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Introduction

The Platform Sūtra ranks as one of the most popular texts ever produced by Chinese
Buddhism.1 While Buddhists such as Daisaka Ikeda have linked the Lotus Sūtra to Buddhist
humanism, few studies have investigated the Platform Sūtra for its humanistic elements. The
earliest extant version of this sūtra is the Dunhuang edition,2 which arguably represents an
early transformation from Indic to Chinese Buddhist humanism. Of greater interest is how the
form of ninth century Chinese Buddhist humanism encapsulated in this Sūtra becomes a form
of posthumanism in the twenty-first century. This paper argues for this makeover through
Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s commentaries on the Platform Sūtra. Of particular concern is
how such Buddhist posthumanism may inform future discourses in the twenty-first century as
humanity faces the sixth mass extinction caused by the Anthropocene.

Humanism

Humanism in the West

The term “humanism” has evolved in the West and, hence, carries with it quite a few nuances
of meaning. W.D. Falk describes “humanism” as a way of thinking of persons and their place
in nature.3 However, there is no single formula or definition in the West due to the varying
definitions from antiquity (e.g. of Protagoras, Plato or Aristotle), the Renaissance (e.g. of
Cicero, Pico della Mirandola, Marsilio Ficino, or Auguste Comte4),5 modernity (e.g. William
James, 2003 Humanist Manifesto III6). Each expresses the dialogues and needs of its time,
including ways to pursue freedom through occidental rationality, especially liberation to work
at wellbeing for the individual and those around him or her.7 In summary, there are two main
streams: one that is religious and one that is secular.  While both forms of humanism assert
the dignity of humans and the value of human achievements, the main difference lies in the
extent to which divine forces determine how humans should live in order to flourish. In
religious humanism, people look to theological determinations to answer questions related to

7 Gung-Hsing Wang, “Chinese Humanism in the West,” The Georgia Review 2, no. 2 (Summer 1948):
133, https://www.jstor.org/stable/41394914.

6 https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/manifesto3/

5 Nicholas Mann, “The origins of humanism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance
Humanism, ed. Jill Kraye (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 2.

4 https://www.buddhistdoor.org/tc/dictionary/details/humanism

3 W.D. Falk and Austin W. Farrer, “Humanism,” The Personalist Forum 5, (Fall 1989): 69,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20708550.

2 The full title is Southern School Sudden Doctrine, Supreme Mahayana Great Perfection of Wisdom:
the Platform Sutra Preached by the Sixth Patriarch Huineng at the Dafn Temple in Shaozhou, one roll,
concurrently bestowing the Precepts of Formlessness (《南宗頓教最上大乘摩訶般若波羅蜜經六祖惠
能大師於韶州大梵寺施法壇經一卷. 兼受無相戒》)

1 Morten Schlütter, “Introduction,” in Readings of the Platform Sutra, ed. Morten Schlütter and Stephen
F Teiser (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 1.
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the purpose of human existence.  Secular humanists are usually ethicists who believe that
people have within themselves the resources to live a good life without religion.8

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to chart the development of humanism towards
posthumanism and neohumanism, some consideration will be given to the inhuman and
nonhuman.  For this section, a brief outline will suffice. From the late 1960s to the mid-1980s,
several well-known French, British and American philosophers discredited humanism by
arguing that European humanism was the cause of colonization and the ensuing violence.9

The myths of Western modernity driving progress and of Eurocentric episteme replacing
native wisdom were debunked. It became clear that economic progress based on unrestrained
consumerism and competition (for human interest) was unsustainable to the planet.
Posthumanism posits a future in which the human is subject to external natural forces.10

Post-anthropocentrism collaborates with posthumanism by advancing egalitarianism among
all species.11

In his 1982 seminal work, Liberation of Intellect: Neo-humanism, Indian philosopher and
social reformer Prabhat Ranjan Sarka introduces the term “neohumanism.” Sarkar expands
the concept of society to include all living beings (i.e., a universal society). People should not
only respect and protect the rights of their nonhuman counterparts but should also actively
promote their welfare and happiness. Such a view is not only promoted in the Orient. Today’s
unbridled capitalism and exploitation were not intended in the ancient Greek imagination;
respecting limits has always been central to Greek mythologies.12 Italian sociologist and
politician Franco Cassano (1943-2021) argues for a neohumanism that broadens the
intellectual humanistic tradition of economic prosperity and rationality towards a
Mediterranean neohumanistic vision of balance between opposites, co-existence, moderation,
and tolerance that includes nature.13

