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中文摘要 

 

此文獻以淨土佛教中的解神話化爭議來闡述更為廣泛的議題，意即，西方人文學科的

分類（在此則特指宗教哲學）是否、以及在何種程度上，對於識別和解釋現代東亞知

識發展有所助益？ 

 

在序章中，已對此一普遍議題對當代淨土佛教研究如何產生影響有所說明。該領域長

期以來受到日本學者—特別是被歸類為所謂「宗學」的日本淨土教派的學者們—所左

右。毋庸置疑地，這些學者們所用以談論淨土傳統的思想框架，強烈地受到 19 世紀末

日本面對西方哲學、神學之衝擊所影響。然而，近幾年來，部分西方學者認為，這樣

的觀點並不適用於中國淨土佛教的情況，因為在中國，淨土宗並非一有系統之思想內

容，而僅是作為虔誠與儀式實踐。本論文將以不同的切入點來探討此爭議。本文關注

於：當淨土信仰與實踐被置於「佛教詮釋學」中的爭議來論述時，意即，以較為精練

的方法論來詮釋文本時，西方化的思想框架是否能夠充分地呈現這些佛經的「詮釋

者」們最初的關懷。 

 

本文所關注的議題，在於部分佛教現代主義者借助唯識思想來詮釋淨土信仰之傾向。

如同在本書頭二章所敘述的，部分日本淨土「宗學家」將此種解讀歸類為將淨土佛教

「解神話化」。在此，解神話被理解為對淨土神話的批判性詮釋，並以此回應現代化與
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西方化。此種詮釋亦被認為是回歸到淨土神話「真正的」意義，意即，阿彌陀佛實為

內在真理之象徵，而非外存之他者。然而，如同第四章所述，在近代中國，以唯識學

詮釋淨土教義的方法論發展，乃是對現代化之前、以及現代化早期所產生的、懸而未

決之爭議的反動，而不僅是西方衝擊之下的產物。而如同第五章中所論及的，這些尚

未塵埃落定的爭議其中之一，便是所謂「自性彌陀」是否應被理解為真正的救世主；

又或者，其應當被視為嚮導、老師。 

  

在接續的章節中，筆者將著重於特別選定的若干核心材料，藉以呈現前述之中國佛教

徒開始大量接受現代西方概念後所發展出來的詮釋學爭論。第六章探討由 19 世紀在家

學者沈善登所撰寫的論著《報恩論》之殘篇。就筆者所知，《報恩論》為可知成書年代

的漢語文獻中，最早從「現代」觀點來檢視淨土宗與唯識學的關係之著作，意即，該

類撰文者普遍熟知後啟蒙時代的西方觀點。第七章則分析中、日對於適切理解淨土宗

解脫敘述的爭論。該爭論為 1899 年至 1901 年間，楊文會與淨土真宗的一組僧人，即

小栗栖香頂和内記龍舟，之間的筆戰。此處所關注之抄本收載了楊文會對唯識思想與

淨土信仰的關係最為早期之書面表態，意即，其堅信淨土信仰應當與唯識思想之研修

相互連結。雖已有部分學者對該爭論進行研究，然而，此一特殊面向卻尚未引起太多

關注。為了進一步解析前述之發展於民國初期的概念，第八章將以唐大圓之選文作為

研究實例。作為改革派在家居士，唐大圓主要活躍於 20 至 30 年代之間，亦為西方概

念匯聚之時期。本章不僅剖釋唐大圓之銘言：「行在淨土，解在唯識」，亦將闡述此奠
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基於唯識思想之「解」如何在對同期淨土傳統、特別是對法藏菩薩之神話理解的批評

中，揭示呈顯出來。 

 

最後，第九章將總結主要考察成果，並提出未來深入研究之可行方向。在第九章，筆

者主張唯識思想為漢傳佛教提供了統一的準則來理解淨土神話，而此方式與兩種傳統

解讀大相逕庭，意即，其並非彷彿單純的奉獻者一樣，照字面地將阿彌陀佛與淨土理

解為「心外」之物，亦非如學院派讀法一般，將阿彌陀佛等同於心性。淨土信仰的唯

識學詮釋能夠支持將阿彌陀佛視為人類社群的「啟發的領導者」此一現代想像；同

時，其亦得以將佛教思想與現代對理想社會和社群發展的理念相互連結。 
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Conventions 

 

Unless otherwise indicated, translations used in this dissertation are my own. In my choice of English 

translations of technical terms of Buddhist literature I have often relied on Digital Dictionary of 

Buddhism 電子佛教辭典 (http://www.buddhism-dict.net/ddb/). 

 

Citations from both Taishō and Xuzang (Zokuzōkyō) canons refer to the electronic edition provided 

by Chinese Buddhist Electronic Text Association (CBETA). When citing, I give the number of the 

volume, followed by the number of the text, page, register and line numbers, as in the following 

example: T37:1753.271a27-b6. All citations have been re-punctuated according to my 

understanding of the text.  

 

Chinese names and surnames, place names and technical terms, as well as short phrases cited for 

clarity are transliterated in Hanyu Pinyin without tone marks. The transliteration of Japanese words 

follows the Hepburn system. Chinese characters are generally given in the traditional form used in 

the Republic of China (Taiwan), with the exception of quotes from contemporary Japanese texts. 

Terms of Sanskrit origin are given with diacritics, except for the words which are well known and 

often used outside of the field of Buddhist studies, such as buddha, bodhisattva, karman etc. 

 

Abbreviations used throughout the text are explained in the bibliography.  
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1 
 

Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 

1.1 Introductory remarks 

 

A dissertation in philosophy that deals with modern applications of Buddhist Consciousness-only 

(weishi 唯識) thought does not require many justifying remarks. Theories and arguments of 

Consciousness-only scholiasts, East Asian continuators of the Indian Yogācāra school, have been 

deemed sophisticated enough to merit comparisons with phenomenology (Lusthaus 2002), 

analytic philosophy (Yao 2009), and theories of Freud and Jung (Jiang 2016), among others. The 

same, however, can hardly be said about Pure Land Buddhism, especially its Chinese variety. 

Usual associations with this tradition are the devotional practice of reciting (more exactly: 

“recollecting” nian 念) the name of Buddha Amitābha, and the belief in a paradisiacal Western 

Pure Land (xifang jingtu 西方淨土), where one can be reborn after death due to Amitābha’s grace. 

So far, the only remarkable connection between Pure Land studies and philosophy of religion has 

been established through the Japanese True Pure Land school (jōdo-shinshū 淨土真宗),which 

follows rather sophisticated interpretation of Pure Land scriptures proposed by the medieval 

scholiast Shinran (親鸞, 1173-1262). Since the early 20th century it has become almost 

commonplace to discuss the work of Shinran and some of his followers in the language of 

contemporary philosophy of religion or philosophical theology. 1 Such an approach has been taken 

                                                      
1  In addition to Shinran, there have also been attempts at presenting the foremost modernist thinker of jōdo-shinshū, 
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2 
 

by both confessional “insiders” and secular academics, either within or outside Japan. The benefits 

of presenting jōdo-shinshū doctrines in terms understood by the academic mainstream, and the 

risks of applying conceptual frameworks heavily inspired by Christian tradition, remain debated 

issues. 2 However, few have argued against the consensus that these doctrines represent a body of 

“thought” (shisō 思想), which can be meaningfully juxtaposed, compared or put into dialogue with 

the “thought” of Western philosophers or theologians. 

 

In the case of non-Japanese Pure Land traditions, the situation looks altogether different. Studies 

on Chinese Pure Land Buddhism have generally steered clear of the ambitious theoretical 

frameworks adopted in some of the modern scholarship on Shinran and his thought. 3  This 

reluctance should not be attributed to limitations of the scholars working in this field. Rather, it 

may be taken as evidence of their methodologically cautious approach, justified by general trends 

in contemporary Buddhist studies. In the last decades several prominent Western Buddhologists 

called for reassessing the way in which Chinese Pure Land tradition had been presented in 

mainstream scholarship. Their arguments targeted mostly Japanese and Japanese-influenced 

                                                      
Kiyozawa Manshi (清沢 満之, 1863-1903), as a “philosopher of religion” rather than simply a sectarian exegete. 

Informed references to Western philosophy of religion are also fairly common in contemporary Japanese discussions 

of Hōnen (法 然 , 1133-1212), Shinran’s teacher and the founder of the jōdo-shū (淨 土 宗) denomination. 

 

2 For a recent example of such discussion, see Largen (2013) 

 

3 A possible exception are studies on ancient Chinese scholiasts whose works formed doctrinal background of Hōnen’s 

and Shinran’s exegesis of Pure Land scriptures – Tanluan (曇鸞, 476-542), Daochuo (道綽, 562-645), or Shandao (善

導, 613-681). In Japanese literature these authors have been discussed within the purview of Pure Land “thought” 

(shisō 思想) or even “philosophy” (tetsugaku 哲学).  
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3 
 

Western academics, accused of indiscriminately projecting their local biases and idiosyncrasies on 

the Chinese setting. A stock example of such distortions has been the notion of a separate Chinese 

Pure Land “school” (zong 宗), defined by clear institutional and doctrinal boundaries so 

characteristic of Japanese denominations. 4 These criticisms, at least implicitly, have also placed a 

question mark on the feasibility of studying Chinese Pure Land Buddhism as a body of doctrine.  

 

In a recent article, Jimmy Yu (2014: 203) has traced the roots of Japanese misunderstandings of 

Chinese Pure Land to Meiji period (1867-1911), the time when traditional Buddhist scholarship 

underwent thorough modernization and Westernization. Whereas early modern Japanese scholiasts 

analyzed Buddhist tradition in terms of various sectarian lineages and orthodoxies, their modern 

successors began to associate Buddhist doctrines with systems of thought, or “philosophies”. In 

academic works, they adopted concepts and methods of Western scholars, whose penchant was to 

study religious traditions through the prism of texts and doctrines. According to Yu, such a 

perspective has severely distorted historical reality of Chinese Pure Land tradition. This is because 

the said tradition has always remained a “diffused” and syncretic amalgam of practices and motifs, 

rather than a separate school of thought. In fact, Yu argues, it would be best characterized as a 

“devotional orientation” of some Chinese Buddhists, motivated by aspiration for post-mortem 

rebirth in the Western Pure Land of Buddha Amitābha (2014: 204). Echoing a sentiment that 

appears common among American scholars, Yu calls on future students of the field to abandon the 

old fashioned foci on texts and doctrines, and turn their attention to less lofty, but more adequate 

                                                      
4 See, for example, Getz (2002) or Sharf (2002b). It should be noted, however, that similar observations can be found 

in some of the earliest Japanese academic accounts of Chinese Pure Land tradition (for example in Hayashi [1936] or 

Hayashi [1937]).  

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

4 
 

topics – for example, expressions of Pure Land faith in popular literature or art, intersections 

between Pure Land Buddhism and indigenous cults or the rich gamut of ritual practices associated 

with the belief in Amitābha’s Western paradise (Yu 2014: 210-19). In light of this advice, scholars 

of Chinese Pure Land Buddhism cannot learn much from Japanese discussions of “Pure Land 

thought”, let alone from the parallels between Pure Land Buddhism and Western philosophy or 

theology. 

 

In the light of what has been said above, the present work appears to stand in a somewhat 

precarious position. While it also purports to study Chinese Pure Land “on its own terms”, the 

approach it takes is quite different from that suggested above. It intends to focus on a yet another 

aspect of this tradition which, while also understudied, does not require abandoning a focus on 

textual or doctrinal matters. Namely, it approaches Chinese Pure Land tradition as a subject of 

perennial intra-Buddhist controversies. It goes without saying that few of those controversies can 

be regarded as “philosophical” in any exact sense of this word. However, a great deal of them 

involved discussions about proper methods and standards of interpreting canonical texts. In this 

sense, they fall into the purview of what in Western tradition would be called hermeneutics. As is 

well known, hermeneutical tradition developed around Biblical texts gave rise to one of the most 

sophisticated currents of modern philosophy, associated with the names of Hans-Georg Gadamer 

or Paul Ricoeur (Thiselton 2009). Admittedly, Buddhist tradition of scriptural exegesis, while 

sometimes referred to as “Buddhist hermeneutics”, has never reached a comparable level of 

sophistication. Nonetheless, it remains complex enough to warrant an approach that is at least 

sensitive to philosophical issues (Lin 2012: 221-22). 
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Reconsidering Chinese Pure Land tradition in terms of the issue of Buddhist hermeneutics has at 

least two major consequences. Firstly, it appears that analogies between the concerns of Chinese 

exegetes of Pure Land scriptures and the concerns of Western theologians and philosophers should 

not be a priori excluded, at least at the level of practical hermeneutics. Secondly, the problem of 

distortions occasioned by modern Japanese scholarship needs to be considered from more than one 

angle. Granted, there are probably many cases where the focus on doctrinal issues will result in 

obscuring the practical, devotional and generally “down-to-earth” character of Chinese Pure Land 

tradition. However, it may also be expected that the modern conceptual framework adopted by 

Japanese scholars, inspired by both their own sectarian dogmatics and the vocabulary of Western 

humanities, will not always do full justice to all nuances and particularities of Chinese exegesis of 

Pure Land texts. In what follows, this possibility is going to be examined in a case study that 

reexamines the Japanese perspective on Pure Land doctrine in the light of traditional Buddhist 

hermeneutics. Its subject matter is the trend of interpreting Pure Land texts through the lens of 

Consciousness-only philosophy, which emerged in China at the turn of the 19th and 20th century. 

In the Japanese setting, such a method of interpretation has been regarded by some contemporary 

authors as the Buddhist counterpart of “demythologization”, an important phenomenon of modern 

Christian hermeneutics. The present study is going to discuss whether such an analogy is 

appropriate in the Chinese context, and what kind of possible distortions such an understanding 

may bring in an attempt to describe the original concerns of Chinese Pure Land believers. 
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1. 2 Background and objectives of the present project 

 

It is now well established that the “Buddhist revival” (Welch 1968) which occurred in China in the 

first decades of the 20th century had not only institutional, but also doctrinal dimensions. Recent 

research in this field, carried out by both Chinese and Western scholars, has thrown much needed 

light on the intellectual biographies of several “revivalists” whose writings had a lasting impact on 

modern Chinese understandings of Buddhist tradition. There are already sound article- and even 

book-length monographs on the life and thought of Yang Wenhui (楊文會, 1837-1911), the 

founding “father” of modern Chinese Buddhism; Taixu (太虛, 1890-1947), the leader of the 

reformist wing of Republican sangha; or Lü Bicheng (呂碧城, 1883-1943), one of the most 

accomplished Buddhist laywomen of her times. These studies reveal a curious, yet largely 

overlooked phenomenon. Despite their “modernist” agenda, all these figures were involved in 

propagating practices aimed at seeking rebirth in the Western Pure Land of Buddha Amitābha. 

However, each of them insisted that their contemporaries should approach this practice, and the 

beliefs underlying this practice, from the viewpoint informed by Consciousness-only thought. 5 A 

preliminary survey of the corpus of Buddhist journals from the 1920s and 1930s suggests that the 

tendency to combine these two traditions could have been even more widespread.  Arguments for 

adopting Consciousness-only treatises as standards of interpreting Pure Land texts, or as guidelines 

for Pure Land practices, appear in a number of essays that circulated among Chinese Buddhists 

between the 1900s and 1930s – sources that have not yet been treated in-depth in present 

                                                      
5 See Zhang (2004: 290-300), Liu (2008: 158), Xu (2010: 274-278), Ritzinger (2010) and Li (2013). 
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scholarship. 6 

 

What, if any, significance does this observation have from an academic perspective? In 

contemporary accounts of Chinese Buddhism, Pure Land and Yogācāra are usually placed at the 

opposite ends of the spectrum. The former is portrayed as a popular devotional movement focused 

on practice rather than doctrinal subtleties. The latter is touted as one of the most theoretically 

sophisticated philosophical currents in the history of East Asia. It is, of course, well known that 

Chinese Buddhists made numerous attempts to interpret Pure Land-oriented practices in the light 

of their philosophies or doctrines. References to Yogācāra thought, either implicit or explicit, can 

be found in many texts that were crucial to development of Pure Land tradition in China: the 

Pratyutpanna samādhi sūtra or Banzhou sanmei jing (般舟三昧經), the so-called Pure Land 

Treatise (Jingtu lun 淨土論) attributed to the Indian scholiast Vasubandhu (3rd or 4th century), The 

Explanation of Various Doubts about the Pure Land (Shi jingtu qunyi lun 釋淨土群疑論) by the 

7th-century apologist Huaigan (懷感), the scholastic compendia of Yongming Yanshou (永明延

壽, 904-975) and Ouyi Zhixu (蕅益智旭, 1599-1655), among others.7 However, these influences 

have not been discussed in a systematic way, contributing to the general impression that the impact 

of Consciousness-only thought on Chinese understandings of the Pure Land tradition has overall 

not been significant. This paucity of secondary sources stands in stark contrast with the presence 

of voluminous monographs devoted to Pure Land’s intersections with indigenous East Asian 

                                                      
6 For details, see the fourth chapter of the present work.  

 

7 See the studies of Yamaguchi (1963), Fujiyoshi (1969: 273-307 or 1983: 237-274), Takeuchi (1987), Liao (2003), 

Kaneko (2006), Huang (2005) or Xiong (2000). 
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strands of Buddhist thought: Huayan (華嚴) , Tiantai (天臺) or Chan (禪). 8 Seen in this light, the 

fact that Consciousness-only was rediscovered as an independent alternative and additional option 

for Pure Land exegetes in the Republican period, is certainly interesting for a historian of Buddhist 

ideas. How this rediscovery occurred, what results it yielded, and what legacy it has left, are all 

questions that merit further investigation. 

 

Another question that may be asked at this point is whether this phenomenon carries a more 

universal significance than being merely an episode in the history of Chinese Buddhism. What 

suggests such a possibility is its timing – the last decades of Qing Empire and the first three 

decades of Republican China. The period in question is widely recognized as the age of 

momentous changes in Chinese intellectual history, marked by developments of a truly 

revolutionary magnitude: gradual collapse of traditional worldview under “Western impact”; and 

attempts at responding to this impact from within indigenous tradition. This second process 

involved a rapid revival of the hitherto marginalized tradition of Consciousness-only, perceived 

as particularly promising in terms of delivering a Chinese intellectual response to the West. 

Judging from the previous studies on this subject, the challenge which Consciousness-only was 

supposed to respond to was first and foremost the imported legacy of Western Enlightenment. 

This legacy included new standards of rationality defined by science, secular philosophy or logic, 

but also new political ideas that promised progress towards a more just and more rationally 

organized society. Accordingly, Buddhist modernists and secular intellectuals responsible for the 

                                                      
8 See e.g., Yamaguchi (1967), Shih (1992), Fukushima (1995) or Nakamura (2001), as well as relevant chapters and 

sections of Mochizuki (1964), Liu (2000) or Xu (2011).  
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emergence of the so-called “Consciousness-only studies” (weishixue 唯識學) underlined the 

relative theoretical sophistication and rigor, as well as the activist spirit of this tradition. 9 Pure 

Land Buddhism, on the other hand, comes across as singularly vulnerable to the very same 

challenge which Consciousness-only was poised to withstand. Common associations with this 

tradition – belief in another-worldly, paradisiacal Western Pure Land; devotional practice of 

“recollecting” Buddha Amitābha by repeatedly reciting his name; reliance on the saving power of 

Amitābha, often conceived as a personalized external agent – appear to be at odds with everything 

that Western “modernity” stands for. Indeed, whenever existing studies touch upon interactions 

between the two aforementioned traditions in the Republican years, they portray Consciousness-

only as a modernist alternative, or a replacement, for popular Pure Land devotion. On the basis of 

these works, it is not easy to discern how Consciousness-only thought could be relevant to those 

who wanted to keep their faith in a personal Amitābha and rebirth in his Western paradise – rather 

than abandon it in favor of philosophical gnosis or construction of a “this-worldly” Pure Land on 

earth. 10 

 

In order to find a sustained discussion of conceptual connections between Pure Land belief, 

Consciousness-only philosophy and modernity, one has no choice but to turn once again to 

Japanese sources. Since modern Japan did not experience its own revival of “Consciousness-only 

studies” on a scale comparable to Chinese phenomenon, the role of Yogācāra thought in Japanese 

Buddhist modernism is accordingly much less pronounced. Nonetheless, also in Japan one can 

                                                      
9 See the opinions of Müller (1993: 93-122), Ge (2006: 133ff.), Miyagawa (1998), Chen and Deng (2000: 260-271), 

Sueki (2000: 66-67), Ritzinger (2010: 269-294), Wang (2011: 206) or Makeham (2014: 14-30).  

 

10 For detailed discussion, see the fourth chapter of the present work  
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find examples of Yogācāra or Consciousness-only-laden interpretations of the Pure Land creed 

advanced in the context of Buddhist modernism. These interpretations were proposed by scholarly 

priests or influential teachers considered as leading figures within their own denominations – 

Yamazaki Ben’ei (山崎弁栄, 1859-1920) of jōdo school, Soga Ryōjin (曾我量深, 1875-1971) of 

Ōtani (大谷), or Higashi Honganji (東本願寺) denomination of jōdo-shinshū school, as well as 

Soga’s noted disciple Yasuda Rijin (安田理深, 1900-1982).11 Among those figures, Soga Ryōjin 

is the author whose legacy has perhaps elicited most attention. In the 1920s, Soga famously 

proposed to read canonical salvation narrative of Pure Land Buddhists – the story of establishing 

Western Pure Land by bodhisattva Dharmākara (future Buddha Amitābha) – through the lens of 

the Yogācāra theory of consciousness. On his reading, the story of Dharmākara referred to 

“religious experience” undergone by the Storehouse-consciousness (ālaya-vijñāna or arayashiki 

阿頼耶識), the fundamental layer of subjectivity in the system of Consciousness-only. Soga’s 

theory, highly controversial during his lifetime, remains a divisive issue in contemporary jōdo-

shinshū circles. Nonetheless, in recent years, the number of studies devoted to Soga’s 

appropriation of Consciousness-only thought has been steadily increasing.  

 

It needs to be pointed out, however, that most discussions of these issues have been carried out 

within the confines of the so-called shūgaku (宗學, literally “sectarian studies”), an academic 

discipline unique to Japanese Buddhist culture. Scholars of this field conduct systematic inquiries 

into doctrines bequeathed by the founders of their particular sects (in the case of jōdo-shinshū, the 

works of Shinran), and attempt to interpret them in the light of both traditional and modern 

                                                      
11 For details, see Kaku (1991) or Kawanami (1995). 
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concerns. Arguably, the closest Western counterpart of this discipline would have to be Christian 

theology, especially its Protestant variety. 12  Given this kind of focus and approach, there is 

certainly room for doubt whether insights from this particular field are in any measure relevant to 

the interpretation of Chinese sources. However, it would be premature to dismiss Japanese Pure 

Land “theology” as a dead-end with regard to cross-cultural analogies. As has already been 

mentioned, since the intellectual “opening” of Japan in Meiji period, Japanese Buddhists have 

proven remarkably receptive to the concepts, ideas and methods derived from Western humanities. 

Thanks to this receptiveness, a number of shūgaku scholars could become familiar with the broader 

contemporary discourse on religion, especially Western philosophy of religion and philosophical 

theology. Some of them used this knowledge to present concerns of their own tradition in more 

universal terms, by relating them to categories of Western origin used in mainstream humanities. 

One such conceptual link was the concept of “demythologization” (hishinwaka 非神話化), which 

has been applied, among other cases, to Consciousness-only readings of Pure Land texts. 

 

The term “demythologization” became common in Western academic vocabulary in the first 

decades after Second World War, popularized by the controversial writings of liberal Protestant 

theologians, such as Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich. Japanese “theologians” of jōdo and jōdo-

shinshū schools began to refer to the original concept already in the 1960s, usually in the context 

of their “insider” critiques of orthodox preaching. Whereas authors belonging to different 

denominations appropriated this foreign idea in different contexts and with varying nuances, their 

arguments have enough in common to risk some generalizations. These similarities can be roughly 

                                                      
12 See Heine (2001: 133, n. 1) or Blum (2011: 2).  
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summarized into the following three narratives: 

 

(1) Modernization: Generally speaking, the context in which the idea of demythologizing 

appeared in Japanese Pure Land “theology” was the perceived need for doctrinal responses to 

challenges posed by the modernization of Japanese society. The aspect of modernization that has 

probably received the most attention is the introduction and popularization of Western science, 

especially modern astronomy and critical secular historiography. In the light of new knowledge of 

this kind, scriptural accounts about the Western Pure Land and Buddha Amitābha became prone 

to be denounced as myths – unbelievable, factually incorrect stories that reflected historically and 

culturally conditioned beliefs of ancient peoples. For this reason, Japanese Pure Land “theologians” 

active in the 20th century felt compelled to reconsider their faith anew, and retell their doctrines in 

a way which could demonstrate its relevance to modern people.  

 

(2) Subjectivization: A term that has become a veritable keyword of post-war Japanese 

discourse on demythologizing Pure Land Buddhism is the adjective shutaiteki (主体的) – 

“subjectivist”. In a broader sense, the term describes methods of interpreting Pure Land scriptures 

in the light of individual religious experience, rather than beliefs founded on authority. In some 

cases, the emphasis on the subject justifies re-conceptualizing Pure Land salvation narrative in 

symbolic terms, as a description of “this-worldly” liberating experience, rather than account of an 

actual cosmic event. Referring to modernist trends that developed within the Ōtani denomination 

in the first half of the 20th century, Robert F. Rhodes mentions a “subjectivist turn” – the tendency 

to locate “both Amida [the Japanese name of Amitābha – J.Z.] Buddha and his Pure Land in the 

self-awareness of the believer” (Rhodes 2011: 163). In the works of the next generation of Ōtani 
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modernists, representing Pure Land Buddhism as a path to “self-awareness” (alternatively, “self-

awakening”; jikaku 自 覚), came to be considered virtually synonymous with demythologizing 

Pure Land Buddhism. 

 

(3) Repristination: Authors sympathetic to “demythologized” understandings of Pure Land 

Buddhism have touted them as attempts at repristinating, or rectifying, traditional preaching of 

jōdo or jōdo-shin schools. “Subjectivist” interpretations mentioned above have been presented as 

more true to the original intent of Pure Land sūtras, and to the “spirit” of sectarian traditions, than 

the literal readings upheld by institutional orthodoxy. Such a stance was usually justified by the 

authority of ancient exegetes particularly respected in Japanese Pure traditions. The names that 

have been most often invoked in this context are probably those of Vasubandhu – the Yogācāra 

thinker credited with a terse Pure Land Treatise; Tanluan (曇鸞, 476-542) – the foremost Chinese 

commentator of the said treatise; and Shinran – jōdo-shinshū’s founder, who popularized their 

ideas in Japan.  

