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Abstract

One of the unique characteristics of Buddhism is its plurality, which can be seen
in its objects of faith, scriptures (or teaching methods), and practices. The fundamental
reason for this plurality is in its religious perspective of “humanism,” which is
demonstrated in the Buddha teaching the Dharma in different ways to different people.
Completely grounded in the human as an individual, teachings are given in response
to the individual’s capacity, and medicine is prescribed according to the ailment of the
individual patient. Buddhism’s humanistic perspective ultimately generated its plural
structure and modality, in which there is both equality and disparity between the different
teachings, the latter comes in three different forms: “good-best,” “expedient-ultimate,”
and “relative-absolute.” However, its plurality did not lead to internal strife and factions,
but rather harmony and unity on these foundations, just as Fazang says: that the Dharma
is of “one voice [of the Buddha]” but also of the “perfect voice [suited for all beings].”
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Introduction

On the morning of July 27, 2015, Venerable Master Hsing Yun met scholars and
other devotees attending the Third Symposium on Humanistic Buddhism on the third
floor of the Dharma Transmission Center, during which he gave a speech “How 1
Realized Humanistic Buddhism,” (originally titled “The Causes and Conditions that
Guided Me to Humanistic Buddhism™).'T had the great fortune of personally listening
to this speech, during which Venerable Master responded to doubts (eight of them) on
Humanistic Buddhism raised by those who do not quite understand it, covering topics
such as tradition and modernization, laity and monastic, transcendence and engagement,

origins and contemporary, spiritual cultivation and activities, etc. In all, Venerable Master
Hsing Yun proposed twenty approaches, of which the third was:



Faith is complex and plural, but the Humanistic Buddhism
we propose can unite this complexity. It is because of the
energy from our Buddha-nature that all can be accomplished.
Even though faith is of varying depth and plural types, there
are different depths of faith of various types, Humanistic
Buddhism will complete the varying approaches of all
religions. This is the tolerant nature of Humanistic Buddhism,
which can serve as a faith for all humankind.

In this quote, Venerable Master Hsing Yun clearly mentions Humanistic Buddhism’s
plurality, which is the same as that of Buddhism as a whole, and should not be seen as a
school or modality of Buddhism. Plural Buddhism and monistic Chirstianity have very
different religious characters. This paper studies and clarifies the plurality of Buddhism
from the lens of Buddho-Christian comparison, which can be considered as a short
footnote to the above twenty approaches.

Buddhism’s Plurality From the Perspective of Buddho-Christian Comparison

The term “Buddho-Christian Comparison” refers to the comparative study of
Buddhism and Christianity. From this perspective, Christianity is monistic while
Buddhism is plural, but what it refers to is not religious sectarianism, since both are split
into many schools and sects, but should instead be understood from the three aspects
outlined below.

Monism and Pluralism in Terms of a Religion’s Founder or Objects of Faith

Christianity believes that there is only one God, while there are many buddhas
in Buddhism. In Buddhism, although the Hinayana School only recognizes Sakyamuni
Buddha as its sole founder, Mahayana Buddhism which has become mainstream in
the development of Buddhism (which Chinese Buddhism is a part of) has “countless
buddhas.” For example, seven buddhas are mentioned in The Platform Sitra* which
are: “In the past vyitha kalpa there were Vipasyin, Sikhin, and Vishvabhu buddhas; in the

present bhadrakalpa there are Krakucchanda, Kanakamuni, Kasyapa, and Sakyamuni
buddhas.” Furthermore, other buddhas are often mentioned in Mahayana Buddhism,
such as the past Dipankara Buddha, the future Maitreya Buddha, Amitabha Buddha of
the Western Pure Land, Medicine Buddha in the Eastern Realm of Pure Lapis Lazuli, and
the ruler of Esoteric Buddhism Vairocana Buddha, etc. The Lotus Siutra® further mentions
the “immeasurable hundred trillion Buddhas™ in the worlds in all the ten directions,



such as Candrasuryapradipa, Mahabhijfia-jianabhibhti, Maharatnaketu, and Aksobhya
buddhas. In summary, Mahayana and Theravada Buddhism, taken together does not
recognize a sole or single buddha, as reflected in the quote: “[in every] world in all ten
directions, there are buddha-tathagatas.”*®

There are not only numerous buddhas in Buddhism, but also numerous bodhisattvas
and arhats. In Chinese Buddhism, Avalokite$vara has thirty-three emanation bodies, and
the number of arhats have grown from the eighteen in India to five hundred. Although
neither bodhisattas nor arhats are founders of Buddhism, they are undoubtedly saints
and objects of faith. Some may opine that besides God there is also Jesus Christ in
Christianity, and therefore Christianity is not monotheistic. However, as the Apostles’
Creed states, which has been in existence since the time of the early church:

I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and
earth. I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord. He
was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the
Virgin Mary. He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified,
died, and was buried. He descended to the dead. On the third
day he rose again. He ascended into heaven, and is seated
at the right hand of the Father. He will come again to judge
the living and the dead. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy
catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness
of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.
Amen."

On the surface it may appear that Christianity is polytheistic, but the Christian
theory of trinitarianism makes clear that God is singular, yet it simultaneously composed
of three parts: the Holy Father (God), Holy Son (Jesus Christ) and Holy Spirit (love from
God). It is clear that in the theory of trinitarianism, Jesus Christ, as the Holy Son, does

not exist independently as an object of faith, but is contained within God. However, in
comparison, though in terms of function we can—only very roughly—compare Buddha
to God the Holy Father, a bodhisattva to Jesus the Holy Son, and an arhat (the state
of liberation) to the Holy Spirit, this Buddhist triplicate does not share a relationship
like the Christian Trinity. They exist independently of one another. That is to say, a
bodhisattva and an arhat exist as independent objects of faith just as the Buddha is, and
is not part of the Buddha, though the Buddha exists in a more advanced state according
to Buddhist doctrine.