Humanism in the East

Chinese “humanism” (ren仁) may best be exemplified by the Confucian perspective that the
meaning of life is to be self-realized in ordinary human existence.14 Again, this
simple-looking character has generated many definitions and controversies over centuries.
The Confucian Great Learning urges people to “strive for the good till the goal of the
supreme good is reached”.15 Daoists believe that the purpose of life is to blend the individual
self with nature.16 Socialism, communism, and capitalism have taken their turns at defining,

16 Ibid.
15 Wang, “Chinese Humanism in the West,” 135.

14 Weiming Tu and Daisaku Ikeda, New Horizons in Eastern Humanism (New York: I.B. Tauris & Co.,
2011), 77.

13 Bouchard, "Mediterranean Neo-Humanism: Texts and Contexts of "Pensiero meridiano"," 315-6.

12 Franco Cassano, "L'ambivalenza italiana," (key-note address delivered at the Third Annual Robert
Dombroski Conference, University of Connecticut, Storrs, 2006). Cited in Bouchard, "Mediterranean
Neo-Humanism: Texts and Contexts of "Pensiero meridiano"," 313.

11 Rosi Braidotti and Maria Hlavajova, "Introduction," in Posthumanism Glossary, ed. Rosi Braidotti
and Maria Hlavajova (London & New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2008), 1.

10 Massimo Lollini, "Humanisms, Posthumanisms, and Neohumanisms: Introductory Essay," Annali
d'Italianistica 26 (2008): 21.

9 Norma Bouchard, "Mediterranean Neo-Humanism: Texts and Contexts of "Pensiero meridiano",
Annali d'Italianistica 26 (2008): 299, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24016286

8 Richard Norman, On Humanism (London: Taylor & Francis Ltd, 2012), 13.
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redefining and counteracting “humanism” to serve their goals.17 Confucian reformation over
the centuries has reduced hierarchical and paternalistic practices unsuited to contemporary
societies and carefully injected values such as liberty, equality, human rights, science, and
democracy to highlight a new understanding of human flourishing.18 In all these contexts,
humanism tends to be defined from an anthropocentric viewpoint.

Buddhist humanism, especially in the Indian variety, represents an interesting continuity and
deviation from its Chinese counterpart. According to Duc Truong’s interpretation of the
Nikāya literature, Buddhist humanism considers the human position to be supreme because
emancipation from all sufferings can be gained from it.19 Buddhist humanism is derived from
the Pāli term mānusikatta, which considers the human being as opposed to an external divine
authority.20 Unlike other forms of practice, it is primarily directed towards one’s inner life
with cultivation beginning with the adoption of the right view. Mahāyāna Buddhism,
according to Daisaku Ikeda, presents a more cosmic view of humanism, seeing humanity and
nature from an anthropocosmic perspective.21

The above exposition invites the question: what does it mean to be “human” given the
contemporary conditions of existence? For a sūtra or a school of thought to flourish, it will
need to answer that age-old question in an understandable and relevant manner. The following
sections will summarize the historical transformation of Indian Buddhist humanism into a
framework comprehensible to the Chinese through the Platform Sūtra, and examine how that
framework is clarified again for twenty-first century audiences.

Buddhist Humanism in the Platform Sūtra

The Buddhist humanism (and soteriology) that the Chinese first encounter is based on an
epistemological (prāmāṇyavāda) theory of reality that is believed to lead to liberation instead
of entrapped bondage (saṃsāra). This knowledge of emancipation is the highest form of
wisdom (prajñā). Buddhists believe that an understanding of the laws of dependent
co-origination (pratītyasamutpāda) is crucial in perceiving reality, and hence can lead to
release from attachments that lead to suffering. Mahāyāna Buddhist humanism may best be
seen through the compassion of a pantheon of bodhisattvas inspired by prajñā. Together with
this basic soteriology and epistemology comes an elaborate Indic cosmology that focuses on
escaping saṃsāra. Unfortunately, this runs counter to the Chinese preference for focus on
cultivation in this world.

It was not until the authorship of the Platform Sūtra (ca. 780) that a satisfactory discourse was
constructed. The Indian other-worldliness was transformed into Chinese this-worldliness
through the figure of Huineng and his supposed redefinition of Buddhist terms to suit an
informed Chinese audience. With this innovation, the nature of Buddhist humanism has taken
a sharp turn – something that we will explore in greater detail below.