 

The aforementioned three narratives can also be discerned in those accounts which explicitly 

touch on the role of Yogācāra, or Consciousness-only, in Pure Land modernism. By far the most 

systematic discussions of this problem have been given by Yasuda Rijin, the prominent figure of 

the so-called “modern doctrinal studies” (kindai kyōgaku 近代教学) of jōdo-shinshū’s Ōtani 

branch. Taking clues from Yasuda’s writings, it could be concluded that the main linchpin between 

modernity and Yogācāra thought is the focus on individual consciousness.13 In epistemological 

                                                      
13 The views of Yasuda and other shūgaku scholars will be discussed in more detail in the third chapter of the present 

work. 
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terms, the central tenet of Consciousness-only philosophy is that all percepts are merely a 

reflection, or construct, of the perceiving consciousness; the soteriological objective is therefore 

to recognize and confront the role of consciousness in structuring everyday experience. It is not 

difficult to see that interpreting the Pure Land salvation narrative along these lines refocuses it in 

the direction similar to the aforementioned “subjectivist turn” postulated by Ōtani modernists. 

The Consciousness-only standpoint provides little incentive for literal belief in an objectively 

existent Western Pure Land, or in the salvific intervention of a personal buddha. It is, however, 

easy to reconcile with the vision of Pure Land faith as a spiritual path culminating in this-worldly 

experience of “self-awakening” (or, awakening to oneself). For this reason alone, it allows one to 

read Pure Land scriptures in a way that annuls the question of their “mythical” character. However, 

as emphasized by Yasuda Rijin, the point of such reinterpretation is not to cave in to modern 

sensibilities. Rather, it is to bring jōdo-shinshū preaching back in line with the intent of its 

venerable patriarchs, whose lineage includes Vasubandhu – the emblematic representative of 

Consciousness-only tradition.  

 

So far, the most controversial element of the project of demythologization discussed above has 

been the narrative of “repristination”. It has been argued, for example, that reinterpreting Pure 

Land doctrines in a “subjectivist” fashion has no sound basis in tradition, and misrepresents the 

intentions of sectarian founding fathers. 14 Controversies of this kind are mostly of doctrinal, or 

confessional nature. Their lines of contention reflect the long-standing divisions between “liberal” 

and “traditional” fractions of Japanese Pure Land believers. On the other hand, the narratives which 

                                                      
 

14  See e.g., Atago (1970), Araki (1995) or Matsuo (2002).  
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present demythologization as a form of modernization (response to the Western-induced modernity) 

and subjectivization (“subjectivist turn” within Pure Land exegesis) have not been extensively 

debated. It may be surmised that Japanese authors, who have overall been quite cautious to 

delineate their concerns from those of Christian theology, have understood these aspects of 

demythologization as universals: something that pertains not only to their own denominations, but 

to situation of contemporary religion in general. On this general understanding, demythologization 

connotes modernization of traditional doctrines by way of their subjectivization. Without going 

into further details at this stage, it can be pointed out that this assumption has ample parallels in 

Western literature, and that these parallels include recent discussions of Buddhist reactions to 

modernity in mainstream Anglophone scholarship. 15 

 

In the light of the above, it appears justified to approach the phenomenon of Yogācāra-Pure Land 

rapprochement in modern China by probing the aforementioned model of demythologization. 

What was the role of scientific “disenchantment” of a mythical universe in the reemergence of 

Yogācāra as an independent standard of Pure Land exegesis? Was this reemergence accompanied 

by a substantial backlash against literal readings of the Pure Land sūtras? Did it result in a 

“subjectivist turn” of the kind witnessed in modern Japan? Is the narrative of “subjectivization” 

equally applicable to the Chinese case? 

 

The bulk of primary sources that could answer these questions were produced in the Republican 

period, between the 1920s and 1930s. However, as preliminary research into these sources has 

                                                      
15  Such as the study of McMahan (2008). For more details, see the third chapter of the present work. 
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shown, it is difficult, if not impossible to contextualize their content properly without considering 

long-term tendencies and developments of Pure Land exegesis in China – the continuity of its main 

axioms, as well as internal tensions and contradictions, from the pre-modern era right to the first 

stage of Chinese modernization in the last decades of Qing dynasty. For this reason, the present 

work adopts a diachronic, rather than synchronic perspective. However, it is to be hoped that its 

conclusions will provide some useful groundwork, and reliable insights as to the direction, for 

further exploration of sources from Republican period. 

 

1.3 Methodology and research questions 

 

For the authors of the primary sources discussed in this dissertation, the implications of 

Consciousness-only theories for Pure Land faith were a deeply practical, in fact existential, issue. 

The situation is not so much different in the case of post-war Japanese “theologians” of Pure Land 

schools, who perceived demythologization as a pastoral problem of their particular denominations. 

The present work may therefore be one of the first to discuss modern Consciousness-only 

hermeneutics of Pure Land Buddhism from an “outsider” perspective, with no intent to examine 

it from the standpoint of Buddhist orthodoxy or orthopraxy. For this reason, it has little precedents 

to follow with regard to methodological approach suitable to its task. 

 

In order to make sense of the Pure Land salvation narrative in terms dictated by the principles of 

Consciousness-only, one needs to tackle several questions of philosophical importance.16 However, 

                                                      
16 One such question, which has never been sufficiently explored by Buddhist thinkers, is how to interpret interaction 

between the self and Buddha from an idealist standpoint which explicitly rejects either solipsism or monism (Wood 

1994: 94). 
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adopting a purely philosophical approach to the texts studied in this dissertation would not do 

justice to their significance. In terms of originality and sophistication, modern authors did not 

really add much to arguments advanced by their ancient Indian and Chinese predecessors. What 

makes their statements worthy of such an extensive discussion is the context in which they were 

made – an intellectual and doctrinal landscape far more complex than that of pre-modern scholiasts. 

 

The approach which appears most fitting in this case is therefore what East Asian academic 

tradition calls “a history of thought” (sixiangshi or shisōshi 思想史) – a notion compatible with 

either intellectual history, or history of ideas. From the perspective of Mark Bevir (1999: 37 ff.), 

an historian of ideas is not concerned with truth conditions and truth values of abstract propositions, 

but rather with explaining “hermeneutic meanings” of particular utterances, namely, the meanings 

which those utterances had for their intended audience. This can be accomplished by relating these 

utterances to a “web of beliefs” of a given author, which are in turn grounded in a particular 

tradition that informed those beliefs (Bevir 1999: 176ff.). In Bevir’s theoretical scheme, the 

phenomenon of modern Consciousness-only readings of the Pure Land would probably be 

regarded as a case of “diachronic change of beliefs”. According to Bevir, such changes occur when 

people encounter a dilemma, defined as “an authoritative understanding that questions their web 

of beliefs” (1999: 221). People tend to accommodate a dilemma by “hooking it on to themes found 

in some of their existing beliefs and adjusting the rest of their beliefs accordingly” (1999: 236). In 

some cases, a new belief is found to be compatible with a web of beliefs that are already grounded 

in the established tradition. In such a case, the previous web of beliefs needs only to be extended 

in order to accommodate the “external” belief. In Bevir’s view this is what happened, for example, 

when “liberal” Christians of the Victorian era encountered the theory of evolution. Since they were 
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not committed to a literal reading of the Bible, they could include the evolutionary view of nature 

within their Christian beliefs, for example by reimagining God as a creator who works through 

evolutionary processes. In many cases, however, the new belief appears incompatible with those 

previously held in a given tradition. That was the case for conservative Christians, whose literal 

interpretation of the Bible could not be extended to accommodate Darwinian ideas. Those were 

faced with a choice between rejecting the dilemma altogether from fundamentalist positions or 

modifying their web of beliefs in the direction of modernism (Bevir 1999: 230-31). 

 

In the light of the above, theoretical significance of Japanese discourse on demythologizing Pure 

Land Buddhism may be recapped as follows: 

 

Pure Land tradition in the early 20th century was faced with an influx of “external” beliefs 

introduced to East Asia due to the growing influence of Western culture. Previous studies on this 

subject have emphasized the transmission of Western scientific worldview and critical 

historiography, whose newly gained authority severely undermined the credibility of traditional 

Pure Land preaching.17  However, it may be argued that the true “dilemma” which Pure Land 

believers had to face were not so much particular findings of those disciplines, as the general 

pattern of modern thought – more exactly, the new understanding of the relation between self and 

world, and between self and tradition. Roughly put, this pattern may be analyzed in two 

components. Firstly, an emphasis on the individual human self, who is no longer perceived as a 

passive discoverer of cosmic or moral order, but rather as a free and rational agent – a subject – 

                                                      
17 For details, see the studies of Fujiyoshi (1969: 75-123), Kashiwahara (1987), Kigoshi (2004), Shigaraki (2004: 60-

71), or Sashikata (2009). 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

19 
 

whose actions shape “objective” reality. Secondly, a new understanding of nature and history, 

redefined as objects of human cognition and activity, rather than domains controlled by non-human 

or supra-human powers. Both these aspects can perhaps be summed up under one heading, such 

as “turn to the subject”, considered as the “defining feature of modernity” (Snell and McGuire 

2016: i.). This new pattern of thought had salient implications for a religion such as Christianity, 

whose orthodox preaching presupposed belief in the cosmic act of salvation, accomplished in 

human history by the divine person of Jesus Christ. For those who accepted consequences of the 

aforementioned “turn”, it became increasingly difficult to maintain that such a story represents real 

events, and that the salvation of humanity requires reliance on a supernatural personal agent. In 

modern times narratives of this kind, now labeled as “mythical”, became often reinterpreted in 

ways that have been characterized as “godless” and “anthropocentric” (Huppenbauer 1996: 104ff.). 

Their “true” meaning, and their “real” significance, were no longer be sought in their objective 

content, but rather in their relevance to the concerns of a modern subject. This, in essence, is the 

reason that in the Western context demythologization has often been described as a process of 

simultaneous “modernization” and “subjectivization” of Christian doctrine. 

 

It may be expected that those Pure Land Buddhists who accepted a modern worldview as their 

own did not want to modify their beliefs in a way not justified by their tradition. Since established 

orthodoxy could not provide any “hook” to accommodate the modern understanding of subjectivity, 

they had to dig deeper within their heritage in search for its possible Buddhist, if not specifically 

Pure Land, counterpart. This could explain the tendency of modernist exegetes, such as the 

aforementioned Ōtani scholars, to seek doctrinal justification for their “subjectivist turn” in the 

“subjectivist” current of Mahāyāna thought, such as Yogācāra or Consciousness-only. In this way, 
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they could present their “subjectivist turn” as a change that had already occurred within the history 

of their doctrine, rather than act of deference to secular thought. Seen in this light, Consciousness-

only hermeneutics applied to Pure Land texts can be explained as an attempt to accommodate the 

new vision of man and nature, defined by the modern “turn to the subject”, within “web of beliefs” 

grounded in Pure Land tradition. The significance of Consciousness-only thought for modern Pure 

Land believers was its potential to provide a reading of their scriptures that would be both 

impeccably Buddhist and compatible with modern views on the primacy and agency of the human 

subject.  

 

Can this model be applied to explain the Chinese phenomenon discussed above? Previous studies 

suggest several potential problematic issues that deserve thorough consideration: 

 

1. Reconsidering the narrative of modernization 

 

As illustrated by the aforementioned example of Victorian Christians, the concept of “dilemma” is 

fairly convenient to discuss the impact of modernity on religious traditions. Modern science, and 

the “turn to the subject” in general, confronted these traditions with numerous “new beliefs” that 

could well be described as “external”, inasmuch as they were not grounded in their own discourse, 

but a secular viewpoint. They could also be reasonably considered as “authoritative”, inasmuch as 

they became enshrined in the curricula of modern educational systems. The concepts of 

“externality” and “authoritativeness” may perhaps even be interpreted in a more abstract, 

philosophical sense: traditional belief was challenged from the standpoint of the modern subject, 

who positioned itself outside of any tradition, yet appealed to the unassailable authority of 
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universal reason and common experience. 

 

In the present case, this simple model needs to be somewhat refined. In modernizing China, Pure 

Land practices and beliefs could be challenged from several different positions, and the extent or 

their “externality” and “authority” varied. Among their potential detractors were, for example, 

Christian missionaries and converts, whose polemical approach predate modern critiques of 

myth.18 A great deal of anti-Buddhist arguments represented the Confucian worldview and values. 

Such arguments, while often driven by a political or nationalistic agenda, also appealed to universal 

standards of morality and rationality, such as li (理). As pointed out by Ge Zhaoguang (2007: 236), 

in the Republican period rhetoric of this kind almost seamlessly merged with secularist calls to 

“eradicate superstition” (pochu mixin 破除迷信) in the name of modernization and progress. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it is imperative to remember that the modern revival of 

Consciousness-only thought in China took place largely due to a series of internal developments 

within Buddhist tradition. These include an earlier surge of interest in this tradition which occurred 

in the late Ming (1368-1644); recovery of the large corpus of Consciousness-only literature from 

Japan toward the end of the 19th century; and intra-Buddhist critique of mainstream Sinitic 

doctrines by some Republican scholars of “Consciousness-only studies” (Makeham 2014). In sum, 

the extent to which the modern Western “turn to the subject” impacted exegesis of Pure Land 

scriptures in modern China, is a question that merits careful investigation. 

 

                                                      
18 For examples of pre-modern Christian criticisms of Pure Land belief, and responses to those by Chinese Buddhist 

scholiasts, see Zheng (2001: 474-476). 
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2.  Reconsidering the narrative of “subjectivization” 

 

Another problem with the present model is that it equals modernization with “Western impact”, 

ignoring possible role of “alternative modernities” (Gaonkar 2001). The tradition often mentioned 

as testimony of such “home-grown”, or local modernity in China, is the Neo-Confucian “Mind 

Learning” (xinxue 心學) associated with the name of Wang Yangming (王陽明, 1472-1529). The 

facet of Wang Yangming’s thought which is typically designated as “modern” is that it affirms the 

primacy of human mind over perceived manifold of objects, and considers the individual subject 

as the ultimate source of moral and epistemic authority. 19 In the field of Buddhist studies, similar 

analogies with modern thought have been proposed with regard to Chan, or Zen (禪), a tradition 

with an even more ancient pedigree. 20 Against this background, it is does not appear prudent to 

interpret “subjectivist” renderings of Pure Land texts solely in terms of Western-induced 

modernism. Virtually all Pure Land apologists of early modern China agreed to the famous dictum 

“Mind-only Pure Land, self-Nature Amitābha” (weixin jingtu, zixing Mituo 唯心淨土自性彌陀). 

21 The subject of disputes was not the idea itself, but rather its most radical understanding, which 

                                                      
19 Arguments to this effect have been advanced by several renowned Japanese scholars (e.g., Okada [1970], Shimada 

[1970] or Mizoguchi [1989]; for an overview of these, see Zhang [2005: 274-77]), but they are also well represented 

in Chinese scholarship (Wang 2011: 128-130). 

 

20  As noted by Charles B. Jones (2003:140), following Tong Shijun (2000: 109-110): “some factors, such as the 

“disenchantment of the world” and “rationalization” that Weber noted, are certainly present in the history of Chinese 

religion, but cannot be always lined up chronologically with the “modern age”. Jones gives the example of Chan 

tradition’s insistence that the purpose of meditation “was not to acquire supernatural powers but simply to become 

aware of the ordinary world at hand”. 

 

21 Alternatively, “the Amitābha [as] one’s original Nature” (benxing Mituo本性彌陀) or (mostly in Japanese sources) 
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Chinese Buddhist literature usually associates with proponents of Chan. On this understanding, 

the Pure Land can be justifiably conceived as the world perceived by an enlightened consciousness, 

while Amitābha is essentially the same with impersonal enlightened Nature of every individual 

mind; practitioners capable of internalizing this insight need not bother themselves with 

“stimulating” the grace of an external Buddha or striving for rebirth in a literally existent Western 

paradise. In Japan, the impact of such gnostic “counter discourse” 22  about Pure Land was 

significantly reduced by the institutional and doctrinal boundaries that gradually arose between 

sectarian denominations in Edo (1603-1868) period. In China, however, the tension continued 

throughout the medieval and early modern periods, right until the encounter with Western 

modernity. 

 

Seen in this light, the position of Consciousness-only tradition vis-a-vis modern subjectivity 

appears much more difficult to pin down just with recourse to analogies with Christian experience. 

Some additional questions need to be asked that are specific to Buddhist context. What was the 

traditional stance of Consciousness-only scholiasts regarding Pure Land symbolism and the idea 

of “self-Nature Amitābha”? How was their stance different from those of more mainstream 

currents, for example Tiantai, Huayan or Chan? In what way did new ideas brought by Western 

modernity affect the problems and arguments of Pure Land apologists? As long as these questions 

are not addressed, the relevance of Consciousness-only thought for modern Pure Land Buddhists 

                                                      
“Amitābha [as] one’s own Mind” (koshin [no] Mida己心彌陀). For historical background and semantic nuances of 

this notion, see the extensive studies of Shibata (1990 and 1994). 

 

22 My use of term “counter discourse” in this context follows the example of Eichmann (2013) in reference to Shi 

Shengyan (2000: 162-168)  
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cannot be properly situated within the internal logic of their own tradition. 

 

3.  Reconsidering the narrative of “repristination” 

 

According to the present model, Pure Land modernists sought to accommodate modern patterns 

of thought by reaffirming their own tradition’s (allegedly) original emphasis on individual 

subjectivity. This consideration motivated scholars such as Yasuda Rijin to draw on 

Consciousness-only doctrines, and to elevate the experience of “self-awakening” over literal belief 

in a savior-Buddha. What is problematic about this perspective is that it appears to narrow down 

the understanding of modern subjectivity to individual consciousness. “Turn to the subject” in the 

modern West indeed started out as a concern with interiority or individual rationality. However, by 

the time the topic of subjectivity had crystalized as a philosophical problem in the 19th century 

Germany, its scope became somewhat broader. Namely, it extended to reflection on mutual 

relations between a plurality of autonomous and rational subjects – the issue of intersubjectivity 

(Mohr 1995).  

 

The distinction between these dimensions of modern subjectivity has so far received relatively 

little attention in the context of demythologizing Pure Land Buddhism. However, there are good 

grounds to think that it should not be neglected in the present case. Intellectual history of 

modernizing China provides ample examples of preoccupation with the collective subject, 

symbolized by the local community, nation or utopian humanity (Mizoguchi et al. 2007: 224 ff.). 

Previous studies on modern Chinese Buddhism also suggest that modernist approaches to Pure 

Land tradition were motivated by concerns with social or national progress, rather than 
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introspective religious experience. 23 Whether, and how, Consciousness-only thought could form 

a bridge between Pure Land faith and modern awareness of intersubjectivity is therefore another 

problem that deserves scrutiny. 

 

Methodological caveat: the problem of “internalism” or “Platonism” 

 

As noted by Gordon (2009), a particularly controversial aspect of intellectual history, let alone 

history of ideas, is that such methodologies purport to explain human ideas by simply associating 

them with other ideas, in naive neglect of their larger contexts, be they social, institutional, cultural, 

etc. Unless limitations of such an “internalist” approach are clearly recognized, it can easily 

descend into “Platonism” (the “expectation that an idea can be defined in the absence of the world”; 

Gordon 2009: 2), a style of argumentation that has been by and large abandoned in modern 

humanities. While this criticism may not apply directly to methodology suggested by Bevir, 24 the 

problem of “Platonism” is indeed difficult to evade in the study of Pure Land Buddhism. In recent 

scholarship on Japanese Pure Land modernism there has been a recognizable tendency to explain 

controversies ignited by modernist priests as expressions of institutional, or even personal conflicts, 

                                                      
23  As in the case of Taixu’s notion of “Pure Land on Earth”, or the “Pure Land in Human Realm” (renjian jingtu 人

間淨土), and similar ideas of Taixu’s predecessors and continuators (Jones 2003). 

 

24  The example of Victorian Christians quoted above suggests that Bevir’s methodology could, at least in principle, 

be applied to history of ideas in the “narrow” sense of this term. However, Bevir himself has been applying his own 

theoretical vocabulary in studies that explain how beliefs manifested as actions and, eventually, as institutional and 

social changes: for example, in the works on the history of British socialism co-authored with R.A.W. Rhodes. In 

secondary sources, the concepts of “traditions”, “dilemmas”, etc. have usually been discussed in context of those 

studies.  
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rather than purely doctrinal disagreements. 25 In the case of Chinese Buddhism, the counterpart of 

such perspective would be a sociological approach, which decodes internal tensions within Pure 

Land exegesis as a rhetorical power struggle between lay and monastic discourse. Reservations of 

this kind should not be taken lightly. Major primary sources discussed in the present work were 

written by educated laymen, representatives of an increasingly prominent class within Chinese 

sangha. Their polemics target mainly (albeit not exclusively) views espoused by traditional 

monastic circles, and reflect their growing awareness of Buddhists’ participation in social, political 

and intellectual modernization of China. Nonetheless, the present work deals almost exclusively 

with those statements which reflect the authors’ understanding of Pure Land scriptures in the light 

of Consciousness-only thought. These statements either directly express, or presuppose beliefs 

whose subject matter belongs to the traditionally understood “history of thought”: human potential 

for self-liberation, the relation between the human self and “external” buddhas; the ontological 

status of Buddha Amitābha and the Western Pure Land; methods of deciphering the “intent” of 

problematic scriptural passages, etc. In what follows, such statements are considered at their face 

value, without attempting to trace their more mundane “political” agendas. However, it cannot be 

ruled out that deeper investigations into social, institutional or economic background of their 

authors could complicate, or perhaps even invalidate, some of the interpretations presented below. 

 

1.4 Structure, outline and main primary sources of the dissertation: 

 

The following four chapters investigate in detail the research questions stated in the previous 

                                                      
25 E.g. Ward (2004) or Schroeder (2014)  
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section on the basis of relevant primary and secondary sources. Chapter 2 examines the complex 

genealogy and semantic layers of the notoriously ambiguous concept of demythologization. It 

demonstrates how the original idea of demythologizing developed out of concerns peculiar to 

modernist Protestant theology, and the idiosyncratic Biblical hermeneutics devised by Rudolf 

Bultmann. It argues that this concept could be appropriated in Buddhist contexts in several 

different ways, depending on the assumed analogy between the concerns of Christian and Buddhist 

hermeneutics. Against this backdrop, Chapter 3 discusses how Japanese Buddhists and scholars of 

Buddhism applied Bultmann’s concept to their own tradition, particularly to Consciousness-only 

interpretations of Pure Land texts. It points out that the understanding of demythologization current 

in Japanese literature reflects a broader sense of this term, which connotes a response to modern 

(post-Enlightenment) patterns of thought and the drive to “subjectivize” the mythical salvation 

narrative. It explains how this interpretation could have been motivated by general tendencies in 

Japanese Buddhist modernism, as well as modernist “theology” of Japanese Pure Land schools. 

Chapter 4 argues that the aforementioned understanding of demythologization cannot be 

uncontroversially applied to Consciousness-only hermeneutics of Pure Land doctrine that 

developed in modern China. It presents a gamut of sources, including understudied Buddhist 

periodicals and testimonies of foreign observers, which help to contextualize this phenomenon 

within ongoing developments of traditional Buddhist hermeneutics. The discussion highlights the 

possible role of intra-Buddhist controversies related to the understanding of the human subject, as 

well as the impact of a modern ideal of bodhisattva as a role model and guide of the worldly 

community. Chapter 5 clarifies the historical background and major themes of the aforementioned 

intra-Buddhist controversies. It traces the historical role of Consciousness-only tradition in 

Chinese Pure Land exegesis, and the reasons that it was sidelined in favor of other approaches, 
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either devotional or “gnostic”. It argues that the unique contribution of this tradition was a pattern 

of critical interpretation which “subjectivized” the Pure Land myth without, however, emphasizing 

on the original non-duality between the human self and Buddha Amitābha. 

 

The remaining chapters focus on more specific primary sources. The sources were chosen to 

illustrate how the aforementioned hermeneutical tensions developed in an age when Chinese 

Buddhists began to be exposed to modern Western ideas. Chapter 6 discusses a fragment of the 

late 19th century treatise Bao’en lun (報恩論), written by the lay scholar Shen Shandeng (沈善登, 

1830-1903). To the author’s best knowledge, Bao’en lun is the earliest datable Chinese text which 

discusses the relation between Pure Land and Consciousness-only doctrines from a perspective 

that may be regarded as “modern” – in the broad sense of being aware of post-Enlightenment 

Western ideas. Moreover, in the selected fragment Shen draws on the so-called Tradition of 

Characteristics (xiangzong 相宗), (a byword for Consciousness-only) in order to explicate the 

canonical story about the establishment of a Western Pure Land by the bodhisattva Dharmākara. 

This element provides a strikingly close parallel to the idea of Soga Ryōjin, which, as previously 

noted, has informed much of the Japanese discourse on the issue of the subject. The chapter 

unpacks the fragment in question as a statement on two intra-Buddhist controversies inherited 

from the early modern period: how to understand the notion of “self-Nature Amitābha” and what 

implications it has for Pure Land devotees; and whether conceptual and dualist thinking can be of 

use in Buddhist practice. It relates Shen’s stance on these issues to early modern Pure Land 

apologists inspired by Sinitic schools of thought, such as Tiantai, noting his tendency to 

understand the Pure Land myth in particularly literal terms. Accordingly, it argues that Shen 

perceived Consciousness-only as an additional theoretical support for his case that Amitābha 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

29 
 

should be approached as an Other-Buddha (tafo 他佛), rather than only as a metaphor of 

enlightened self. 

 

Chapter 7 deals with the Sino-Japanese debate about proper understanding of Pure Land salvation 

narrative, which ensued between Yang Wenhui and a pair of jōdo-shinshū priests – Ogurusu 

Kōchō (小栗 栖香頂, 1831-1905) and Naiki Ryūsen (内記龍舟, 1861-1922) – between 1899 and 

1901. The transcript in question constitutes one of the first (if not the first) written testimonies of 

Yang’s conviction that Pure Land belief and practice ought to be coupled with study of 

Consciousness-only thought. Whereas the debate has already been studied by several authors, this 

particular aspect has so far not received much attention. The chapter argues that the debate reflects 

different assumptions regarding the human potential for self-liberation, which led to 

disagreements as to how ordinary Pure Land practitioners ought to construe their relation to 

Buddha Amitābha. It analyzes Yang’s standpoint on this issue in the light of his own evolving 

views on the Pure Land, and on Chinese Buddhist tradition in general. It contextualizes Yang’s 

passing recourse to Consciousness-only theories of “Three Natures” and “three measures of 

cognition” within his larger argument – that Pure Land myth ought to be interpreted according to 

one universal standard based on orthodox Buddhist doctrine, which precludes either excessive 

“immanentism” or excessive literalism. 

