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MAHAYANA BUDDHISM AND CHINESE CULTURE
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Talk by Shuqin Chen at the Buddha Hall of CTTBon December 2, 2014
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Through the blessings of the Venerable Master, I was invited to
CTTB to give a seminar on Chinese traditional culture. This is one
way | can use my ability to make an offering to the three Jewels.
I feel that everything we encounter in the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas, including the birds and trees, are wholesome friends who
compassionately teach and speak the Dharma to me. Therefore, I
would like to express my deep gratitude to the Venerable Master
and all good and wise advisors here.

This year’s seminar was held on the Classic of Poetry, and
tonight I will be presenting to you the preface of the seminar. My

knowledge is quite limited, so if what I say is incorrect or not in

accord with the Dharma, please correct me.
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The fact that the Buddhadharma originated in India is indisputable. The
Mahayana teaching, which is the Buddha’s most perfect teaching, was taken
to China and greatly flourished, and spread to the world from there. This is
also beyond a doubt.

In 67 CE, the emperor of the Han dynasty had a dream about a person
whose skin was golden in color coming from the west. Because of this dream,
the emperor sent an expedition of eighteen people to travel west and search
for the Buddhadharma. At the same time, there was a team of monastics
who were carrying sutras and traveling east from India. The two expeditions
miraculously met in the middle of the vast desert. Consequently, Luoyang
City’s White Horse Monastery, the first Buddhist monastery in China, was
established, the Buddha Speaks the Suzra in Forty-Two Sections came to be the
first sutra translated into Chinese, and the Buddhist vinaya was also translated
into Chinese for the first time. In the span of four or five centuries, Mahayana
Buddhism, like water, nourished the entire country of China.

Bodhidharma came from the west and Dharma Master Xuanzang
traveled to India from the east. From the emperor to ordinary citizens, every
person sought the Dharma with a passion. In order to invite Kumarajiva,
who had served as the translator of the sutras spoken by every one of the
past seven Buddhas, Emperor Fujian of the Former Qin even engaged in two
wars. Emperor Wu of Liang entered monastic life multiple times and also
contributed to the writing of 7he Jeweled Repentance of Emperor Liang, which
continues to benefit all beings to this day. By the peak of the Sui and Tang
Dynasties, Mahayana Buddhism had developed into eight different schools,
which proclaimed the direct and gradual teachings, gathering in living beings
with three levels of capacities.

From the perspective of culture studies and sociology, at this point,
Buddhism in China no longer appeared “foreign,” but had become an
indispensable part of Chinese culture. Although China is not entirely a
Buddhist country, the influence of Buddhism is omnipresent. A poem

describing this scene says:

A thousand miles along the Yangzi River,

orioles chirp joyously among the red of the peach blossoms and the green of the
willow trees.

In the villages on the riverbank and the towns on the mountainside,

the banners of the wine-sellers flap in the wind.

Of the four hundred and eighty monasteries built in the southern dynasties,

How many are still standing, masked by the drizzling and the rain.

The four great Bodhisattvas of Mahayana Buddhism, Manjusri Bodhisattva,
Guanyin Bodhisattva, and Earth Store Bodhisattva, all established their
monasteries in China. China is a vast country, but the Buddha’s influence
can be seen everywhere. A verse that was quite popular at that time says: “All
wholesome words have been spoken by the Buddha; all the famous mountains

have been occupied by Buddhist monastics.” Mahayana Buddhism reached
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its peak in China and also spread to other countries such as
Japan, Korea, and Vietnam. Now the Venerable Master, with
compassion, has brought it to the United States of America.

Why did Mahayana Buddhism come to choose China as a
place for its propagation?

Just as it is difficult for $ravakas and cultivators of the
smaller vehicles to hear and accept the Mahayana teachings, as
the highest wisdom of human beings, Buddhism would require
a place that had sufficient fields of blessings to carry its weight.
Chinese culture, which was already highly developed at the time,
served as an environment that was more than conducive for the
survival and flourishing of Mahayana Buddhism. In addition,
the entry of Buddhism enhanced and enriched Chinese culture,
giving the people in this land a definitive path to liberation.