The Protagonist: Huineng

21 Tu and Ikeda, New Horizons in Eastern Humanism, 81.
20 Ibid, 15.
19 Duc Truong, Humanism in the Nikaya Literature (Delhi: Eastern Book Linkers, 2005), 14.
18 Tu and Ikeda, New Horizons in Eastern Humanism, 84.

17 D.W. Fokkema, "Chinese Criticism of Humanism: Campaigns against the Intellectuals 1964-1965,"
The China Quarterly 26 (Apr-Jun 1966: 68-81, https://www.jstor.org/stable/651612.
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Instead of speaking about humanism in the abstract, the practically minded Chinese prefer a
real-life model of the teachings. Hence, the character of Huineng (ca. 638 – 713) not only
proves that a human can become enlightened but also that his teachings, or more correctly
interpretations, of the Indian Buddhist traditions are valid. Although the Platform Sūtra opens
with a glowing depiction of Huineng, it is now well-known that this portrayal is best
described as a hagiography and cannot be a historical biography.22 Perhaps the veracity of the
legend was not as important as the complex circumstances (political, economic, and
philosophical) that led to this sūtra being recognized. This topic has been well-explored by
Sørensen,23 so this section will summarize the scholarship surrounding how the fabrication of
Huineng’s character corresponded with the humanistic sentiments of the Tang Dynasty.

The attractiveness of Huineng lies in the congruence of his hagiography with the life of
Confucius, rather than an unfamiliar Buddha from a distant “barbaric” land. Jorgensen’s
detailed study of the hagiographies of Confucius and Huineng identifies similarities in their
ancestry, birth, place of birth, predictions of their futures, upbringing, early career,
assassination attempts, relations with rulers, predictions on the future of their teachings,
premonitions of their deaths, miracles associated with their deaths, their relics and tombs, as
well as their great disciples.24 A confirmation of this assertion closer to that historical period
is Liu Zongyuan’s (柳宗元, 773-891) stele inscription, which compares Huineng’s teachings
with those of Confucius.25 Construing the protagonist of the Platform Sūtra as a Confucian
sage ensures that Buddhism can be understood by the Chinese population – an important
humanistic consideration.

Although it is unclear whether the poetry contest between Huineng and Shenxiu (606-706)
truly took place, there is a humanistic appeal to this story because it shows that a Chinese
Chan patriarch can be an illiterate “barbarian” and defeat an educated monk and aristocratic
leader in a verse contest (domain of the educated). This episode demonstrates that all people
have the Buddha nature.26 Such is Buddhist humanism: highlighting equality of all beings
and presenting hope to everyone through the heroic quality of perseverance. Diligence was a
familiar quality to all classes within Chinese society. The imperial examinations (still in
vogue during the Tang Dynasty) facilitated social mobility for those who persevered and
succeeded in their studies. By using the familiar Confucian template, the Chinese during the
Tang Dynasty could easily identify Huineng as the great teacher that the Chan School (be it
Hongzhou School led by Mazu or the Southern School led by Shenhui) would like to portray.
This model was certainly more palatable to the Chinese norms of the time than an Indian
prince leaving behind a doting king, a lovely young family, and a promising career for the
sake of liberation.

26 Ibid, 32.
25 Jorgensen, “The Figure of Huineng,” 47.

24 John Jorgensen, Inventing Hui-neng, the Sixth Patriarch: Hagiography and Biography in Early
Ch'an (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 170-183.

23 Henrick H. Sørensen, "The History and Practice of Early Chan." in Readings of the Platform Sutra,
ed. Morten Schlütter and Stephen F. Teiser, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 23.

22 John Jorgensen, "The Figure of Huineng," in Readings of the Platform Sutra, ed. Morten Schlütter
and Stephen F. Teiser, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 25.
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Innovative Reinterpretations

Buddhist humanism is aptly encapsulated by the familiar four noble truths, a soteriological
framework. By being alive as a human, one encounters inevitable suffering (duḥkha).  Hence,
a Buddhist is encouraged to seek enlightenment with the right view (e.g. understanding
pratītyasamutpāda and śūnyatā). Disciples of the Buddha are encouraged to attain ultimate
happiness through liberation (nirvāṇa) by following a realized middle path
(madhyamapratipad) that seeks to benefit self and others. The Indian practices that reached
China ranged from high states of mental development to devotional practices in search of
rebirth in future Pure Lands.