 

Chapter 8 provides a case study of how the aforementioned ideas developed in the Republican 

period, an age marked by an influx of Western ideas. It discusses selected essays of Tang Dayuan 

(唐大圓, 1890- 1941), the reformist layman active mostly in the 1920s and 1930s. Tang’s 

understanding of Buddhism was shaped by the three iconic figures of Republican sangha – the 
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popular Pure Land preacher Yinguang (印光 , 1861-1940), the modernist monk Taixu and the lay 

scholar Ouyang Jingwu (歐陽竟無, 1871-1943?) – each of whom took a different stance towards 

the legacy of Yang Wenhui. The chapter explicates Tang’s own dictum “Pure Land is for practice, 

Consciousness-only is for understanding” (xing zai jingtu, jie zai weishi 行在淨土，解在唯識), 

in light of his criticisms of Chan tradition and calls for a more “this-worldly” and socially oriented 

Buddhist practice. It investigates how this “understanding” based on Consciousness-only thought 

surfaced in his criticisms of contemporaneous Pure Land tradition, especially its approach to the 

myth of Dharmākara or Amitābha. It argues that Tang attempted to provide a unified standard of 

interpreting this myth in which Dharmākara is not a symbol of the originally enlightened self, but 

rather a “stimulating leader” of socially engaged Pure Land practice. 

 

The concluding Chapter 9 summarizes main findings and suggests possible avenues for further 

research. 
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Chapter 2 

 

 “Demythologization” as a Concept of Philosophy of Religion  

  

2.1 Introductory remarks 

 

For the authors discussed in this dissertation – Chinese laymen active in the first half of the 20th 

century – the task of reconciling Consciousness-only thought with Pure Land belief was primarily 

an issue related to correct interpretation of Buddhist texts. They framed the relation between these 

two traditions in categories that were well-rooted in the traditional language of East Asian Buddhist 

exegetes. For Shen Shandeng, it was a challenge of reconciling two different “tenets” or “traditions” 

(zong 宗); for Tang Dayuan, it was an issue of combining right “practice” (xing 行) with proper 

“understanding” (jie 解). This approach contrasts with the one taken by post-war “theologians” of 

Japanese Pure Land schools, who considered Consciousness-only readings of Pure Land scriptures 

as cases of “demythologization” (hishinwaka 非神話化).  By drawing such a connection, a 

problem that had originally been raised within the purview of traditional Buddhist hermeneutics 

was introduced into a new domain – namely, contemporary philosophy of religion. As well known, 

philosophy of religion is a discipline whose major concerns and key concepts have been defined 

by Christian theology and philosophical interpretations of Christianity. 26  The discourse on 

“demythologization” is definitely a case in point.  

 

                                                      
26 As remarked by Merold Westphal, in fact there is no “clear and consistent distinction between philosophy of religion 

and philosophical theology” (Westphal 1997: 111). 
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That a Western category has been applied to an issue of Buddhist hermeneutics may not in itself 

be problematic. After all, Paul Ricoeur (1913-2005), the foremost Western theorist of 

demythologizing, conceded that some concerns internal to Judeo-Christian tradition can 

conceivably be “projected” beyond cultural divides (Ricoeur 1969: 23 and 1995: 499, 507-509, 

530). On the other hand, Yasuda Rijin (安田理深, 1900-1982), the leading proponent of 

demythologizing Pure Land doctrine, claimed that translating Buddhist concepts into the language 

of Western philosophy or theology had become inevitable in modern times, as it allowed 

contemporary Buddhists to understand these concepts more clearly (Yasuda 2012: 1. 16-17). What 

deserves more attention is how the concept of demythologization has been used in the context of 

a tradition so distant from its roots. To say that Consciousness-only interpretation of Pure Land 

faith represents demythologization of the latter is not to say anything, unless the concept of 

demythologization is made clear enough. However, what demythologization really means has 

never been made clear even in the realm of Western philosophy of religion.  For this reason alone, 

application of this concept to Pure Land Buddhism raises several issues, which so far may not have 

been sufficiently addressed.    

 

2.2 Demythologization as a “synthetic construct” 

 

In order to see what kind of issues are at stake in this case, it is necessary to take a step back from 

the field of Buddhist studies to the works of Rudolf Bultmann (1884 -1976), the renowned 

Lutheran theologian and scholar of Biblical texts. Bultmann’s essay Neues Testament und 

Mythologie (“New Testament and Mythology”) (Bultmann 1960 [1941] and 1961) effectively 

introduced the concept of “demythologization” or “demythologizing” (Entmythologisierung) to 
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the wider audience. 27  

 

In the New Testament and Mythology, Bultmann presented his program of demythologization as 

proposed solution to the widespread crisis of faith which had befallen contemporary Christians. 

On his account, the root of the problem was the manifestly “mythical” character of the central 

scripture of Christian religion, the New Testament. According to Bultmann, ancient authors of New 

Testament conveyed the central message of Christian preaching – the promise of salvation 

delivered through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ – in terms that are completely at odds 

with both “worldview” (Weltbild) and “self-understanding” (Selbstverständnis) of contemporary 

people. In the New Testament salvation is described as an act performed by the Son of God, a 

divine being who delivers humankind from the consequences of its original sin. The act of 

salvation involves a no longer comprehensible sacrifice of an innocent victim, and culminates in 

an improbable miraculous event of resurrection. It takes place in a vertical world consisting of 

heavens, earth and hells, open to intervention by demonic powers. It is followed by the 

announcement of imminent apocalypse, a prophecy that failed to come true. For “modern men”, 

narratives such as those are little more than factually incorrect stories believed by ancient peoples 

of the Middle East. They appear to have little, if any, relevance to their own existential concerns. 

If the moderns were to believe in the Gospels literally, they would have to force themselves to 

adopt the “mythical” worldview of the past. This worldview, however, appears to them not only as 

completely alien, but also thoroughly discredited (Bultmann 1960: 16-22). 

 

                                                      
27 The term itself did not originate with Bultmann. For examples of its earlier use in German theological literature, see 

Galling (1958: 497) and Chalamet (1995: 43, n. 77). 
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The major point of Bultmann’s manifesto is that such a sacrifice of intellect would not only be 

impossible, but also pointless. This is because the “real intent” of the myth is not to speak about 

objective facts but, rather, to express certain understanding of “human existence”. The myth seeks 

to confront every individual believer with her or his situation of a finite and “insecure” being, 

whose world is “grounded” in a power far beyond human calculation and control (Bultmann 1960: 

22-23). The myth is merely a “manner of representation”, through which “the unworldly and divine 

appears as worldly and human”. In the language of the German theologian, it “objectifies the 

transcendent and thus makes it immanent” (objektiviert das Jenseits zum Diesseits) (Bultmann, 

1960: 22; 1952: 184; 1991: 293, Ogden 1961: 26-27). In the final analysis, the literal reading of 

the Gospels should therefore be rejected not in the name of science or modernity, but in the name 

of the proper content, or the original purpose, of the myth itself:  

 
Thus, negatively, demythologizing is criticism of the mythical world picture insofar as it conceals the 

real intention of myth. Positively, demythologizing is existentialist interpretation, in that it seeks to make 

clear the intention of myth to talk about human existence. (Bultmann 1984: 99). 28  

 

Bultmann’s manifesto sparked heated and widely publicized controversies, drawing a mix of praise 

and condemnation. The debate was set off in the second half of the 1940s by Bultmann’s fellow 

theologians and preachers. It soon escalated beyond the confines of German Lutheran church, 

embroiling several renowned secular philosophers, and to some extent even general public in 

Protestant countries.  29  What deserves special notice in the present context is that many of these 

                                                      
28 For the original quote, see Bultmann (1952: 184). 

 

29 The standard source for the study of those controversies is the German anthology Kerygma und Mythos (edited by 

H. W. Bartsch), spanning six volumes published between 1948 and 1964. Its partial reedition appeared in English 

under the title Kerygma und Myth (translated by R.H. Fuller) between 1957 and 1962.  
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debates revolved around the very concept of demythologization, which spawned conflicting 

interpretations and accusations of misunderstanding. During his lifetime, Bultmann repeatedly 

clarified and elaborated on his idea, which in his own opinion had been by and large misrepresented 

by his supporters and detractors alike.  30 In spite of these polemical efforts, Bultmann’s proposal 

continued to be regarded as notoriously enigmatic and ambiguous. Imprecise contours of the 

concept of demythologization contributed to the fact that in contemporary academic literature the 

term in question has been used in various meanings, some of which are mutually exclusive. An 

exhaustive account of these difficulties lies far beyond the scope of this work. 31  In order to 

understand the complexity involved in Buddhist appropriation of the idea of demythologizing, it 

is enough to point out one issue of a more general character.  

 

Apparently, much of the confusion surrounding Bultmann’s method was caused by the fact that it 

appeared to address more than one problem. To begin with, the objective of modernizing Christian 

preaching and the objective of “de-objectifying” mythological accounts are conceptually distinct 

from each other and it is not clear how they can be achieved simultaneously. Neither is it clear how 

these two objectives can be attained through a method of interpretation that was allegedly presaged 

in the New Testament Epistles of John and Paul (Bultmann 1960: 22-23 or 1991: 298-300) and yet 

                                                      
 

30 For example in Zum Problem der Entmythologisierung (Bultmann 1952, 1984: 95-130), a summary response to 

theological critiques, Die Frage der Entmythologisierung (Jaspers and Bultmann 1954, 2005),  a transcript of polemics 

with the philosopher Karl Jaspers, or Jesus Christ and Mythology (Bultmann 1991: 288-328 [1958]), an essay based 

on Bultmann’s lectures delivered to American audience.  

 

31 An informative, although dated overview of those can be found in Johnson (1974: 1-29)  
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is labeled as “existentialist” in reference to the modern philosophical current associated (rightly or 

not) with Martin Heidegger. 32. Some among Bultmann’s commentators and critics dismissed such 

questions and concluded that the idea of demythologizing is plainly inconsistent. Others attempted 

to flesh out its hidden internal logic by tracing author’s complex intellectual background. For 

example, Paul Ricoeur (1974: 388-394) argued that demythologization can only be properly 

understood as a method that comprises three distinct perspectives – that of a modern man, an 

existential philosopher, and a Lutheran preacher. In somewhat similar vein, R.A. Johnson (1974) 

explicated Bultmann’s program as a “synthetic construct” of a committed Lutheran theologian 

whose mindset was shaped by modern philosophy – the legacy of Enlightenment, neo-Kantianism, 

and philosophical hermeneutics (Johnson, 1974: 29 ff.). 33 

 

 Such imprecise contours, as well as complex historical entanglements of demythologizing do not 

bid well for the application of this term to non-Western and non-Christian settings. In the particular 

case of Consciousness-only readings of Pure Land Buddhism, the analogy can be drawn in various 

                                                      
32 Bultmann often chastised his critics for failing to understand the importance of Heidegger’s distinction between 

“existentialist” (existential, i.e., pertaining to philosophical analysis of human existence in general) and “existential” 

(existentiell, i.e., pertaining to the concrete self-understanding of a particular human existence) (see e.g. Bultmann 

1984: 115 ff., 125). As a method of conscious and systematic interpretation, “demythologizing” occurs at the level of 

“existentialist” analysis of various possibilities of human being in the world. On the other hand, Bultmann himself has 

been accused of applying the very same distinction in an inconsistent way (Ogden 1961, Hübner 1999: 796). The 

confusion has been aggravated by the conflicting choices of English translators of his works (for a detailed discussion, 

see Morgan 2015).    

 

33 Whereas Bultmann himself hinted at his connection to the so-called “History of Religions school” 

(Religionsgeschichtliche Schule) (Bultmann, 1960: 22, n.2; 1961: 10, n.2), Johnson (1974: 232 ff.). argues it to be an 

anachronism. 
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respects, none of which appears to be free from difficulties. Which elements of Christian orthodoxy 

identified by Bultmann as “mythical” find their parallels in Pure Land scriptures? Which of the 

perspectives, or objectives, involved in “existentialist interpretation” can be attributed to 

Consciousness-only doctrines? How can a system of Buddhist philosophy devised in ancient India 

perform tasks originally assigned to Biblical exegesis and modern German thought? As will be 

argued in the next chapters, those who actually risked such analogies often did so at the cost of 

downplaying important differences between Buddhist and Christian hermeneutics. In order to give 

just treatment to their attempts, it is however necessary to say more about the possibilities 

suggested by the original concept of demythologizing.  

 

2.3 Demythologization as a method of interpreting myths 

 

The aspect of demythologization which appears to have attracted most scholarly attention in 

secondary literature is the clash between two ways of thinking, labeled as “mythical” (or 

“mythological”) on the one hand, and “scientific”, “critical” or “modern” on the other. Bultmann 

appears to understand “mythological” view of the world as one in which natural phenomena and 

historical events are associated with actions of supernatural or superhuman beings. Even though 

myths purport to speak about unworldly or divine powers, they “objectify” them as elements of 

the spatio-temporal universe known by humans (Ogden 1961: 26-27). Modern scientific thinking 

is distinct from the mythical thought in that it tries to reduce the manifold of appearances to one 

unifying impersonal principle, such as a nexus of causes and effects. It is also “critical” as it tends 

to challenge established worldviews and beliefs in the light of experience and critical reasoning 

(Huppenbauer 1992: 130-131). Rather controversially, Bultmann regarded scientific thinking as a 
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direct continuation of the method adopted by the first Greek philosophers (1991: 301). This remark 

suggests that the roots of demythologizing are in fact much deeper than conventionally understood 

“modernity”. As is well known, the birth of philosophy in Greece was followed by the tendency 

to “debunk” mythology from rationalistic positions 34  and to defend its significance through 

methods of critical interpretation. A standard example of this second trend are the so-called 

allegorical readings where myth is treated as a “form of discourse that depicts certain underlying 

truths in symbolic and poetic terms” (Werner 2012: 28). 35 Since these “underlying truths” quite 

often had a philosophical or even scientific import (Schaeffler 1999: 5), allegorical interpretations 

rendered myths acceptable to those who rejected their literal forms as either too naïve or culturally 

alien. According to Hans Jonas (1991: 91), rationalizing mythology by means of allegorical 

readings usually served the purpose of “integration and synthesis” between the old traditions and 

the new currents of thought. 36  A foremost example of such integration was the process of 

                                                      
34  It needs to be remembered that Bultmann was influenced by the traditional narration according to which the 

supposedly anti-mythical current in Greek philosophy was responsible for separating mythos from logos, or even 

religious faith from independent reason. Contemporary scholars have challenged this picture by revealing the complex 

and unclear borders between philosophical and religious approaches to myth in ancient Greece (for detailed 

discussions, see Buxton [1999] or Benitez and Tarrant [2016]). 

 

35 On the ancient allegoresis as response to rationalist criticisms of mythology, see Most (1999: 32-33), Schaeffler 

(1999: 5-6) or Werner (2012: 27-30), who provides a very extensive bibliography of the subject. Incidentally, some 

contemporary authors applied the label of “demythologization” to the ancient philosophical criticism of myth or 

religious tradition in general (e.g. Wartofsky 1977: 197, 252 or Heller 2007: 477). 

 

36  However, Jonas (1991: 92) also notes a “rebellious” use of allegories in Gnostic thought which aimed at “subverting 

the meaning of existing mythologies by creating its own myths”. According to other scholars, such as Jean Magne 

(1993: 61-62), the Gnostics attempted to “complete or rectify” Biblical revelations in the light of Greek philosophy.  

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

39 
 

translating Judaism and Christianity in the language of Greco-Roman philosophy. 37 This process 

involved “disqualifying” some of the scripture’s more literal meanings (Jennings 1995: 895).  

Whereas ancient apologists strove to distinguish the less credible Biblical motifs from the 

“superstitions” of pagan mythologies, learned theologians assigned to such passages hierarchies 

of meanings, accessible to believers of varying degrees of spiritual maturity.   

 

In the light of the above, it is perhaps not surprising that demythologization has sometimes been 

understood as a new term for an invention of ancient philosophers or Church Fathers. 38  Such 

judgments, however, need to be considered against the backdrop of Bultmann’s terse and 

categorical rejection of pre-modern approaches to myth. Commenting on the “spiritual” and 

“esoteric” allegorical interpretations of ancient exegetes, Bultmann opined that by “allowing the 

literal interpretation to stand” they “avoid[ed] the critical question” facing contemporary 

                                                      
37 As pointed out by Thiselton (2009: 60 ff.), Christian hermeneutical tradition has its roots in both Jewish (Biblical) 

and Greek (philosophical) heritage. The well-recognized pioneer of applying philosophical interpretation to Biblical 

text is the Jewish exegete Philo of Alexandria (1st century A.D.). Commenting on the trope of talking serpent in the 

Book of Genesis, Philo remarked: “when we interpret words by the meanings that lie behind the surface, all that is of 

the nature of a myth is removed out of the way, and the true sense becomes clear as daylight” (De Agricultura. 22, 96-

97, translated by and quoted in Wolfson, 1982: 35). Philo also argued that pagan “superstitions” could not be vindicated 

in an analogical fashion, as they are lacking any hidden non-literal referents (Wolfson, 1982: 32-36). Some early 

Christian interpreters of the Bible went even further in their distrust of literal meanings, claiming that they “concealed” 

the true mystery of Christ (Martens, 2010: 297-98, 310, n.96, n. 105).   

 

38 For example, Hans-Georg Gadamer (1984, 2008: 51-52) considered Bultmann’s quandary as “not fundamentally 

different” from the ancient Greek struggle to reconcile mythos with logos. Some theologians who responded to 

Bultmann’s original essay, such as Kurt Reidemeister (1957) or Austin Farrer (1961), argued that the problem of 

demythologization had already been well recognized by Church Fathers, who devised sophisticated methods of 

translating Chrsitian scripture into the idiom of secular thought. 
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believers (Bultmann, 1960: 24; 1961: 13). As can be seen, the critical question which 

demythologizing had to address cannot be explained solely by the perennial tension between 

mythos and logos, or between reason and faith. Its proper context is a more particular conflict – 

namely, the conflict between Christian orthodoxy and the secular worldview associated with the 

Enlightenment.  

 

2.4 Demythologization as Christian response to modernity 

 

As has been made clear by the previous discussion, in the original context, demythologization 

means something more than simply critical interpretation of mythical elements. It is a certain kind 

of such interpretation, adjusted to concerns specific to the modern world. It responds to a situation 

in which literal readings of mythical accounts, such as those in the New Testament, can no longer 

be kept intact. Unlike traditional allegorical interpretations, it does not construct additional layers 

of symbolic meanings for the benefit of spiritually advanced readers. 39 For Bultmann, it may be 

surmised, such a strategy is doomed to fail in a world where scientific and critical thought 

continues to expand its influence. 40 On his view, even though literal beliefs in gods and spirits 

could have been a legitimate expression of faith in the past, in the present age they can only be 

regarded as forms of “superstition” (Aberglauben) (Bultmann 1960: 18, n1, n2, 1961: 5, n1, n2). 

The meaning of “superstition” intended here is not only, as in the case of ancient authors, that of a 

                                                      
39 For an incisive discussion of the relation between allegory and demythologization, see Ricoeur (1974: 382-389) 

 

40 Bultmann believed (1960: 18) that people tend to abandon literal belief in super-natural and super-human powers 

under impression of modern technology, medicine and hygiene. 
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heterodox or flawed belief. Bultmann rejects such expressions of faith as “primitive” and 

discredited once and for all by the progress of human knowledge. Such claims presuppose patterns 

of thought typical of post-Enlightenment West – the universal standard of rationality defined by 

empiricism and rationalism; and historical consciousness defined by the notion of progress 

(Koselleck 1997).  

 

However, the ideas of universal rationality and progress alone cannot fully explain the central 

problem of demythologization – namely, the crisis of faith in the central salvation narrative of the 

New Testament. In order to understand Bultmann on this point, it is necessary to make a few 

remarks about his theological background. As stated above, pre-modern Christian exegetes were 

not only familiar with, but also to some degree receptive to philosophical critique of mythology. 

Nonetheless, their readiness to “disqualify” or modify literal readings of their scripture did not 

extend to the story of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. The standpoint of Christian orthodoxy on 

this matter was formulated in polemics with religious currents widespread in the ancient 

Mediterranean world which are labelled in contemporary literature as Gnostic or Neo-Platonic. 

Followers of those traditions maintained – in the words of Oskar Skarsaune (2010: 131) – that “the 

highest element of human beings was of the same nature as the divine” and that recognition and 

realization of “one’s own true nature” guaranteed salvation from the bonds of human condition. 

On this view, a personal savior could only perform the role of a guide of deluded humanity or a 

“teacher of new knowledge”. In contrast with this stance, Christian apologists such as Justin (100-

165) argued that powers of evil and sin cannot be overcome solely by human efforts. Men cannot 

be saved unless someone else – someone who is not merely human – actually acts to set them free. 

Salvation, argued Justin and his successors, needs to be understood as a divine intervention, a 
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super-natural event that took place in the history of mankind but whose consequences reach beyond 

the natural order of things (Skarsaune 2010: 131). It may therefore be argued that traditional 

interpretations of Jesus story as a narrative about salvific act undertaken by a real person were 

closely tied to a particular view of human condition as trapped in the bonds of sin and dependent 

on transcendent aid.  

 

The project of demythologization addresses the situation in which this traditional understanding 

of the “Christ event” (Christusereignis) – the narrative of Jesus’ redemption of humankind through 

death on the Cross and resurrection – have become problematic.  What this new situation signals 

is not so much the unprecedented expansion of scientific and critical thinking, as the emergence 

of a new “self-understanding” which accompanied this expansion. Modern men have come to 

imagine themselves as free and autonomous agents who can exercise control over their lives and 

environments – a species of “self-subsistent unity immune from the interference of supernatural 

powers” (Bultmann 1961: 7). For this reason, they reject as irrelevant those Biblical accounts 

which portray human condition as “fallen” to external powers of death and sin (Bultmann 1960: 

19-21, 1961: 6-8). From this newly gained sense of “self-mastery” modern people have derived 

confidence in their own “knowledge and mastery of the world” (Bultmann 1961: 4). As explained 

in one of Bultmann’s later works: “modern men take it for granted that the course of nature and 

of history, like their own inner life and practical life, is nowhere interrupted by the intervention of 

supernatural powers” (Bultmann 1991: 291). History is now understood as a chain of decisions 

made by free human agents, without acknowledging the parallel “history of gods”; nature is now 

studied as a domain of impersonal laws confirmed by human experience and reason, with no place 

for the workings of supernatural beings. It is for this reason that modern people regard traditional 
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understanding of salvation as a miraculous divine intervention not only as irrelevant, but also as 

completely incredible (Bultmann 1991: 3-5).  

 

The “critical question” behind demythologization is, therefore, how to reconcile traditional 

understanding of salvation – that of a redeeming act of a supra-human savior – with modern 

patterns of thought, which emphasize human autonomy and human “mastery” of the world.  By 

the time Bultmann’s proposal saw the light of day, this question could have hardly been considered 

as new. Enlightenment thinkers censured the Gospels for almost exactly the same reasons as those 

highlighted in Bultmann’s manifesto. Some rejected it because its content had to be accepted on 

faith and could not be verified or justified by experience or reason. Yet others disliked the very 

idea of an external divine agent of salvation, as it stood in conflict with the newly gained sense of 

mastery which humans have over their fate. 41 Meanwhile, many traditional churches refused to 

engage with such criticisms, or responded by redoubling their allegiance to orthodoxy. On the 

other hand, acquiescence to the discovery that “the mythical aspects of Christian scripture and 

tradition are mythical” (Dorrien 2012: 3) marked the beginning of a whole new movement in 

Christian theology, usually described as either modernist or “liberal”. 42 In the “New Testament 

and Mythology” Bultmann explicitly recognized his affinity with this current by critically 

                                                      
 

41 For a detailed discussion of this topic, see McGrath (2005) 

 

42  Among the factors that led to emergence of this movement, Dorrien (2012: 3) counts “Enlightenment, biblical 

criticism, the liberalizing of German universities, Kant, an upsurge of Romantic and Absolute idealism, and 

Schleiermacher’s [Friedrich Schleiermacher, 1768-1834 – J.Z.] determination to liberalize Christian theology within 

the context of the Christian church and tradition”. In the second half of the 19th century modernist current extended 

to Anglophone Protestantism and (to a lesser extent) Catholic theology (Dorrien, 2012: 1-23). 
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reviewing its main themes under the heading of “previous attempts at demythologizing” 

(Bultmann 1961: 13-14). As will be argued in the next chapter, the legacy of these “previous 

attempts” played an important part in the reception of the idea of demythologizing in Buddhist 

circles. For this reason alone, some very general remarks on this subject are necessary.   

 

2.5 Demythologization and modern subjectivity 

  

Generally speaking, modernist theologians believed that Christian tradition could not meet the 

challenge posed by Enlightenment skepticism unless Christians themselves reexamined their 

dogmas in the light of external standards, defined by science and secular philosophy (Dorrien 2012: 

5). As observed by Laurence W. Wood, whereas ancient and medieval theologians had simply 

aimed at “translating the gospel into categories that would be intelligible to their contemporaries”, 

their modern counterparts undertook a much more daunting task – “transform[ing] the gospel into 

a new meaning based on modern ways of thinking” (Wood, 2005: 114). A blueprint for this 

“transformation of meaning” had already been prepared by the works of contemporaneous 

philosophers whose thought became later known as German Idealism. 43 Thinkers such as Kant, 

Fichte or Hegel, often considered the first theorists of Western modernity, expressed considerable 

interest in realigning Christian dogmas with their own philosophical axioms. These attempts also 

extended to the interpretation of the New Testament, including its depictions of Jesus. A pioneering 

project of this kind was the “philosophical reconstruction” (Höffe 2014: 30) of Christian religion 

undertaken by Immanuel Kant in his Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason (1793-4).  44  

                                                      
43 For definition, history and critique of this label, see Sandkühler (2005: 1-6). 

 

44 This work was conceived as “philosophical reconstruction” of religious traditions, especially Protestant Christianity, 
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In Kant’s work those motifs of New Testament narrative that were singled out as problematic by 

Bultmann –  references to Jesus as divine miracle-worker or the resurrected Son of God – are 

ostentatiously downplayed. While Kant never explicitly denies the veracity of these accounts, he 

classifies them as elements of historically contingent tradition liable to rational doubt. The rational 

core of Christian religion, whose universal value must be recognized by every rational mind, is 

constituted by the ideal of moral perfection and moral progress embodied in Jesus’ life and 

teachings (Pasternack 2014: 6-12). Whereas Kant’s Jesus remains a real historical person, what is 

significant about him are not his actions as a miracle-worker and redeemer but the impersonal 

ideas he represents. 45 This emphasis on morals means that salvation is less a matter of divine grace, 

and more of consistency in battling one’s own “propensity to evil”. Remarkably, Kant emphasizes 

on the role of moral support provided by fellow humans – the ethical community of free and 

rational individuals steadily advancing towards the Kingdom of God on earth.  