For example, Chinese Buddhism’s popular belief in Avalokite$vara does not require
faith in the Buddha. Other than being independent of the Buddha, in some sense, the
belief in Avalokite$vara is even more influential and the belief is independent rather
than defined in relation to the Buddha. In Christianity, however, faith in Jesus Christ
is based on the foundation of faith in God—the former cannot exist independent of the
latter, because its significance is defined in relation to the other. Without God, Jesus
Christ is nullified. Therefore, the Holy Father, Holy Son, and Holy Spirit in Christianity
are monistic in structure, whereas the Buddha, a bodhisattva, and an arhat are plural.

Classic Monism and Pluralism in Religions

Strictly speaking, Christian scriptures are contained in one Bible (including the Old
Testament and New Testament)," and all denominations use it as its primary scripture. Of
course, besides the Bible, Christian denominations also accept supplementary scriptures
which derive from the spirit of the Bible, and hold less importance. On this point,
Professor Duan Dezhi of Wuhan University stated:

Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and Protestantism all
regard the Bible as the foundation of their faith, but they
simultaneously recognize the authority of some other texts. For
example, Catholicism recognizes some treatises on patristic
philosophy and scholasticism, and the Pope’s teachings,
and the Vatican’s catechism; Eastern Orthodoxy bases the
standards for its faith on the Niceno-Constantinopolitan
Creed, Chalcedon Creed,"” and the resolutions of the first
seven bishop conferences® that took place between the 40

and 8" centuries; the various denominations of Protestantism
recognize the Articles of Faith™ and also the writings of
people such as Luther and Calvin.'>!6

Nevertheless, the Bible is the most fundamental, and the other Christian scriptures
derive from it. However, in Buddhism there are numerous scriptural texts of equal
importance (including the Buddhist Canon’s three collections of Siitra, Vinaya, and
Abhidharma). Moreover, each school has a different primary scripture. Taking the case
of Chinese Buddhism, the Huayan School takes the Avatamsaka Sitra' as its primary
scripture and the Tiantai School the Lotus Siitra.'® There are even cases where the primary
scripture is not a single document, such as the Pure Land School’s “three scriptures and
one treatise,” which includes The Infinite Life Sitra, the Contemplation Sitra, The
Amitabha Sitra, and the Treatise on the Rebirth in the Pure Land;" the Chan School’s



“Three Chan Stutras”*—the Diamond Sitra, Vimalakirti Siitra, and Platform Siitra;*' the
Three Treatise School’s “Three Treatises”—the Milamadhyamakakarika, Telve Gate
Treatise, and Satasastra;? the Vinaya School’s “four vinayas and five treatises”—the
Sarvastivadavinaya, Dharmaguputakavinaya, Mahasanghikavinaya, Mahisasakavinaya,
Vinaya-matrka, Sarvastivadanikaya-vinaya-matrka, Samantapasadika, Sarvastivada-
vinaya-vibhasa, and Lu Ershi Er Mingliao Lun.” There are even some schools that
regard all related scriptures as their primary scripture, which amounts to an impressive
collection. For example the Faxiang School regards all Chinese translations of the
school’s scriptures (e.g. the Sandhinirmocanasiitra and Yogacarabhumisastra)™ as
primary, while the Esoteric School regards their own scriptures (e.g. the Vairocana Siitra
and Vajrasekharasiitra)® in the same manner.

Not only can we tell the difference between monism and pluralism in the number
of primary scriptures that Christianity and Buddhism have, but we also see this in the
way the scriptures are regarded. Christian denominations have traditionally adhered
to the Bible and rejected others, while Buddhist schools, although each have their
own primary scriptures, does not reject others, and will often utilize other resources
available in various siitras to construct their own school’s philosophy—a process called
“interpenetration.””® An example would be the Tiantai School drawing from the
Avatamsaka Sitra.”* In more extreme cases, Buddhism often draws upon non-Buddhist
classics® from traditions such as Confucianism, Taoism, and even Christianity to explain
Buddhist doctrine. For example, in Chinese Buddhism, from the time it was introduced

to China as Geyi Buddhism until its mature state of “integration of the three teachings,”*°
Buddhist philosophers have always had a passion for explaining Buddhist doctrine
through concepts from the Confucian and Taoist classics.' In a contemporary Buddhist
booklet which promotes a vegetarian diet and refraining from killing animals, I even
found that the author quoted from the Bible and the Analects of Confucius to rationalize
vegetarianism:

The Bible states: “Every moving thing that liveth shall be food
for you; as the green herb have I given you all. But flesh with
the life thereof, which is the blood thereof, shall ye not eat.”
Stop and think for a moment, where can we find meat that is
without blood? God’s words here are truly contradictory. Why
then did he speak this way? This is akin to persuading a habitual
smoker to quit, saying: “You can smoke any cigarette you
want except one that contains nicotine and will emitsmoke.”
Everyone knows that the meaning of such an utterance is to
emphasize: “Do not smoke.” In the Analects, Confucius said:
“If meat does not meet the following conditions, do not eat



it: fresh, beautiful hue, without odor, appropriately cooked,
appropriately seasoned, properly presented after cooking,
and palatable with the use of condiments. Anyone who has
cooked will known that this dish is impossible to create,
and even if it is somehow possible, Confucius would still
refuse to eat it given any excuse. How can this statement be
interpreted in any other way than as a hint directing people
to become vegetarian? In order to educate people who have
too many desires, these great sages can only [guide people
gently] as if they were holding a bird in their hands, neither
grasp too tightly lest it is strangled, nor grasp too lightly lest
it fly away. As a result, these sages can only adopt this lesser
strategy of speaking ambiguously; can we not understand
their painstaking efforts?3>

In this quote, we find that both the Christian Bible and Confucian Analects share

the same status as Buddhist scripture, and they are all supporting the Buddhist viewpoint.
Only Buddhism has such great inclusiveness and openness to quote from these two
sources in explaining the Dharma, and address God and Confucius as “great sages.”
Consider this: does Christianity dare to quote from Buddhist scriptures to explain its
own philosophy or address the Buddha as a “great sage”? I am certain it does not.**
The Diamond Siitra® states that, “all dharmas are the buddhadharma’*®*’—not only is
the Dharma contained in the Buddhist scriptures but also in the Christian, Confucian,
and Taoist texts. The Chan school even has a theory of “even the inanimate teaches the
Dharma,”® which proposes that the insentient natural world is also speaking the
Dharma.* In summary, the teachings of the Buddha are boundless; throughout space and
the dharma realms, “all dharmas are the buddhadharma,™®* is also expressed as “true
Dharma is unconditioned. For example, if one cannot do this or that, that is conditionality
and not the Dharma; if one clings onto any single teaching as the Dharma, he or she must
be mistaken.”*** Take the example of regarding to refrain from killing as the Dharma, but
“if one truly understands good ecological conservation and sincerely acts in accordance
with what brings the most ecological benefit, then I deem even the necessary capturing
and killing of pests such as rats as good (Buddhist) spiritual practice.”**