The Principle: everyone is given hope in Buddhism because of intrinsic equality

In the Platform Sūtra, Huineng adds a Chinese humanistic element to this basic Buddhist
soteriological framework. While acknowledging suffering in this world, he postulates a
hopeful principle that everyone is intrinsically already liberated. Practice and realization are
in the here and the now, thereby giving early Chan a more appealing this-worldly impression.
For example, the Pure Land with an Indic cosmic reference became the purity of a
practitioner’s mind: “practice purity yourselves; this then is the Western Land”.27 Huineng
teaches that only the deluded person “wishes to be born in the other land; the awakened
person makes pure his own mind”.28 Hence, this sūtra has understood Amitābha’s Pure Land
in metaphorical terms for practitioners to focus on cultivation in this lifetime.

The core affirmation of Chinese humanism in this sūtra is its claim that every person has a
Buddha nature. Enlightenment, the goal of Chan practice, is a full revelation of this pure
intrinsic nature and this occurs suddenly in a flash of insight.29 Like Mengzi (ca. 372-289
BCE), Huineng asserts that one possesses the highest ideals of humanity all along and the task
of the practitioner is to rid himself or herself of deluded views.30 Such universal equality
makes Buddhism immediately accessible to all Chinese—monastic and lay, aristocrat and
peasant—in this lifetime.

The Theory: World-Affirming Non-Attachment

This intrinsic Buddha nature (self-nature or original nature) that every human being possesses
has main world-affirming characteristics in the sūtra. They are non-form (wuxiang無相),
non-thought (wunian無念), and non-abiding (wuzhu無住). Ziporyn points out that
Huineng’s understanding of non-form upholds the human world of form (object) because this
self-nature, being as vast as space, allows all but attaches to none.31 The subject can also be
free of thought by not attaching to the arising or cessation of thoughts.32 Instead of the typical
Indic Buddhist theory that negates “this shore” in favor of “the other shore,” the Platform
Sūtra coheres with the Chinese world-affirming nature of the present by not attaching to any

32 Ibid, 167.
31 Ibid, 166.
30 Ibid, 178.

29 Brook Ziporyn, "The Platform Sutra and Chinese Philosophy," in Readings of the Platform Sutra, ed.
Morten Schlütter and Stephen F. Teiser (New York: Columbia Press, 2000), 179.

28 Ibid, 157.

27 Philip B. Yampolsky, The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch: the Text of the Tun-Huang
Manuscript (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 157.
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external form or internal thought. In that sense, the Platform Sūtra celebrates life in the here
and now, but with a nonjudgmental attitude.

The Practice: Accessible and Down-to-earth

The Indic Buddhist practice of precepts (leading to morality and ethics), meditative
concentration, and wisdom, are also redefined in the Platform Sūtra. The precepts of
formlessness, which possibly lead to ordination of both monastics and laity, are shorter and
less complex than contemporary ordination precepts that those from orthodox Indic traditions.
A major innovation is that there are no differences between lay and monastic recipients.
Another novelty is the assertion that a practitioner who is awakened would naturally follow
the precepts without specific rules, hence formlessness.33 By offering both monastics and laity
the same precepts, Huineng is postulated to be the ultimate believer in equality since he was
awakened as a layperson.

Meditative concentration no longer focuses on sitting on the cushion, a luxury that most
peasants and artisans would not be able to enjoy. Instead, Huineng teaches that meditative
concentration is the inherent calmness and motionlessness of one’s intrinsic nature while
wisdom is the active aspect of this nature.34 Using a familiar substance-function dyad, the
Platform Sūtra transforms the original Indic meditative concentration as the means to
achieving the end of wisdom into an inseparable pair that is a uniquely Chinese contribution.

Good friends, my teaching of the Dharma takes meditation and wisdom as its basis.
Never under any circumstances say mistakenly that meditation and wisdom are
different; they are a unity, not two things. Meditation itself is the substance of wisdom;
wisdom itself is the function of meditation...Students, be careful not to say that
meditation gives rise to wisdom, or that wisdom gives rise to meditation, or that
meditation and wisdom are different from each other.35

Hence, the wisdom of nonduality is no longer a set of external teachings (from a faraway
land) but the intrinsic character of a human.