 

Kant’s renewed emphasis on the ideal of community found much resonance in an age that began 

to acknowledge the power of human collectives to change and shape the course of history. Its 

appeal was also bolstered by the resurgence of monistic and pantheistic trends in German 

intellectual circles. The ancient idea of the world as an interrelated whole, united and governed by 

an internal divine principle (revived for the moderns by Spinoza) gained considerable currency 

among successors of Kant, who sought to combine it with his notions of free and rational agency 

                                                      
with the aim of identifying religion’s “purely rational” core. For introductory discussions of Kant’s impact on modern 

theology, see Schaeffler (1999: 25 ff.) or Dorrien (2012, passim).  Regarding the similarities between Kant’s 

philosophy of religion and Bultmann’s ideas, see the remarks of Westphal (1997: 114) or Hübner (1999: 796). 

 

45 For detailed studies of Kant’s Christology, see Sala (1992), Kuehn (2014) or Pasternack (2014: 133-160). 
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(Henrich 2003: 91-95). In this way, philosophical theology gave a new lease of life to those strands 

of Christian thought which had less to say about a transcendent savior and more about a future 

kingdom of God on earth. One vision of salvation on which modernist theologians and idealist 

philosophers could agree on was that of “a final reconciliation between the human community and 

God, which dissolves the difference between God, the creator, and humans, the believers, by way 

of the advance of the Holy Spirit in the community.” (Henrich 2003: 113). This vision assumed its 

most theoretically mature form in the works of Kant’s greatest critical continuator, G.W. F. Hegel.  

 

As argued by Habermas (1987: 16-17), Hegel tried to capture the phenomenon of modernity by 

identifying it with the so-called “principle of subjectivity”. 46   In this particular usage, the concept 

of subjectivity connotes an attitude that in many ways corresponds to modern “self-understanding” 

as defined by Bultmann – individualism, the right to criticism, autonomy of action and post-

Kantian philosophical perspective.  Moreover, Hegel’s analyses of modern subjectivity already 

touched on the process that paved the ground for the call to demythologization: namely, the conflict 

between modern ways of thinking and religious traditions. Commenting on theological 

developments spurred by the rise of Protestantism, Hegel remarked:  

 
The independent authority of Subjectivity was maintained against belief founded on authority, and the 

                                                      
46  The use of the term “subject” in a context that connotes autonomous individual, locus of rationality and self-

determining agent dates back to Immanuel Kant (who was inspired by the earlier ideas of Rene Descartes or A.G. 

Baumgarten) (Balibar, 2014:1080-83). The term “subjectivity” (Subjektivität) gained considerable currency among 

contemporaneous German authors. Initially it was used in a rather pejorative sense by critics of Kant and the post-

Kantian thought of Fichte, Jacobi or Schelling (Huppenbauer, 1996: 17-18). Hegel drew on this critical approach in 

what may well be the first systematic study of “subjectivity” in the Glauben und Wissen (Faith and Knowledge), his 

early work published in 1802. In his more mature writings Hegel critically developed the notion of subjectivity, 

emphasizing on its universal, or “intersubjective” dimension (Inwood 1992: 280-83, Bykova 2009).  
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Laws of Nature were recognized as the only bond connecting phenomena with phenomena. Thus all 

miracles were disallowed: for Nature is a system of known and recognized Laws; Man is at home in it, 

and that only passes for truth in which he finds himself at home; he is free through the acquaintance he 

has gained with Nature. (PH: 440). 

 

Whereas Hegel was well aware that tensions of this kind already began to form in deep antiquity, 

he emphasized that modern disbelief in “mighty alien powers” proceeded in a much more dynamic 

and radical way. In “Phenomenology of the Spirit”, Hegel characterized modern age as the arena 

of conflict between forces of “Enlightenment” and “superstition”, representing “pure insight” of 

rational thought on the one hand, and unexamined “faith” on the other. In the course of this 

confrontation, proponents of Enlightenment stripped traditional religious beliefs from their 

authority by exposing them as projections and fabrications of human minds. 47  This iconoclastic 

drive of Enlightenment appeared to leave religious people with an unenviable alternative between 

dogmatic faith and nihilist skepticism. Hegel believed that this new situation called for a new 

strategy for interpreting religious texts – a strategy that would incorporate the critical mindset of 

modern people without, however, reducing referents of religious language to figments of 

                                                      
47 See e.g. PS 321 ff. The complex dialectical structure of the “struggle” between Enlightenment and Faith, or between 

Enlightenment and Superstition, described in the Phenomenology of the Spirit cannot be treated here (for details, see 

e.g. Stolzenberg [2009]). In the more contemporary literature, Enlightenment thought has sometimes been described 

as pursuant on the ancient idea of demythologization, understood as “debunking” mythical stories by revealing their 

man-made character. For example, in his commentary on Kant’s “Critique of Pure Reason”, Adorno explains that 

demythologization aims to “demonstrate the presence of anthropomorphism”, where anthropomorphism is defined as 

“(…) a practice in which objectivity, existence and absolute dignity have been ascribed to a whole series of assertions, 

doctrines, concepts and ideas of whatever kind, which in reality can be reduced to the products of human beings” 

(Adorno 2001: 65). In the work of Adorno and Horkheimer (1989: 16), demythologization, in the aforementioned 

sense of “dissolution of myths”, follows “disenchantment” as the defining feature of Western modernity. For a similar 

usage of the term “demythologization”, see e.g. Wartofsky (1977: 197, 252). 
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individual subjectivity. In contemporary literature this new exegetical method has often been 

termed as “demythologization”, in retrospective reference to Bultmann. 48  Hegel proposed to 

interpret religious symbols, narratives and images as accessible figurative “representations” 

(Vorstellungen) of truths revealed by his own philosophy in the form of rational concepts. 49 This 

implied that mythical stories, while not necessarily believable when taken literally, could be 

vindicated by revealing their symbolic meanings to which modern people could relate freely and 

willingly. 50 In the light of Hegel’s system, these symbolic meanings must refer to the “divine 

productive process in humanity” (LPR 1:130) through which the “infinite” and “absolute” Spirit 

gradually attains complete self-consciousness in the thoughts and deeds of the human community. 

The story of Jesus’ death and resurrection describes the moment in which this infinite Spirit 

recognizes its unity with particular human subjectivity and begins to animate the human 

                                                      
48 According to Thomas A. Lewis (2008: 207), Bultmann’s demythologizing may be perceived as critical continuation 

of Hegel’s strategy of reading the Bible – “removing the speculative kernel from the allegorical, metaphorical, 

imagistic – broadly mythological – husk of representations” (Lewis 2008: 204). Hodgson (2005: 99) following 

O’Regan (1994: 334), regards Hegel’s ‘speculative re-description or transformation” of Christian narrative as a project 

of “friendly demythologisation”. The adjective “friendly” underscores the fact that this method preserved Christian 

“theological referent”, at the same time “subverting the hostile demythologisations” (subjectivist, materialist, atheist) 

that were already under way in his time”.  (For critique of this view, see [Lewis 2011: 164-165]). On the other hand, 

Fackenheim (1970: 161) sees Hegel’s “transfiguration” of religion into philosophy as a project directly opposed to 

“demythologization”, which he understands (against Bultmann) as a kind of interpretation which “destroys myth and 

symbol”. 

 

49 For various explanations of the complex relation between “representations” and concepts in Hegel’s philosophy, 

see e.g. Fackenheim (1970: 154-55), Inwood (1992: 257-58), Rocker (1994), Hodgson (1995: 111-115), Lewis (2011: 

150 ff.)  

 

50  Hegel believed that mythical narratives about divine actions can be rewritten as syllogisms that demonstrate 

development of a logical idea (Hodgson 2005: 99, 275).   
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community as the “unifying and liberating” power of divine love. Its continuing spiritual presence 

works towards the emergence of a “renewed, transfigured, communal subjectivity” or, in fact, 

“inter-subjectivity” (Hodgson, 1985: 106) representing the free and just Kingdom of God on earth. 

  

It is far beyond the scope of the present work to discuss how the ideas of Kant or Hegel influenced 

modern interpretations of Christian doctrine. What needs to be pointed out in terms of the present 

project is the ambiguous status of German idealism in the project of modernizing Christian 

doctrine. As mentioned above, traditional Christian theology generally insisted on reading the 

Gospels as descriptions of real events, whose veracity could not be questioned without 

undermining the very idea of salvation. These events culminated in the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 

depicted as a real person whose sacrifice liberated mankind from the bonds of evil and sin. Starting 

from such premises, Christian orthodoxy had few internal resources to accommodate the mindset 

defined by modern subjectivity, which repudiated beliefs founded solely on authority, denied 

supernatural interventions in nature and history, and pronounced humans as free agents capable of 

improving their own plight.  Philosophers associated with German idealism provided the first 

systematic clues as to how to read the New Testament in a way that would accommodate this new 

perspective without relegating scripture to the position of mere myth. Nonetheless, their solutions 

could work only at the cost of modifying the orthodox Christian view of salvation in almost every 

important respect.  

 

The solution suggested by Kant was to venerate Jesus not as someone who performed the salvific 

act, but rather as an embodiment of impersonal and universal truths that could be justified 

rationally or morally. The “demythologizing” approach, pioneered by Hegel, was to reinterpret the 

story in a symbolic way acceptable to modern people. What it practically meant was that the story’s 
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“true meaning” could no longer be sought in the description of a supernatural event that occurred 

in the empirical world at a certain historical moment. Neither could it be sought in the testimony 

or promise of divine intervention. The pattern of demythologizing suggested by German idealism 

was therefore to “subjectivize” (Berger 1969: 166-67) the very idea of salvation. In the basic sense, 

subjectivization entailed the claim that the religious significance of the Gospels does not lie in 

their objective content, but rather within human subjectivity – in the domain of individual religious 

experience or, in the case of Hegel, in the intersubjective “faith of community”. In the more radical 

sense, it entailed rewriting Christian salvation narrative as a symbolic description of humanity’s 

own quest towards self-determination and self-awareness. It did not take long for Hegel’s “left-

wing” commentators, most notably Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872), 51  to draw the conclusion that 

the figure of a personal savior is nothing else than an “objectification” (or “projection”) 52  of the 

qualities originally present in human nature. On Feuerbach’s reading, the New Testament Christ is 

a projection of humanity’s most lofty feelings – capability for love, mercy and compassion towards 

others – that became unconsciously alienated from the human self (Feuerbach 1854: 49 ff.). 

Needless to say, in this model the ideal community of the future is brought about solely by 

mankind’s own efforts – by turning “friends of God into friends of Man, believers into thinkers, 

devotees of prayer into devotees of work, candidates for the hereafter into students of this world 

                                                      
51 Some authors have argued that Feuerbach merely reemphasized atheistic implications already present in some of 

Hegel’s writings (Wartofsky 1977: 210-11, 444 n. 12).  

 

52 As pointed out by Harvey (2005: 32) the term which in English translations of Feuerbach has been rendered as 

“projecting” or “projection” in the original German text referred to the Hegelian concept of “objectifying” 

(vergegenständlichen). It should be noted that this term is essentially synonymous with “objectifying” (objektivieren) 

described by Bultmann as the cardinal feature of mythological thinking (for Hegel’s usage of these terms, see Inwood 

1992: 203). 
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(…)” (Feuerbach 1967: 283; Harvey 1995: 228). In this way, attempts at demythologizing 

Christianity inadvertently inspired new strategies of “demystifying” religion as an expression of 

false consciousness from which man must be ultimately liberated. 53 

 

As can be seen, Bultmann’s project has to be contextualized against the backdrop of an earlier 

wave of demythologization, whose proponents were heavily inspired by modern philosophy on the 

subject. The common denominator between “previous attempts” at demythologizing and 

Bultmann’s own project is the conviction that modern Christians need to rely on secular 

philosophy to interpret their scripture properly (1991: 310) and that theology has to reckon with 

the post-Kantian critiques of religious orthodoxy. This entailed recognizing that scientific and 

historical knowledge do not represent reality as such, but rather its “conceptualizations” construed 

according to the laws of human reason; 54 that God cannot be known objectively, in the same way 

as objects of science or metaphysics, but only mediated through subjective experience; 55 and that 

salvation is a matter of subjective spiritual history (Geschichte) rather than objective history of 

                                                      
53 According to Paul Ricoeur, this new strategy of “demystification” was further developed by the trio of “masters of 

suspicion” consisting of Marx, Nietzsche and Freud (Ricoeur 1978: 216-18). On Ricoeur’s reading, demystification 

is directly opposed to Bultmann’s demythologization, which internalizes the critique of literal readings, so as to 

preserve their significance (“smashes the idols” so as to “let the symbols speak”).See also Ricoeur (1974: 394) and 

Schaeffler (1999: 11-14). 

 

54 For discussions of Neo-Kantian motifs in Bultmann’s theology, see Johnson (1974: 78-87) or Thiselton (1980: 205-

226). 

 

55 Inspired by his teacher Wilhelm Herrmann (1846-1922), a theologian conversant with neo-Kantian philosophy, 

Bultmann argued that “we cannot speak of what God is in himself but only of what he is doing to us and with us” 

(1991: 319-20). 
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events (Historie). 56 However, in at least one important sense, the “existentialist interpretation” 

proposed by Bultmann as method of demythologizing constituted a clear break with the “previous 

attempts” discussed above. 

 

2.6 Demythologization as a search for the “right philosophy”  

 

In one of the relatively less known definitions of demythologizing, Bultmann describes this 

procedure as his search for the “right philosophy”. What makes philosophy “right” is its potential 

to provide modern people with the “guiding principle” for reading the New Testament according 

to its original intent (Bultmann 1991: 311). Thanks to such guiding principle, modern readers can 

grasp what the New Testament authors meant to say when they described salvation the way they 

did – namely, as a divine Savior’s act of love and grace. In this respect, demythologization involves 

selection between competing philosophical perspectives, and a move away from the legacy of 

German idealism. 57 For example, Bultmann strongly rejects the post-Kantian tendency to portray 

Jesus as a teacher of ethical truths and a role model of moral progress (1960: 24-25, 1961: 13-14). 

He also dismisses summarily the idea that the Gospels might be interpreted through the lens of the 

Hegelian philosophy of the Spirit (Geist). Just as the cosmic reason, or logos, of ancient 

philosophers “the Spirit” refers to an internal and impersonal principle that does not transcend 

human subjectivity, whether individual or collective (Bultmann 1991: 306). For similar reasons, 

                                                      
56 On Bultmann’s view of history, see McGrath (1997: 372-374) or (2005: 170-172). 

 

57 In the New Testament and Mythology, Bultmann appears to reject the solutions provided by liberal theologians on 

the grounds of their flawed methodology – their tendency to “eliminate” the myth rather than reinterpret it in its 

entirety (1961: 12). However, from the larger context of his works it appears that the real point of contention was the 

way in which earlier modernist theology approached the concept of salvation. 
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Bultmann disagrees with the tendency to preach a “social gospel” about this-worldly Kingdom of 

God (1991: 292-93) and disassociates himself in no uncertain terms from what he calls “shades 

of … Feuerbach” in contemporaneous theology (1991: 319). In sum, it appears that “existential 

reinterpretation” was proposed as an alternative to those modern transformations of Christianity 

which remade the New Testament Christ – the redeemer of the finite and fallen humankind – into 

a symbol of perfected humanity.  

 

In the light of the above, the purpose of finding the “right philosophy” is to undertake a 

philosophical reconstruction of the understanding of subjectivity that was originally presupposed 

by Biblical authors. In the original project of demythologization this role is assigned to 

“existentialist analysis” couched in terms of Heidegger’s philosophy. However, as noted by 

Johnson (1974: 251 ff.), in Bultmann’s usage Heideggerian categories are redefined and employed 

in the service of Lutheran theology, especially its elevation of “faith” over human “works” and its 

strong condemnation of human pretense to self-sufficiency. It is in light of these theological 

principles, and not the other way round, that Bultmann interprets Heidegger’s dichotomy between 

“authentic and inauthentic” existence and other categories of modern secular philosophy. When he 

condemns “objectifying thinking” about transcendent or super-human entities, what he means is 

not only, and not even primarily, some kind of epistemological or cognitive error. In Bultmann’s 

intended usage, “objectification” is as an act of asserting the mastery of the human intellect over a 

world that consists of its objects. It denotes the deep-seated tendency to seek absolute security in 

human constructs and the world known and controlled by men. In this sense, “objectification” 

corresponds to theological concept of sin, understood as the attitude in which life and world are 
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treated as if they were completely at human disposal (Johnson 1974: 251-252). 58 

 

Consequently, the most fundamental opposition that underlies the enterprise of demythologizing 

is not the opposition between pre-modern and modern worldview, or between “subjectivist” and 

“objectified” readings of the myth. Rather, it is the dichotomy between the two existential 

dispositions (Haltung) which a man can take against the world. The first one is to seek confidence 

and security in the world of objects – all kinds of beliefs, institutions, objects, etc. by the means of 

which humans attempt to bring the world under their control. The other one is to recognize the 

fundamental insufficiency and precariousness of finite human existence, and put all one’s trust 

instead in the transcendent power in which one’s own world is grounded. In keeping with the 

theological tradition dating back to anti-Gnostic polemics described earlier, Bultmann believed 

that only the latter disposition allowed grasping the “intent” behind the seemingly mythical story 

about the death and resurrection of Christ. However, for a modern man, this disposition needs to 

be intimated in a way that removes obstacles generated by post-Enlightenment skepticism and 

rationalism and allows understanding the New Testament narrative in its proper and original sense, 

namely as an existential “call to decision”. 59    This, in essence, is the ultimate purpose of 

                                                      
58 A similar observation concerning theological basis of Bultmann’s project was made by Paul Ricoeur (1974: 393): 

So it is the preacher who gives the definition of myth as a work wherein man determines God instead of receiving from 

God his justification. The preacher here turns against the mythmaker, against the man of science, and against the 

philosopher himself.  

 

59  This point was made clear by Bultmann in his polemics with the philosopher Karl Jaspers: “The purpose of 

demythologization is not to make religion more acceptable to modern man by trimming the traditional Biblical texts, 

but to make clearer to modern man what the Christian faith is. He must be confronted with the issue of decision, be 

provoked to decision by the fact that the stumbling block to faith, the skándalon [Jesus’ death on the Cross - J.Z.]  is 

peculiarly disturbing to man in general, not only to modern man (modern man being only one species of man). 

Therefore my attempt to demythologize begins, true enough, by clearing away false stumbling blocks created for 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

55 
 

demythologizing in the sense preferred by Bultmann, who spoke of his method as “the radical 

application of the doctrine of justification by faith to the realm of knowledge and thought” 

(Bultmann 1991: 327).  

 

2.7 Conclusion  

 

The foregoing discussion has provided only a general and incomplete sketch of Bultmann’s idea 

of demythologizing. Nonetheless, even this superficial sketch allows us to conclude that the 

original project of demythologization addressed different concerns. In the most general sense, 

demythologization is an attempt to interpret a mythical story critically in order to save it from 

being “debunked” as a mere myth. Such a critical reinterpretation decodes a narrative about divine 

or supra-human beings as having a deeper significance, which can be justified against the standard 

of rationality assumed by myths’ detractors. In its more narrow sense, demythologization is a 

response to the specific dilemma faced by Christians in the post-Enlightenment West. It is an 

attempt at articulating the modern meaning of the salvation narrative described in the New 

Testament. At this level, the central problem which demythologizing needs to address is the 

collapse of the orthodox interpretation of salvation – as an objective event of cosmic significance 

and as an act of a divine savior. This context distinguishes demythologization from the ancient 

tradition of allegorical interpretations. In the usage particular to Bultmann, demythologization is a 

method of reading the Bible, and perhaps mythical accounts in general, through the lens of 

“existentialist interpretation”. Whereas such an interpretation disproves naïve objectivism of literal 

                                                      
modern man by the fact that his worldview is determined by science” (Jaspers and Bultmann 2005 : 64-65). 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

56 
 

belief, its major objective is not to “modernize” or “subjectivize” the myth at all costs. Rather, it 

aims to articulate a specific “existential disposition”, or “self-understanding”, which allows 

modern readers to grasp the original intent behind the salvation story. In this regard, it involves 

critical response to “previous attempts at demythologizing”, which tended to reduce the role of a 

personal savior to that of a teacher of impersonal truths or of a symbol of human achievement. 

 

Which of the aforementioned concerns, or meanings of demythologization, are relevant to the case 

of Pure Land Buddhism, is a question that cannot be answered a priori. It should be noted that all 

definitions of demythologizing are based on concepts that appear to have universal scope, but 

whose genealogy is inextricably linked with the history of Western philosophy and Christian 

theology. It is so in the case of even most basic categories such as “myth” and “reason” or “religion 

and “philosophy”, whose application outside of Western context is known to be a contentious issue. 

It is even more so in the case of theological responses to modern subjectivity, inspired by German 

idealism. Thinkers such as Kant, Hegel and Feuerbach made in general little effort to distinguish 

between “religion” per se and the particular case of Christian dogma. Hence, their analysis of the 

conflict between modernity and orthodoxy are, for all practical purposes, theorizations of Christian 

experience with Enlightenment secularism. Finally, Bultmann’s typology of “existential 

dispositions”, although clearly intended as a universal analysis of human existence, overlaps with 

the theological distinction between “faith” and “works”. As can be seen, the concept of 

demythologization cannot be universalized or projected outside of Christian context in a way that 

would be completely uncontroversial. In each case, such a projection involves tackling a more 

general problem – which, if any, among the concerns of modern Biblical exegetes such as 

Bultmann can be considered as parallel or analogous to the concerns of Buddhist hermeneutics in 
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modern East Asia? With these observations in mind, it is now time to see how Buddhist thinkers 

approached this very problem.   
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Chapter 3   

 

Consciousness-only Hermeneutics as Demythologization of Pure Land Buddhism – The 

Japanese Perspective 

 

3.1 Introductory remarks  

 

In proportions to the vast body of literature devoted to Bultmann’s idea demythologizing, few 

studies have attempted to the trace repercussions of this idea outside of the Christian world. For 

this reason, mainstream scholarship does not provide many clues as to whether, and to what extent, 

the idea is relevant to non-Christian traditions of interpreting sacred scriptures. Probably the most 

sustained treatment of this problem can be found in the relatively little known writings of Japanese 

Buddhists. The following discussion will focus on three related claims which can be deduced from 

their works. Firstly, that the problem of mythical character of the Gospels finds its parallel in 

Buddhist tradition, particularly in canonical accounts related to Pure Land Buddhism. Secondly, 

that contemporary Buddhists can overcome this problem without recourse to secular philosophy, 

but solely on the basis of their own hermeneutical tradition. Thirdly, that the element of this 

tradition which is most appropriate to this task is the philosophical standpoint of Yogācāra, or 

Consciousness-only.  

 

All these claims crystallized no earlier than in the 1960s, when the scholars of shūgaku, Japanese 

Buddhist “theology”, began to reference Bultmann’s work in their essays. However, this encounter 

was preceded by several decades of rather intensive controversies surrounding mythical elements 
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of Pure Land scripture and doctrine. As the following discussion will attempt to show, Buddhist 

responses to this problem were at least partly guided by the same force which Bultmann saw behind 

“previous attempts at demythologization” in the Christian world – namely, modern philosophy of 

religion which traced its roots to German idealism. The history of “previous attempts” at 

demythologizing Japanese Pure Land doctrine provides the necessary background to understand 

how Japanese authors related this idea to Consciousness-only hermeneutics. This understanding, 

in turn, helps to bring out the theoretical significance of Chinese sources to be discussed in 

subsequent chapters.   

 

3.2 Does Buddhism require demythologizing?  

 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the origins of Bultmann’s demythologization can be traced 

to philosophical reinterpretations of Christianity, which aimed to reconcile its dogmas with modern 

patterns of thought. In the Buddhist context, the problem of “mythical” character of traditional 

preaching arose in an even more complex setting. This setting was defined by the intellectual scene 

of Japan in the middle of Meiji period, corresponding to the last decades of the 19th century. At 

that time Japanese Buddhists felt threatened by two different forms of “Western impact” – the 

introduction of secular science on the one hand, and the activities of Christian missionaries on the 

other. This unprecedented challenge prompted Inoue Enryō (井上円了, 1858-1918), one of the 

very first Buddhists trained in contemporary Western philosophy, to assume the role of modern 

apologist for his faith. In order to demonstrate the continuing relevance of Buddhism for 

contemporary Japan, Inoue attempted to prove its superiority over both nihilistic secularism and 

“other-worldly” Christian dogma. In the process, he presented Buddhist teachings in a completely 
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new light, in which they began to resemble the Hegelian ideal of “philosophical religion”. 60 

 

An important basis for these claims was Inoue’s peculiar interpretation of the ancient distinction 

between the two “Gates” or methods: the so-called Gate of Holy Path (shōdōmon 聖道門) and the 

Gate of the Pure Land (jōdomon淨土門). In the exegetical tradition of his parent church, Ōtani 

(大谷 or Higashi Honganji東本願寺) denomination of jōdo shinshū school, this distinction had 

usually been understood as referring to the two mutually exclusive categories of Buddhist 

teachings. 61 The category of the Gate of Holy Path included doctrines and practices that stipulated 

relying on one’s own effort (“self-power”, jiriki 自力) to pursue self-cultivation in this very world. 

Conversely, the Gate of the Pure Land grouped teachings that counseled trust in “Other-power” 

(tariki 他力), or more precisely, the power of the vows of Buddha called Amitābha. In his early 

writings Inoue explicated the distinction between the two Gates in a manner that was fairly 

different from their established senses. Namely, he relabeled the Gate of Holy Path as the 

counterpart of Western philosophy (tetsugaku哲學). 62 Inoue understood “philosophy” (a freshly 

                                                      
60 It needs to be remembered that such claims conveyed a clear political message. Inoue believed that Buddhism, 

which combines lofty philosophical insights with popular emotional appeal of a religion, has much to contribute to 

the emerging modern Japanese nation-state (Sueki 2004: 57-60). 

 

61 Traditional understanding of this classification current among priests of Inoue’s denomination can be gauged, for 

example, from Kōgatsu-in Jinrei’s (香月院深励 1749-1817) commentary on Hōnen’s Senchaku hongan nenbutsu shū 

(選択本願念仏集) (1976: 57-9). 