Monism and Pluralism in Religious Method

Religious method here refers to what these religions offer in terms of helping people
realize spiritual advancement. Different religions naturally have different methods. What
Christianity offers is “grace” and “redemption,™®and this is further explained here:



According to Christian doctrine, the ancestors of humankind,
Adam and Eve, went against God’s will and ate the forbidden
fruit. This caused all of humankind to be born with original sin
and fall under the devil’s reign of sin without the possibility
of redemption. God therefore sent Jesus Christ into the world
to die so that humankind’s sins may be redeemed in order to
attain salvation. Therefore, humankind has only to believe in
Jesus Christ as savior to have eternal life.**

Or it can alternatively be said that humankind, through faith and prayer, express
gratitude to God in order to obtain his grace and redemption, to actualize spiritual
advancement.

Although different Christian denominations interpret grace and redemption®
differently,* there is only one established method, and all the different schools practice
it. However, a single method with various interpretations will result in multiple methods
being employed, just as Christian theology has many interpretations concerning the
bread and wine in the Holy Communion,®' the ritual, the bread, and the wine itself
does not alter and is still singular. Another analogy is that of people having different
interpretations of the War in Iraq that was initiated by US President George W. Bush,
but the President initiating this war is singular. In comparison, the Buddhist religious
method, i.e., “the Dharma gate to liberation”**is plural.

It is said that there are eighty-four thousand methods of practice or methods of
practice [that number] the sand of the Ganges™**in Buddhism. Although this is not
exactly true, it refers to an immense amount. Specific to Chinese Buddhism, Dharma gates
to liberation® can be broadly divided into five categories: Chan, Teachings, Pure Land,
Esoteric, and Vinaya, which are then split into many finer subcategories. For example,
within the Chan school there are Hinayana Chan and Mahayana Chan. Mahayana
Chan is further split into Shenxiu’s Northern School of Chan and Huineng’s Southern
School of Chan, of which the latter is again divided into the Chan of investigating the
topic of inquiry, silent illumination meditation etc. In this manner, Chan methods are
innumerable.* Within the Teachings school, there is the Tiantai school’s Cessation and
Contemplation, Huayan school’s Contemplation on the Realm of Reality, of which the
former is split into Gradual, Indeterminate, and Complete Stopping and Seeing.’’ In
Pure Land, there is the goal of mindfulness of the buddhas to attain rebirth [in the Pure
Land], but the recitation can be divided into four types: mindfulness of the buddhas
through upholding the Buddha’s name, contemplation, contemplation of the image, and
his actual form (i.e.the Dharmakaya). Rebirth in the Pure Land can also be divided into



four types: rebirth through right mindfulness, amidst hysteria, with indeterminate karma,
and silent mindfulness.**

Among the esoteric practices, the Tibetan and Tang traditions differ. Tibetan
Buddhism is made up of different esoteric techniques such as tantra, vajrayana,
sahajiyana, kalachakrayana. In the Vinaya, the precepts and rules are numerous, and
practiced according to different sets that constitute different Dharma gates to liberation.
The most commonly mentioned precepts and rules are the Five Precepts, the Eight
Precepts, the Ten Precepts, and the precepts of full ordination, which number 250 for

bhiksus and 348 for bhiksunis—as many Buddhists are aware.

Not only are there different practices under the banners of the Chan, Teachings,
Pure Land, Esoteric, and Vinaya schools, they can also merge into peripheral practices
which are combinations of Chan-Teachings, Chan-Pureland, and Chan-Esoteric. For
Example, the heart-of-mind method developed by the late (lay teacher) Yuanyin Laoren
is a Chan-Esoteric Dharma gate to liberation.”

In the above explanation, I have made a simple comparison between Buddhism and
Christianity through the three dimensions of religious founders, scriptures, and methods,
and demonstrated Christianity’s monism and Buddhism’s pluralism.®® What then are the
factors that led to Buddhism’s pluralistic approach? I am of the personal opinion that it
is Buddhism’s values of humanism.

Buddhism’s Humanism in the Context of Pluralism
What is humanism? The Foreign Philosophy Dictionary explains humanism as:

A term widely used by Chinese academia since the 1980s. It
is generally used in contrast with “scientism,” and refers to
certain Western philosophical theories, doctrines or schools.
Sometimes it is used to refer to philosophies which are human-
based, targeted at humans, or hold humans as the core for its
values. Chinese academic interpretation of renben zhuyi (lit.
human-based-ism is varied, with attributions to humanism
(rendao zhuyi or renwen zhuyi), anthropology (renlei xue), or
homonology (renxue).5'%

Humanism as a term is used by Chinese scholars to translate and introduce Western
academic thought to refer to a Western philosophical theory, a doctrine, or a school. Its



use is quite broad, as long as philosophies are human-based, targeted at humans, or
hold humans as its core value, it can be said to be humanistic. For example, aconsensus
in Chinese academia is that Ludwig Feuerbach’s philosophy is humanistic philosophy,
Abraham Maslow’s psychology is humanistic psychology, Erich Fromm’s ethics is
humanistic ethics, Nikolay Chernyshevsky’s materialism is humanistic materialism

(his work was translated as Humanism in Philosophy®), F.C.S. Schiller’s pragmatism is
humanistic pragmatism (his work was translated as Research in Humanism®) and many
more, which I cannot mention in full here. More recently, there are even scholars who
have linked Confucian philosophy with humanism in order to compare Confucianism
and Christianity. For example, Sun Jiabao wrote:

In the Confucian system, humans are the focus and measure
for thought, philosophy is humanistic, and the “discourse on
humans” that is built upon such a foundation must necessarily
be strongly flavored with the character of humanism; Christian
thinking focuses and measures God instead of humans.
Christianity takes the lead from God, viewing problems
through revelations from God, and therefore unavoidably
branding everything with his mark.56

As wee see, humanism does not refer to any particular theory or school of
thought, but is a broad category that encompasses all these factors. Many of these
ideas are located within this spectrum—including Buddhism, which also has its own
humanismistic principles,®’ that are found in the Buddha’s teaching of different dharmas
to different people. This can be said to be truly based on the human individual, and is
in accordance with “teachings are given in response to the individual’s capacity and
medicine prescribed according to the specific ailment.”®®% Here, “capacity” refers to
the fundamental ability of sentient beings and “ailment” to defilements, both of which
vary between individuals. “Teachings” refers to Buddhist philosophy and “medicine” to
the practice which can eliminate defilements. The Buddha gave different teachings and
medicine according to the corresponding capacities and illnesses of individual people. As
such, the very large collection of Buddhist philosophy and the multitude of practices all
meet the humanistic conditions of being “human-based, targeted at humans, and holding
humans as its core value.” Therefore, Buddhism is also humanistic. Mr. Zhang Taiyan
once said: “The theory of Buddhism compels the wise to believe in it, and its precepts
and rules compels the foolish likewise. Being suited for both the wise and foolish, it is
the most useful.”’®” This quote figuratively and appropriately expresses the humanistic
character of Buddhism, i.e. Buddhism encompasses many facets of the Dharma suited to
people of varying capacities.



Buddhism’s humanism is developed in the context of pluralism. Alternatively, it
can be said that Buddhism’s pluralism is entirely built upon an emphasis on humanism.
We are all aware that humans are pluralistic, people differ in their capacities, wisdom,
character, erudition, and daily habits. They also differ in their defilements, levels of
delusion, and awareness, and furthermore, differ in the temporal and cultural environment
they are in; even age and gender are areas that constitute differences. At the same
time, Buddhists differ in their identity—having a unique position within the sevenfold
assembly—such as being a member of the laity (upasaka and updsika), or the monastics
(bhiksu, bhiksunt, sSramanera, Sramaneri, and siksamand). Because Buddhism is capable
of providing different paths to liberation for different people, the teaching of the Dharma
must necessarily have a pluralistic structure. Speaking plainly, considering the Buddhist
practices of precepts and rules, each member of the sevenfold assembly is required to
adopt different practices within this structure. The laity are required to observe the five
precepts, the sramaneras and sramaneris the ten precepts, the siksamandas observe the
six precepts in addition to the ten precepts, while bhiksus observe 250 precepts and
bhiksunis 348 precepts.” Buddhist precepts and rules are most obviously evident in the
humanistic plural structure of the Dharma. However, the most systematic expression of
this structure is Chinese Buddhism’s theory of the classification of teachings.”

In Chinese Buddhism, there are many ways of classifying the teachings, with
different schools having their own individual methods. According to Zhiyi in the tenth
fascicle of the Profound Meaning of the Lotus Sitra,” in the Northern and Southern
dynasties before the formation of Chinese Buddhist schools, there already existed “three
[systems] in the south, seven in the north” in terms of the classification of teachings.”
They all differ in content, but their approach and position are surprisingly similar—
they all rank and group the innumerable and varied mass of teachings in the Buddhist
scriptures into an ordered list. They further point out that these Buddhist teachings (though
of differing ranks and categories) and perhaps even quite contradictory on the surface,
are spoken by the Buddha for different sentient beings facing varying circumstances.
Therefore, all of these teachings are humanistic teachings directed towards the human
individual. Because there are many differences between people, and sometimes even
contradictions are apparent, the Buddha’s teachings are accordingly different and at
times seem contradictory—this is a very natural outcome. In summary, the theory of
the classification of teachings in Chinese Buddhism is an indication that humans are
plural, and the Buddhist teachings should also be plural. Below I discuss the Tiantai

classification of teachings to better illustrate this point.

Tiantai classifies teachings as the “five periods and eight teachings,”’® of which
the five periods refer to the Avatamsaka teaching, the Deer Park teaching, extended
teachings, Prajiiaparamita Sutra period, and Lotus Siatra and Nirvana Sitra periods,



while the eight teachings are split into the four modes of exposition: sudden, gradual,
secret, and indefinite teachings, and the four types of transformative teachings: Tripitaka,
common, separate, and perfect teachings. As for their exact details, many scholars
who study and write on Tiantai and even general works concerning Chinese Buddhist
history discuss these teachings, readers are therefore advised to consult these materials.”
Internally within the Tiantai school, there is the practice of aligning the five periods and
the eight teachings to the four types of transformative teaching—Tripitaka, common,
separate, and perfect teachings. Master Jingquan, a 44™ generation Dharma descendent
of the Tiantai school, spoke on this in An Outline of the Essentials of the Tiantai School™
accordingly:

The five periods is a vertical categorization of separating
teachings of a whole lifetime into five periods. The eight
teachings is a horizontal categorization of separating the
teachings of a whole lifetime into eight types of doctrines,
and within them...although the four modes of exposition
are known as teachings, they are contained within the
Tripitaka, common, separate and perfect teachings. The
four modes of exposition are akin to prescriptions while
the four types of transformative teaching are like medical
herbs. The prescription is but a piece of paper. The reason
it can cure ailments is because of the various medical herbs
prescribed.”30

Precisely because of this, in An Outline of the Essentials of the Tiantai
School® Venerable Master Jingquan states, “Therefore [I] lucidly discuss the four types
of transformative teaching while I skip over the four modes of exposition.”* In
reality, in the history of Tiantai school, there are two other publications which
specifically discuss the classification of teachings in the four types of transformative
teaching, one is Zhiyi’s QOutline of the Tiantai Fourfold Teachings,® and the other is

Master Zhi Xu's The Essence of Teaching and Meditation.®*% Through the exposition
on the four types of transformative teachings, these three titles clearly elucidate
Buddhism’s humanistic plural teachings. As Master Jingquan states, the central ideology:

The four types of transformative teachings are the Tripitaka,
common, separate, and perfect teachings. As sentient beings
have both sharp or blunt intellects, and both heavy or light
defilements, the Tathagata with his altruistic wonderful



