patriarchs.

The final evolution of Huiyuan’s story occurs in the Song dynasty. We
will consider two texts in the “rebirth biography” genre, the Xu jingtu

wdngshéng zhuan g% 1134 (T.2071) by Jiezhu (Jiezha 7 Ff, d.u.) and
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the Xinxiu wdngshéng zhuan ¥{&1F4:{& (CBETA X.1546) by Wang Gu
(Wdng Gui T+, d.u.). These two texts introduce a new element into the
story of Huiyuan’s life and practice. For the most part, Jiezhu’s text
recapitulates Huiyuan’s entry in the original Biographies of Eminent
Monks, and up to the death scene, the text conveys the impression of
Huiyuan as a widely read, brilliant religious figure and shrewd political
survivor whose Pure Land connection is tentative and peripheral. How-
ever, near the end Jiezhu shifts to an account from an otherwise
unknown “supplementary” or “alternative biography” (biézhuan FI/{#).
According to this source, Huiyuan exerted himself in Pure Land cultiva-
tion (jingtii zhi xit ;1 {%). During his first eleven years at Mt. Lu, he
settled his mind and focused his thoughts, and thrice saw the superior
characteristics (shéngxiang [5#H), but did not report these visions to
anyone. Then we read:

Nineteen years later, in the evening of the last day of the seventh month,
[Hui]yuan was in the Eastern Shrine of the Wisdom Hall. He had just arisen
from his meditation when he saw Amitabha Buddha’s body filling all of
space. All the transformation-buddhas appeared in his nimbus, and the
Bodhisattvas Avalokite§vara and Mahasthamaprapta attended him on the
left and right. He also saw water flowing and light breaking into fourteen
streams, each one of which flowed upward and downward proclaiming suf-
fering, emptiness, impermanence, and selflessness. The Buddha said to
him, “By the power of my Original Vow I have come to give you comfort. In
seven days you will achieve rebirth in my land.” He also saw Buddhayasas,
along with [his younger brother] Huichi and Tanshun at the Buddha’s side.
They assembled before Huiyuan and said, “Master, you preceded us in
intention [i.e., to gain rebirth], why are you late in coming?” [Hui]yuan saw
this clearly with his own eyes while observing it with an unperturbed
mind. He thereupon told his disciples Fajing (Fdjing /%5, Huibao (Huibdo £
), and others what he had just seen. He said to [Fa]jing, “During my first
eleven years living here I was fortunate to have three visions of the supe-
rior characteristics of the Pure Land. Now I have seen them once again, and
so my rebirth in the Pure Land is assured.” The next day he felt ill and took
to his bed. [. . .] When the time came, he passed away. (T.2071.51:110b18-c2)

As Nogami Shunjo notes, we do not know the provenance of this “supple-
mentary biography,” and the story told here is completely new (1962,
p. 1:238). It is interesting that Jiezhu retains the other version of Hui-
yuan’s death narrative from the Biographies of Eminent Monks, and the
new story seems to contain elements of the story of Chan master Zhen as
recounted in Fazhao’s text. Jiezhu’s text is thus a little disjointed, with a
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first half that repeats the older version of Huiyuan’s life and a second
half that depicts him much more as a Pure Land master.

Wang Gu’s biography of Huiyuan (which he writes E3&), with a pref-
ace dated 1084, builds upon Jiezhu’s but is more concise. Wang truncated
most of the material dealing with Huiyuan’s early life, which makes his
text a good bit shorter while shifting the emphasis much more to Hui-
yuan’s Pure Land activities. The latter half repeats Jiezhu’s text almost
verbatim (CBETA X.1546.7:148a15-148c9). The overall effect of Wang’s
deletions is to give a stronger impression than previous biographies that
Pure Land was the focus of Huiyuan’s life and practice.

The first literary attempts to establish a line of Pure Land patriarchs
(zii H) appeared during the Southern Song dynasty (1127-1270). Two
texts from this period propose slightly variant lists, but both place Hui-
yuan first in the line. This is their most salient innovation in terms of
the evolution of his image. These texts are the Lébang wénléi &4F[ 55
(T.1969A) compiled by Zongxiao (Zongxido 5=, 1151-1214) in 1199 and
the Fézii tongji FEHER4C (T.2035) composed by Zhipan (Zhipdn &4, 1220-
1275) in 1269. Both of these texts provide extensive material on Huiyuan,
reproducing the entry from the Biographies of Eminent Monks in its
entirety with the addition of the new material found in the early Song
texts just examined. Both retain the two versions of Huiyuan’s death and
the account of his three visions of the Pure Land during his first eleven
years at Mt. Lu. (See Fézii tdngji T.2035.49:262c17-c18; Lébang wénléi
T.1969A.47:192b29-c1.)