 

62  Whether, and how, Buddhist tradition can be related to the Western concept of philosophy was one of the major 

issues discussed by Buddhist modernists of Meiji period (Toda 2014). 
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coined Japanese neologism) as rational inquiry into metaphysical “principle” (ri 理) underlying 

the manifold of perceived phenomena. He defined this ultimate subject matter of philosophy in 

Buddhist terms, as the so-called “Suchness” or “Thusness” (shinnyo 真如). This terminology 

referenced distinctly Sinitic tradition of Buddhist thought,  based on the influential 6th century 

treatise The Mahāyāna Awakening of Faith (Dacheng qixin lun or Daijō kishin ron大乘起信論) 

(traditionally attributed to the half-legendary Indian sage Aśvaghoṣa), as well as major scholastic 

traditions of China and Japan – Tiantai (Tendai 天臺) and Huayan (Kegon 華驗). In Inoue’s 

understanding, Suchness is the Absolute Reality that precedes, transcends and unites within itself 

all polarities and dualities discussed by either Buddhist or Western philosophers. Whereas this 

understanding implies that Suchness is above the cardinal opposition between spirit and matter, 

Inoue tended to associate Buddhism with the broadly conceived idealist standpoint. 63  On his 

account, just as Hegel’s pan-logical system was the consummation of German idealist philosophy 

stemming from Kant, Sinitic theories of Suchness perfected earlier forms of Buddhist idealism, 

such as Yogācāra or Consciousness-only thought. In either case, progress of philosophical inquiry 

culminated in one and the same fundamental insight – namely, that multiple objects perceived by 

consciousness are ultimately not separate from the one Absolute reality in which they are 

uniformly grounded. 64  

                                                      
63 In a 1898 work called Hayuibutsuron (破唯物論) (Refutation of Materialism), Inoue described his own standpoint 

as that of “New Idealism” (literally “the new theory of Mind-only” [shin yuishinron 新唯心論]). In contrast with 

scientific materialism, this “New Idealism” reduced the activity (seiryoku katsudō  勢力活動) animating the universe 

to consciousness rather than matter (Funayama 1999: 130).  

 

64 On Hegelian motifs in Inoue’s exposition of Buddhist philosophy, see Sueki (2004: 49-52) and Takemura (2013: 

10-15). On the differences between philosophical methods and standpoints of Inoue and Hegel, see Funayama (1999: 

469-472).  
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Conversely, Inoue rebranded the Gate of the Pure Land as the counterpart of religion (shūkyō 宗

教), using yet another neologism introduced to Japanese language in the beginnings of Meiji era. 

In Inoue’s description, this second gate differs from philosophy not in terms of its content, but only 

in the manner in which this content is conveyed. Whereas philosophy consists in intellectual 

inquiry into the abstract principle, religion emphasizes faith and practice. As such, it appeals to 

emotions or feelings (jōkan 情感)  rather than intellectual faculties (chiryoku 知力) (IES 3. 250 

ff.). While it speaks of personal Buddhas such as Amitābha, these are understood to be provisional 

designations of the infinite and impersonal Suchness. In the ultimate sense, Buddhas and 

bodhisattvas are “equal and no different” to the cognizing subject (IES 4. 351-2, 356-364). 

According to Inoue, this insight into the non-duality between the finite and infinite, or the 

subjective and objective elements of religious relation renders Buddhist religion far superior in 

comparison to Christian theism. 65 

 

Inoue was aware that most followers of the actual Gate of the Pure Land were expected to believe 

in Amitābha as a personal savior-figure, who existed independently from their consciousness, 

somewhat in the manner of the Christian God. He regarded this discrepancy as one of the targets 

                                                      
 

65  Inoue relentlessly criticized traditional Christian notion of God (understood as an entity independent from either 

mind or matter) as philosophically naïve and erroneous. Inoue’s refutation of Christianity, which serves as 

prolegomena to his philosophical interpretation of Buddhism, was developed in his two seminal works: The Golden 

Standard of Truth (Shinri kinshin 真理金針) (1886) and the Treatise on Reviving Buddhism (Bukkyō katsu ron 仏教

活論) (1887) (IES 3-4). See also the studies of Kasahara (1989), Schrimpf (1999) or Serikawa (2007: 265-283). 

Funayama’s (1999: 256-58) brief comparison with Feuerbach is particularly instructive.  
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of his planned “reformation” (kakushin 革新) of Buddhism. Inoue distinguished between two 

senses of the word “reformation”; in the first sense, reformation entailed adjusting religious creed 

to secular scientific worldview; in the second sense, it amounted to adapting religious preaching 

to the changed social and cultural circumstances. On his view, Japanese Buddhism, being a religion 

inherently based on rational principles, required only reformation of the latter kind (IES 4: 446-

47). At the same time, the language in which Inoue discussed reformation of Buddhism was heavily 

tinged with Western concepts, many of which were borrowed from the vocabulary of German 

Idealism. In his works traditional Buddhist categories are often sidelined in favor of distinctions 

such as “faith” versus “reason”, “finite” versus “Infinite”, “relative” versus “Absolute” and, 

perhaps most importantly, “subjectivity” versus “objectivity”. 66  In a move reminiscent of 

Hegelian interpretations of Christianity, Inoue maintained that philosophical examination of 

religious belief entails doing away with the “objectified” notions of an external deity or savior:  

As far as the Gate of Scholarship is concerned, there is a difference between the dualism of mind and 

matter in Hināyāna Buddhism, and the idealistic monism of Māhāyāna Buddhism. Yet, in the final 

analysis it has been established that both Hināyāna and Māhāyana represent subjectivism. Granted, the 

Pure Land teachings and the like appear to posit the objective existence of Buddha Amitābha and the 

Pure Land. However, in reality, that object is established on the basis of the Subject, and it can also be 

subsumed under subjectivism.  67 

                                                      
 

66 For example, he urged modern Buddhists to “turn away the delusions and uncover enlightenment” (tenmei kaigo轉

迷開悟) by rectifying their beliefs in the light of intellectual contemplation of the Absolute. In Inoue’s parlance, “to 

turn away the delusions” means to abandon “superstitious” attachments to finite representations of the Absolute, while 

“uncovering enlightenment” amounts to embracing its infinite dimensions through the philosophically examined “true 

belief” (Josephson 2006: 159-160).  

 

67  「学門にては小乗は物心二元論、大乗は唯心一元論の別あるも、これを推究するに大小両乗を通じて

主観論なることを述べたり。浄土教のごときは阿弥陀仏および極楽の客観的実在を立つるがごときも、

その実主観の基礎の上に建てたる客観なれば、やはり主観論の中に入れて可なり」(IES 4: 482)  
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By putting Japanese Buddhism in conversation with contemporary philosophy of religion, Inoue 

related this tradition to those strands of Western thought which formed the historical and theoretical 

backdrop of Bultmann’s project. Not unlike modernist Protestant theologians, Inoue believed that 

recent philosophical and scientific developments had by and large discredited those religious 

traditions which counseled reliance on transcendent personified agents. At the same time, in 

contrast to atheist secularists, he believed that such ideas can still be invested with a profound 

meaning that is relevant to modern people, if only they are rationalized in a way that demonstrates 

their relation to human subjectivity. What is significant about Inoue’s approach is that he regarded 

such a “subjectivist turn” as something internal to Buddhist tradition. He reminded his readers that 

Indian and Sinitic Mahāyāna thought had always been intended as a form of “subjectivism” 

(shukanron 主觀論) and nothing that goes against this principle could be properly regarded as 

Buddhist. (IES 4: 262 ff., 419, 448-49). 

 

Inoue’s interpretation of Buddhism as a quasi-Hegelian religion of rationality (and activism) 

became obsolete already during his lifetime. The next generation of Japanese thinkers, such as 

Nishida Kitarō (西田 幾多郎, 1870-1945) and Kiyozawa Manshi, preferred to define religion as 

an affair of ineffable spiritual experience, rather than abstract philosophizing or social praxis 

(Sueki 2000: 67). However, Inoue’s approach to the issue of Buddhist subjectivity proved 

remarkably resilient. Its echoes can be discerned, for example, in the works of post-war 

philosophers associated with the so-called “Kyōto school” (Kyōto gakuha京都学派). Celebrated 
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thinkers associated with this tradition, such as Hisamatsu Shin’ichi (久松真一, 1889-1980) or Abe 

Masao (阿部正雄, 1915-2006), sought modern significance of Buddhism in its purported original 

emphasis on subjectivity. For Hisamatsu or Abe, this emphasis found its fullest expression in the 

practice of Zen (Chan 禪). 68 On their reading, Zen provides the ultimate hermeneutical standpoint 

which allows every individual to critically reexamine the entire doctrinal heritage of Buddhism. 

The standard of evaluation in this case is the primordial “self-Nature” or “Original Nature” of 

every man, identical with the so-called Buddha-Nature. As explained by Abe, the term “Buddha” 

ultimately stands for nothing else than the impersonal Dharma, or the “original way of being” (Abe 

1976: 245-246). Consequently, reinterpreting Buddhism from the standpoint of Zen disqualifies 

those traditions which endorse literal readings of the scriptures and tend to objectify Buddha as 

someone Other. This includes naïve forms of Pure Land faith, which portray Amitābha as celestial 

sambhogakāya, the “blissful body” of a super-human being. According to Abe, “for Zen and for 

original Buddhism, there is no Buddha apart from one’s own Self-Awakening” (Abe 1976: 249).  

 

The model of modernized Buddhism promoted by Kyōto philosophers certainly differed from the 

ideas of Inoue Enryō in several important respects. What remained uncontested was Inoue’s basic 

claim that “subjectivist” interpretation of mythology had always been a part and parcel of Buddhist 

tradition. It is, in essence, this very claim that appears as “Buddhist voice in the demythologizing 

                                                      
68 Following Hisamatsu, Abe (1976) locates Zen at the pinnacle of the long-standing tradition of kyōsō hanshaku (教

相判釋 ) (panjiao 判教 in Chinese) – the elaborate hermeneutical system of classifying and evaluating scriptures and 

doctrines devised by Buddhist scholiasts of ancient China. Abe explained this concept to his Western readers as 

“critical and creative founding of a new Buddhist system on the basis of what was believed to be true Buddhism” (Abe 

1976: 241). 
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debate” in the essays of Nishitani Keiji (西谷啓治, 1900-1990), a major figure of the Kyōto school. 

Nishitani, who took keen interest in the original theological controversy surrounding Bultmann’s 

work, 69 maintained that the problem of Entmythologisierung was not of real concern to his own 

tradition. Whereas Christians have to struggle to reconcile their dualistic and anthropomorphic 

vision of God with modern humanism and science, “in the religiosity of Zen Buddhism 

demythologization of the mythical and existentialization of the scientific are contained in one and 

the same process” (quoted in: Buri 1997: 173). 70  It is worthy of notice that Nishitani’s stance was 

effectively supported by numerous Western accounts of Buddhism, including many of those that 

were current in Bultmann’s lifetime. In the 20th century West, Buddhism was frequently 

represented as a unique form of religion that not only resisted the “disenchantment” of secular 

modernity, but also advanced its own method of demystifying gods and buddhas as projections of 

the human mind. 71 In more recent scholarship this image of Buddhism as a “self-demythologizing” 

religion has, however, become a target of rebuttals. A good case in point is David McMahan’s 

                                                      
69 As early as in 1960 Nishitani published a well-informed essay on demythologization written in German (see Buri 

1982: 193 and 1997: 169 for bibliographical details). See also Nishitani (1955) and Nishitani (1991). 

 

70 For a critical discussion of Nishitani’s idea of demythologizing, see Buri (1997: 173-74 and 184-190). 

  

71 Among proponents of this view one can find  Karl Gustav Jung, whose understanding of Buddhism was to certain 

extent shaped by the Japanese thinkers associated with Kyōto school – Suzuki Daisetsu (鈴木大拙, 1894-1966) and 

Hisamatsu Shin’ichi. Jung believed that Buddhist tradition came close to unraveling his own idea of “collective 

unconscious”, a concept which he identified variously with “Dharma-body of the Buddha” (Dharmakāya) (McMahan 

2008: 56) or storehouse-consciousness (ālaya-vijñāna) (Fujiyoshi 1972b: 249-250). Another examples can be found 

in the works of Dutch psychologists of religion such as Simon Vestdijk or Fokke Sierksma. In their studies, published 

in the 1940s and 1950s, Buddhism is contrasted with theistic religions as a form of spirituality where “myths” are 

“seen through” as projections and “objectifications” and eventually discarded in favor of a superior insight (Harvey 

1986: 253-258).  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

67 
 

study on Buddhist modernism (2008). The author duly acknowledges the long-standing “interest 

in mind” and sophisticated hermeneutics developed by ancient Buddhist traditions such as 

Yogācāra. Nevertheless, he maintains that truly “subjectivist” interpretations of Buddhist 

cosmology emerged only recently, and only in response to the impact of modern Western ideas. 

On his account, Buddhist tradition was not spared confrontation with those challenges of 

modernity that prompted Bultmann to come up with his project of demythologizing. Consequently, 

current interpretations of Buddhist scriptures in terms of psychological processes are nothing else 

but results of “implicit” demythologization – understood as simultaneous “modernization” and 

“subjectivization” of beliefs whose objective veracity had hitherto gone uncontested (McMahan 

2008: 44-56). 72 

 

In the light of what has been said so far, three observations can be made. Firstly, it appears that 

authors who related the idea of demythologizing to the situation of contemporary Buddhists 

understood this term in a relatively broad sense. For Nishitani Keiji, just as for David McMahan, 

Bultmann’s demythologization is first and foremost an attempt to reconnect religious tradition with 

modern patterns of thought. Its main target is the orthodox literal belief in some transcendent or 

supra-human personal agent of salvation. As argued in the previous chapter, while such concerns 

are undoubtedly present in Bultmann’s project, they do not exhaust his own understanding of 

demythologization. It may even be argued that Bultmann’s “existentialist interpretation” was 

                                                      
72 McMahan’s usage of the term “demythologization” follows Berger’s (1969: 166) interpretation of Bultmann and 

Bechert’s (1994: 255) discussion of Buddhist modernism. On this interpretation, the term connotes “symbolic 

interpretation of traditional myths” (McMahan 2008: 7), whose purpose is “modernization” of religious doctrines and 

practices. This “modernization” occurs by the way of “subjectivization” or “internalizing” referents of religious 

language as phenomena pertaining to human consciousness (McMahan 2008: 46 ff.). 
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intended as a critical response to earlier attempts at demythologizing Christianity by the means of 

modernist and “subjectivist” reinterpretations.  

 

Secondly, there appears to be room for debate as to whether demythologization, understood in the 

sense defined above, is a concept to relevant to contemporary Buddhists. In the Christian context, 

demythologizing can be regarded as a distinctively modern strategy for interpreting religious 

tradition, developed in response to external criticisms inspired by secular thought and science. 

However, according to the Japanese authors introduced above, Buddhists have been perennially 

“subjectivizing” their scriptures by reexamining them in the light of their own philosophy or praxis. 

In this perspective, the tendency of some contemporary Buddhists to deny the objective existence 

of savior-like buddhas cannot be construed as a “modernization” of their old doctrine. Rather, it 

amounts to reiterating, or reemphasizing, a symbolic interpretation guaranteed by consistent 

application of Buddhist hermeneutics. 73   The opposite stance, represented by McMahan, 

underlines the impact of Western thought on traditional patterns of exegesis. It assumes that the 

tendency towards “subjectivization” of buddhas, bodhisattvas and gods, discernible in the 

teachings of Buddhist modernists, reflects their exposure to the worldview characteristic of post-

Enlightenment West. On this reading, Buddhist demythologization would therefore be a result of 

internalizing the very same secular “principle of subjectivity” which triggered demythologizing 

                                                      
73 The following remark by the renowned Buddhist scholar Rupert Gethin captures the ambiguity of this stance: “the 

Buddhist tradition itself at an early date was quite capable of demythologizing - so much so that one hesitates to use 

such a term in this context” (2005: 105-106). Apparently, the major reason for “hesitation” in this case is the ambiguity 

implied in Bultmann’s concept – if demythologization is understood as “subjectivist” reinterpretation of mythology, 

then Buddhist tradition is perennially self-demythologizing; if it is understood as “modernization” in response to 

secular criticisms, it is a tradition which has no need for demythologization.  
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tendencies in Christian theology.   

 

Thirdly, it appears that in the case of East Asian Buddhism, the problem of myth and 

demythologization to large extent overlaps with a problem of traditional Buddhist hermeneutics – 

namely, how to interpret Pure Land sūtras’ depiction of Buddha Amitābha. As stated above, Inoue 

Enryō’s claim that Buddhism is a religion consistent with modern philosophy of subjectivity was 

supported by his peculiar reinterpretation of the concept of the “Gate of the Pure Land”. 

Traditionally, the term in question connoted relying on external support provided by Buddha 

Amitābha, rather than on one’s own effort. For Inoue, however, it assumed a meaning parallel to 

the Hegelian concept of a “provisional”, “representational” (in the sense of “representation” as 

Vorstellung) approximation of philosophical truth. The Kyōto philosophers’ claim that “original” 

Buddhism is an already demythologized religion, centered on attaining personal “self-awakening”, 

presupposed a far-reaching reinterpretation of Pure Land scriptures characteristic of the rival 

tradition of Chan. Seen in this light, it is rather surprising that mainstream discussions of Buddhist 

demythologization have not given voice to the perspective of the Pure Land side. 74  This 

“forgetfulness” of the Pure Land appears particularly striking considering that the most 

sophisticated and articulate East Asian responses to Bultmann’s idea came from the community of 

shūgaku, “theology” of Japanese Pure Land denominations. Whether this relatively obscure 

episode in the history of demythologizing debates adds anything new to the observations made 

                                                      
74 The problem was noted (albeit only in passing) by Fritz Buri, Bultmann’s polemist and colleague with an interest 

in Japanese religion and thought. Responding to Nishitani Keiji’s claim that Buddhism, unlike Christianity, is a 

religion with no need of demythologization, Buri insisted that the problem is indeed present in the tradition of Pure 

Land, where “the vow of Amida plays the role of salvation event, similar to that of the Christ event” (Buri 1997: 188).   
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above, is a topic that merits further discussion.    

 

3.3   The problem of Pure Land myth  

 

Thanks to translations and overviews of Bultmann’s works provided by Yamaoka Kikuo (山岡喜

久男) and Oguro Kaoru (小黒薫) the idea of demythologization was introduced to Japanese 

readers already in the 1950s, at a time when it was still hotly contested in the Protestant countries 

of the West.  As may be expected, theological debates that unfolded in German and English 

speaking world attracted interest of the small community of Japanese Protestants, as well as secular 

academics with an interest in philosophy of religion. 75 However, the field in which Bultmann’s 

idea resonated most strongly and most provocatively was a discipline whose existence might not 

have even been known to Western participants of demythologization debates – the so-called 

shūgaku, or “theology” of Japanese Pure Land schools. 

 

In the 1960s references to Bultmann and demythologization began to appear in essays written by 

shūgaku scholars of all major Pure Land denominations of Japan: most notably by Hoshino Genpō 

(星野元豊, 1909-2001) 76 and Ikemoto Jūshin (池本重臣, 1913-1968) of the (Nishi) Honganji 

                                                      
75 In the field of Christian theological studies, major Japanese commentators of Bultmann include Akaiwa Sakae (赤

岩栄, 1903-1966) and Inoue Yoshio (井上良雄, 1907-2003); in the field of religious studies: Hoshino Genpō (星野

元豊, 1909-2001), Mineshima Hideo (峰島旭雄, 1927-2013) and Nakagawa Hideyasu (中川秀恭 , 1908-2009) (Ōrui 

1966: 98).  

 

76 Hoshino was a shinshū priest and a scholar of Buddhist studies and philosophy associated with Ryūkoku University 

in Kyōto. In the late 1950s he authored two articles which explained Bultmann’s idea of demythologisation 

(republished in: Hoshino [1972]) from a general perspective of philosophy of religion. In the spring of 1961, at an 
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branch of jōdo-shinshū, Fujiyoshi Jikai (藤吉慈海, 1915-1993) of the jōdo school, and Yasuda 

Rijin (安田理深, 1900-1982) and his followers from the Ōtani branch of jōdo-shinshū. 

Remarkably, all those authors essentially agreed that the element of their tradition which required 

demythologisation in Bultmann’s sense of the word is the story of the king-turned monk 

Dharmākara (Ch. Fazang, Jap. Hōzō 法藏), the earthly predecessor of Buddha Amitābha (or 

Amitāyus).77  The story is contained in the so-called “Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha”, a scripture of Indian 

or Central Asian origin, whose best known East Asian rendition is known as Wuliangshou jing (無

量壽經) or The Sūtra of Immeasurable Life. 78  Its essential points can be summarized in the 

following way: 79  

                                                      
informal symposium organized by Ryūkoku faculty, he presented a paper in which he argued that the problem raised 

by Bultmann also applies to jōdo-shinshū (Hoshino 1972: 90-109). A reworked version of that speech appeared one 

year later in the journal published by Ryūkoku University (Hoshino 1962). The same issue contained two other essays 

on demythologization of the Pure Land, penned by two prominent scholars of Buddhist studies – Takemura Shohō (武

邑尚邦, 1914-2004) and Ikemoto Jūshin. 

 

77  In canonical sources written in Sanskrit the Buddha in question is known under several different names, most 

notably Amitābha (Buddha of Immeasurable Light) or, even more frequently, Amitāyus (Buddha of Immeasurable 

Life). Since the distinction between these names became blurred in East Asian tradition, it is not strictly observed in 

the present work, which adopts the form Amitābha as the counterpart of the East Asian Amituo or Amida. For detailed 

discussions of this problem, see Fujita (2007: 235-255) or Karashima (2009).   

 

78 The text is presently known in several different versions, including five Chinese translations, the earliest of which 

can be reliably dated to the middle of the 3rd century AD. The Sūtra of Immeasurable Life, or Wuliangshou jing (無量

壽經), is the version which became canonical in Japan and most widely known in China. According to contemporary 

findings, it may have been translated into Chinese in the early 5th century (Fujita 1970: 62-96 or 2007: 76 ff.).  

 

79   It should be noted that details of the narrative differ between various versions of the Sukhāvatīvyūha (for an 

overview of these, see Inaki 1977: 168 ff.). The following summary is based on the text of Wuliangsho jing 

(T12:360.267a14-270a2l; for English translations, see Gomez [1996: 161-176] or Inagaki and Stewart [2003: 8-23]) 
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(1) In a very distant past, a king of an unspecified country, after listening to the teachings of 

Lokeśvararāja 世自在王, the Buddha of his epoch and universe, decided to enter the path towards 

Buddhist enlightenment. He became a monk under the name of Dharmākara, and decided to devote 

himself to the salvation of others, rather than mere self-cultivation for his own benefit. 80  

 

(2) Determined to pursue the practice of bodhisattva, Dharmākara took a series of solemn vows in 

the presence of his enlightened teacher. 81 Apart from regular vows expected of all aspirants to 

Buddhahood, the monk also proclaimed his own special vows. There he promised to refrain from 

entering the final enlightenment until he gathers boundless spiritual merit, sufficient to create a 

perfect land in which everyone could attain nirvana swiftly. 82 

                                                      
and indebted to the summary provided by Gomez (1996: 25-26).   

 

80  With regard to this point, the story cross-references popular motifs of Indian Mahāyāna literature, for example 

narratives about previous lives of thr historical Buddha Śākyamuni, portrayals of the new ideal of bodhisattva etc. For 

details, see Fujita (1970: 336-353 or 2007: 286-88) or Hirakawa (1990: 161-184 and 189-197).  

 

81  The number and content of the vows varies between various recensions of the sūtra.  

 

82  Some scholars see it as a reference to the general Māhāyāna concept of “purifying a Buddha-land” 

(buddhakṣetrapariśuddhi, buddhakṣetrapariśodhana etc.). The term refers to the activity of a bodhisattva who extends 

his beneficial spiritual influence over immediate environment (Fujita: 1970: 512-516, 2007: 382-90, Tamura 1977: 

21-22). The text does not elucidate upon causal connections between Dharmākara’s vows, creation of the land, and 

possibility of rebirth therein. As pointed out by contemporary scholars, the narrative presupposes some familiarity 

with the central Mahāyāna concept of “transferring merit (or virtue)” previously accrued by practitioner (pariṇāma), 

and even more ancient Indian beliefs regarding creative potential of words (krat) and the force of will behind solemn 

pledges (pranidhāna). For details, see Dayal (1999: 64-7), Schlingloff (1963: 78-85) or Fujita (1970: 377-428 or 2007: 

302-349). 
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(3) In order to fulfill his vows, Dharmākara’s embarked on arduous cultivation of wisdom and 

compassion that continued through countless repeated rebirths. His incessant spiritual training was 

punctuated with visits to manifold lands presided by various buddhas and bodhisattvas. Following 

long and profound deliberation, bodhisattva Dharmākara selected the best features of the numerous 

lands he had seen. In this way, he made sure that the land created through the power of his own 

merit combined all of the most splendid characteristics of previously established Buddha-lands. 

Indeed, on completing his practice, Dharmākara established a truly perfect realm, untainted by any 

trace of evil and unhappiness. This realm, known as Sukhāvatī, or the Land of Ultimate Bliss 

(jile/gokuraku  極樂), is said to be located in the far western quarter of the universe. 83 

 

(4) Dharmākara continues to reside in his land as Buddha Amitābha (Amituo fo / Amida butsu  阿

彌陀佛). He is always welcoming those devotees who in their lifetime contemplate his image, 

practice good deeds with intention of rebirth in his land, or simply hear and recollect his name 

with faith. 84 

    

Differences between the stories of Dharmākara and Jesus are far from negligible.  Amitābha is not 

                                                      
 

84 The meaning intended by the sūtra’s authors was probably a kind of practice referred to in Sanskrit as (anu)smŗti or 

manasikāra - continuous mental focus on Buddha’s supra-mundane qualities embodied in his name. Sino-Japanese 

reading of “recollecting Buddha [Amitābha]” (nianfo or nenbutsu 念佛)  as vocalized practice of “recitation”, or 

“intonation” of Amitābha’s name (chengming, shōmyō稱名 ) appears to be a later development. Whether practice of 

this kind could have already existed in India (South Asia) at the time of sūtra’s redaction is a contentious issue.  For 

different overviews of this problem, see Pas (1995: 253-275), Fujita (2007: 443-473) or Chen (2009: 164-172). 
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a Son of God, but a human being who completed the path to Buddhahood which remains open (at 

least in principle) to everyone else. He accomplished this feat in a universe which, albeit inhabited 

by various mythical creatures, may by Christian standards be perceived as “godless”, as it is eternal, 

uncreated and governed by the impersonal law of karma. Moreover, the setting of Dharmākara 

story is clearly not meant to be “historical” in a sense even remotely comparable to the setting of 

the Gospels. Dharmākara’s practice and vows took place in a past that is difficult to imagine, and 

the sūtra’s narration does not mention any historically attested figure or recognizable geographical 

location. According to some Japanese authors, these characteristics already suggest that the story 

was intended as hyperbolic, or symbolic account, rather than description of an historical or cosmic 

event, as in the case of Gospels. 85  

 

However, this observation alone could not decidedly prove that the story is not mythical. The 

Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha describes Amitābha as someone who has already cleared the path to 

nirvana for those unable to undertake comparable effort. For all practical purposes, it narrates the 

deeds of a savior – extraordinary and heroic acts of exertion and self-sacrifice, accomplished in 

order to provide mankind with freedom from suffering and evil. Moreover, the text does not 

provide any unambiguous clue that the story need not be taken literally. Sukhāvatīvyūha contains 

no mention of impersonal “Suchness” or Buddha-Nature, concepts regarded by some modern 

authors as proof of the “self-demythologizing” character of Buddhism. 86 The literal understanding 

                                                      
85  For example, Ishida Yoshikazu (1970: 152 ff.) or Yasuda Rijin, who argued that the story has to be read as a symbol 

of something universal or “internal” to human self (YRSS.BK3: 74-75), or a literary depiction of a human ideal 

(2012.1: 227 ff.).  

