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Fourfold Negation

— Discussion of the (English) Translation

Of the Vimalakirti Sutra (continued)
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Taken from a Dharma Talk by Dharma Master Heng Yi Given at the Gold Sage Monastery, San Jose, CA on July 24, 2022

English Translated by Michael Lu
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Today we'll continue with the lecture on the Vimalakirti Sutra.
The Chinese version that we are currently using was translated by
Dharma Master Kumarajiva, and last time we had already introduced
the various extant translations into Chinese by Dharma Masters in
the past. Dharma Master Kumarajiva’s translation is most widely
distributed among them all, and the English translation that Buddhist
Text Translation Society (BTTS) has published is based off of it.

Major Themes of the Vimalakirti Sutra
— Emphasis on Ultimate Truth (Paramatha-satya)

We then began to discuss some of the major themes of this sutra.
Of course, it’s not possible for us to go over all of them because even
though the sutra is not long in length, the scope of its content is broad,
with multiple layers and perspectives.

One major theme of the Vimalakirti Sutra is the emphasis on
ultimate truth(Paramatha-satya), which is a principle found in many
other sutras as well, as well as the principle of nondiscrimination.
This sutra uses particular techniques to express these teachings, often
employing cross-examination or negation to invite fresh perspectives.
These unusual techniques prompt the reader to ponder and reflect on
the teachings. What does “unusual techniques” mean? As humans, we

follow a predetermined pattern of thinking. In order to deconstruct
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these preconceptions, the Vimalakirti Sutra makes use of
language in a special way to prompt us to re-evaluate our
inexorable views of ourselves, of others, and of the living
beings and phenomena throughout the Dharma realm.
For example, in Chapter Eight, “The Path to
Buddhahood”, there is a passage that goes like this:

When Bodhisattvas are in the five relentless hells,

they are free of affliction and anger.

When they are in the hells,

they are free of offenses and defilements.

When they are in the animal realm,

they are free of the faults of ignorance and arrogance.
When they are in the realm of hungry ghosts,

they are replete with merit.

When they are in the realms of form and the formless,
they do not regard them as superior.

Let’s take a look and consider this passage. Sentences
like these make observations from an opposite point of
view. Our way of thinking is often set in stone, and it is
difficult for us to step out of our self-constructed views.
The statements made in the Vimalakirti Sutra often
challenge our way of thinking, otherwise known as biases.

Personally, when I am reading the sutra, I reflect on
my views and perceptions of certain people and situations
and try to let go of the self. In this way, I won't feel like
there is only one right way of doing or saying things.
In the Vimalakirti Sutra, we can see many instances of
this. When our original way of thinking is challenged,
we develop our skill of self-reflection and realize that
any preconceptions we have might not be completely
accurate and can be changed.

As we continue to read the Vimalakirti Sutra, we will
find that our minds open up and that we will resonate
more deeply with the notion that “all living beings have
the Buddha nature.” When we study the sutra itself, you
will be able to see how Upasaka Vimalakirti speaks and
teaches. His rhetoric sometimes becomes a dialogue with
the reader, prompting them to stop and think about how
their own perspective aligns with or diverges from the

Upasakas. Through cross-examination, he brings the
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reader, step by step, to explore different angles of viewing this world

and the people and situations around us.
The Dharma Gateway of Non-duality

For example, he equates samsara and nirvana as being identical

and no different from one another. Samsara is the cycle of death

and rebirth, which we undergo because of our karma and delusion.

However, Upasaka Vimalakirti says, “Samsara is nirvana. There is
no difference between the two.” Ultimately, samsara and nirvana are
non-dual; they are the same.

Another example is his statement that all of our afflictions are
actually seeds planted for Buddhahood. The common understanding
is that we need to get rid of our afflictions in order to realize
Buddhahood. But Vimalakirti says that our afflictions actually lead
us towards Buddhahood. From his viewpoint, everything is absolute
and nothing is relative. Black and white, right and wrong, and
good and evil simply do not exist. This is highlighted in Upasaka
Vimalakirti’s conversation with the great Bodhisattvas in the chapter
on “The Dharma-Door of Non-Duality.” We will find out then what
is the Dharma-door of non-duality to him, and how he transcends
relativity to realize the state of the absolute.

Let us now return to the passage from Chapter Eight, “The Path

to Buddhahood”. This chapter is a discussion on the Buddha nature.