The next list of Pure Land patriarchs appeared in the Jingtii zhigui ji ;5
+J5EF£E (CBETA X.1154), by Anqu Dayou (Anqu Dayou fitiE Kif, 1334-
1407), with a preface dated 1383. Dayou’s account of Huiyuan’s life pres-
ents many of the main reference points in summary fashion: his early
brilliance, mastery of Daoist texts, his enlightenment under Daoan’s
preaching, his ordination, and his journey to Mt. Lu. It then presents a
short version of the meeting of the White Lotus Society in 402, again with
a more specific reference to the Pure Land than simply “the west” (in
this case, anydng Z&). It ends with the judgment: “Because of this, all
who cultivate Pure Land practices (jingyé /3£) consider the Lotus Soci-
ety of Donglin [Temple] the pattern (shifd fifi;%) for ten thousand genera-
tions” (CBETA X.1154.61:389b12-b23). The next section again asserts that
Huiyuan had three visions during his first eleven years on the mountain,
but did not let anyone else know of them (CBETA X.1154.61:389b24-¢2). It
then goes on to narrate Huiyuan’s death, repeating all the same details
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of his premonitory vision of Amitabha and his retinue as given above
(CBETA X.1154.61:389¢2-¢9).

Late in the Ming dynasty, the monk Zhengji (Zhéngji 1F75, d.u.) com-
posed the Jingtii sheng wiishéng lan zhtt 5+ £ 44 im=E (CBETA X.1167),
and Shoujiao (Shoujiao 572y, d.u.) wrote the Shéng wiishéng lin ginwén ji 4
s s RIS (CBETA X.1168). Both texts contain somewhat different
lists of Pure Land patriarchs (see appendix), and both merely reproduce
Dayou’s biography of Huiyuan, but with one interesting variation.
Whereas Dayou indicated that the White Lotus Society itself provided a
template for all future Pure Land practice, Zhengji and Shoujiao phrase
the matter in this way: “In this land (citii [t 1), [the practice of] nianfo
truly begins with [Huilyuan, and thus he is styled the first patriarch”
(CBETA X.1167.61:834a24-b1, X.1168.61:851c22). Thus, what was termed
Huiyuan’s “nianfo samadhi” in earlier texts became “Pure Land practice”
(jingyé J§:£) for Dayou and simply nianfo for Zhengji and Shoujiao, and
the latter two shifted the focus from the lay members of the White Lotus
Society to Huiyuan himself. He now looks even more like a Pure Land
adherent.

In the early Qing dynasty, Ruizhang (Ruizhang ¥, d.u.) published
his Xifang huizheng PEffiEE{E (CBETA X.1551), for which he formulated a
new list of patriarchs that included late Ming dynasty figures for the
first time. Ruizhang gives a more extensive biography of Huiyuan, bring-
ing back much of the material found in the Biographies of Eminent Monks
and reinstating the image of Huiyuan as a renaissance monk with many
accomplishments. Regarding Pure Land, Ruizhang quotes Huiyuan’s
statement that the nianfo samadhi is the easiest to implement and the
most effective (CBETA X.1551.78:357b2-b3) though without citing its
source. In recounting the story of the White Lotus Society, Ruizhang
adds a new detail: Rather than saying that the 123 participants gathered
in front of an image of Amitabha, he says they fashioned images of the
“three holy ones of the west” (xifang sanshéng xiang 7577 =22{%; CBETA
X.1551.78:357b9), that is, the Buddha and his two bodhisattva-attendants.
He repeats the claim that Huiyuan put all his effort solely into Pure Land
practice (CBETA X.1551.78:357b15), that Huiyuan had three visions of the
Buddha during his early years on the mountain, which he kept to him-
self (CBETA X.1551.78:357b15-b16), and recounts the vision in which the
Buddha Amitabha appears and predicts his death in seven days’ time. In
this instance, a new list of friends and followers who have gone before
appear with the Buddha: Buddhayasas, his brother Huichi, his fellow
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disciple Huiyong, and his lay follower Liu Yimin. Ruizhang concludes
with this appraisal of Huiyuan:

When one investigates the Pure Land dharma-gate, [one finds that] although
it was transmitted into the eastern (or stately) court (zhénchdo Z=5H) and came
to Fotucheng, from [Fotu]cheng to Daoan, and among [Dao]an’s disciples, it
was Master [Hui]lyuan who carried it forward and taught it. He expanded this
holy Way, and monarchs revered his name. This dharma flowed out into the
entire world. A hundred generations have praised him as the first patriarch of
Pure Land practice (jingye ;5£). (CBETA X.1551.78:357c11-c14)