 

86   According to Sueki Fumihiko (2010: 368 and 2013: 37-68), the Sukhāvatīvyūha, along with the Lotus Sūtra,  

represents an early Indian current of depicting buddhas as veritable Others (tasha 他者), with no intent of 
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of Amitābha as a super-human savior was, essentially, upheld as orthodox in the official teachings 

of jōdo or jōdo-shin schools. The aforementioned modernist shūgaku scholars believed that this 

rigid literalism was the source (or at least, a major contributing factor) behind the widespread crisis 

of faith that affected Japanese Pure Land Buddhism in the post-war decades. This sense of crisis, 

and dissatisfaction with hermeneutical naiveté of their orthodoxy, turned their attention to 

demythologizing debates that unfolded among Christian theologians.  

 

3.4 The Consciousness-only hermeneutics of Pure Land myth  

 

The ground for making such an analogy had already been well prepared. Literal understanding of 

Pure Land sūtras had already been seriously challenged in the first half of the 20th century, together 

with dissemination of scientific education, critical approach to history and academic study of 

religion. 87 Some of the most vocal critics of literalist readings hailed from within Buddhist clerical 

circles. They represented first generations of priests whose intellectual formation took place in a 

modernized educational system, adjusted to include basic knowledge of contemporaneous Western 

ideas. For this reason alone, their criticisms of orthodoxy made abundant use of Westernized 

vocabulary, and resorted to analogies with debates that had already taken place in the Christian 

                                                      
philosophical deconstruction. However, even in pre-modern times there are ample examples of East Asian exegetes 

who sought to relate Dharmākara to more “gnostic” concepts, such as Dharma(tā) (法性) (the universal principle or 

Truth realized, embodied and preached by the buddhas) or tathāgatagarbha (如來藏) (the universal intrinsic “Womb” 

of Buddhahood) (Inaki 1977:184-188). A similar interpretation has been proposed independently, from a perspective 

of secular scholarship, by the renowned Buddhologist Hirakawa Akira (1990: 176).  

 

87 For detailed studies on this subject, see Fujiyoshi (1969: 75-123), Kashiwahara (1987), Shigaraki (2004: 60-71) or 

Sashikata (2009). 
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world. One of such conceptual borrowings was the notion of “myth”, rendered into Japanese as 

shinwa (神話), “a story of gods”. 88  

 

The author who has been most frequently, and most unanimously, pointed out as the Pure Land 

Buddhist counterpart of Rudolf Bultmann is Soga Ryōjin (曾我量深, 1875-1971), the modernist 

thinker and exegete affiliated with the Ōtani denomination of the jōdo-shinshū school. Soga’s 

reputation as a “demythologizer” comes primarily from his controversial interpretation of the 

figure of bodhisattva Dharmākara, gradually advanced throughout the 1910s and 1920s. 89 To the 

chagrin of sectarian authorities, Soga dismissed literal reading of Dharmākara’s story as a “myth” 

and a “fable” which only embarrassed Pure Land preachers in the eyes of “intelligent” or 

“intellectual” people (kashikoi hito 賢い人) (SRS: 5.158). His own approach, most clearly stated 

in a public lecture delivered in 1927, was to “seek the true form (shōtai 正態) of Dharmākara 

within one’s own consciousness” (SRS: 5.158). 90 

                                                      
88 The charge of “mythological” character was leveled against Pure Land orthodoxy by Nonomura Naotarō (野々村

直太郎, 1871-1946), a priest of Nishi Honganji denomination of jōdo-shinshū school. In his controversial book 

Jōdokyō hihan (浄土教批判) (A Critique of Pure Land Buddhism) (1923) Nonomura proposed to re-read Pure Land 

salvation narrative as symbolic description of an individual’s liberation from an ego-centered perception of reality. He 

became officially defrocked by sectarian authorities in the aftermath of controversy that ensued after his views were 

publicized. As to whether Nonomura’s approach can be regarded as a case of demythologization, see opinions of 

Fujiyoshi (1983: 472), Sasaki (1988: 193-194) and Ward (2008: 147). 

 

89  Soga’s life-long attempts at understanding the story of bodhisattva Dharmākara, and his evolving and often 

“unorthodox” interpretations of this figure, have been described in several studies, such as Itō (1993), Terakawa (1994), 

Miharu (1995) or, more recently, Mizushima (2010). See also a fragment of Soga’s essay translated by Jan van Bragt 

in Blum and Rhodes (2011: 107-118). 

 
90 Soga’s most well-known statement on this issue is contained in the transcript of a lecture delivered and published 
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What Soga meant by “consciousness” was the so-called ālaya-vijñāna or Storehouse-

consciousness, the deepest layer of subjectivity according to Indian Yogācāra and Sinitic 

Consciousness-only thought. 91 On Soga’s interpretation, the constitutive feature of Storehouse-

consciousness is its capacity to reflect upon itself. While ālaya lies at the root of self-perpetuating 

delusion that results in suffering, it is also capable of self-reflectively grasping the pattern and 

mechanism of its own delusion. Soga described this second moment of Storehouse-consciousness 

with the Japanese word jikaku 自覺, a term that comprises the senses of “self-consciousness” and 

“self-awakening” (YRSS 10.162) (SRS: 5.162-3). Soga proposed that bodhisattva Dharmākara 

described in the Pure Land sūtra is, in fact, the subject of such momentous turn towards a fully 

self-conscious, or self-awoken, Storehouse-consciousness.  

 

On such a reading, the seemingly mythical narrative about Dharmākara’s vows is decoded as 

symbolic expression of  particular “experience” (taiken 體驗) of a self-conscious subject. Soga 

                                                      
in 1927 under the title Nyorai hyōgen no hanchū to shite no sanshinkan (如来表現の範疇としての三心観 ) (A View 

of the Three Minds as Categories of the Expression of the Tathāgata) (SRS: 5.157 ff.). Soga reiterated the main idea 

of that talk in the last decade of his life (Soga 1977). 

 

91 Soga’s reading of Yogācāra theory of consciousness was purportedly based on the Cheng wei shi lun  成唯識論 – 

a 7th century Chinese compendium of Yogācāra philosophy, conceived as extensive commentary to the terse Thirty 

Verses on Consciousness-only (Weishi sanshi song唯識三十頌 , translation of the Triṃśikā-vijñaptimātratāsiddhi), 

attributed to Vasubandhu. It has to be pointed out that Soga’s exegesis of the Cheng wei shi lun has found little favor 

with philologists and historians of Buddhist thought. Some of them have even rebuked it as arbitrary and inconsistent 

with the original intent of the text (Hirakawa 1990: 161-181 or Odani 2015: 246-257). For a more sympathetic analysis 

of Soga’s approach to yogācara, see Takagi (2012).   
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described this experience as “ultimate, i.e., religious” (SRS: 5.168) and analyzed it in terms of 

three aspects  – the sense of responsibility for the desperate condition of finite human beings; the 

deep commiseration with everyone who shares this condition; and the firm resolve to establish 

universal refuge in the form of a Pure Land. This analysis was woven into a larger argument which 

aimed to point out implicit connections between the Sūtra of Immeasurable Life and the treatise 

Cheng weishi lun, and by extension, between Pure Land “theology” and Consciousness-only 

philosophy in general. Soga claimed that the aforementioned three aspects of religious experience 

corresponded to the “three minds”, i.e. the three states of mind regarded by orthodox “theology” 

of jōdo-shinshū as prerequisites of recollecting Buddha Amitābha. 92 These, in turn, are related by 

Soga to the three aspects or characteristics of Storehouse-consciousness, highlighted in traditional 

commentaries of Sino-Japanese Consciousness-only scholiasts. 93  On Soga’s reading, these 

threefold distinctions correspond to three temporal aspects of human subjectivity. A consciousness 

which reflects upon itself becomes at once aware of its past karmic history, and of its future horizon 

of possibilities, both of which are apprehended in the present moment of introspective experience. 

94 

                                                      
92 The “sincere mind” (shishin 至心), the mind of “joyful faith” (shingyō  信樂), and the mind aspiring for rebirth 

(yokushō 欲生). Textual basis for this list is bodhisattva Dharmākara’s eighteenth vow according to the Sūtra of 

Immeasurable Life (T12:360.268a26) 

 

93 The “essential aspect” (jisō 自相), the “aspect of result” (kasō 果相) and the “aspect of cause” (insō 因相) (cf. 

T43:1830.300b26-27). As mentioned by Soga himself (SRS: 5.160), a precedent to his idea can be found in a 1923 

work by another prominent Ōtani modernist, Kaneko Daiei (金子大栄, 1881-1976), with whom Soga was in close 

personal contact. However, Kaneko was in general more inclined towards Kegon tradition than Yogācāra. For a critical 

comparison of Soga’s and Kaneko’s interpretations, see Odani (2015: 246-257).  

 

94 For contemporary discussions of these, see Kusunoki (2010) or  Takagi (2012). Soga identifies the “aspect of result” 

of Storehouse-consciousness with the “mind of sincerity” (shishin 至心), which confronts the actual reality (genjitsusō 
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It should be noted that Soga’s interpretation of Dharmākara’s myth does not mention explicitly the 

crisis of faith caused by scientific secular worldview. On the surface at least, his major concern is 

was to develop a unifying interpretation of two Buddhist texts, or two Buddhist traditions, 

traditionally recognized by his co-believers as distant from each other. In this sense, the analogy 

between Soga and Bultmann requires certain caution. There is, however, a surprisingly close 

correspondence between the vocabulary used by Soga and the conceptual framework of modernist 

philosophical theology which Bultmann referred to in his works. This observation does not pertain 

only to the concept of “myth”. Soga’s characterization of ālaya-Consciousness as a faculty capable 

of jikaku –”self-consciousness” or “self-awakening” – has little support in canonical texts. It has, 

however, a conspicuous precedent in the writings of Inoue Enryō, where the term jikaku refers to 

Kant’s “self-apperception of the mind” and Fichte’s “absolute subject” (IES 1. 104; Takemura 

2013: 14). Moreover, Soga’s own understanding of “self-awakening” as an “experience of 

introspection” (naikan suru taiken 内観する体験 SRS 5:164) is also phrased in a highly 

Westernized idiom, introduced to jōdo-shinshū “theology” by his mentor Kiyozawa Manshi –  the 

main architect of its modern “subjectivist turn”.  95 

                                                      
現実相) generated as consequence of the karmic past. Furthermore, he understands the Storehouse-consciousness’ 

“essential aspect” as the “mind of joyful faith” (shingyō 信楽). Such a state of mind arises in a present (genzai現在) 

moment, characterized by “the consciousness of being fundamentally self-aware” (konpon jikaku ishiki 根本自覚意

識). Finally, on Soga’s reading the “aspect of cause” corresponds to “mind aspiring for rebirth [in the Pure Land] 

(yokushō 欲生), understood as intentionality directed towards future ideal (risō 理想), or the infinite horizon of 

possibilities.  

  

95  Whereas Kiyozawa was definitely influenced by Inoue Enryō’s modernist approach, he eventually rejected the 

vision of modern Buddhism as rationalistic and socially engaged philosophy. In his mature writings Kiyozawa argued 

for recognizing Buddhism’s uniquely “religious” qualities, such as emphasis on introspection (naikan 内観)and 

experience of faith (Ōmi 1994: 54-57) 
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In sum, Soga’s reading of Dharmākara’s story appears rather consistent with the general tendency 

of Japanese Buddhist modernists. It suggests that in its true and ultimate sense, the central Pure 

Land myth refers to the subject of faith – human consciousness or self-consciousness – rather than 

to objective events or figures. What is most peculiar about Soga’s approach is that he makes this 

claim relying on the vocabulary of Consciousness-only philosophy. This choice distinguishes him 

from other Japanese modernists, who leaned towards more mainstream sources of Sinitic 

Mahāyāna tradition, such as the Awakening of Faith (Inoue Enryō), Kegon thought based on 

Avataṃsaka-sūtra (Kaneko Dai’ei), or pronouncements of Zen masters (Suzuki Daisetsu and 

Kyōto school). Barring references to Soga’s biography, 96his own writings do not provide many 

clues as to why he decided to take a different path. The question of what, if anything at all, 

Consciousness-only thought has to do with Pure Land faith, was therefore left to the next 

generation of priests and scholars of Ōtani denomination. So far, the most influential solution was 

provided in the early 1970s by Soga’s disciple Yasuda Rijin, who identified this missing link as 

demythologization (hishinwaka 非神話化). 97 

   

According to Yasuda’s disciple Kaku Takeshi, 98 Yasuda’s interest in the idea of demythologization 

                                                      
 

96 Soga professed to have studied Yogācāra since his childhood (2009: 5. 157), and lectured about Yogācāra-related 

subjects at the school later renamed as Ōtani University (Itō 1993: 151, n.20). 

 

97 For biographical information on Yasuda, see the introductory essay by Paul Watt in Blum and Rhodes (2011: 217-

225)  

 

98 The following account is indebted to prof. Kaku’s unpublished paper delivered in June 2015 at the symposium in 

commemoration of the publication of Cultivating Spirituality: An Anthology of Modern Shin Buddhist Thinkers (Blum 
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dates back to his 1960 meeting with Paul Tillich (1886-1965), the renowned Protestant theologian 

commonly perceived as critical continuator of Bultmann’s program. 99  Yasuda’s reception of 

Christian discourse on demythologization was enthusiastic, but selective. He shared Bultmann and 

Tillich’s concern with the unprecedented crisis of faith associated with modernity. He seconded 

their call for “existential reinterpretation” of ancient myths in the hope of averting this crisis. In 

lectures and essays directed to Japanese audience, he touted demythologization as the process of 

bringing “dead words” of ancient scriptures back to life by relating them to the very “foundations” 

of actual human existence. Following his teacher Soga, Yasuda singled out the story about 

bodhisattva Dharmākara’s vows and establishment of the Western Pure Land as that element of 

Pure Land tradition whose mythical character had to be urgently addressed (YS: 1. 186-192).  

 

The point on which Yasuda parted company with Protestant modernists was how far one should 

go in “subjectivization” of religious scriptures in order to demythologize their content. In spite of 

allegedly agnostic or skeptical overtones of their theologies, neither Bultmann nor Tillich were 

willing to do away with the traditional Christian belief that salvation comes from the outside, 

through an encounter between the transcendent God and finite human beings. By contrast, Yasuda 

was adamant that in the ultimate sense, Dharmākara or Amitābha cannot be construed as an Other 

(tasha 他者), a personal agent external to the subject of religious experience. 100 Already in the 

                                                      
and Rhodes 2011), organized by Ōtani University, as well as personal communication with the author.  

  

99 On differences between Bultmann and Tillich, see Wilder (2008: 39 ff.). The extent to which Yasuda was aware of 

these differences is a topic that merits further investigation.    

 

100 See e.g. YS 1: 192-3 or Yasuda (2001: 49-50): “[the Buddha] is not thought to be a personified existence; rather 

it is Dharma. […] When the name is made into a thing it becomes a persona; [in that case] we establish Amida Buddha 
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years preceding his meeting with Tillich, Yasuda had decided on reinterpreting Dharmākara’s story 

as a symbolic description of recovering one’s own “true self”. His major inspiration in this task 

was Vasubandhu, the ancient Indian yogācārin venerated as the founding figure of the Sino-

Japanese Consciousness-only tradition. It should be noted, however, that Yasuda’s interpretations 

of Vasubandhu’s works abound with analogies to modern and contemporary Western philosophy. 

In Vasubandhu’s seminal treatises such as Twenty Verses or Thirty Verses, Yasuda saw a system of 

philosophy that assigned priority to the self-conscious human subject, and in this way prefigured 

the epochal “discovery of the self” attributed to Rene Descartes (YRSS 9. 3-4). In the Treatise on 

Buddha-Nature (Foxing lun 仏性論), a text controversially ascribed to Vasubandhu by the East 

Asian tradition, Yasuda found a Buddhist counterpart to the Heideggerian ideal of “authentic 

existence” –  namely, the “self-awareness” or “self-awakening” to the original nature of one’s own 

consciousness, which is identical with Buddha’s wisdom. 101 Finally, in the so-called Pure Land 

Treatise (Jingtu lun 浄土論), Yasuda discovered the model of systematic explanation, or 

discussion (upadeśa, rongi 論義), of the Pure Land faith in the light of Vasubandhu’s philosophy 

of subjectivity and “self-awakening”. 102   

                                                      
as an objective absolute or as a personified existence that stands over us as against the other. If we regard Christianity 

as directed towards the other, then Buddhism is directed towards the origin. The Tathāgata is the original nature of 

sentient beings, not the other [that stands over against] sentient beings. The other has form, but there is no form to 

original nature […] This is the reason why it is said that one should rely on the Dharma and not rely on an other” (tr. 

by Paul B. Watt)  

 

101 As pointed out by Kaku Takeshi, Yasuda combined the concept of “being within Tathāgata’s wisdom”, derived 

from the Foxing lun (T31.1610:796a11-12), with the Heideggerian notion of “being-in-the-world” (In-der-Welt-sein), 

creating the characteristic neologism “being-within-the-Tathāgata” (nyorai nai  sonzai 如來內存在). 

 

102 See the lectures reprinted in the 9th and 10th volumes of Yasuda’s “Selected Works” (YRSS) 
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In Yasuda’s lectures delivered through the 1960s and 1970s all these diverse inspirations are 

brought together to present Vasubandhu’s Pure Land Treatise as the standard exemplar of 

“demythologized” Pure Land Buddhism sought by modern believers. 103 Exchanges with Tillich 

and philosophical readings of Vasubandhu prompted Yasuda to return to the controversial 

interpretation of Dharmākara’s story proposed by his teacher and mentor, Soga Ryōjin. He 

appraised Soga’s identification of Dharmākara with Storehouse-consciousness as a move parallel 

to Bultmann’s “existential reinterpretation” of the Gospels. On this new interpretation, Soga was 

able to “grasp in a self-aware manner” (jikakuteki ni ha’aku 自覚的に把握) the deep and universal 

symbolism of a story which most contemporary readers would have otherwise dismissed as an 

ancient fable:  

[Demythologization] cannot be a mere destruction of the mythos; it has to be a true existentialist 

understanding. What takes the literary form of a fable (Märchen) is supposed to have some factual 

content which has to be approached in this particular way. At any rate, the fundamental claim that 

everything is only consciousness [means] that everything should be sought in the evidence (Evidenz) of 

direct experience. Apart from this everything loses its existence, within it everything is established. This 

fundamental claim has the significance of Descartes’s discovery of the self. Consciousness has the 

function of discriminating, as when it knows something, but this is not all that it does; the nature of 

consciousness lies in its function of self-verifying, namely, knowing that it knows. The root 

consciousness, designated as ālaya, has been posited as the stream of consciousness of exactly this kind. 

When Professor [Soga] repeatedly stated that Dharmākara of the Sūtra of Immeasurable Life is this 

ālaya consciousness, [he carried out an] Entmythologisierung which completely overcomes the myth. 

In this way, Dharmākara has become a self that is even closer to ourselves than our own self. 104 

                                                      
 

103 For a representative sample of Yasuda’s views on this subject, see e.g. YRSS (10. 252-55), Yasuda (2012: 1. 13-

17) or Kaku (2007: 76 ff). 

 

104  「それは単なるミュトスの破壊ではなくして、真に実存的に理解するということでなければならない。
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The label of “demythologization” attached to Soga’s interpretation of Pure Land scripture has 

become widely accepted, or at least undisputed, in the contemporary “theology” of  the Ōtani 

denomination (c.f. Ono 1988, Itō 1993, Mori 1993, Honda 1998, Mizushima 2010 et. al.), with 

only a few dissenting voices (Matsuo 2002: 243, n.10). 105  The understanding of 

demythologization that can be gauged from these works generally follows that of Yasuda. Soga’s 

recourse to Consciousness-only is often presented as a form of response to the influx of modern 

ideas and patterns of thought that followed Japan’s opening to the West. This response is contrasted 

with sectarian conservatives’ insistence on understanding Pure Land dogmas in a literal fashion, 

                                                      
やはりメールヘンという文学形式を取ることは、取らざるを得ない内実を有っているからであろう。と

にかく一切唯識という、すべてを直接経験のエビデンツに求め、それを離れるならば一切は存在を失い、

それに於いて一切は立てられるという原点の主張には、デカルト的な自己発見の意義がある。識は何か

を知るという了別作用たるにとどまらず、知るものを知るという自証作用をその本質とする。こういう

識の識流としてアーラヤと名づけられる根本識がたてられているが、先生が≪…≫繰返し繰返し、無量寿

経の法蔵はアーラヤ識であることを主張されている。これは全くミュトスを克服たるエントミュトロギ

ジールングである。これによって、法蔵はわれよりも近いわれとなったのである」 (Yasuda 1971: 5 or YSS 

1: 526-7). 

 

105 One of the first authors to make an explicit connection between Soga and Bultman was Tanabe Hajime (田辺元 , 

1885-1962), the famous philosopher of the Kyōto school. In a review of Soga’s book originally published in 1958, 

Tanabe invoked the concept of Enmythologisierung referring to Soga’s claim that the central tenet of Pure Land 

Buddhism is attaining self-awareness (jikaku自覺) in this life, rather than being reborn in an other-worldly paradise. 

At the same time, Tanabe noted that Soga reinterpreted the relation between human self and Buddha Amitābha, 

providing a more sophisticated and much less dualist reading (Tanabe 1970). A few decades later, Soga and Yasuda’s 

disciple Matsubara Yūzen (松原祐善, 1906-1980) drew on Tanabe’s appraisal to defend Soga’s identification of 

Bodhisattva Dharmākara with Storehouse-consciousness against the charges of historical and philological inaccuracy 

(Matsubara 1977: 115-122). Matsubara’s example appears to have had considerable influence in familiarizing shūgaku 

scholars of Ōtani persuasion with the concept of demythologization.   
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dismissed as a residue of scholastic and “feudal” orthodoxy which took shape during Edo (1603-

1868) period. Some authors have claimed that by reinterpreting Dharmākara in “subjectivist” 

fashion, as a symbol of individual religious experience, Soga elaborated on the ideas of his mentor 

Kiyozawa Manshi. In this way, he established his credentials as one of the founding figures of 

“modern doctrinal studies” of the Ōtani denomination. Needless to say, “theologians” sympathetic 

to this movement present Soga’s reading as consistent with the original intentions of jōdo-

shinshū’s ancient patriarchs, especially Vasubandhu and Shinran. 106    

 

As seen above, Yasuda presented Soga’s use of Consciousness-only philosophy as a bridge 

between Pure Land faith and contemporary mindset. At the same time, he drew on the authority of 

Vasubandhu and his Pure Land Treatise to bolster the agenda of sectarian “modernists”. In this 

scheme, Consciousness-only hermeneutics of the Pure Land performs the task which Bultmann 

assigned to the existentialist philosophy of Martin Heidegger, while remaining within the confines 

of the original tradition. The peculiar status of pre-modern Buddhist counterpart of Bultmann was 

awarded to Vasubandhu also in other branches of shūgaku, although it was not given equally 

systematic treatment. For example, the authors representing the Nishi Honganji denomination 

(commonly perceived as doctrinally more conservative than Ōtani branch) steered clear of 

associating Vasubandhu with modernist tendencies.  For Hoshino Genpō or Ikemoto Jūshin, Pure 

Land Treatise is first and foremost the wellspring of ancient hermeneutical tradition which inspired 

Shinran, jōdo-shinshū’s founder and ultimate authority. Following Vasubandhu and his Chinese 

                                                      
106 For typical accounts, see Honda (1998: 196-200) or Mizushima (2010: 129-134). For examples of studies that 

analyze Soga’s recourse to Yogācāra in the context of Ōtani denomination’s doctrinal modernism, see Kaku (1991), 

Hua (2012) or Mizushima (2012) or Conway (forthcoming). 
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commentator Tanluan, Shinran presented bodhisattva Dharmākara as the visible form of the “True 

Unconditioned Dharma-Body” (shinjitsu mu’i hosshin 真實無為法身), the ineffable and 

impersonal principle of wisdom and compassion. In this way, he successfully demythologized 

Dharmākara’s story as a symbolic representation of “formless reality of nirvana” (Ikemoto 1962: 

94-95) or “self-limiting Absolute Nothingness” (Hoshino 1962: 38-39). 107  On this account, 

demythologizing Pure Land preaching essentially amounts to communicating this ancient 

interpretation to contemporary people faced with modern crisis of faith. On the other hand, 

according to jōdo school’s Fujiyoshi Jikai, 108 Vasubandhu was one of the first Buddhists who tried 

to make sense of Pure Land scriptures in the light of his own “subjective faith”, based on 

intellectual understanding (1972a: 65, 1985a: 141). 109 This tension between mythical dogma and 

subjective faith continued after Vasubandhu’s times, prompting adepts of Chan (Zen) to denounce 

the overly anthropomorphic and personalist portrayals of Amitābha (Fujiyoshi 1972a: 72-73). It 

escalated to a new level with the advent of modernity, as people who have absorbed its cardinal 

                                                      
107  It should be noted that Hoshino’s analyses of Pure Land thought are heavily tinged with the vocabulary 

characteristic of religious philosophy of the Kyōto school (1962: 38-39). The paper by Ikemoto adopts a somewhat 

different perspective, as it attempts to place Vasubandhu in the context of evolution of Pure Land thought in India. 

Nonetheless, its conclusions are easily reconcilable with those of Hoshino.  

 

108  For an overview of Fujiyoshi’s life and works, see Fujiyoshi (1993: 1-95 in sec. I-III). Fujiyoshi’s interest in 

Bultmann’s program dates to his visit to then-West Germany in May 1958, where he accompanied his teacher and 

mentor Hisamatsu Shin’ichi. In Marburg Hisamastsu and Fujiyoshi had the chance to meet with Bultmann in person. 

The theologian was introduced to Japanese scholars by Martin Heidegger (Fujiyoshi 1972a: 62-3). From then on, the 

topic of demythologizing Pure Land Buddhism became a recurring leitmotiv of Fujiyoshi’s works. His two articles 

devoted exclusively to this issue are (1964) (also in 1983: 511-530) and (1972a).  