According to Vimalakirti, “The Buddha nature can transform the

myriad things, changing everything that is relative to be absolute.”

When Bodhisattvas are in the five relentless hells, they are free of affliction
and anger.

When they are in the hells, they are free of offenses and defilements.

When they are in the animal realm, they are free of the faults of ignorance
and arrogance.

When they are in the realm of hungry ghosts, they are replete with merit.

When they are in the realms of form and the formless, they do not regard

them as superior.

This passage describes how when the Bodhisattvas are in the
five relentless hells, they are still free of affliction and anger. When

they are in the hells, they are free of offenses and defilements. In the

animal realm, they are free of faults such as ignorance and arrogance.

There are many descriptions in this sutra like this. Let’s move on to

the next passage.
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They appear to have desire yet remain apart from attachment.

They appear to have anger yet harbor no anger toward living beings.

They appear to be ignorant yet discipline their minds by means of wisdom.

They appear to be stingy yet renounce everything internal and external,

not even sparing their body or life.

They appear to violate the precepts yet are firmly established in the pure
precepts and are afraid to commit even the smallest offense.

They appear to act out of anger yet are always patient and kind.

They appear to act lazy yet diligently cultivate merit and virtue.

They appear to be distracted yet are always in samdidhi.

They appear to be ignorant yet completely master worldly and world-

transcending wisdom.

Tetralemma (Fourfold Negation)

A term used to describe the rhetoric in the Vimalakirti Sutra is
the word “tetralemma” (Sanskrit: catuskoti), which translates as
“fourfold negation.” This ancient Indian technique for debate states
that there are four ways of approaching a topic: you can affirm it
(A); deny it (‘not A’); deny both sides (neither ‘A’ nor ‘not A’) or
affirm both sides (both ‘A’ and ‘not A’).

1A

2 not A

3 neither ‘A’ nor ‘not A’
4 both A and not-A

For example, you can say “empty,” “not empty,” “neither empty
nor not empty,” or “both empty and not empty.”

Another example is “existence,” “non-existence,” “neither
existence nor non-existence,” and “both existence and non-existence.”
Yet another one: we can say “coming into being,” “ceasing to be,”

“neither coming into being nor ceasing to be,” or “both coming into
being and ceasing to be.” We can see many arguments based on this
principle in this Sutra.

The founding patriarch of the Madhyamaka School, Nagarjuna
Bodhisattva, used the tetralemma to deductively analyze and
pronounce the truth of emptiness. All the myriad matters and
objects, which ordinary people believe to be real and eternal, are
actually empty and still in nature. The technique of the tetralemma

involves four rounds of deduction based upon a single point of

debate:



WA E AR BBERR AL
&y o
Fom A R ILAR TR R
28y o
FZEAEE R AIER R
ey kAR o
PSR RATIL R R L
&y o b RABEY o

EEEENES > gERMEA—
e UL E B B HE R - TR SR R
FATERR A EAYEhE - ey &
M (R E FVAEZR - 1E B B BMHy &
OS> REAREAN R —TER ERY
A A MTEREE RIS EEA T
0y o iEfdE T UOAHERS | AVEREIETE (B
B ) HARIRES - IR LLRTRIFE 46
i (PERE) IF - BLeg 4T -

(BFERaE ) —FadaRt sy E Frad Al
B TEAR ) RSN TR, o B
ZpELHRE B ARG A » 518
B REE/ NRIETT - R
ZEAAGE - NaE T N 0 B
B T AN, o (FEREE)
BIRZ iEd U a)etgnyEs

P Earal—BaaE - SR
JIEB AT —(EEmER R - A R
I —UI o sEEm B A P E » AR X
L —VI A sERY AR B A HERI E - EiE—
RK—1ERVEIE T RELF IR > Aok ©
—UEE A, - AIRAEEEEMEE
MERYBE =L G AR DL © SR H H e
CVUEIHERR , DAL T A, - T4
T PR "B HFENEE
UH o fEfESREY LR - A DUE EETE
— YRR HETE - PTDL > ESRAISCAER
B2 F0F > S5 Remsi (T TEERRTT -
T N E ST TES 285 - HAVEL TR
HTHIFERRD AR, -

e - EREAEET  26AfTF= "
IR BALAEB | 5% " BLZAHEB |
)

sOF4E

The first round of deduction: Your argument is not true.

The second round of deduction: Your argument is not false.

The third round of deduction: Your argument is neither true nor
false.