Buddha-wisdom, skillful and expedient means separated the
single Buddha vehicle into four teachings.#’

As Master Zhi Xu puts its: “The Tathdgata with his altruistic wonderful Buddha-
wisdom prescribes medicine for sentient beings’ ailments. If one’s views are mistaken
views and thinking seriously deluded, he prescribes the Tripitaka teachings; if light in
condition, he prescribes the common teachings; if one’s ignorance is severe, then the
separate teachings; if light then the perfect teachings.”$%

The target audience for each of the four types of transformative teaching differs.
The Tripitaka teachings are for those with low capabilities and common teachings for
high capabilities within the three realms. The separate teachings are for those with low
capabilities and the perfect teachings for high capabilities outside the three realms.
Accordingly, there are differing jiaoguan® for each of these, with jiao meaning Buddhist
theory and guan meaning spiritual practice.” The theoretical and practical foundations
for each of the teachings are:

For the Tripitaka teachings, emptiness of non-existence or annihilation, and the
meditative practice of analyzing objects to be empty of self-nature.

For the common teachings, emptiness of existence, and apprehension of the
essential emptiness of existence.

For the separate teachings, emptiness of neither existence nor non-existence, and
the graduated threefold insights.

For the perfect teachings, emptiness of simultaneous existence and non-
existence, and the three insights in one thought.

Furthermore, according to the above theories and practices, the four types of

transformative teachings often explain a single Buddhist concept differently. Taking the
Four Noble Truths as an example, the teachings respectively speak of the Four Noble
Truths as arising-and-perishing, non-arising, immeasurable, and unconstructed.

Another example:

The term nirvana can be explained as the extinguishing of
birth, aging, illness, and death (7ripitaka teachings). The
term samsara is essentially empty in nature and that there
is no suffering (common teachings). The term transcending
the two sides of samsara and the end of samsara (separate
teachings). The term samsara is nirvana, and vice versa, are



both inconceivable in nature (perfect teachings). Another
example concerns the Buddha’s body, that it is of a height
measuring one zhang and six chi (Tripitaka teachings). The
Buddha’s body is like Mount Sumeru (common teachings).
The Buddha’s body has immeasurable positive marks
(separate teachings). The Buddha’s body is equal to the true
dharma realm (perfect teachings).”**

Other concepts such as the six perfections, two truths, and the twelve causes and
conditions are also differently explained by each of the four types of transformative
teachings. I will not go into further detail of these ideas here.

In conclusion, the different Buddhist theories and spiritual practices, with their
different explanations of similar concepts constitute the different teaching systems for
sentient beings, i.e. the four types of transformative teachings.

Readers may not fully comprehend the four types of transformative teachings, but
this is not an obstacle to understanding the pluralism of the Dharma. As for the exact
significance of this understanding, I regret that I am unable to touch on it here as it is
unrelated to the central discussion of this paper. For those interested in thisinformation,
please refer to the three documents mentioned above.

When examining the pluralistic structure of Buddhist humanism through the

four types of transformative teachings, parallels are evident. For example, the Buddha
gave different teachings to different people, and they are all equal and parallel to one
another, and no disparities are apparent where one can be said to be better than the other.
However, the Chinese Buddhist perspective is that such parallel relationships are only
one of the modes evident in Buddhism’s humanistic plural structure, and another mode
is one that disparities are also evident.

Disparities in Buddhism’s Humanistic Plural Structure
These disparities come in the following three forms.
The “Good and Best” Disparity

The Pure Land school in Chinese Buddhism believes the all Buddhist practices can
aid one’s liberation; they are all good, but the best and most effective is considered to be
Pure Land. Master Yinguang, the school’s 13" Patriarch expressed this here:



Sentient beings have both strong and weak capabilities, and
both strong and weak ignorance. They should [all be taught]
according to their capabilities and circumstances, so that
they may benefit. The practices which can be taught are vast
like sand grains in the Ganges.”* Among these, Pure Land
practice is the most perfect, sudden, wonderful, profound,
and easiest to practice. This practice achieves the most results
and requires the least exertion, yet brings the quickest results,
can be applied to the three grades of wholesome roots,
encompasses all dharmas, can be simultaneously practiced
by both the saintly and the mortal, and can benefit those with
strong or weak capabilities. All this can only be achieved
through the excellent Pure Land practice.”

At the same time, Master Yinguang believes that of all the practices, Pure Land can
encompass all practices:

Pure Land practice is great and no one is excluded from it. It
can be applied to the three grades of wholesome roots, and

for those people with both strong and weak capacities...all
practices has its source in this dharma realm; all practices
eventually return to this dharma realm...The enlightened
Buddha took pity on all sentient beings...spoke the Dharma
in accordance with capabilities and circumstances. In
summary, there are five schools. Which five? The Vinaya,
Teachings, Chan, Esoteric, and Pure Land schools. The Pure
Land school is the final destination for the Vinaya, Teachings,
Chan, and Esoteric, just as all the rivers and waterways return
to the sea. Pure Land practice is the alpha and omega for all
buddhas in the ten directions past, present, and future intheir
accomplishing of enlightenment and teaching of sentient
beings.”®?’

Master Yinguang does not deny that practices other than that of the Pure Land school
are also paths to liberation, as taught by the Buddha for sentient beings in accordance
with their capabilities and the circumstances. However, he thought most highly of Pure
Land practice and felt that it was superior to or better than the other practices.



In short, whether we take the view of Master Yinguang on the Pure Land school
that the excellence of Pure Land practice surpasses other schools without excluding
them, among the Pure Land practitioners, there is this widely circulated metaphor that
explains the great excellence of this practice: Sentient beings are like a small insects
trapped in the bottom of a bamboo tube, their liberation is like coming out of it. There are
two methods available to escape the bamboo tube. One is the horizontal method, to break
out by boring through its stem wall. The other method is the vertical method by boring
through the bamboo joints upwards and finally exiting through the top of the plant. We
may ask: Which way is less strenuous and better? Obviously going horizontally is the
easier way. Pure Land practitioners would then say, pleased with themselves, that Pure
Land practice is the horizontal way out, while the other methods are the vertical one.