To conclude this survey, we will turn to the mid-Qing dynasty
Lidnzong jiti zi zhuanliié 5% fHEES (Brief biographies of the nine
Patriarchs of the Lotus School, 1824) by Wukai (Wukai ). The biogra-
phy of Huiyuan has many of the same features and alterations seen so
far, but adds a few new elements. First, it credits Huiyuan with all of the
initiative in convening the White Lotus Society. In contrast to earlier
accounts, which said that 123 literati and clerics joined together to cre-
ate the society and asked Huiyuan to facilitate the event, Wukai says
that 123 people of “pure faith” (gingxin %{Z) came to the mountain, and
after their arrival Huiyuan asked rhetorically, “Could all you gentlemen
have arrived with no intention toward the Pure Land?” (Wukai 1824,
p. 39:19345). He then assumes all of the responsibility for establishing
the Society, directing Liu Yimin to compose the aspiration text. Huiyuan
himself also arranges the hall and sets up the three images of Amitabha
and the two bodhisattvas. Further on, Wukai says that in the thirty
years Huiyuan lived on Mt. Lu, he was “entirely devoted to Pure Land”
(zhuan zhi jingti 551, Wukai 1824, p. 39:19347). After the biography,
Wukai added some personal comments in which he raises two important
points about Huiyuan. First, he established the White Lotus Society and
many worthy clergy and laymen came to it for refuge. Second, he wrote
the four words “thoughts focused, imagination stilled” (sizhuan xidngji
FEFEEY) in his “Preface” to the poems on the nianfo samadhi. These
four words, says Wukai, are the “secret essence and primal border-cross-
ing” (miyao yudnguan FAZEITREE) of nianfo (1824, p. 39:19348). In Wukai’s
text, Huiyuan’s transformation into Pure Land’s founding patriarch
appears to be complete.

The foregoing demonstrates that the Huiyuan who became the first
patriarch of the Pure Land tradition was not the historical Huiyuan por-
trayed in the earliest sources, but a literary Huiyuan whose image was
constructed over several centuries. In the earliest sources, he is a
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scholar-monk and meditator, a patron of new translations, a master of
the political parry, and a strict observer of discipline. He facilitates
practices aimed at a vaguely defined “west” before images of Amitabha,
but his main interest in this buddha arises from his practice and promo-
tion of the meditation found in the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra. By the
time his story reaches its full development in the Qing dynasty, he is a
dedicated practitioner of Pure Land who has visions of the Buddha
Amitabha and his Land of Bliss and ardently wishes to gain rebirth there.
This is the Huiyuan who is a Pure Land Buddhist and patriarch.

Conclusions

This chapter posed the question whether Lushan Huiyuan is a Pure Land
Buddhist. The process of answering that question has led us to discover
that there are two Huiyuans. The first is the Huiyuan who studied Bud-
dhist texts and doctrines, sponsored translation activities, corre-
sponded with Kumarajiva about sutras and methods of religious
cultivation, navigated treacherous political waters, kept the rules of the
vinaya strictly even on his deathbed, attracted a substantial following
among both monastics and literati, and avidly practiced the meditation
of buddha-visualization or nianfo samadhi as prescribed by the
Pratyutpanna-samadhi-siitra. When his followers wished to perform ritu-
als and set forth vows to seek rebirth in a “western region” that they
only dimly understood, he accommodated them and provided facilities,
sponsorship, and guidance. His own personal connection to anything
that might be later understood as “Pure Land practice” lay in the
Pratyutpanna-samadhi-siitra’s recommendation that one who wished to
see a vision of all the buddhas at once should begin by visualizing the
Buddha Amitabha as an exemplar of all the rest. This first Huiyuan could
not be considered a Pure Land Buddhist in any real sense, and in the
centuries that lay between him and the mid-Tang dynasty, he exercised
no real influence over the nascent Pure Land movement. Figures such as
Tanluan, Daochuo, and Shandao show no sign that they knew of his
teaching or were influenced by him, and Jiacai even criticized him.

