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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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Lectured by Venerable Master Hsuan Hua on April 11, 1987
English translation by MTT (Malaysian Translation Team)
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Vinaya Master Jianzhen
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Master Jianzhen’s lay surname was Chunyu. He was born during the Tang
Dynasty in Jiangyin, Jiangsu China. At a very young age, he left home to join
the monastery. After his ordination, he traveled to various places in search
of wise teachers, who could instruct him in the Vinaya Treasury. When he
was forty-seven, he completed his studies and returned to Yangzhou to begin
teaching Vinaya. He had thirty-five disciples. Each of them later became
influential local Buddhist leaders who propagated the teachings of the
Vinaya.

Master Jianzhen was invited by a few Japanese monks to transmit the
precepts in Japan. After five unfortunate failed attempts, at the age of 65,
he finally sailed to Japan where he arrived in Nara a year later on board of
the Japanese envoy ship. In the city of Nara, he first founded Toshodaiji
monastery where he established a Platform and transmitted the Precepts.

Many royals, including the emperor, the prince, dukes, and ministers
received the Bodhisattva Precepts. In Nara, he also later built Toshodai-
ji monastery, where he also lectured on the Vinaya and transmitted the
precepts. He was deeply respected and revered by the imperial court, and
became the founding patriarch of the Japanese Vinaya School. With him,
Master Jianzhen brought many elements of Chinese culture to Japan, such
as architecture, sculpture, art, music, and medicine.

He once said, “For the sake of propagating the Vinaya, I am willing to
sacrifice my life.” He had this type of strong spirited drive of perseverance,
which finally led him to realize his vows. At the age of seventy-six, while
at the Toshodai-ji Monastery, Master Jianzhen entered into stillness. His
remains, in the form of a vajra-like indestructible body, are still there for

people to come pay their respects.
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Commentary:

Master Jianzhen’s lay surname was Chunyu. He was born during the
Tang Dynasty in Jiangyin, Jiangsu, China. At a very young age, he left home
to join the monastery. After his ordination, he traveled to various places in
search of wise teachers, who could instruct him in Vinaya Treasury. When he
was forty-seven, he completed his studies and returned to Yangzhou to begin
teaching Vinaya. He had thirty-five disciples. Each of them later became
influential local Buddhist leaders, who propagated the teachings of Vinaya.

Japanese monastics felt they did not understand the Vinaya teachings
well, and were not strict and rigorous in observing the precepts, so they
invited Master Jianzhen to come teach them. He tried five times to sail across
the sea, but for various reasons, he failed in all five attempts. The Japanese
monastics then made an official request that their consulate officers go in
person to invite Master Jianzhen. Finally, at the age of sixty-five, he sailed to
Japan where he arrived in Nara a year later on board the Japanese envoy ship.
At the Nara Todai-ji Monastery, he established the Platform and transmitted
the Precepts. Many royal, including the Emperor, the prince, many dukes
and ministers received the Bodhisattva Precepts. In Nara, he later built the
Toshodaiji Monastery, where he lectured on the Vinaya and transmitted the
Precepts. He was deeply respected and revered by the imperial court and
became the founding Patriarch of the Japanese Vinaya School.

With him, Master Jianzhen brought many elements of Chinese culture
to Japan, such as architecture, sculpture, art, music and medicine. Many
ancient Chinese arts disappeared over time because China didn’t value the
preservation of their original culture.

At the age of seventy-six, while at the Toshodai-ji monastery, Master
Jianzhen entered into Stillness. His undaunted spirit of perseverance and
fearlessness made him a national hero and an outstanding figure in Chinese

Buddhism. He is a worthy role-model for all generations.
A verse in praise says:

Making determined and persistent efforts

Pressing on with ever-renewing vigor

A hundred kinds of setbacks, a hundred times he bounced back
With the final strike he succeeded

Propagating the Vinaya teachings

Bearing the burden with his broad shoulders

Facilitating the exchange of cultures

Highly respected during the Dharma-ending age

s To be continued
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