The Platform Sūtra presents an extraordinary form of Chinese Buddhist humanism, one that is
palatable to the general Chinese audience. It explains why Buddhism gained popular support
in Tang China.  The Platform Sūtra categorically offers a theory and practice that enables the
layperson (no matter how inferior) to become involved in Buddhism. The principle of equality
is exemplified through everyone’s inherent Buddha nature. The characteristics of this intrinsic
nature are world-affirming, only calling for nonattachment to worldly characteristics, not
denial of life. It offers hope for anyone and everyone to engage in Buddhist practice if he or
she is willing to persevere. The practice is consistent with the theory by reinterpreting
precepts, meditative concentration, and wisdom to be formless and the same.  Hence, this
sūtra breaks the tie to foreign practices unsuited to the Chinese. Huineng becomes the model
who demonstrates the viability of this new theory and practice through his life story before
and after awakening. The Platform Sūtra heightens Buddhist humanism by recognising the

35 Yampolsky, The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch: the Text of the Tun-Huang Manuscript, 135.
34 Ziporyn, "The Platform Sutra and Chinese Philosophy," 185.

33 Paul Groner, "Ordination and Precepts in the Platform Sutra," in Readings of the Platform Sutra, by
Morten Schlütter and Stephen F. Teiser (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 154.
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individual’s ability and responsibility in self-awakening as well as collapsing any external
authority (whether monastic or teachings).

Buddhist Humanism in the Rabbit’s Horn

Venerable Master Hsing Yun commented on the Platform Sūtra36 at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, to a largely Taiwanese-Chinese audience. He was formulating and
promoting a form of Humanistic Buddhism that is relevant to daily life. Through the Rabbit’s
Horn, readers can understand how an awakened humanistic Buddhist ought to live in modern
times. In the same vein as the Platform Sūtra, this commentary reinterprets apparently
superstitious Buddhist practices to make them more appealing to a busy layperson.

The Chan Mind

Unlike the early Tang Dynasty, the Chan School is already well-established by the
twenty-first century; the Platform Sūtra has been recognized as its seminal text. Venerable
Master Hsing Yun calls himself the forty-eighth lineage holder of the Linji Chan tradition.
The Linji sect is a branch of the southern Chan school, hence the Venerable Master adds
“Chan” to the vocabulary in his commentaries of the Platform Sūtra. To help the reader, he
equates the Chan mind with a more familiar Buddhist term, bodhi, which is expounded in the
important Prajñā chapter of the Platform Sūtra.37 And just like the Platform Sūtra in
medieval times, this commentary also confirms that Chan can only be experienced in daily
human life.

The Rabbit’s Horn is filled with examples from the discourses of Chan masters, many being
well-known gong’ans (公案 public cases). Venerable Master Hsing Yun has built on this and
added a more modern adaptation to explain the gong’ans to a contemporary audience,
illustrating how Chan can be a part of everyday circumstances. For example, consider the
gong’an of Chan Master Nanguan, who asked government official Lu Gen how to release a
goose in a glass bottle without hurting the goose nor breaking the bottle. Venerable Master
Hsing Yun explains that the goose represents our Buddha nature and the bottle our body.38 To
reveal the Buddha nature, one does not need to destroy the self, which is made up of the five
aggregates and four great elements. Instead, through realizing the nonduality of internal and
external, the intrinsic nature will be revealed. Chan eliminates these distinctions and allows
the mind to abide peacefully in the world. By demystifying the Chan gong’ans, Venerable
Master Hsing Yun also tries to draw the modern day audience closer to the practice.

The goal of Chan practice is awakening. An awakened person is one who completely
understands himself or herself; that means seeing his or her intrinsic nature, Buddha nature,
self-nature, prajñā, bodhi, or the Chan mind. Venerable Master Hsing Yun, like other
Buddhist sages, points to the unfortunate fact that most people live a deluded life: clinging to
the five desires (wealth, sex, fame, food, and sleep) and six sense objects (of eye, ear, nose,
tongue, body, and mind) as a sign of their identity, and therefore security. As deluded thoughts
rise and cease, the self is not free. This is the source of duḥkha. In Chan, liberation is not

38 Ibid, 150.

37 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, The Rabbit's Horn: a Commentary on the Platform Sutra (Hacienda
Heights, CA: Buddha's Light Publishing, 2010), 60-1.