The “Expedient and Ultimate” Disparity
The Lotus Siitra teaches a path to liberation which is “expedient and ultimate.”
“Ultimate” here refers to enlightenment, while “expedient” to enlightenment’s many

supporting conditions. Expedient means themselves cannot lead to enlightenment, but
neither can ultimate practices. Only by practicing the expedient means to open the door
to ultimate practices can enlightenment eventually be achieved, which is what the Lotus
Siitra calls “to unite three into one,”*® as mentioned in the following scriptural quotation:

The Buddha addressed Sariputra, saying: “The Buddha
Tathagatas lead and inspire only bodhisattvas. All the acts of
a buddha are always for one purpose. The buddhas manifest
their wisdom and insight solely to inspire sentient beings to
enlightenment. “O Sariputral A Tathagata teaches sentient
beings the Dharma only through the single buddha vehicle.
There is no other, neither a second nor a third. “O Sariputra!
The true nature of all the buddhas of the ten directions is
exactly like this...Having understood the various desires
and deep-rooted inclinations of sentient beings, I teach the
Dharma according to their capacities through the power of
skillful means, using various explanations and illustrations.
“O Sariputra! I do this in order to cause them to attain the
omniscience of the single buddha vehicle. “O Sariputra! Since
there is no second vehicle in the worlds of the ten directions,
how could there be a third!...all the buddhas illuminate the
three [vehicles] with the power of skillful means in order to
teach the single buddha vehicle...The words of the Buddha



Tathagatas are never false. There are no other vehicles, only
the single buddha vehicle.”*100.10!

This quote is rather long, so we will summarize its main points. “To unite three into
one”'%? can also be said to be “to unite two into one,”'? of which the three refers to the
three vehicles of the Sravakas, Pratyekabuddhas, and Bodhisattvas, the two refer to the
Hinayana (which includes the Sravakas and Pratyekabuddhas vehicles) and Mahayana
(i.e., the Bodhisattva vehicle) and one refers to the single Buddha vehicle.

As such, we can tell that “to unite two into one”'*is a generalization of “to unite
three into one,”'® but these are in reality one and the same. We shall only discuss the
latter one here.

The philosophy of “to unite three into one”'* holds that all buddhas liberate
sentient beings through the single Buddha vehicle: “The buddhas manifest their wisdom
and insight solely to inspire sentient beings towards enlightenment.”!?”-!% This single
Buddha vehicle is the ultimate practice available to sentient beings so that they can
become enlightened. As for the three vehicles that the buddhas teach at other times to
other beings, this is an expedient means taught according to the varying capabilities of
the sentient beings. Therefore, the buddhas need to teach the three vehicles “according
to [sentient beings’] capacities.”!®!"? If the buddhas were to insist on teaching the
single Buddha vehicle only, then some sentient beings will not be able to be taught, thus
“illuminat[ing] the three [vehicles]...in order to teach the single Buddha vehicle.”!'!2
These three, or three vehicles, are the expedient means towards the ultimate practice.

In short, the Lotus Sitra’s philosophy “to unite three into one”'" tells us that the
practices related to one Buddha vehicle and the three vehicles may respectively manifest
into many concrete practices, they are simultaneously hierarchical but are also (must be)
mutually encompassing.

The practice of the one Buddha vehicle is both primary and ultimate, but does
not reject the three vehicles, which are secondary and expedient. At the same time, the
former is not said to be superior to the latter. Instead, the two complement each other to
form a complete practice leading to liberation, and neither can function without the other.

Clearly, the practices of the one Buddha vehicle and three vehicles are not a parallel
relationship, but neither is it a hierarchical one where one surpasses the other. It is a
relationship where both are inclusive and encompassing.



With the Lotus Sutra as its primary scripture, the Tiantai school’s practice of
cessation and contemplation exemplifies the hierarchical expedient and ultimate
relationship. For example, the school’s founder Zhiyi splits the practice of cessation and
contemplation into ten stages in the introductory book to the practice, Shamatha-
Vipashyana for Beginners:'"*“Now I will briefly elucidate the ten stages to illustrate to
the practitioner the vow and the steps required in the grades towards nirvana in order to
achieve supreme enlightenment.”!'>!'6 This is known as the “ten steps of cessation and
contemplation.” The ten steps of cessation and contemplation can be divided into the
first five preliminaries and the latter five aspects of practice.!”

The five preliminaries are:

Be provided with external conditions.
Renounce worldly desires.

Drive away obscuration that delude the mind.
Adjust the five duties.

Utilize expedient means.'"®

The five aspects of practice are:

Observe correct concentration.

Practice the roots of ethical behaviour.

Be aware of [the different types of] maras (afflictions).

Heal illness.

Awaken,"” which is also known as correct practice, and is the stage of the path
where the rewards of the practice are reaped.

As a complete method of practice for cessation and contemplation, the inclusion
of both levels of the five expedient preliminaries and five aspects of practice is strong
evidence of the expedient and ultimate hierarchical relationship.

The Relative and Absolute Disparity

The basic model of this hierarchical relationship is the same as that of expedient and
ultimate, with “relative” replacing “expedient” whilst “absolute” replacing “ultimate.”
However, the specific issues differ.

While the expedient and ultimate hierarchical relationship discusses the internal
relationship between the various Buddhist practices are relative and absolute dealing
with the relationship between Buddhism and non-Buddhist spiritual systems. Examples
of this relationship include Brahmanism (the predecessor of Hinduism), Confucianism,
Taoism, and Christianity.



In the historical development of Buddhism, attitudes toward non-Buddhist faiths
have changed over time. During the period of Sectarian Buddhism, Buddhism and other
faiths (which were said to have been ninety-six at that time) engaged in a pointed conflict
which might have involved the loss of life. However, with Buddhism’s development into

the Mahayana period, Buddhism softened its opposition to other systems.

In fact, Buddhism went further than simply softening its opposition towards
other religions. It later gradually evolved a tolerant and adopting attitude by absorbing
non-Buddhist philosophy with the view that it is “to Buddhism’s benefit.” In this way,
Buddhism started to harmonize with non-Buddhist systems. For example, Esoteric
Buddhism which finally evolved from Mahayana Buddhism in India, was in fact “related
to the assimilation between Hinduism [and Buddhism]...[with] many of its religious
practices coming from Hinduism.”'?%!2!