 

109 Fujiyoshi’s lengthy article on Pure Land thought of Vasubandhu (1969: 273-307 or 1983: 237-274) remains one of 

the most detailed treatments of this topic. However, this early study does not allude to the problem of 

demythologization.  
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values – rationalism and ethical autonomy – can no longer relate themselves to the “medieval”, 

God-like savior-Buddha of traditional orthodoxy (Fujiyoshi 1983: 542-546). 110 On this reading, 

Vasubandhu appears to be a pre-modern forerunner of the modern conflict between “faith” and 

“reason”, considered by Fujiyoshi as the main dynamics behind demythologizing.   

 

As can be seen from the overview above, among several issues covered in Bultmann’s program of 

demythologizing, Japanese Pure Land “theologians” focused mostly on the postulate of 

“subjectivizing” the orthodox literal understanding of scripture. Apparently, they recognized this 

problem as most familiar and most relevant to their own quandaries about the literal interpretation 

of the story of Dharmākara. In this sense, it may be said that they related themselves to the older 

and wider current of modernist liberal theology, without paying much attention to Bultmann’s 

distinction between “previous attempts at demythologization” and “existential interpretation”. 

This relatively broad understanding of demythologizing is noticeable in the choice of keywords 

with which shūgaku scholars associated demythologizing. They may refer to it, for example, as a 

move from “superstition” to “self-awareness” (Mizushima 2010: 134), from the “objectified” 

belief to the “subjective” experience (Matsubara 1977: 122, Fujiyoshi 1983: 481-2), or from the 

“finite” perspective on the Pure Land doctrine to the realization of its “infinite” dimension 

(Hoshino 1962: 38-9, Mizushima 2010: 187). All these oppositions are clearly borrowed from the 

general vocabulary of European philosophy of religion, in some cases dating back to Hegel. Their 

choice confirms that in the usage of Pure Land “theologians” demythologization is understood 

primarily as a process of “subjectivizing” mythology. In the discussed works “existential 

                                                      
 

110 Probably the most systematic and extensive discussion of modern crisis of Pure Land faith by this author can be 

found in Fujiyoshi (1985b: 1-23).  
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interpretation” has been presented as a kind of interpretation which allows one to grasp myth in a 

way that is “self-aware” (jikakuteki 自覚的) (Yasuda 1971: 5 or YRSS 1.525) or “subjectivist” 

(shutaiteki 主体的) (Fujiyoshi 1983: 171-172). The primary meaning intended here is that 

demythologizing exegesis ought to be grounded in the personal experience and existential 

concerns of the believer, rather than prescribed dogma accepted on faith. However, it appears that 

for authors such as Yasuda or Fujiyoshi demythologizing also involves qualifying, bracketing, or 

at least keeping distance from the idea that the myth is as a story about someone Other, someone 

who exists independently of human consciousness. 111 Bultmann’s critique of “previous attempts 

of demythologizing”, his concern with preserving a transcendent referent of the mythical account 

about Jesus Christ, do not come to the fore in these readings.   

 

A similar tendency can be discerned in those cases when shūgaku modernists mentioned the 

contribution of Vasubandhu, or Yogācāra or Consciousness-only philosophy in general, to the 

project of demythologizing Pure Land Buddhism. It appears that Vasubandhu’s authority often 

supported the modernist call for reconsidering the unconditioned belief in Amitābha who is an 

external and personal agent of salvation. As mentioned above, for Hoshino or Ikemoto the core 

message which Vasubandhu’s Pure Land Treatise conveys to contemporary people is that 

Amitābha can be construed as a symbol of impersonal principle (the “formless reality” or 

“Nothingness”) which transcends the divide between subject and object. In a similar vein, 

Fujiyoshi Jikai linked the Yogācāra patriarch to an “anti-mythical” current within Buddhism, 

                                                      
111 See the quotes from Yasuda translated above. According to Fujiyoshi, demythologizing allows to relate to divine 

figures in a way that is more abstract and impersonal (1983: 171-2), and to construe salvation as awakening to present 

self (1983: 205); he also associates Bultmann’s idea with a turn from an external and transcendent object of faith 

towards what he terms as “bipolar” relation based on “internal transcendence” (1983: 481-2)  
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centered on tenets such as “immanent transcendence” or “True self”. In these cases, just as in the 

case of Soga Ryōjin, “demythologized” Amitābha is no longer significant as an external agent, a 

protagonist of a mythical story, but rather as an internal reality apprehended through religious 

experience. Perhaps the most explicit and radical example of this tendency is Yasuda Rijin, who 

openly decoded Pure Land salvation narrative as a symbolic description of human consciousness 

reconnecting with its own original or “authentic” nature. As can be seen, the views of Pure Land 

“theologians” essentially confirmed the mainstream stance of Japanese Buddhist intellectuals with 

regard to demythologization. According to this stance, modern Buddhists can solve their own 

problem of myth by applying their own traditional hermeneutics. This allows them to read the Pure 

Land myth in its original sense, as a story about “self-awakened” human subjectivity. 

 

3.5 Conclusions: 

 

Reception of Bultmann’s idea of demythologizing in Japanese Buddhist circles appears to have 

been impacted by two major factors. The first factor was the enduring legacy of Japanese Buddhist 

modernism which began to emerge in the Meiji period. Meiji modernists such as Inoue Enryō had 

already paved the ground for discussing Japanese Buddhist tradition in the idiom of Western 

philosophy of religion, shared with modernist Christian theologians. This idiom included several 

categories which informed modern readings of Christianity, most importantly the opposition 

between religious faith and rational philosophy, and the opposition between self-conscious human 

subjectivity and its alienated “objectifications”. The second factor was the widespread sense of 

crisis that affected Japanese preachers of Pure Land Buddhism in the first decades after Second 

World War. At that time it was commonly assumed that the authority and credibility of traditional 
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doctrines had all but collapsed under the impact of Westernized ways of thinking. Disillusion with 

the increasingly embattled orthodoxy prompted the new generation of shūgaku scholars to question 

old ways of interpreting Pure Land scriptures. In effect, Pure Land “theologians” became more 

open to ideas current in mainstream Buddhist modernism, including those of Kyōto school and its 

interpretations of Chan (Zen) tradition.  

 

Apparently, for the intellectuals associated with jōdo or jōdo-shin schools Bultmann’s works 

served as a new point of reference in an already ongoing discussion about modern interpretation 

of the Pure Land myth. Beginning with the first wave of Meiji reformists, the typical postulate of 

Japanese Buddhist modernism with regard to the Pure Land was to represent Amitābha in a way 

that was less anthropomorphic and less literal, to wit: less “objectified”, than the image of a 

supernatural savior figure upheld by the orthodox preachers. This background may have impacted 

the way in which Pure Land “theologians” interpreted Bultmann’s manifesto and the very idea of 

demythologization. It also decided their readings of their own tradition, including Vasubandhu and 

his standpoint of Conciousness-only. It could even be argued that Japanese authors glossed over 

some important nuances of Bultmann’s original project, especially the intended contrast between 

his “existentialist interpretation” and the post-Kantian and post-Hegelian varieties of philosophical 

theology. 112 

 

                                                      
112 Whereas more investigation into this problem is necessary, there is no need to assume that this pattern of reading 

Bultmann reflected a superficial or inadequate understanding of his works. It is enough to conclude that Japanese 

Buddhist intellectuals employed the idea of demythologizing on their own terms, highlighting those themes and topics 

which they found relevant to their own concerns. 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

91 
 

What remains more problematic is whether these concerns can be considered as representative for 

Buddhist tradition as a whole. Apparently, virtually all the factors that animated Japanese discourse 

on demythologizing Pure Land Buddhism were specific to Japanese context: the impact of German 

philosophy of religion on Buddhist intellectuals dating back to Meiji period; the “turn inwards” 

which followed the rationalist first tide of Buddhist modernism (Sueki 2000: 66-67); rigid sectarian 

orthodoxies and the resulting backlash of liberal “theologians”, to name a few. Another problem 

that needs to be pointed out is Japanese authors’ idiosyncratic reading of Consciousness-only 

tradition, motivated by their sectarian bias. Neither Pure Land Treatise nor Buddha-Nature Treatise 

can be thought of as representative of Vasubandhu’s Yogācāra philosophy, even less so Tanluan’s 

commentary on Vasubandhu. 113  It may therefore be reasonably doubted whether the Japanese 

model of demythologizing Pure Land can be extrapolated to non-Japanese settings. Could the 

demythologizing potential of Consciousness-only philosophy be discovered in other Pure Land 

traditions? Which facets of Consciousness-only philosophy would attract the attention of their 

modernizers? How would they express their objectives without relying on Western terms such as 

“myth” or “subjectivity”?  The answers to these questions can be found in the rich corpus of 

Chinese sources to be discussed in the next chapter.  

 

 

 

                                                      
113 At least since the times of Shinran, Japanese exegetes have been reading Vasubandhu’s treatise in tandem with the 

no less  problematic commentary by the Chinese monk Tanluan (曇鸞, 474-562). As pointed out by Hirakawa Akira 

(1990: 87-91). Tanluan’s understanding of “purity” may have more in common with the idea of inherent Buddha-

Nature, than with the classical Yogācāra tenets. This fact may explain why Yasuda Rijin did not hesitate to read 

Vasubandhu through the lens of the Buddha-Nature Treatise, a work whose relation to mainstream Yogācāra thought 

represented by Vasubandhu is also controversial (Takasaki 2005: 28, 60-61) 
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Chapter 4 

 

Pure Land, Consciousness-only and Modernity in the Perspective of Chinese Buddhists   

 

4. 1. Reconsidering the model of demythologization – the case of Yinshun  

 

In comparison with the relatively robust discourse on demythologizing which developed in 

Japanese circles, Chinese Buddhists and scholars of Chinese Buddhism have not given much 

attention to Bultmann’s idea. The most substantial discussion of demythologizing in this context 

so far may be the Sinophone essay Buteman yu Yinshun de jieshenhua quanshixue (“Bultmann’s 

and Yinshun’s Hermeneutics of Demythologization”) by the Taiwanese philosopher and 

Buddhologist Lin Chen-kuo (2002 and 2012: 205-223). In Lin’s essay, Bultmann’s project is 

juxtaposed with a modern reinterpretation of Pure Land doctrine and practice proposed by Yinshun 

(印順, 1906-2005), perhaps the most scholarly acclaimed Chinese Buddhist modernist of the 20th 

century. In terms of the present project, Lin’s essay deserves attention for two reasons. Firstly, it 

is a rare example of a Chinese voice on the issue of demythologizing Pure Land Buddhism. 

Secondly, it does not approach its subject from a confessional perspective, but rather purely as a 

problem of hermeneutical philosophy, more exactly comparative study of hermeneutical traditions 

(Lin 2012: 221-223). On both these accounts, the essay in question shines a different light on the 

topic which which has so far been discussed mostly in terms of Japanese Pure Land “theology”.  

 

Yinshun’s essays criticizing traditional approaches to Pure Land Buddhism caused a significant 

stir in Taiwanese sangha in the 1950s, the decade of demythologization debates in the Protestant 
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West. The erudite monk was widely understood as saying that the popular image of Buddha 

Amitābha is a residue of ancient Indian mythology that had superseded the original preaching of 

the Buddha. His own interpretation of the canonical story about establishing the land of Sukhāvatī 

was ostensibly based on the doctrines of early Indian Mahāyāna Buddhism, rather than traditional 

approaches of Sinitic exegetes. Yinshun believed that these original Buddhist principles were 

rational and humanistic, and therefore compatible with the spirit of modernity. On his 

interpretation, the mythical figure of Dharmākara became more of an “exemplar of social activism” 

(Jones 2003: 139), or a paragon of ethical virtues (Guo 1991: 46-56), than a suprahuman savior. 

114  

 

As can be seen, Yinshun’s approach to Pure Land scripture is marked by the same ambiguity which 

surfaced in previous discussions of demythologizing Buddhism. On the one hand, he touts his 

reinterpretation of Amitābha’s story as a return to the roots of Buddhist tradition – in this case, the 

original Indian doctrine still unaffected by the cultural adaptations that took place throughout 

South and East Asia. On the other hand, he frames his critique in ways which are unmistakably 

modern, for example when he traces devotional attributes of Amitābha to ancient solar cults 

(Yinshun 2010: 46-49). It might therefore be said that Yinshun’s intentions appear in line with the 

                                                      
114 The above summary does not give justice to the complexity of Yinshun’s arguments. For details, see the essays 

collected in Yinshun (2010). The standard Western accounts of the controversy in question include those of Jones 

(1999: 126-133) and Bingenheimer (2004: 120-126). Several Chinese studies, for example those of Guo (1991), Yang 

(1991), Jiang (1999) and Qiu (2000), provide academic introductions to Yinshun’s thought that explain his stance on 

the Pure Land. The account of Miaoran (1995: 295-297) throws light at the historical background of the controversy, 

especially the accusations of “communist” sympathies leveled at Yinshun by the Buddhist establishment of the 

Republic of China. 
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aforementioned claims about “self-demythologizing” character of Buddhist religion, while some 

of his arguments represent “implicit demythologization” which McMahan ascribed to Westernized 

Buddhist modernists. Lin’s approach to this ambiguity is to compare Yinshun with Bultmann as 

representatives of the two hermeneutical traditions –Buddhist and Christian – trying to provide 

their own “response to modernity”. Modernity is here understood, following Paul Ricoeur, as 

situation of choice between two kinds of critical readings: on the one hand, the “hermeneutics of 

suspicion”, which entails “demystifying” religious tradition as a product of human thought; on the 

other hand, the “hermeneutics of faith”, which aims to interpret the tradition anew so as to recover 

its original authority and vitality (Lin 2012: 205-208). According to this distinction, Bultmann’s 

demythologization is representative of the latter strategy, as is Yinshun’s approach to the Pure 

Land. 115The differences between them become clear when it is considered how they could express 

and deal with modern criticism of myth in the language of their respective hermeneutical traditions.  

 

As argued previously, in the Western tradition represented by Bultmann or Ricoeur, 

demythologization is understood as a new, distinctively modern, method of reading scriptures. 

What makes this method new and modern is that it incorporates elements of secular criticism of 

myth, developed independently by modern philosophers and scholars. This interpretation of 

demythologization does not appear adequate in Yinshun’s case. Granted, his views on Amitābha 

do have an Enlightenment ring to them. He attempts to contextualize the Pure Land myth within 

historical processes of borrowing and evolution of ideas, and effectively “demystifies” it by 

                                                      
115  In Ricoeur’s thought, the distinction between these two kinds of modern hermeneutics is closely tied to his 

interpretation of the difference between Feuerbach and Bultmann, or “demystification” and “demythologization” 

(Ricoeur 1978). 
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exposing its profane origins as a product of human culture. However, he employs such methods 

mostly to underscore some pre-existing motifs of Buddhist tradition. Following Lin, at least three 

such motifs can be discerned in Yinshun’s writings. Firstly, the anti-mythical implications of some 

ancient Indian schools of thought, most notably madhyamaka philosophy of “emptiness” and 

Yogācāra philosophy of consciousness-only. Secondly, the tradition of critical hermeneutics dating 

back to ancient Yogācāra texts such as Saṃdhinrmocana sūtra (Jie shenmi jing 解深密經) (Lin 

2012: 212, 217).116Thirdly, the aforementioned panjiao (判教), a method of Sinitic origin, in which 

problematic scriptural accounts are interpreted in the light of other more doctrinally universal 

scriptures.  

 

Whereas the particular way in which Yinshun debunks literal understanding of Buddha Amitābha 

has no precedent in Buddhist hermeneutics, his intentions were not necessarily different from those 

of any traditional exegete. Even pre-modern scholiasts, as long as they took philosophical and 

doctrinal tenets of their tradition seriously, could not affirm literal meanings of Pure Land 

scriptures in a completely straightforward fashion. They had to adopt some form of a critical 

interpretation, choosing between various possible “guiding principles”, suggested by the rich 

gamut of Indian and East Asian scriptures and treatises. In a similar vein, Yinshun attempted to 

provide his own authoritative and consistent hierarchical classification of canonical doctrines, in 

which direct expositions of truth were clearly delineated from their symbolic expressions. It may 

therefore be argued that his “response” to modernity did not involve adopting a radically new 

                                                      
116 Lin suggests that the closests counterpart of Bultmann’s idea of myth in Buddhist hermeneutics would be the so-

called “worldly” or “conventional” (saṃvṛti) truth (shisudi世俗諦), i.e., provisional discourse accommodated to the 

listeners’ limited capacities. By exposing the “worldly” truth for what it is, the exegete can approach the “ultimate 

(paramārtha) truth” (shengyidi 勝義諦), corresponding to correct understanding of reality (Lin 2012: 223) 
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methodology. His demythologization simply opens a modern chapter in the history of Buddhist 

exegesis. It is another case of a panjiao in which old axioms are reviewed and reevaluated, and 

some hitherto marginalized elements of tradition become nominated to the position of orthodoxy.  

 

What is especially worthy of notice is that the general thrust of Yinshun’s critique of traditional 

Pure Land faith cannot be subsumed under the familiar keyword of “subjectivization”. In the 

perspective typical of Japanese Pure Land “theologians”, demythologization appears to be a 

method of interpretation that reflects individual insights of several venerated patriarchs and 

teachers. In the perspective of the Kyōto philosophers such as Nishitani Keiji, demythologizing 

Pure Land scriptures also amounts to internalizing their content in the light of an individual 

religious experience–especially the Zen Buddhist “self-awakening” to one’s own True Self. In 

either case, demythologizing results in a turn from the “objectified” image of Buddha as an external 

savior towards the subjective experience of faith or gnosis. In comparison with these examples, 

Yinshun’s panjiao is based on widely different principles. To begin with, it is organized according 

to the chronological development of Indian and Chinese Buddhist doctrines: their evolution from 

the purportedly pure ancient prototypes to the increasingly diverse and eclectic modified forms, 

contaminated by the influences of mythical beliefs. In this case, the hierarchy of interpretations is 

decided not according to the individual experience of the exegete, but rather according to his 

understanding of Buddhist doctrine and the order of priorities which this doctrine implies. From 

this perspective, Yinshun “disqualifies” not only devotional cult of Amitābha, but also those 

strands of Buddhist thought which appear to idolize the human self (wo我) –the idea of the “Womb 

of Tathāgata”, associated with some later currents of Indian Mahāyāna, or Buddha-Nature thought 

characteristic of the Chinese schools. In Yinshun’s works, these standpoints are classified as 
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inferior to the ancient Indian philosophies such as Yogācāra and madhyamaka (Yinshun 1989: 45, 

Lin 2012: 218-19).  

 

 This being said, Yinshun’s issue with Buddha-Nature thought, just as his issue with Pure Land 

devotion, is not merely a question of chronology. Rather, he appears to reject these two approaches 

on the grounds that they misrepresent the relation between human self and suprahuman buddhas 

depicted in Mahāyāna literature. Whereas Pure Land devotees have put undue emphasis on the so-

called “resulting perfection” (guode果德) embodied in the persons of “external” Buddhas, Sinitic 

proponents of Buddha-Nature thought have overemphasized the potential of Buddhahood inherent 

in the human self (fode benju lun佛德本具論). Yinshun opts for a model in which Buddhahood 

is something that can be (and has to be) internalized, but only through a long process of self-

cultivation. This process consists in “search for wisdom” and development of ethical virtues –

activities which require communicating with other people, rather than with celestial buddhas or 

one’s own “True Self”. It entails working for the benefit of others (li ta利他) and “purifying” their 

immediate environment through wise and compassionate guidance (Yinshun 2010: 35) One 

implication of Yinshun’s stance for his exegesis of Pure Land scriptures is that neither devotional 

nor “immanentist” readings can represent the ultimate meaning of the story of Amitābha. Yinshun 

speaks of buddhas and bodhisattvas as external and personal agents, but agents of a different kind 

than the divine redeemers pictured in popular imagination. Namely, he regards such figures as 

“stimulating leaders” (qifa de lingdaozhe 啟發的領導者) of social action, who cooperate with 

ordinary humans and support them in their efforts to “purify” this-worldly society (Yinshun 2010: 

59, Lin 2012: 219-221).  
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This central idea behind Yinshun’s interpretation of Pure Land Buddhism is based on his extensive 

and attentive reading of Buddhist canon. For this reason alone, it cannot be construed as a doctrinal 

innovation crafted in response to an influx of modern Western ideas. On the other hand, it is 

difficult to regard it as a simple restatement of some “eternal” truth guaranteed by the Buddhist 

tradition. Lin points out that the language in which Yinshun describes his demythologized reading 

of Pure Land sūtras is essentially the language of anarcho-socialist utopia, abound with references 

to modern political concepts such as liberty or social equality. He considers this hermeneutical 

strategy as parallel to Bultmann’s “rewriting” (gaixie 改寫) of the Gospels in the language of 

existential philosophy (Lin 2012: 223). In this light, what makes Yinshun’s exegetical strategy 

similar to Bultmann’s demythologization is not the drive to “subjectivize” salvation narrative of 

their religion. Rather, it is their concern with selecting “right philosophy”, or a hermeneutical 

principle, to let modern people understand the very idea of an external or personal savior.  

 

As can be seen, Yinshun’s approach to Pure Land scripture appears to stand out from the 

mainstream of “demythologizations” discussed in the literature of Japanese shūgaku scholars. It is 

not a radical turn undertaken in response to a crisis of faith, but rather a new episode in an ongoing 

history of Buddhist hermeneutics. Its major theme is not reestablishing Pure Land Buddhism as a 

religion of True Self or subjectivity, but rather disassociating it from the impact of Sinitic Buddha-

Nature thought. Finally, it is not a “repristination” of Pure Land preaching according to some pre-

existent model of doctrine, practice or spiritual experience, but rather an attempt to “rewrite” it in 

the idiom of social activism. It should be noted that all these tendencies in Yinshun’s thought –his 

attention to the canon and orthodoxy, distrust of “immanentist” rhetoric, enthusiasm for socialist 

ideals– can, at least to some extent, be correlated with the revival of Consciousness-only studies 
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in Republican China. It may therefore be justifiably asked whether Yinshun’s demythologizing is 

representative of some larger exegetical turn related to Pure Land scriptures, which could have 

been stimulated by this Consciousness-only revival. The most obvious way to start answering this 

question is to consult the steadily growing body of studies that deal with intellectual history of 

modern Chinese Buddhism. 

 

4.2 Consciousness-only, Pure Land and modernity in the perspective of contemporary 

scholars 

 

In the context of Chinese Buddhism, the problem of the relation between Consciousness-only 

thought and Pure Land belief is linked inextricably to the legacy of Yang Wenhui 楊文會 (a.k.a. 

Yang Renshan 楊仁山, 1837-1911). Yang, the scholarly layman from Anhui province, is 

commonly regarded as the “father” of the modern revival of Chinese Buddhism (Welch 1968: 2). 

It is now well-established that one of the major impulses behind Yang’s “revival” was his 

acquaintance with Oxford-educated Japanese scholar and Jōdo-Shinshū priest Nanjo Bunyū (南条

文雄, 1849-1927). In the last decade of the 19th century, Nanjo helped Yang in recovering a 

significant corpus of Buddhists texts that had been lost in China but preserved in monastic libraries 

in Japan. Most of these texts were subsequently published by Yang’s seminal Buddhist publishing 

house Jinling Scriptural Press (Jinling Kejingchu金陵刻經處) and disseminated among monastics, 

laypeople, and general readers. Rediscovery and renewed circulation of these texts revolutionized 

the common perceptions of Buddhism held by an entire generation of educated laymen, secular 
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intellectuals, and, to some extent, traditional practitioners. 117 

 

In terms of doctrinal development, this rediscovered corpus of texts had particularly strong impacts 

on two traditions—Consciousness-only and Pure Land. In late Qing China, Consciousness-only 

thought, commonly referred to “Tradition of Characteristics” (xiangzong相宗), was perceived by 

many Chinese Buddhists as a scholastic and abstruse current of inferior significance. Its theoretical 

insights and practical appeal could not match the mainstream “Tradition of Nature” (xingzong性

宗)—an umbrella term for mainstream doctrines based on the doctrines of the Awakening of Faith, 

Huayan, or Tiantai and mainstream practices associated with Chan and Pure Land. The corpus of 

Yogācāra-related Sinitic texts from the first millennium A.D., recovered from Japan by Yang 

Wenhui, provided an impulse to reconsider these assumptions. Then on, Consciousness-only has 

increasingly been perceived as a uniquely sophisticated, doctrinally independent strand of 

Buddhism. Moreover, the reappraisal of Yogācāra allowed Chinese Buddhists to notice its relative 

strengths in theory of knowledge and reasoning—fields neglected by traditional exegetes, but 

cherished by contemporary modernists.118 Yang Wenhui’s dialog with Nanjo opened a new channel 

of communication between the two long-separated branches of Pure Land Buddhism. Thanks to 

Nanjo’s generosity and Yang’s efforts, Chinese adepts of Pure Land rediscovered the largely 

forgotten legacy of ancient exegetes such as Tanluan, Daochuo, Shandao, and Huaigan (Zhang 

2004: 187-198). Furthermore, Yang’s interactions with Nanjo and his fellow Shinshū priests 

                                                      
117 An historical overview of this recovery, focusing on Yang’s cooperation with Nanjo, can be found in the study of 

Chen Jidong (2003: 27-201).    

 

118 For details, see Jorgensen (2014) or Aviv (2015). 
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exposed major discrepancies between Chinese and Japanese commentarial traditions that had 

evolved around Pure Land scriptures.  

 

Remarkably, Yang touted Consciousness-only thought and Pure Land belief as elements of 

Buddhist tradition that were particularly relevant to his contemporaries. To underscore their 

significance, he planned to modify the traditional arrangement of the Buddhist canon by adding 

new sections devoted specifically to these two strands (Chen 2003: 104). Moreover, it appears that 

in the last decade of his life, Yang sought to inspire fellow Buddhists with the idea that study of 

Consciousness-only is highly beneficial, if not indispensable, for everyone engaged in Pure Land–

related practices.119 Thus, Yang Wenhui suggested to his followers and successors an exegetical 

problem that had not attracted the attention of more traditionally minded believers. His own 

interest in Consciousness-only was motivated by the conviction that this neglected tradition could 

help the Chinese clarify and deepen their prior understanding of Buddhist scriptures. Yang hinted 

at a few particularly salient implications that the rediscovery of Yogācāra could have for the 

understanding of Pure Land scriptures, yet he never elaborated on them systematically. Based on 

existing studies it is not easy to discern how his enigmatic injunctions were understood by his 

immediate successors. These studies provide several different narratives, which do not appear to 

sum up to one coherent whole.  

