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Vimalakirti Sutra—The Prelude to the Major Show
of the Universe Has Now Begun (I)
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A Dharma Talk Given by Bikshuni Jin Yu on September 8, 2019, at Gold Buddha Monastery
English Translated by Leo Wang and Katherine Wang, Early Bird Translation Team
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RN AREEE —HESE - B There are some murals in grottos in China — in the
MaE - EMaEESEmA e Mogao Grottos, Longmen (Dragon Gate) Grottoes, Yungang
= KFILEMEEENEEEJ7/%  Grottoes, and so on. The paintings that everyone is familiar
B E - (EEENLL ) K8 E o ( with are the depictions of spiritual transformations, such as
Y RE =AY s gt B H rh i sE - 472 those from the Western Pure Land and the Medicine Master

ZHEE - Sutra, as well as murals depicting the Vimalakirti Sutra, which
DIETER ARG » B EfiEegdr  are full of vivid imagery.
E - PERERY N B E oS B (MR In the past, I did not quite understand why the people of

2Ry 9 MRBEFE UL o R the Wei (220-266 CE), Jin (266-420CE ), Sui (581-619 CE),
B EA (R R o sEdE — Eeaas T and Tang (618-907 CE) dynasties as well as the Northern and
mEF L > S e R TR fR Southern Dynasties (386-589 CE )always liked the Vimalakirti
S 2 BBk L A 5 S A Satra. According to historical records, Buddhism spread to
T thi T, o (H Rk TEeE China (during the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220 CE). It took
B~ T R T — — e another two-hundred or so years to spread to the Wei and

Jin Dynasties, and the Northern and Southern Dynasties,
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One Foremost in Understanding Emptiness

in China—Dharma Master Sengzhao.
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when it became quite fashionable for people to contemplate
metaphysics. At that time, metaphysics basically referred to
the thoughts of Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi. Lao and Zhuang’s
thoughts concerned both “emptiness” and “existence.” We can
see that these two concepts are polar opposites. Lao-Zhuang
philosophy presents its arguments in an antagonistic manner,
which led the Chinese who studied Buddhism to confuse the
dualities “emptiness versus existence” with “existence versus
nonexistence.”

After Dharma Master Kumarajiva came to China, he
translated a large number of sutras. Not only was their quantity
great, but the quality of his translations was also excellent.
Among his disciples, four were most outstanding, and people
called them “the Four Sages of Kuma’s Sect.” One of these was
Dharma Master Sengzhao.

One day, when Dharma Master Sengzhao was a teenager,
he stumbled on a sutra—Dharma Master Zhiqian’s translation
of the Vimalakirti Siatra. He was amazed and exclaimed,
“Wondrous are its principles!” He meant that of all the
principles concerning our universe, the most interfused, the
most profound and wondrous are found within the Buddhist
sutras. Then, full of determination, he left the householder’s
life. He had not yet reached the age of twenty, but already had a
solid foundation in classic literature and thought. His thinking
was agile and quick. Not long after Master Kumarajiva came to
China, Dharma Master Sengzhao arrived and began to assist
him in his translation work, helping to make Kumarajiva’s
translations smooth and perfect. Among Master Kumarajiva’s
disciples, he was praised by Master Kumarajiva as the “One
Foremost in Understanding Emptiness in China.”

Since it first began to circulate in China, three versions
of the Vimalakirti Sitra have appeared: one translated by
Zhiqian, one by Great Master Xuanzang, and one by Dharma
Master Kumarajiva, which became the most popular.

Now, let’s take a look at the title of this sutra. Whenever one
lectures on a sutra, one must lecture on the seven classifications
of sutra titles. These seven are established by reference to: 1)
only people, 2) only Dharmas, 3) only analogies, 4) both
people and Dharmas, 5) both Dharma and an analogies, or 6)
both people and an analogies, or 7) all three of these: people,
Dharma, and analogy.

In the title 7he Vimalakirti Satra Spoken by the Buddha, the
Buddha is a person, and so is Upasaka Vimalakirti. Therefore,
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the sutra title is based only on people. This sutra has another name: 7he
Inconceivable Liberation Sutra Spoken by Vimalakirti. Vimalakirti is a
person; “the inconceivable liberation” is a Dharma. So this sutra also has a
title that refers to both people and Dharmas.