Similarly, Buddhism harmonized with the local Bon religion after its dissemination
into Tibet. In China, Buddhism also harmonized with local Confucian and Taoist belief
systems. Academia has long reached a consensus on the validity of the above statements,
which I shall not elaborate upon here.

One thing I would like to mention here is that the harmonized symbiosis between
Buddhist and non-Buddhist systems exhibits a relative and absolute hierarchical
relationship. In The Great Calming and Contemplation,'** the Buddho-Confucian
relationship that Zhiyi discussed can serve as an excellent case to aid our understanding
of the relative and absolute hierarchical relationship. Zhiyi wrote:

If sentient beings do not have the capability to transcend
the mundane world [and] cannot accept the profound
transformative teaching due to a weak basis of strength, then
worldly medicines [i.e. teachings] should be given, such as
those of Confucius and Duke Zhou, who formulated social
orders and hierarchical orders, so seniors are respected and
juniors loved, the world is stable and prosperous, etiquette
and statues are observed and order prevails, which is
beneficial to the [development of] precepts. Calming minds
with joy and improving habits and customs is beneficial to
[the development of] meditative concentration. The best of
virtues, morality and essence of principle from emperors of



the past would be beneficial to [the development of] wisdom.
At the very beginning the world was primal chaos, and it was

not an opportune time [for Buddhism] to emerge. Having
capabilities akin to those in the border regions Buddhism
would not prosper. I therefore send the three sages [i.e., Laozi,
Confucius, Yan Hui] to educate [the people of] China. Only
by starting with proper etiquette and right action will [they be]
able to have faith in the Mahayana and Hinayana scriptures.
If this can be done in China, then it can be done everywhere
else. We first have to start with worldly teachings. !4

Here Zhiyi expresses a very important view of the worldly rules of Confucian
ideology with its system of benevolence, righteousness, rites, and music as a support
for Buddhism’s supramundane dharma(s) of precept, meditation, and wisdom—the
threefold training. He is further of the opinion that “only by starting with proper etiquette
and right action”'?* can an inroad be provided for Buddhism’s successful dissemination

into China, and so that “will [they be] able to have faith in the Mahayana and Hinayana
scriptures.”!26

In this context, Confucianism led the way to Buddhist practices, providing the
expedient means for the propagation of Buddhism. Hence, Confucianism and Buddhism,
which initially was without the slightest connection, became an integrated whole.

In this whole, Confucianism and Buddhism are obviously not on equal terms.
Buddhism is the goal, ultimate, and absolute, while Confucianism is a means, expedience,
and relative. They were in a disparate relative and absolute relationship.

Zhiyi opined that this model of Buddhism in China having to realize its “absolute”
through Confucianism’s “relative” nature can be accomplished everywhere, and serves
as the universal standard'”’ for the application of the Dharma. He further analyzed
Confucian worldly rules and Buddhism’s supramundane dharmag(s) in this way:

What does the giving of worldly rules refer to? Just as a
king would out of love lay thick cushions on the ground to
spare his son the pain of falling from a height, likewise does
a sage regard sentient beings who will take rebirth in the

three lower realms, guiding them with the relative truths and
virtuous worldly rules, so that they may avoid [the pains of]



unfortunate rebirths. Subsequently, he gives the medicine of
the Dharma. All ignorant ones are guided and taught a way
out by sages descending to the level of the mundane during
times when the Buddha was not in the world.'*®

The Mahaparinirvana Sitra'® says, “All non-Buddhist
scriptures are the words of the Buddha, not those of non-
Buddhists.” The Suvarnaprabhasauttamarajasitra'™ states:
“All virtuous teachings of the world [arise] due to this Siitra.
If [one] deeply understands the worldly rules, [they will
see] it as the Dharma; why is that so? Abiding by the ten
virtues is equivalent to observing the five precepts; deeply
understanding the five constant virtues and five elements is
in essence the same as [understanding] the five precepts.”!?!

Benevolence, compassion, taking pity, and caring for
others and non harming them is the precept against killing.
Righteousness, incorruptibility, and giving oneself to others
is the precept against stealing. Marriage in accordance
with propriety and regulation is the precept against sexual
misconduct. Having wisdom, discretion and clarity, being
upright in conduct, balanced and moral is the precept against
intoxicants. To be trustworthy, truthful, loyal and sincere is
the precept against lying. The Duke of Zhou and Confucius
established these five constant virtues as the Dharma
medicine for the world [in order to] cure people’s illnesses.'*

Likewise, the five elements parallel the five precepts: The
precept against killing shields against fire; stealing, metal;
sexual misconduct, water; lying, earth; and, intoxicants, fire.

Likewise, the five classics parallel the Five Precepts: the
Classic of Rites admonishes against flagrant celebrations,

thus the precept against intoxicants. The Book of Music
harmonizes the mind, thus against sexual misconduct. The
Book of Songs criticizes assassinations, thus against killing.
The Book of Documents explains yielding in righteousness,
thus against stealing. Finally, the Book of Changes is about
the yin and yang, thus against lying. These and other wise



worldly rules are in accordance with the ultimate [truth], and
one can surpass them.'*

Clearly, in my opinion, the non-Buddhist scriptures such as the Bible and the
Analects contain philosophy which is also the Dharma. Such broad-mindedness and
wisdom!"**

In the three disparities of Buddhism’s pluralistic structure discussed above, all are
founded upon humanism. For example, with respect to the good and best disparity, the
Pure Land school believes that its practice is the “best” in the Age of Declining Dharma
due to sentient beings’ capabilities being weak.

With respect to the expedient and ultimate disparity, the Tiantai school establishes
the expedient means of uniting three into one based on the different capabilities of the
three vehicles of sentient beings (Sravaka, Pratyekabuddha, and Bodhisattva).

With respect to the relative and absolute disparity, Mahayana Buddhism establishes
expedient means towards enlightenment by dispelling delusion and explaining reality
according to the cultural inclination of the region where Buddhism spreads (such as the
Chinese Confuciuan culture). All of these exemplify Buddhism’s humanistic thought,
which I will not explore further for the sake of brevity.