36 It may be useful to note that the version of the Platform Sūtra in the Rabbit’s Horn is not the earliest
extant Dunhuang version but the more popular version (《六祖大師法寶壇經》) that dates to 1291
compiled by Zong Bao (宗寶).
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other-worldly but can be attained by a practitioner who does not abide anywhere, therefore
stopping the incessant arising and cessation of thoughts, ending ignorance.39

Venerable Master Hsing Yun also highlights the importance of non-thought to Chan
practitioners: the three basic Buddhist trainings of discipline, meditative concentration, and
wisdom become one. Non-thought is non-abiding in past, present and future. By not
reminiscing about the past, one practices meditative concentration. By not clinging to sensory
objects of the present, one practices discipline. By not having illusions of the future, one
cultivates wisdom. The Rabbit’s Horn recommends this awakened and practical way of
thinking with thoughts naturally arising without becoming attached to them.40

With this understanding of an awakened Chan mind, its characteristics of non-abiding,
non-thought and formlessness take on a further humanistic interpretation. Venerable Master
Hsing Yun explains non-thought as not having distinctions or nondiscriminatory thoughts.  He
explains seemingly opposing pairs such as sudden and gradual, delusion and awakening,
ignorance and wisdom, good and bad, purity and defilement, self and others, Buddha and
Mara, gossip and truth, love and hate, as well as mundane and supramundane.41 He points out
that these different concepts are ultimately not distinct at all, and one should not be too
attached to either end of the spectrum. One practices the teaching of non-thought when not
evaluating or judging. That then is a true understanding of nonduality.  In his teachings,
Venerable Master Hsing Yun tries to make the foundation accessible to everyone using
modern and understandable expressions.

Contemporizing Traditional Buddhist Practices

Venerable Master Hsing Yun skilfully points out various “erroneous” concepts of Buddhist
practitioners using references from the Platform Sūtra. In this way, he makes what may seem
like superstitious, old-fashioned practices acceptable to the modern informed Buddhist
seeking enlightenment in this lifetime.

One reason scientifically minded individuals classify Buddhism as an -ism or religion is
because they see devotees burning incense to an image in temples to seek blessings. Some
Buddhist practices, such as chanting for rebirth in a future Pure Land, appear archaic and
superstitious. Hence, Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s interpretation of the Platform Sūtra states
that one is not required to be in the presence of an omnipotent Buddha in this or future
lifetimes in order to be enlightened. The Śākyamuni Buddha has passed into parinirvāṇa and
the future Maitreya Buddha has not arrived. Instead, the individual should look inside for
prajñā: “When we see the prajna of our intrinsic nature we see ourselves, and when we see
ourselves we attain Buddhahood.”42

When quoting Huineng’s response to Fada, that “the deluded mind is mastered by the Lotus,
the awakened mind masters the Lotus,” Venerable Master Hsing Yun indicates that the most
important aspect of reciting sūtras is to understand its meaning, mentally experience it, and
awaken to the practitioner’s intrinsic nature.43 In other words, the goal is to achieve

43 Ibid, 318.
42 Ibid, 49.
41 Ibid, 64-70.
40 Ibid, 114.
39 Ibid, 60.
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enlightenment rather than aspire to a specific form of chanting or read the sūtras a particular
number of times.

While Pure Land practitioners view the practice as chanting the name of the Amitābha
Buddha for rebirth in the Western Pure Land, Venerable Master Hsing Yun quotes the
Platform Sūtra to urge practitioners to purify their minds in the here and now. For “if your
mind is not pure and you have not eliminated your wrongdoings, even if you are in the Pure
Land it would be the same as this world of suffering and change.”44 He further states that “if
you can purify your mind and see intrinsic nature, then in that moment you are in the Pure
Land. There is no Dharma and no Pure Land outside the mind. This mind is Chan, the
Buddha, and the Way.”45 Instead of reciting the name of Avalokiteśvara Bodhisattva to be
saved from a situation of despair, it is more beneficial to emulate the Bodhisattva’s kindness
and compassion in daily life.46 The goal of name recitation is therefore to embody the
attributes of the Buddha or Bodhisattva and be the sacred being. This is made possible
because of formlessness – a practitioner can take on any form by being non-attached. This
does not imply a person taking on physical forms but rather displaying the virtues of
bodhisattvas.

Practice in Daily Life

The Rabbit’s Horn claims that Chan can only be experienced in daily life (that is, not
necessarily in a retreat or in a future life). This is especially relevant to a person living in the
twenty-first century influenced by secularism. In response to the defined Buddhist way of life,
Venerable Master Hsing Yun recommends “having an even mind.”47 Elaborating, he asserts
that an “even mind” is the middle way. The difficult non-duality concept is expressed in terms
of the middle way of not leaning towards any extremes (suffering or happiness). He quotes
the Platform Sūtra as saying “if our practice is even and upright, we can see Amitabha
Buddha.”48 In addition, an “even mind” is also one that understands all phenomena as they
are, thereby seeing sentient beings and Buddhas, self and others, existence and emptiness, as
the same (Hsing Yun 2010, 124). A Chan practitioner is then able to attain equanimity in a
world filled with afflictions.

