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A Lecture by the Venerable Master Hua in 1985
English Translation Revised by Bhikshuni Heng Chih

and the Early Bird Translation Group
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[The following commentary was done by one of the Venerable
Master’s disciples. ]

They respectfully carried Buddha images painted on fine white
cloth which were copied from the Buddha statue commissioned by
King Udayana. They also carried sutras that contained more than six
hundred thousand characters in total to Luoyang. When the Buddha
was alive, he once ascended to the Heaven of Thirty-three to speak Dharma
to his mother. He stayed there for a long period, and King Udayana kept
waiting for his return. The king longed to see the Buddha once again and
thus asked Venerable Maudgalyayana to use his spiritual powers to bring
a talented carver up to that heaven, so that the carver could observe the
wondrous hallmarks of the Buddha in person. Upon returning from the
Heaven of the Thirty-three, this carver, using the ox-head sandalwood
(Sanskrit: gosirsa-candana) of the highest quality, carved an image of the
Buddha to which the king and others made offerings. This marked the
beginning of the tradition of carving or painting the Buddha’s image.
After the Buddha returned from that heaven, the carved image arose to
welcome the Buddha, and the Buddha acknowledged the image, “Good
job in your tough work of teaching and transforming!” The Buddha
then instructed the assembly that in the future Dharma-ending age,
when no Buddhas dwell in this world, people could still make offerings
to Buddha images because the images represent the Buddha’s teachings.
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Venerable Kasyapa-Matanga then wrapped up the Buddha images that
were painted on the finest soft white cotton cloth, together with sutra
texts that altogether contained more than six hundred thousand words,
packed them onto the white horses, and reverently brought these items
to the capital, Luoyang.

When they reached Loyang, the Master was granted an audience
with the emperor. The emperor subsequently established White
Horse Monastery and invited the Master to reside there. Emperor
Ming of the Han built a guest house to welcome and receive Venerable
Kagyapa-Matanga, as well as to house the Buddha images, and sutras.
Since all of these were carried to China by white horses, the facility was
named White Horse Monastery.

His first translation was of the Sutra in Forty-two Sections. At
White Horse Monastery, Venerable Kasyapa-Matanga started to translate
Buddhist sutras; these were the circumstances under which the Sutra in
the Forty-Two Sections was translated into Chinese.

Emperor Ming had the Sanskrit copy stored in a stone chamber
inside the Orchid Platform and the painted Buddha images placed
in the Clear Cool Pavilion. Since the Chinese translations were ready
to be put into circulation, Emperor Ming of the Han ordered that these
original Sanskrit texts of the Buddhist canon be stored in the stone
chamber inside the Orchid Platform. He also ordered that the Buddha
images be replicated in painting and stored at the Clear Cool Pavilion.

Once a contest ensued between the Master and Taoist Priests Chu,
Shiliang, and others to test whether the Taoist texts or the Buddhist
sutras were superior. At that time most of the Chinese people believed in
Taoism, and thus Taoism was very popular and influential. Those Taoist
leaders were jealous of the royal favor that the emperor was showing
to Buddhism and other scholarly officials who adopted it as their faith.
They then began to criticize Buddhism as an evil and demonic cult. To
show impartiality, the emperor decreed that members of these two belief
systems hold a contest, because mere lip service did not count and only
a real contest could reveal which teaching was indeed true and more
effective. A contest requires a show of strength; the two sides had a match
to test see which teaching is superior and which is inferior. How was it
done? It was a test by fire. The Taoist texts and the Buddhist sutras were
put into two separate piles, and all the scriptures were set on fire. As the
proverb says, “true gold does not fear fire,” so the “true” scriptures should

not be afraid of the test of fire either. What was the outcome?

s0To be continued