The second Huiyuan is very different. Beginning in the mid-Tang with
the writings of Fazhao, we begin to see the development of an alterna-
tive biography for Huiyuan. This new story developed while keeping
some elements of the older biographies (as when two different death
narratives appear one after the other), but as time went on a new picture
emerged. This version of Huiyuan was solely devoted to Pure Land
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practice (either described as nianfo or jingyé ;53), eagerly sought rebirth
in the Pure Land (now called jingtii 5+ or anydng Z*&, rather than “the
west”), had three visions of the Pure Land during his early years on Mt.
Lu, actively organized and participated in the White Lotus Society, and
had an elaborate vision of the Buddha Amitabha that predicted his com-
ing death and assured him of rebirth. When shorter versions of his life
story appear in later texts such as those putting forward lists of Pure
Land patriarchs or “rebirth biographies,” these items become the essen-
tial elements: his three visions, his organization of the White Lotus Soci-
ety, his assertion that nianfo samadhi is the easiest practice to implement
and brings the quickest results, and his vision of the Buddha in his last
week. This Huiyuan is the paradigmatic Pure Land Buddhist whose prac-
tice “established the pattern for ten thousand generations.”

The answer to the question, then, is both yes and no. The historical
Huiyuan was not a “Pure Land Buddhist,” but the other Huiyuan, the one
whose story came to dominate the later sources, surely was.
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Conclusions

Academic books comprised of previously published articles face the
challenge of coherence. Many remain simple anthologies, convenient
venues for assembling a scholar’s oeuvre in one place for easy reference.
In this volume, I have aspired to something more. As noted in the intro-
duction, I saw in this project an opportunity to pull together several
ideas that, taken together, might provide a much-needed orientation to
the study of Chinese Pure Land Buddhism. The essays that I chose to
include and the ones that appear here for the first time all tended toward
macro-level studies of themes that have endured within the tradition
across several centuries. Placing them all together in one volume allowed
me to revise them in order to bring out a set of motifs that might help
modern western readers understand the tradition as a whole. Now that
we have come to the end of this study, the time has come to articulate
these themes in order to see the arc of the argument.

The first task was to say with as much precision as possible just what
this tradition is. Past studies argued that Pure Land is not Buddhist in
any meaningful way, that it does not exist as a school or sect within Bud-
dhism, or that it is so widely diffused throughout Chinese Buddhism
that it has no independent standing as a separate topic of study. In con-
trast, I have argued that Chinese Pure Land Buddhism occupies a dis-
tinctive place within the panorama of Chinese Buddhism, and that the
best way to understand that place is to define it as a “tradition of prac-
tice.” This means that Chinese Pure Land Buddhism is a distinctive set of
practices accompanied by a set of explanations and understandings
within which the practices make sense. These explanations constituted
a kind of “theology” of this tradition and provided resources for com-
mending it to potential practitioners and defending it from detractors.
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At this point, readers might suspect that I have merely identified one
line of thought and practice among many within Chinese Buddhism and
then simply designated it as “the Pure Land tradition.” I would argue
that the identification of this tradition happened within China itself,
where arguments took place regarding the legitimacy of this tradition
and regarding its proper delineation. For example, the formation of a
line of thirteen “patriarchs” provided an armature around which the
tradition could be sculpted. The patriarchs were chosen by influential
figures and texts, and the inclusion of a given figure within this line fol-
lowed principles that defined and gave shape to this tradition (see the
appendix). It matters that Shandao is a patriarch while Kuiji is not, even
though they both wrote a commentary on one of the central scriptures
of the tradition.

I hope to have shown that the sine qua non of this tradition is the idea
of non-elite and unearned achievement. While chapter 8 showed that
Lushan Huiyuan took a significant step toward this paradigm by foster-
ing the convocation of the first lay society devoted to nianfo practice, it
was still rooted in the tradition of virtuoso practice, and the nature of
the questions he put to Kumarajiva and the visionary experiences of his
disciple Liu Yimin hardly point toward any future “path of easy prac-
tice.” Tanluan and Daochuo, while crucial precursors to this position,
tended to explain the surprising ability of nianfo to produce great effects
by pointing to factors that made the practitioner’s efforts work: roots of
merit stored from previous lives, the unusual concentration of the mind
at the moment of death, and so on. They also affirmed that the Pure
Land into which one was reborn was a reward-land or a transformation-
land in accordance with one’s level of mental cultivation. It was Shandao
who shifted the explanation over to the power of Amitabha and declared
that even those who did not have the requisite accomplishment and
merit still achieved rebirth into a reward-land. When Shandao severed
the connection between a practitioner’s level of purification and the
kind of Pure Land she or he experienced after death, space finally
appeared for popularization of the tradition as a live option for non-
virtuoso Buddhists. It led to the possibility of salvation for the butchers
and chicken-slaughterers who needed saving from their deathbed ter-
rors, and made controversies inevitable with other Buddhists who still
thought practice and achievement mattered. Their determined rejec-
tion of this idea necessitated the development of a line of apologetic
texts that no other Buddhist teaching in China ever required, as seen in
chapter 6.
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In addition, we can trace arguments among Chinese Buddhists about
the proper set of practices and accompanying explanations that ought to
constitute the tradition. The most salient of these was, prior to modern
times, the struggle for primacy between the “western-direction” and
“mind-only” constructs, which respectively underwrote the practices of
simple oral nianfo and the more virtuosic meditative practice of the nianfo
samadhi. The stable endpoint of these arguments was a tradition that
allowed for a variety of practices undertaken at a variety of levels of
skill, moral self-regulation, and commitment, provided that the diver-
sity include a lower end in which even a person of no skill, no prior prac-
tice, and no moral discipline could still achieve rebirth in the Pure Land,
attain the stage of non-retrogression, and be forever free of samsara.