In Chinese, “Vimalakirti” translates to “Pure Name.” Vimalakirti came
from the land of Wondrous Bliss in the East, and five hundred youths also
came with him. They were all about to go back to this land of Wondrous
Bliss in the East — the land of Aksobhya Buddha. Before they returned,
Upasaka Vimalakirti taught living beings of this (Saha) world with his
compassion and expedient means. Because of that, a series of events began
to unfold.

How did Dharma Master

Sengzhao explain this word? The theme of this sutra is the non-dual

Now let’s discuss the word “inconceivable.”

Dharma: the non-duality of emptiness and existence, the non-duality of
existence and non-existence, the non-duality of provisional dharmas and
actual dharmas, and the non-duality of nature and characteristics. Dharma
Master Sengzhao said,“The Dharma-doors expounded by this sutra focus
on provisional wisdom and take the Six Paramitas as the root of their virtue.”
Taking across living beings means that one puts kindness and compassion
first and regards them as most important. The entire sutra explains the
Dharma of non-duality, and everything in it is inconceivable. All the events
mentioned in the sutra are inconceivable and concern the inconceivable
liberation.

In the “Dharma of Non-Duality” chapter of this sutra, Manjushri
Bodhisattva asks, “What is the Dharma of non-duality?”Layman
Vimalakirti keeps his mouth shut and does not utter a single word. In
the perfect teachings, words are not used to express one’s meaning. This
is the sudden Dharma as well as the Dharma of the perfect teachings.
When you study this sutra deeply, you find that the sutra contains this
kind of “scolding the small and criticizing of the incomplete, exclaiming
the great and extolling the perfect.” That is why National Master Qingliang
said, “This (Vimalakirti) Sutra encompasses all five teachings (those of the
Small Vehicle, the initial teachings of the Great Vehicle, the concluding
teachings of the Great Vehicle, the sudden teachings of the Great Vehicle,
and the perfect teachings of the Great Vehicle).” From this, we know the
importance and value of this sutra.

It was during the Eastern Han Dynasty that this sutra arrived in China.
Among the three translations that still exist, the translations of Zhiqian and
Dharma Master Kumarajiva each has three volumes, while Great Master
Xuanzang’s translation has six. Zhiqian’s translation has more idioms and
everyday expressions—he uses words and language that are more accessible
to ordinary people. However, if we are to discuss and compare the three

versions in terms of accuracy, then Great Master Xuanzang’s translation
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Buddhist buildings during the time of the Wei, Jin, and Northern and Southern Dynasties (220-589 CE)
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would prevail — his translation closely follows the original, and
that is why it is six volumes long.

Dharma Master Kumarajivas translation has one special
characteristic, which is that he only translated the main idea. He
arrived in China during the time of the Wei, Jin, and Northern and
Southern Dynasties (220-589 CE). At that time, the fashionable
literary style was parallel prose, or the four-and-six style. In this
literary style, each sentence of an article has a meter of either
four or six characters. Most of the emperors of that period also
sincerely believed in Buddhism. Therefore, Buddhism flourished
in China, and it was the golden age for the translation of Buddhist
texts. So it is not difficult for us to understand why most Buddhist
sutras usually have either four characters or six characters in each
sentence. Dharma Master Kumarajiva used the four-character
sentence pattern, which then became a convention of translation
and was regarded as the “translation style” at that period. From this,
we can see that Dharma Master Kumarajiva exerted a profound and
far-reaching influence upon Buddhism in China.

People nowadays are familiar with the Heart Sutra, the Vajra
Sutra, and the Sixth Patriarch Sutra. After the Sixth Patriarch
Platform Sutra, the Vajra Sutra became widespread in China,
whereas the Vimalakirti Sistra diminished in popularity, and people
became less familiar with it. However, it was not like that before
the appearance of the Sixth Patriarch Platform Sutra — prior to that
sutra, people in the Wei, Jin, Sui, and Tang dynasties really liked
the Vimalakirti Satra.

50 To be continued
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