The fourth round of deduction: Your argument is both true and

false.

These rounds of deduction will help us break through any
attachments to our preconceptions after we have become fixated
upon a certain way of thinking. Thereupon, free from all pre-
existing notions, we come to understand that our bodies, minds,
and the world itself were never meant to be interpreted in only
a specific way. In other words, nothing has to be a certain way.
The technique of the tetralemma is used very frequently in the
Shurangama Sutra, and we had mentioned it when we first began
explaining that Sutra as well.

In the Shurangama Sutra, the Buddha began by discussing the
theory of spontaneity of non-Buddhists and the theory of causes
and conditions of the Two Vehicles. The Buddha then proceeded
to debunk both theories, guiding the Sravakas to renounce their
Lesser Vehicle practices (Hinayina). The Buddha proceeded to
explain how the matrix of the Tathagata is empty (Sanya-tatha
gatagarbha), how the matrix of the Tathagata is not empty (asinya-
tathdgatagarbha), and finally how the matrix of the Tathagata is
both empty and not empty (Sanya-asanya-tathigatagarbha.)
The Shurangama Sutra has many examples of rhetoric that uses
tetralemma.

To explain in a little more detail, the technique of tetralemma
establishes a point of debate and then systematically lists out all
supporting and refuting arguments. In the process, one comes to
realize that “all phenomena cannot be obtained.” Do you feel that
you've seen this paradigm of thinking before? The Chan School
often uses tetralemma to analyze meditation topics involving
existence and emptiness, coming into being and ceasing to be,
coming and going, and nihilism and permanence. In Chan School
texts, we can often see deductive analysis play out along these lines.
That is why when a Chan Master is teaching his disciples, he hits
them and asserts they are wrong no matter what they say. The goal
is to eliminate the disciples’ attachment to self and Dharma.

Question : Are there any examples of “Neither A nor B” or

“B hA B” . l'f ?
oth A and B” in our everyday life s5To be continued
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The Great Recluse Fu (Continued from page 19)

In short, the three are but one, and the one is three. He was whatever
you say he was. Then he wanted to show the appearance of the three
religions: he put on Confucian shoes and a Buddhist robe—this kind
of monk’s robe; he wore a Daoist hat on his head. You can say that he
was Daoist, Buddhist, or a Confucianist. With such attire, he went to
see Emperor Wu of the Liang Dynasty. At that time, Emperor Wu was
a devotee of Buddhism. Emperor Wu did not quite understand the
meaning implied by this Great Recluse.

In this way, the Great Recluse Fu implied that he used the Confucian
principles to cultivate or regulate his body. How can one cultivate one’s
body? One can do so by the virtues of humaneness, righteousness,
propriety, wisdom, trustworthiness, filial respect, love and respect for
siblings, loyalty, faith, integrity, and a sense of shame. One should not
give rise to wandering thoughts and false thinking so as to regulate the
body.

Once one has built a solid foundation, one can subsequently cultivate
one’s mind using the Daoist teachings. Daoism teaches cultivating the
mind in order to attain immortality, which comes from the mind.
Buddhism teaches about cultivation of our nature, so that we will be
enlightened and see through our nature. In Daoism, the mind is of the
utmost importance. A person cultivating the mind is still attached to
phenomena, because there are still attachments in the consciousness of
the mind. Buddhism on the other hand is about cultivating one’s nature.
In this way, he was representing the Dharma of the nature, mind, and
body.

The Great Recluse Fu lived to the age of seventy-three. The day
before his departure, he told his students and disciples, “Do not move
my bed after I enter the ‘stillness.” Why? Because someone will deliver
a picture, and you should set it up on my bed.” Seven days after his
departure, there indeed came a monk who gave them an embroidered
picture of Maitreya Bodhisattva. After receiving the picture, they set it
up and made offerings to it. The monk who gave them the picture then
suddenly disappeared. This incident was an inspiration from him after
his death so that everyone knew who he really was.

A verse says:
A great Bodpisattva manifests in the world of the five turbidities.
As a layman he proclaims the Teaching and propagates Chan.
Catching fish playfully, he lets them come and go as they please.
Tilling the fields for a living, he nurtures the Way in his mind.
His lofty ideals are revealed by the simple life he lives.

His dying words are: “Don’t move my bed.”

Then Maitreya Bodpisattva comes, laughing heartily,

“What do you think I want to do?” &