Opening up an “easy path” by crediting one’s salvation to the “other-
power” of Amitabha Buddha entailed the danger of antinomianism as
the early Japanese Pure Land schools experienced. The Chinese tradition
mitigated this peril by retaining a meaningful role for the practitioner’s
own efforts. As detailed in chapter 4, the Chinese tradition settled on a
scheme whereby self-power and other-power worked together to create
a synergy that maximized the benefits of practice. Chapter 5 demon-
strated that this vision of the two powers working together prevented
any antinomian tendencies from sprouting by insisting that while
Amitabha can and will bring those with no contribution whatsoever to
rebirth in Sukhavati, those who could accomplish something were obli-
gated to do so to the best of their ability. With these moves, the tradition
navigated a via media in which it could affirm both that the Pure Land
was open even to the most wretched and evil of people and that one
ought nevertheless to make as much progress as possible in this life. As a
result of following this middle path, the Pure Land tradition could
encompass the many forms of nianfo practice described in chapter 7.

While I assert that Chinese Pure Land subsists as a coherent tradition
of practice with a unifying set of explanations, we should not assume
that the tradition is monolithic. Variations in complexity and emphasis
were inevitable given the tensions that its via media tried to straddle.
These tensions disappear when one affirms one or the other horn of the
dilemma to the exclusion of the other. If rebirth and buddhahood are to
be attained solely through virtuoso accomplishments in the nianfo sama-
dhi, or if the Buddha does all the hard work and one need only commit
oneself to his compassion, then no tension need arise. However, the tra-
dition saw the danger in the first (that only a very few practitioners will
even attempt the practice while others remain without hope) and in the
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second (the specter of antinomianism) and so took the difficult step of
affirming both. Various figures thus found themselves settling at differ-
ent points along the continuum, some pushing followers to strenuous
and sustained practice, others offering the comfort of trust in Amitabha.

This could also lead to a lack of systematicity in some authors, as
when Daochuo in his Anle ji slides easily between counseling trust in the
Buddha’s other-power and pushing readers toward efforts in medita-
tion. The literature of this tradition tends to be responsive rather than
systematic; works in the question-and-answer (wéndd %) format and
letters to followers predominate. Systematic treatments such as the first
fascicles of Shandao’s Commentary on the Contemplation Sutra and
Zhuhong’s Commentary on the Amitabha Sutra are the rare exceptions.
Consequently, while it is quite possible to provide a reasonable resolu-
tion of the dilemma of effort versus entrusting, the scholar generally
has to infer it from literature that is pastoral or apologetic in nature.

The resolution was not perfect, either. While the solution outlined in
chapter 5 was elegant and allowed the tradition to steer clear of both
excessive reliance on practitioner’s wobbly abilities and the risk of anti-
nomianism entailed by a complete entrusting to other-power, it never
quite provided the certainty of salvation that many desired. Since some
element of self-power, however small, remained, one could still fail in
the end. This was amply demonstrated by the near-failure of the death-
bed practice done on behalf of Yuan Hongdao’s nephew cited in chapter
4: The mere presence of a ritually impure maidservant almost dashed
his chance for rebirth in the Pure Land. More concerning was the invo-
cation of ganying or “sympathetic resonance” as the mechanism whereby
one attained rebirth. This brought with it the fear that one’s mind might
slip from its focus on Amitabha at the last moment of life, and one might
not achieve rebirth after all. We saw this in the unsettling story of the
man whose years of assiduous practice should have assured him of
rebirth in the Pure Land, but who failed right at the finish line simply
because a distressed wife worried about her upkeep distracted him.

Still, in the generations after Shandao first opened up the possibility
for non-elite attainment of rebirth, the Chinese Pure Land tradition
achieved a remarkably stable paradigm that has endured dynastic
changes, cultural shifts, and the onset of the modern era. As a tradition
embracing practices that range from the simplest to the most complex,
it appeals to a wide variety of people and provides a level of practice and
an assurance of success across the entire spectrum of human religious
aspiration.
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