In describing the Pure Land, Venerable Master Hsing Yun has aptly pointed out the state of
mind a practitioner should bear: harmonious, without struggles, free (and equal), and
peaceful.49 Hence, to see that the Pure Land is no longer a matter of reciting the name of the
Buddha, but rather unveiling the humanistic values that are already a part of one’s intrinsic
nature.

Finding peace and harmony amidst the struggles of daily life may sound challenging.
Venerable Master Hsing Yun offers the solution of bringing Chan into one’s life in this busy
and afflicted world. The key to living a carefree life is to be at peace under all circumstances.
He teaches one how to remain at peace with one’s lifestyle, possessions and emotions without

49 Ibid, 87-8.
48 Ibid, 90.
47 Ibid, 316.
46 Ibid, 90.
45 Ibid.

44 Ibid, 87.
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grasping, as well as at peace amidst the eight winds (gain, loss, defamation, honor, praise,
ridicule, sorrow, and joy) and even when under persecution or hardship.50

Venerable Master Hsing Yun assures the busy practitioner with a demanding schedule that “it
is not necessary to practice in seclusion deep in the mountains and it certainly isn’t necessary
to practice twenty-four hours a day.”51 Instead, five minutes upon waking up or before bed is
enough. In response to most people’s impression that they do not have time to practice,
Venerable Master Hsing Yun says that one should have the intention to practice; intention
alone will ensure that the individual is in control of time instead of time having control over
the individual.52 With the responsibility of self-awakening returned to the individual, a
layperson can practice anytime, anywhere and with anyone. All humans are then equally
afforded the opportunity to reduce one’s karmic afflictions, build positive affinities, and
become better people. Venerable Master Hsing Yun quotes Taixu to affirm this path to
Buddhahood: “By perfecting our own humanity, we attain Buddhahood.”53

Chan Buddhist humanism can be expressed through the following characteristics: evenness
(non-discrimination), kindness and compassion, magnanimity, openness, prajñā wisdom,
gratitude, helpfulness, and appreciation.54 Chan is no longer just sitting meditation but an
attitude that is a defining characteristic of one’s life. Chan is very functional: it enhances
interpersonal communication and helps one to build a better world.

Huineng remains the model practitioner. Venerable Master Hsing Yun urges all Buddhists not
to seek enlightenment for selfish goals but rather to devote themselves to spreading the
Buddhist Dharma diligently and patiently. Patience and perseverance are critical on this
bodhisattva path.

Huineng dedicated his life to spreading the Dharma and was never lax in his work.
An awakened person is confident of his or her abilities and feels a special
responsibility to spread the Dharma for the benefit of all sentient beings.   An
awakened person does not shirk responsibility in search of an easy life; instead, he or
she never hesitates to shoulder other’s pain.55

The Rabbit’s Horn presents a skillful reading of the Platform Sūtra. It is still targeted to the
layperson, but this time addresses individuals situated in a busy metropolis with numerous
competing demands and many manifestations of Buddhist practices. Since some of these
practices appear uninviting to the scientifically minded modern person, Venerable Master
Hsing Yun not only demystifies these practices but also reinterprets them in humanistic terms.
He has also made Chan training practical in daily life, amidst family and work, as well as
consistent with today’s self-improvement focus. Chan training is working on one’s internal
mind to unveil one’s intrinsic nature and this transformation can take place in this lifetime. It
calls for an attitude of non-judgment (hence, not seeing hardship as suffering) and persistence
against all odds. Chan Buddhist humanism can help one build resilience to difficulties in daily
life.

55 Ibid, 32.
54 Ibid, 145-7.
53 Ibid, 106.
52 Ibid.
51 Ibid, 104.
50 Ibid, 98-101.
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Reflections

All religions are under scrutiny over how they will respond to pressing problems facing
humanity and how they can point to future paths. The situation we face today is
unprecedented; in the era of the Anthropocene, we live in a geological epoch when human
actions have a lasting and negative impact on the planet’s system.56 With the urgency of
global warming and imminent dehumanization, it is now time to review the timeless wisdom
of past sages to discern insights for living in a world populated with such extraordinary
complications. This paper has demonstrated that wise words of antiquity will need to be
discerned and repackaged for comprehension in a different space and time.