From the perspective of philosophy, Taoism’s theories on
purity and non-action are capable of supporting the Mahayana’s
teachings of prajna wisdom. The Confucian principle

“Benevolence is a virtue of the exemplary person” laid the

foundations for Bodhisattva practices. Mengzi’s theory of the
inherent wholesomeness of human nature and Wang Yangming’s philosophy
that all people can become Yao and Shun were both Chinese cultures’
interpretations of the Buddhist principle that all sentient beings possess the
wisdom of the Tathagata. The Confucian theories about Taiji from the Song
and Ming dynasties are a perfect match with the teachings of the Huayan
School.

In terms of daily life, Mahayana teachings also correspond to the core
values of Chinese people. For example, the Sutra on Earth Store Bodbisattva’s
Past Vows, which the Venerable Master referred to as “Buddhism’s sutra on
filiality”, is closely intertwined with the importance of filiality in Chinese
culture. Since the practice of giving to the poor and helping those in need is
very popular in China, Guanyin Bodpisattvas Universal Door Chapter gathered
in limitless people who had sufficient wholesome roots of goodness. During
the northern and southern dynasties, a period of disunity, constant war left
the country in a dangerous situation, and many people experienced firsthand
the principles of suffering, emptiness, and impermanence. As a result, the Pure
Land practice became very popular, and thus the saying “in every household
there is Guanyin; in every home Amitabha” came into being.

Buddhism served to complete Chinese culture, while Chinese culture
greatly contributed to the flourishing of Mahayana Buddhism, also causing
the birth of many new characteristics in Buddhism and enabling it to be
propagated on a much wider basis.

Think about it — how practical would it be if we tried to propagate
the Buddhadharma in the United States of America, not with the forest
tradition or Baizhang’s pure disciplines that CTTB practices today, but with
the tradition of going on alms round that the Venerable Ananda used in the
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A popular koan in the Chan School asks, “What is the intention of
the Buddha’s coming to the west?” From the viewpoint of the propagation
of Buddhism, if you look into this topic further, you will come to the
surprising discovery that it was not a coincidence that Mahayana Buddhism
grew, flourished, developed, and found its preservation in China.

In India, the Buddhadharma spread from north to south, and globally
travelled from east to west. By the time Mahayana Buddhism, including the
Vajrayana School, had been completely transmitted to China, Buddhism
in India went into drastic decline. The karma involved must have been
very great.

In 1193 CE, Islamic armies invaded India, and in Nalanda, Buddhism’s
highest educational institution in India at the time, several thousand
monastics were killed because they refused to convert to Islam. Since then,
Buddhism in India never recovered. Various Buddhist kingdoms, including
the ancient country of Rouran, disappeared into the dunes of the desert.
At this time, however, in China, many virtuous monastics were speaking
the Dharma and translating the sutras. In Chinese history, there were quite
a few undertakings of sutra translations from Sanskrit to Chinese. It can be
considered a big accomplishment for cultural exchange in world history.

Why did Mahayana Buddhism choose China? Why did so many
virtuous monks from the West, such as Patriarch Bodhidharma and
Kumarajiva, choose to stay in China to translate the sutras despite having
to undergo all kinds of difficulties? The answer is actually very simple:
the environment of the Chinese cultural and political sphere was most
conducive to the preservation and survival of Buddhism, as the Chinese
writing system has survived for three thousand years, and Chinese culture
is the only ancient culture that has lasted to the present day. Two thousand
years ago, the only person capable of knowing all of this was the Buddha.

I believe that all of you are familiar with the stories about the Venerable
Master bringing the Buddhadharma to the West. As someone known in
the West as a great religious revolutionary, the Venerable Master taught
the Dharma and Chinese culture at the same time — he personally lectured
on the Analects, wrote Water Mirror Reflecting Heaven, invited numerous
scholars to CTTB to give lectures on Chinese traditional culture, and
established Honoring Elders Day and Cherishing Youth Day. Why?

If I would venture to guess the Venerable Master’s motives, I do not
think that he did so just because he was born in China and narcissistic about
his own culture. Instead, he was planting a field of blessings for Mahayana
Buddhism’s arrival in the West. Only people with great virtue can carry
all things and all beings. If we would compare Mahayana teachings to a
great medicine tree, it would require a certain kind of water and soil in
order to thrive. Likewise, it would be extremely difficult for those who
do not understand Chinese culture to understand Mahayana Buddhism.
Even though we learn Mahayana Buddhism, not everyone understands the

depth of its importance; however, the Venerable Master saw it as clear as

day. &





