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The Venerable Kumarajiva
of Yaoqin

LIVES OF THE PATRIARCHS
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Lecture given by the Venerable Master Hua on September 20, 1985
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Essay:
The Master was an Indian from the state of Kucha. He left the home life
in early youth and was able to memorize thirty-two thousand words a
day. Once, he went to a temple with his mother and playfully lifted over
his head, a large urn, which had been placed before the Buddha. He then
thought to himself, “This urn is large; I wonder how it became so light?”
The moment he had this thought, the urn became unbearably heavy. As
he let out a cry and dropped the urn, he awakened to a principle and said,
“The mind discriminates. Hence, the urn comes to seem light or heavy.”
Later, the King of Kashgar invited the Master to ascend the high seat
and explain the sutras. Many students of the Dharma venerated him, and
the Master’s virtue spread throughout the land, so much so that his name
reached the eastern land of China. Yaoqin sent a man of great virtue,
the Lord of Longxi, to invite the Master to the capital of Chang’an. And
the King treated the Master with great deference. The welcome, which
greeted him at the capital, was extremely cordial. Kumarajiva undertook
the translation of many sutras and was able to reveal clearly the divine
source and display the innermost profound depths. At that time, worthy
people from the four quarters came and gathered from thousands of miles
around. There were none that did not have questions in mind, and all
wanted to study under the Master’s guidance. It can well be said that the
propagation of the Buddhadharma in China stems from him. After the
Master passed away, at his cremation his tongue remained unconsumed
by fire as proof of the accuracy and authenticity of his translations.

Commentary:
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Yaoqin: With regard to this character ‘Qin,’” there’s the period of Yinggin,
Fuqin, and Yaoqin. Here it refers to the period of Yaoqin since Yinggin and
Fuqin had already passed. Venerable Kumarajiva: Kumarajiva is translated as
“Youth of Long Life.” It was said that the Master was a youth with the virtue
of a sixty-year-old — he had an elder’s demeanor. Although he was still a pure
youth, he acted like an old man, being serious and proper in his speech and
manner. The elderly people in my hometown would not crack jokes the way
I do. I act like a kid and joke with all you ‘kids’ all the time. Hence you could
say I am also a “Youth of Long Life.” It is true. You should all know me by now.

The Master was an Indian from the state of Kucha: He was born in In-
dia. His father was Indian, and his mother was Chinese. Kucha was a small
country located at the present day Kuye County in Xinjiang Province, China.
He left the home life in early youth. Previously, his father had been a monk.
However, he got married, and with his wife, they had a son, Kumarajiva.
Later, Kumarajiva’s mother wanted to leave the home-life, but his father was
unwilling to let her go. So, his mother fasted for seven days. When his father
saw that his wife was about to starve to death, he finally gave in and allowed
her to leave the home-life. The mother brought Kumarajiva with her, and she
began to translate the sutras. Kumarajiva was very young at the time. Probably
he was the same age as Guo Zhou’s son. [Note: Guo Zhou was a lay disciple.]
However, Guo Zhou who wished to leave the home-life has not done so,
and his wife does not want to leave the home-life. Will their son leave the
home-life then? It’s not for sure. Now some people are saying: “These children
from the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas will be incredible in the future!”
Ultimately, how incredible will they be? I don’t know either. However, Guo
Zhou’s son could recite several sentences from the Dbarma Lotus Sutra at the
age of four. It’s just a few sentences, and not the entire volume. We don’t want
to say it too obviously, nor be too muddle-headed!

Kumarajiva was able to memorize thirty-two thousand words a day. The
use of word does not translate to character. If thirty-two thousand words were
thirty-two thousand characters, it would be easy to recognize and easy to read.
Instead, the use of word translates to thirty-two thousand phrases. For ex-
ample, the Dharma Lotus Sutra contains over sixty thousand words, half of
which is over thirty thousand words. Hence, word is not a character; it refers
to a phrase.

Once he went to a temple with his mother: The Master also left the
home-life. When he was seven years old, he followed his mother to the tem-
ple, and playfully lifted over his head a large urn, which had been placed
before the Buddha. At that time, although he was named “Youth of Long
Life,” [implying that he was older than his years,] he still retained a youthful
spirit. When he saw the Buddha’s urn, he thought it was really fun, really big.
So he lifted it up over his head not knowing what to do with it next. Once
it was over his head, he then thought to himself: he gave rise to an idle
thought. What did he say to himself? This urn is large, really big. I wonder
how it became so light? Why is it so light?” You must put yourself in his
place and imagine yourself lifting the Buddha’s urn over your head with this
same thought. The moment he had this thought, the urn became unbear-
ably heavy. Then it became heavy. He could no longer lift the urn. As he
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let out a cry and dropped the urn... He became anxious and cried
out, “Oh, no! How can this be so?” He no longer could hold on to
it, and it tumbled to the ground. He awakened to the principle: At
that moment, he understood something in the midst of his playfulness,
and he said, “The mind discriminates. The mind makes distinctions,
hence the urn comes to seem light or heavy. Therefore, there’s a feel-
ing of light or heaviness.” This distinction refers to his ‘thought to
himself” that gave rise to an idle thought of discrimination. With regard
to spiritual powers, if you don’t have a discriminating mind, then you
will have spiritual powers. If you have a discriminating mind, then you
merely make distinctions. Spiritual power is wisdom. If you cease mak-
ing distinctions, then you can make good use of everything. You will
understand everything and you don’t even have to learn. However, if
you make distinctions, you won’t even be able to remember! If you start
thinking, you have already gone to the second thought. If it is your first
thought, then you will not have a discriminating mind. It is the second
thought that falls into differentiation. The first thought is the Buddha
nature. The second thought is the discursive thought, the conscious
mind. The Master was about seven or eight years old when the event
with the urn happened.

Later, when the Master was about sixteen years old, the King of
Kashgar invited the Master to ascend the high seat and explain the
sutras. The king used his body as the seat and invited him to sit on it. In
those days there were no sofas. If sofas had existed, he would have pre-
pared one for the Master to sit on. It would have been pretty comfort-
able with cushions. But they did not have that in those days. Perhaps
people were all quite simple back then. The King of Kashgar wanted to
express his sincerity, so he made an honored seat by using his body for
the Master to sit on, since the Master was young. On one hand the King
of Kashgar was also playful. On the other hand, he also wished to show
his respect for the Dharma. Thus he asked the Master to sit on his body
to speak the Dharma.

When the Master lectured on the sutra, many students of the Dhar-
ma venerated him. All the scholars and students came to venerate him
because his sutra lecture was extremely fine and complete. Because the
Master was wise, his lecture was concise and simple and easy for people
to understand. And the Master’s virtue spread throughout the land.
Word of Kumarajiva’s moral virtue spread throughout the land of India,
so much so that his name reached the eastern land of China. At that
time, there were many busybodies advertising: “India has a child prod-
igy. A national treasure is found. It’s absolutely incredible! The country
of Kucha will probably become ruler of all lands. In the future it will
annex various countries!” As they kept publicizing the Master, his repu-
tation eventually reached the land of China to the east.

£)To be continued
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