The theme explored in this paper on Buddhist humanism is what it means to be human.
Buddhism does not place the human above or beneath other sentient beings (divine or
otherwise), nor does it turn to other powers for salvation and answers. If we see the progress
of civilization as a pendulum swinging, each time problems seem insurmountable and people
look to the supernatural for answers, a Buddhist sage reminds people to have faith in
themselves.

Buddhist humanism values faith. Take for example the Caṅkī Sutta of the Majjhima Nikāya,
in which the Buddha comments on the importance of faith in discovering the truth:

When he has investigated him and has seen that he is purified from states based on
delusion, then he places faith in him; filled with faith he visits him and pays respect to
him; having paid respect to him, he gives ear; when he gives ear, he hears the
Dhamma; having heard the Dhamma, he memorizes it and examines the meaning of
the teachings he has memorized; when he examines the meaning, he gains a reflective
acceptance of those teachings; when he has gained a reflective acceptance of those
teachings, zeal springs up; when zeal has sprung up, he applies his will; having
applied his will, he scrutinizes; having scrutinized, he strives; resolutely striving, he
realizes with the body the supreme truth and sees it by penetrating it with wisdom.  In
this way, Bhāradvāja, there is the discovery of truth; in this way, one discovers truth;
in this way, we describe the discovery of truth.57

This is one example of passages contained within the Nikāyas in which the Buddha put
himself and his life up as an exemplar for others to follow, not through blind faith but by
questioning, testing and observation.58 However, there is no single form of Buddhism. In
response to varied needs, Buddhism has also developed more mystic practices. Fortunately,
the empiricism and self-empowerment mentioned in the Caṅkī Sutta authorized Buddhist
sages to experiment and adapt ancient wisdom for contemporary scenarios.

The Platform Sūtra is one such instance; it presents a creative synthesis of Indic Buddhist
concepts and practices with Chinese philosophies. What makes it relevant for our reflection in
this paper is the way in which this fusion affirms the human world instead of denying it.  As
opposed to running away from the problems of the time, the Sūtra confirms impermanence,
and that the phenomenal world is filled with duḥkha (i.e., problems). It presents a
counter-discourse to Pure Land worship and seated meditation in seclusion, and yet does not

58 Truong, Humanism in the Nikaya Literature, 56-7.

57 Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli and Bhikkhu Bodhi, eds., The Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha: a new
translation of the Majjhima Nikāya (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995), 782.

56 Braidotti and Hlavajova, "Introduction," 1.
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reject sitting meditation. On his deathbed, Huineng encouraged his disciples to “sit all
together in meditation”.59 The Platform Sūtra exemplifies a form of humanism by making the
Dharma more accessible to the peasants, aristocrats, laity, and monastics of the Tang Dynasty.
The Rabbit’s Horn, too, demystifies a cryptic Chan tradition by highlighting specific values
and applications still relevant to a global Chinese audience at the turn of the twenty-first
century.

Buddhism is gaining some foothold in the English-speaking world of the Global North.  The
paradigm in this region is shifting away from humanism towards neohumanism and
posthumanism. While the qualities of Humanistic Buddhism that Venerable Master Hsing
espouses speak successfully to the modern Chinese, it is not too remote to conceive of an
anthropocosmic perspective of the Rabbit’s Horn. Just like past sages did in the formulation
and interpretation of a Buddhist sūtra to overcome existential challenges using contemporary
grammar (for example, in naturalizing Indian jhāna to Chinese Chan). A think tank today can
do the same to develop a distinctively post-humanistic Buddhist narrative. Unless the Dharma
and its practice can formulate a discourse in response to the Covid-19 pandemic, climate
change or violence in a language cognizant of science, politics and economics, Buddhism will
lose its appeal among the disadvantaged (and advantaged) masses in an increasingly unequal
world. It is now time to reframe what it means to be an awakened and compassionate human
facing existential crises.

Fortunately, the Buddha left behind a Dharma that gives people the permission to do so:

Subhūti, what does your mind say? Has the Tathāgata attained
anuttarā-samyak-saṃbodhi? Has the Tathāgata spoken of any Dharma?’  Subhūti
replied, ‘As I understand the meaning of what the Buddha has said, there is no
definite dharma called anuttarā-samyak-saṃbodhi, and there is no definite Dharma
the Tathāgata can speak of.  Why is this? Because the Tathāgata says that all dharmas
cannot be held, cannot be spoken of; are neither the Dharma nor not the Dharma.60

60 http://ntireader.org/taisho/t0235_01.html
59 Yampolsky, The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch: the Text of the Tun-Huang Manuscript, 181.
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