“One Voice [of the Buddha]” and the “Perfect Voice [Suited for all Beings]”— The
Unification and Pluralism of Buddhism

According to the understanding of Chinese Buddhism, “the doctrine is the words
of the Buddha” and “Chan is the mind of the Buddha.”'3>!*¢ All Dharma originates from
the Buddha,'*” and is unified in him—thus the Buddha’s “one voice.” However, this one
voice has a pluralistic expression, and can adapt to the needs of different sentient beings

(i.e. Buddhism’s humanism as discussed earlier in this paper).

As such, the one voice becomes the Buddha’s perfect voice, the expression of both
of which is simultaneously unified and pluralistic. Fazang in Rounded Sound in One
Volume'*® gave the following two explanations of the two terms:

One explanation is that the Tathagata can speak all disparate
dharmas using one voice. For example, those who have strong
greed, will hear the Tathagata teaching the contemplation of



impurity, and so forth [for other types of beings], thus it is
named the perfect voice. Therefore, the Avatamsaka Siitra
says: “The Tathagata in one article of speech demonstrates
the boundless sea of scriptures.” The second explanation
is that the Tathagata speaks multiple tongues in one voice,
i.e., each sentient being only hears the Tathagata speaking
in the being’s own language, as the Avatamsaka Sitra says:
“All languages and grammars of sentient beings are spoken
completely by [the Tathagata’s] one voice.'3*!%

The first example of Rounded Sound in One Volume tells of the Buddha speaking
disparate teachings suited to sentient beings’ differing needs, thus they are able to obtain
what they each require. The second example of the Avatamsaka Sitra speaks of the
Buddha speaking only one teaching instead of disparate teachings, but when sentient
beings hear the teaching, they feel it is exactly what they need, as if the Buddha taught
specifically for that being. In fact, this has given us two interpretations of “The Buddha
taught with one voice; Sentient beings understood according to their own perspectives.”!*!

Here “the Buddha taught with one voice”'** refers to one voice while “sentient
beings understood according to their own perspectives”# is the perfect voice. No matter
which of the two explanations we take, we come to the conclusion that they equate to
each other. Fazang further describes the following three related explanations in Chinese
Buddhism concerning the two terms:

There is an explanation that in one act of speech, the Tathagata
manifests all sentient beings’ speech, which they hear in their

own language. It is not that the Tathagata only spoke one
sound, it is because it is the same act of speech, thus it is called
one voice, and because the expressed speech is many, it is the
perfect voice. There is another explanation that the Tathagata
only made a single Brahmanic utterance, which is called the
single voice, but it can create positive conditions for sentients
beings, so that they understand it differently in accordance to
their practice, and thus it is called the perfect voice—it is not
that the Tathagata made multiple utterances. There is another
explanation that the Tathagata made a single silent formless
utterance of nirvana and liberation, which is called a single
voice, but each sentient being due to his capabilities hears the
Tathagata speaking many utterances, which is known as the



perfect voice. It is not that the Tathagata’s utterances are one

or many., 144145

From the history of Chinese Buddhism, pluralistic Buddhism did not create sectarian
divisions between the Buddhist schools. Instead, it is monistic Christianity that has
sectarian disputes which are unresolvable. From the Buddhist perspective, the root cause
of such phenomena is that the Buddist doctrinal system is balanced and harmonized by
the one voice and perfect voice principle, which gives rise to its simultaneous existence
as monistic and pluralistic, leading to the favourable situation of “a hundred flowers
blossom while a hundred schools of thought contend.”!#6
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For example, in regard to “grace,” Catholicism “often emphasizes that it is because of Jesus Christ’s act of redemption that God
gifts believers with a supernatural grace. People need to obtain this grace through prayer and the holy sacraments. Catholics
further divide grace into two types: actual and habitual (or sanctifying). Protestants commonly oppose Catholicism’s concept of
linking grace with works, instead proposing that people can only obtain salvation through faith. They also emphasize that salva-
tion comes by God’s grace alone and not through one’s works.” With regards to “redemption,” in Christian theology, “objective
atonement” proposes that Jesus Christ’s death changed God’s attitude towards man while “subjective atonement” proposes that his
life and death became an example that moved people to change their attitudes towards God, resulting in redemption. Concretely
speaking, it can be split into the following: 1. Ransom to Satan: believes that the death of Jesus Christ constituted the ransom
that is paid to Satan to save people from the latter’s dominion; 2. Victory over Satan: believes that Jesus Christ defeated Satan
by his Resurrection, causing Satan to lose his dominion over people, but yet not obtain a ransom; 3. Atonement: believes that
people’s sin has offended God’s dignity, and God has to uphold the “justice” of punishing all offences. As Jesus Christ the Holy
Son is innocent yet is put to death, this fulfills God’s requirement of justice, and thus people obtain redemption. After elaboration
and supplementation, this theory became the principal theory maintained by Catholicism; 4. Moral Influence: believes that Jesus
Christ’s sacrifice of himself evidences God’s holy love and is an exemplar for people, moving the people to repent and turn to
God, emphasizing that it is not God but people who changed in attitude. Generally speaking, the former three belong to “objec-
tive atonement” while the last belong to “subjective atonement.” See Dezhi Duan, Introduction to Religion (Beijing: People’s
Publishing House, 2005), 101-2.

With regard to this, there are three different approaches Christian theology takes: the first being “transubstantiation,” believing that
after consecration it has materially and symbolically transformed into Jesus Christ’s body and blood; the second is “homoousion,”
believing that after the consecration there is no material change, but Jesus Christ’s body and blood in actual form must necessarily
coexist in the Holy Communion; the third is “symbolic presence,” believing that after consecration it is merely symbolic, and
serves to commemorate Jesus Christ’s last supper and his sacrificing his blood for people’s redemption, stressing that there is


http://www.acmuller.net/bud-canon/diamond_sutra.html
http://www.acmuller.net/bud-canon/diamond_sutra.html

no secret significance. Some Protestants approve of the last theory. See Dezhi Duan, Introduction to Religion (Beijing: People’s
Publishing House, 2005), 104.
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