 

The source that appears most fitting for starting our survey of this problem is the comprehensive 

historical overview of modern Chinese Buddhism provided by Chinese scholars Chen Bing and 

                                                      
119 For details, see Zhang (2004: 290-300) and the seventh chapter of the present work.  
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Deng Zimei (2000). They devoted considerable space to “Consciousness-only studies” (weishixue

唯識學), described as a modernist movement representing Buddhist orthodoxy in dialog with 

Western philosophical and scientific currents (Chen and Deng 2000: 224-271). 120  This 

development could be considered evidence that in the Republican period, Chinese Buddhists 

followed Yang Wenhui’s advice and prioritized study of Yogācāra philosophy in the modern era. 

However, according to Chen and Deng, scholars of Consciousness-only studies had generally little 

to say about the Pure Land doctrine and practices (2000: 271). In the section devoted to modern 

developments in Pure Land Buddhism, Chen and Deng mention “systematization” and 

“rediscovery” of this tradition’s heritage but do not expatiate on the role of Consciousness-only 

revivalism (2000: 315-345). Remarkably, they maintain that most Pure Land believers in the first 

half of the 20th century did not feel particularly concerned about science or the secular worldview 

in general. This is because mainstream Buddhist authorities such as Yang Wenhui understood 

Buddha Amitābha as a symbol of an all-encompassing impersonal reality, identified with the 

universal Mind. Such a stance rendered Chinese Pure Land tradition, at least its more elitist strands, 

virtually impervious to doubt generated by the secularist mindset. Granted, the majority of simple-

minded believers conceived of Amitābha as a personal god-like figure. Those people, however, 

had neither the opportunity nor the willingness to engage with modern currents of thought (Chen 

and Deng 2000: 317).  

 

                                                      
120The idea that Consciousness-only philosophy can serve as the vehicle of Buddhist modernization can be traced to 

Japanese modernists of the Meiji period, for example, Inoue Enryō (IES: 4.467). However, the Chinese phenomenon 

of “Consciousness-only studies” appears to be largely of local origin. For other studies on this subject, see, for example, 

Müller (1993), Ge (2006), Miyagawa (1998), Jorgensen (2014), and Makeham (2014). 
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Significantly, the above account points out a major difference between the attitudes of Christians 

and Chinese Pure Land Buddhists toward modernity. The latter scenario was defined by the pre-

existing tension between “mentalist” and literal interpretations of Pure Land symbolism. The 

image of Amitābha as an impersonal reality, ultimately inseparable from the Mind-Nature, 

provided an alternative living option to the realistic conception of the savior-Buddha. In terms of 

“subjectivist” reading of the Pure Land myth, Consciousness-only revivalists could hardly 

contribute a more radical stance.  

 

The impression that modern Consciousness-only scholars and traditional Pure Land believers went 

their separate ways with little mutual interest may, however, be misleading. Japanese scholar 

Miyagawa Takayuki (1998) regards Pure Land tradition as the worst victim of modernization and 

Westernization that affected Chinese Buddhism on the eve of the 20th century. Moreover, he 

directly associates this process with Yang Wenhui’s promotion of Consciousness-only thought. 

The main evidence for this claim is his interpretation of the famous dictum attributed to 

Yang—”Pure Land is for practice, Huayan is for understanding” (xing zai jingtu, jie zai Huayan

行在淨土，解在華嚴).121 As explained by Miyagawa, early modern Buddhists approached their 

tradition as a unified corpus of teachings and practices, organized around the idealist ontology 

based on the notion of One Mind (yixin一心). Hermeneutical strategies based on that principle 

                                                      
121 Miyagawa also pointed out Yang Wenhui’s role as the de facto initiator of “modern Buddhist studies” (kindai 

butsugaku 近代佛學) in China (Miyagawa 1998: 18). The term “Buddhist studies” is a neologism that gained currency 

in the 1910s. The term was initially invested with an apologetic and rhetorical intent: it served to rebrand seemingly 

“backward” contemporary Chinese Buddhism as an intellectual and progressive cultural force that deserved protection 

from secular authorities (Welch 1968: 64). 
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allowed pre-modern scholiasts to integrate Pure Land devotion successfully with the generally 

gnostic principles of Mahāyāna thought. In Miyagawa’s reading, Yang Wenhui dismantled this 

unified hermeneutical structure by introducing a new distinction between “understanding and 

practice,” corresponding to the modern Western distinction between philosophy (zhexue哲學) and 

religion (zongjiao宗教) (1998: 18 ff.). The concept of Buddhist philosophy had the most appeal 

among educated laypeople, who were receptive to the increasingly anti-superstition, anti-Christian, 

and anti-religious rhetoric advanced by modern authorities and elites. Now, they could choose to 

identify Buddhism with the abstruse metaphysical theories of the Awakening of Faith and treatises 

of the Huayan School rather than the somewhat embarrassing forms of clerical and popular piety. 

This development, in turn, paved the way for the revival of Consciousness-only thought. In the old 

hermeneutical scheme, Consciousness-only was perceived as somewhat inferior to Sinitic schools, 

mostly because it did not condone the idea that human potential for enlightenment was universal 

and innate. Now, it became touted as the more sophisticated variety of the traditional “Mind-only” 

(weixin 唯心) paradigm, superior to Neo-Confucian, and even Western idealistic philosophies 

(Miyagawa 1998: 18-81).  

 

According to Miyagawa, transforming Consciousness-only into an edifice of rational beliefs, 

representing Buddhism in dialogue with modernity, was accompanied by “subjugation” of Pure 

Land tradition. The latter tradition came to be regarded as the Buddhist counterpart to Western 

“religion” in the sense of a philosophically unexamined faith of the masses. As such, Pure Land 

scriptures and practices were now in need of a “philosophical” verification to extract the kernel of 
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“pure belief” (zhengxin正信) from the husk of “superstitions” (mixin迷信).122 Miyagawa argues 

that at least from the times of Yang Wenhui, the ultimate standard of such verification was whether 

the “religious” elements of Buddhism were relevant to the progress of the modernizing Chinese 

nation. That the result of such verification could well be negative is evident from the case of secular 

intellectuals such as Zhang Taiyan (章太炎, 1868-1936). Zhang showed disdain for Pure Land 

devotion based on “Other-power,” understood as a passive wait for salvation ab extra. 

Simultaneously, he wholeheartedly embraced Buddhist philosophical systems, both Huayan and 

Consciousness-only, touting their spirit of self-reliance and active self-determination (yi zi bu yi ta

依自不依他) (Miyagawa 1998: 60-64).  

 

One of the most significant implications of Miyagawa’s study is that Amitābha’s myth entered the 

Republican period as a problematic element of Buddhist heritage. From there on, Pure Land 

practice had to be either reestablished on some new ground that would make it compatible with 

modern worldview or be relegated to a traditionalist ghetto. A narrative of this kind is probably 

most familiar to Western readers, although it appears independently in a number of Chinese studies 

as well. In a frequently quoted article, Raoul Birnbaum (2003: 433 ff.) describes two patterns of 

reactions of Chinese Buddhists towards modernity in the first decades of the 20th century. Some, 

                                                      
122The age-old East Asian distinction between what is “proper” (zheng 正) and “heretical” (xie 邪) was replaced with 

the new distinction between “true [rational] belief” and “superstition” by Japanese modernists of the Meiji period 

(Josephson 2012: 177). This new distinction, which became embedded rapidly in Japanese modernizing discourse, 

was soon transmitted to China, where, beginning with the Republican period, it was directed against all local traditions, 

including Confucianism (Chen 2012). While the denouncement of superstition was monopolized by the state, religious 

leaders of opinion, especially Buddhists, actively engaged in internal critiques of their tradition with the aim of 

eliminating superstitious residues (Nedostup 2009: 6 ff.). 
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under the lead of respected monastic “practitioners” (xiuxingren修行人), chose to adopt a “text-

literal” and “fundamentalist” approach to tradition. Others hastened to “embrace some form of 

modernity,” keeping in view the criticisms and expectations voiced by Westerners and Westernized 

Chinese elites. One of the towering figures in the “fundamentalist” camp was Yinguang (印光, 

1861-1940), definitely the most popular Pure Land preacher of the 20th century. The “reformist” 

wing of sangha found its most eloquent spokesman in Taixu (太虛, 1889-1947), a monk with an 

ambitious reformist agenda and a relatively international outlook. According to n Birnbaum’s 

account, Taixu strived to “get rid of Buddhas and bodhisattvas” and replace their cults with the 

affirmation of human agency:  

The Buddhas and bodhisattvas in their guise as celestial benefactors are illusions, as is the Western 

Paradise of Amita Buddha, to which so many Chinese Buddhist devotees seek rebirth. He proposed 

that superstition-free Buddhists turn this place right here into a pure land by bright mental training 

and compassionate activity (Birnbaum 2003: 435-6).  

 

As part of his modernizing enterprise, Taixu encouraged his followers to focus on “highly 

philosophical” Buddhist traditions such as Yogācāra, which were “especially appreciated by the 

European academics at that time” (Birnbaum 2003: 436). Birnbaum’s account does not specify 

whether, and how, Taixu’s revival of Yogācāra studies impacted the new “superstition-free” 

readings of the Pure Land tradition. This lacuna has so far been covered by a relatively few studies. 

Charles B. Jones (2003) argued that Taixu’s promotion of Yogācāra philosophy fused modern 

motifs into the old tradition of interpreting Pure Land scriptures in terms of “Mind-only” idealism. 

In contrast to literal belief in Western paradise advocated by the likes of Yinguang, mentalist 

interpretations of the Pure Land mythos could be presented as a “call to action,” an activist program 

of self-purification through meditation and study. Such an interpretation resonated much better 

with the spirit of modernity. In Jones’ reading, Taixu’s novel idea of building “Pure Land on Earth,” 
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or rather “Pure Land in the Human Realm” (renjianjingtu人間淨土) was essentially a more secular 

version of this old mentalist paradigm (Jones 2003: 129-130). A similar opinion was presented by 

Chinese scholar Xu Ying (2010: 270-285). Xu perceived the concept of “Pure Land on Earth” as 

a distinctively modern synthesis of Pure Land and Chan ideas, which combined the Buddhist ideal 

of cultivating the mind with the contemporary ideal of social progress. In her perspective, Taixu 

reached to Yogācāra scholarship to provide a sound and convincing doctrinal basis for his Pure 

Land thought and to underscore the “practicality and manageability” of creating a Pure Land here 

and now (Xu 2010: 276). According to Justin Ritzinger (2010), Taixu viewed Consciousness-only 

as a system of gnosis that was both scientifically rational and socially engaged—a superior 

counterpart of secular revolutionary utopias such as anarchism or socialism.123 In order to put these 

“utopian” facets of Yogācāra into practice, he sought to relate them to some practical ideal. Hence, 

the idea of Pure Land, now redefined as enlightened human collective. However, this new faith, 

distinguished by its activist and positivist characteristics, was centered on the figure of Buddha 

Maitreya (Milefo弥勒佛), rather than Amitābha. In Taixu’s eyes, Maitreya’s status as the Buddha 

of the Future provided him with almost “revolutionary” credentials, as did his image of the 

traditional patron of Consciousness-only scholars (Ritzinger 2010: 269-294).  

 

In sum, the discussions in the secondary sources above appear to imply that modernist 

Consciousness-only scholars did not want to add much to the “mentalist” interpretation of 

                                                      
123Inspired by Charles Taylor’s theory of “alternative modernities,” Ritzinger analyzed Taixu’s Pure Land thought as 

an example of what he called the “pull” (rather than “push”) model of modernization of religion—a model in which 

certain pre-existing strands of tradition are reemphasized and the entire tradition is reconfigured to better accommodate 

values perceived as common to both orthodoxy and secular modernity (2010: 12-21). 
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Amitābha suggested by the traditional Sinitic Mind-only paradigm. Those Republican-period 

Buddhists who perceived Consciousness-only thought as superior to the old Mind-only paradigm 

believed that it resonated better with patterns of thought that may perhaps be described as 

“positivist”: scientific rationality and this-worldly activism. In this light, it is no surprise that those 

Consciousness-only scholars who actually took a stance on Pure Land preferred to see this idea as 

a call for human action rather than a passive wait for salvation. Therefore, even though some of 

them preserved the symbol of Pure Land, they chose to relegate Buddha Amitābha to the margins 

of Buddhist tradition (as in the case of Zhang Taiyan) or sideline his story in favor of a more 

modernist alternative (as in the case of Taixu’s cult of Maitreya). In this sense, it may appear that 

modern Consciousness-only scholars opted for bypassing the Pure Land myth or removing it 

altogether rather than attempting to reinterpret it critically.  

 

4.3 New evidence—Consciousness-only as a “rediscovered tradition” 

 

A major weakness of the above conclusions is that they are still based on very partial evidence. 

The vast corpus of Republican-period books and journal articles related to Buddhism has been 

researched relatively poorly thus far. Because previous studies have focused mostly on figures 

considered as influential or representative, they may not have done justice to the extent of less-

publicized interactions between Pure Land faith and Consciousness-only studies. A closer 

investigation into the monumental, and largely understudied, Collection of Texts from Buddhist 

Journals of Republican Period (Minguo fojiao qikan wenxian jicheng民國佛教期刊文獻集成) 

(MFQ; MFQB) suggests that interactions between these two traditions were not rare in fact.124 At 

                                                      
124Apart from the authors discussed in this dissertation or already mentioned in Chapter 1, some examples worthy of 
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the present stage of research, it remains difficult to go beyond generalized impressions about the 

contents of these sources. Nonetheless, there are good grounds to think that deeper investigation 

could lead to reconsideration of present conclusions.  

 

It is worthy of notice that in journal articles published in the Buddhist press during the 1920s and 

the 1930s, it is difficult to find any trace of a widespread crisis of faith in the real existence of Pure 

Land and Amitābha. In fact, the most explicit mentions of such a crisis refer to Japanese Pure Land 

modernism, which had a meager impact on Chinese Buddhists, with the possible exception of some 

Taiwanese monks.125  As already pointed out by Ritzinger, there is little textual evidence that 

leading Chinese Buddhist “modernists” were actually opposed to the literal understanding of Pure 

Land sūtras. Taixu and his associates certainly did take issue with naïve beliefs in “gods and spirits” 

present in “theistic religions” such as Christianity and indigenous “superstitious” cults, and 

countered them with arguments based on Consciousness-only thought.126 Nonetheless, they were 

                                                      
mention include laymen such as Fan Gunong (范古農 1881-1951) (e.g. MFQB 1:197-205, MFQB 66:119-119 , MFQ 

103: 193) Kuang Bixia (鄺碧霞) (MFQB 50: 76-77) or Mei Guangxi (梅光羲, 1880-1947) (MFQ 202:71-72) and 

monks such as Guanyue (觀月) a.k.a Xingci ( 興慈, 1881-1950) (MFQ 124:403-408, 479-489, MFQB 16:409-22), 

Mingxing (明性) (MFQ.77:349-351) or Taixuan (太玄) (MFQ 157:79-90), among others. 

 

125 For example, a public declaration of disbelief in Western Pure Land by Tomomatsu Entai (友松元諦, 1895-1973), 

a renowned academic priest of the Japanese Jōdo school, drew condemnation from Chinese monks such as Daxing 

(大醒) (MFQ 77: 85-88) and Qiande (潛德) (MFQ 77: 166-168). Renowned Buddhist layman and scholar Fan Gunong 

recorded a quandary by a Taiwanese Buddhist who heard a high-ranking Japanese priest named Kōzuki 神月 (Kōzuki 

Tesshū, 神月徹宗, 1879-1937?) saying that Western Pure Land is not a real place (Fan 1983: 225). 

 

126As explained by Taixu, from the perspective of Buddhist philosophy, superstitious beliefs in gods and spirits are in 

fact over-interpretations of the stimuli received from “other-minds” perceived by one’s own consciousness (TDQS: 

21.249). 
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generally not inclined to extend their critique to popular Buddhist beliefs in merciful savior figures 

such as Buddha Amitābha. Taixu himself regarded literal belief in Pure Land, including 

Amitābha’s paradise, as not only fully compatible with Buddhist principles but also as vindicated 

by contemporary astronomical knowledge (TDQS 7: 2855, Ritzinger 2010: 271-272). His 

statements on the Pure Land written from a perspective of a Consciousness-only scholar 

unequivocally endorse the idea that Amitābha and other buddhas or bodhisattvas support devout 

practitioners by their external power (TDQS 6:1357-1360, TDQS 7:2857-2863). In this sense, 

Taixu’s “public” views on the existence of Western Pure Land and personal Buddha Amitābha do 

not appear to be considerably different from those of “conservative” monks such as Yinguang.127 

 

The above remarks should not be taken to mean, however, that the devotional approach to Pure 

Land scriptures went completely uncontested. On the contrary, in Buddhist journals of the period, 

there are references to several heated debates in which participants examined, reassessed, or 

questioned established interpretations of those texts. The most representative debates of this kind 

include 

 

(1) The polemics between Yang Wenhui and Japanese priests representing the Ōtani branch of 

the Jōdo-Shinshū school—Ogurusu Kōchō and Naiki Ryūsen, 

 

                                                      
 

127It must be remembered that Yinguang’s literalism was qualified by informed references to the hermeneutical and 

metaphysical tropes of Sinitic Mahāyāna. Yinguang agreed that in the ultimate sense, there is no Pure Land apart from 

the One Mind, while Amitābha’s pure Nature is the same as one’s own self. For details, see Yinguang (2001: 168-

185).  
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(2) The debate raised by monk Shoupei’s (守培, 1884-1955) essay called Yixin nianfo ji de 

wangsheng lun (一心念佛即得往生論)—On Being Instantly Reborn in the Pure Land 

through Single-Minded Buddha-Recitation—involving Yinguang and Wang Jingzhou (王

鏡周, dates unknown),128 

 

(3) Controversies surrounding Tang Dayuan’s (唐大圓, ca. 1890 – 1941) proposals of 

reforming Pure Land tradition in the late 1920s and the early 1930s,129 

 

(4) Liu Jingmi’s (劉淨密, dates unknown) refutation of Consciousness-only scholars 

approaches to Pure Land tradition, focusing on the views of Ouyang Jingwu (歐陽竟無, 

1871-1943) and Han Qingjing (韓清淨, 1884-1949) (Liu 1936). 

 

Detailed descriptions of those debates are not given here. In terms of the present project, it is 

adequate to make two general observations regarding their content. First, apparently, the subject 

matter that elicited the most controversies was the ambiguity in traditional interpretations of Pure 

Land scriptures. The debate between Yang Wenhui and Japanese priests confronted two different 

approaches to practice prescribed in the sūtras: on the one hand, according to the understanding 

which prevailed in China, one could be reborn in Pure Land only by combining human “self-power” 

                                                      
128 See Shoupei (1923 and 1926), Shoupei and Yinguang (1925), Wang Jingzhou (1926), or HWJ: 274-319. For 

secondary sources on the debate, see Zhang (2011: 329-340). 

 

129See the eighth chapter of the present dissertation.  
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with the support provided by Buddha Amitābha; the doctrine of Jōdo-Shinshū, on the other hand, 

stipulated relying solely on Amitābha’s “Other-power.” 130  The subsequent debates revolved 

around a largely similar issue, namely, the extent to which Amitābha’s intervention can replace the 

merit accrued through men’s own works. Those Republican authors whose views ignited 

controversies, such as Shoupei, Tang Dayuan, and Han Qingjing, insisted that Pure Land practice 

should, after all, be a form of self-cultivation. Consequently, although they did not explicitly deny 

the existence of personal Amitābha, they tended to portray this figure as a symbol, a role model, 

or at least a supra-human guide of wisdom and compassion. By contrast, their adversaries defended 

the more devotional approach to Buddha-recollection based on reliance on the Buddha’s real 

salvific power. In all cases, each side of the conflict claimed that its own stance reflected the true 

intent of Pure Land sūtras and conformed to the properly understood principles of Mahāyāna 

doctrines.  

 

Second, the increasingly frequent references to those strands of East Asian Mahāyāna that had 

been reintroduced to China only recently, mostly through renewed contacts with Japanese 

Buddhists, deserve special notice. Yang Wenhui’s polemics with Ogurusu Kōchō and Naiki Ryūsen 

compelled him to comment on the works of two 7th-century Pure Land preachers—Daochuo and 

Shandao—regarded authoritative in Japan. This was one of the first contemporary mentions of 

these two figures, reintroduced to the historical consciousness of Chinese Buddhists after a 

thousand years of oblivion. Liu Jingmi’s refutation of Ouyang Jingwu and Han Qingjing is 

followed by a detailed discussion on Esoteric Teachings (mijiao密教), a tradition unknown to 

most Chinese before the Republican period. Among these “rediscovered traditions,” 

                                                      
130See the seventh chapter of the present work.  
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Consciousness-only thought appears to occupy a particularly important position. At the turn of the 

century, Yang Wenhui cautioned his Japanese adversaries that “if the Pure Land lacks 

Consciousness-only, then the Dharma of Buddha Amitābha is deficient” (淨土若缺唯識，則彌

陀佛法有欠矣; Yang 2000: 150). Two decades later, Tang Dayuan reinforced Yang’s claim with 

his dictum “Pure Land is for practice, Consciousness-only is for understanding” (行在淨土，解

在唯識). In a response to Shoupei, Wang Jingzhou tried to support Yinguang’s devotional stance 

with, rather inept, references to Consciousness-only thought. Liu Jingmi criticized scholars of 

“Consciousness-only studies” for undermining popular Pure Land piety, yet countered their elitist 

approach with argumentation based on the Consciousness-only doctrine (jiaoyi教義) (Liu 1936: 

1-4). As can be seen, by the mid-30s, debates about Pure Land practice well overlapped with 

debates about the proper understanding of Consciousness-only ideas.  

 

What remains unclear at this point is how this rediscovery of Consciousness-only impacted the 

ongoing tensions related to devotional Pure Land faith. Was this ancient school of thought claimed 

by the “gnostic” camp? Or did it provide some kind of “mediating solution” between gnosis and 

faith? What appears undisputable is the increasingly frequent use of Consciousness-only 

vocabulary by all sides of the aforementioned debates—from the conservative apologists such as 

Wang Jingzhou or Liu Jingmi to declared modernists such as Tang Dayuan. This fact may be taken 

to suggest that the impact of this tradition was felt mainly at the level of rhetoric. The aura of 

intellectual prowess and textual erudition commanded by “Consciousness-only studies” simply 

added weight to arguments that could, in principle, have been made without them. Whether 

Consciousness-only revival established a distinct standpoint with regard to the interpretation of 

Pure Land sūtras remains an open question. One especially compelling piece of evidence for this 
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case is discussed below.  

 

4.4. A new perspective —following the testimony of J.B. Pratt 

 

The evidence in question was provided by the American philosopher James Bissett Pratt (1875-

1944), a disciple of William James, who visited East Asia in the 1920s. In his work Pilgrimage of 

Buddhism and Buddhist Pilgrimage (1928), Pratt recorded a number of interesting, if somewhat 

unsystematic, observations on typical attitudes to Pure Land faith in contemporaneous China and 

Japan.131 Notably, his account scarcely mentions any form of “Western impact.” In Pratt’s view, 

the mythical character of Pure Land scriptures, while increasingly problematic to many 

contemporary people, essentially remained an internal problem of Buddhist tradition.132  With 

regard to the situation in China, Pratt relied heavily on the information provided by several 

                                                      
131The extent to which early Western testimonies such as Pratt’s book can be considered sources for studying the 

intellectual history of East Asian Buddhism is debatable. Pratt’s perspective on Sinitic Māhāyana is undoubtedly 

limited and biased in more than one way. A few potentially distorting factors include his limited access to reliable 

academic studies and primary texts of this tradition and his own philosophical agenda, which was not entirely free of 

some “Orientalist” notions. It also needs to be remembered that Pratt relied on local translators and interviewees, most 

of whom were monastic or lay elites rather than “rank and file” Buddhist believers. On the contrary, Pratt’s testimony 

has several merits that render it particularly worthy of contemporary scholars’ interest. It remains a rare example of a 

cross-cultural comparative study on East Asian Buddhism, unaffected by either overgeneralization or narrow 

specialization. Pratt’s method of juxtaposing textual studies with first-hand observations allowed him to paint a vivid 

picture of East Asian Buddhism as a living intellectual tradition. Moreover, as is often the case with foreign observers, 

his remarks tend to highlight a few facts and issues that are neglected or underrepresented in local primary sources. In 

many cases, such as discussions of the Pure Land myth, Pratt’s philosophical erudition and sensitivity to analogies 

with Christian theology and Western thought appear to be assets rather than liabilities.  

 

132For remarks concerning the situation in Japan, see Pratt (1928: 661-662). 
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educated laymen, many of whom studied and propagated Yogācāra philosophy. The scholars 

introduced by name include “Mr. Ouyang” (Ouyang Jingwu?) from Nanjing, “Mr. Wei” from “Tsi-

nan Fu” (Jinan濟南), and “Mr. Kwai” from Beijing (1928: 408). Summarizing his conversations 

with those people, Pratt opined that “typical Buddhist philosopher not only tolerates but has faith 

in even the naïve Pure Land teachings.” This paradox is possible because of the rich tradition of 

symbolical interpretation, derived from the principles of Māhāyana philosophy. This sophisticated 

background prevents educated Buddhists from confusing “faith” (religious attitude) with 

“believing to be true”—a distinction that Pratt borrowed from a fellow travelling philosopher 

Hermann Graf Keyserling (Pratt 1928: 400).133 

 

The only major point of contention noted by Pratt in this context is, in fact, an internal conflict 

within Mahāyāna philosophy. 134  More exactly, it is the conflict between the two competing 

“branches” of Chinese Yogācāra thought, described by the American author as “monistic” and 

“pluralistic” (Pratt 1928: 408-412). Both camps share an ontology described by Pratt as “idealistic,” 

in the sense roughly corresponding to the standpoint of Berkeley—a view that reduces the material 

                                                      
133Pratt probably refers to the distinction mentioned by Keyserling in his Travel Diary of a Philosopher (1925: 153 

ff.). 

 

134As someone who gathered most of his information about Chinese Buddhism from educated elites, Pratt might have 

underestimated the tension between the literal and the non-literal interpretations of Pure Land texts. Karl Ludvig 

Reichelt (1877-1952), a Norwegian missionary with a more substantial first-hand experience of Chinese religions, 

described Buddhists of the same epoch as psychologically torn between the two competing ideals: “worship of the 

merciful Buddha” (Amitābha), on the one hand, and “self-sanctification through meditation,” on the other (Reichelt 

2003: 150, 153). Reichelt’s insight is partly corroborated by the aforementioned debate that surrounded Shoupei’s 

Yixinnianfoji de wangshenglun in the mid-1920s.  

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

116 
 

world to the content of individual perception. However, they differ in their understanding of the 

fundamental subjectivity, the ālaya-vijñāna, which creates the world of percepts according to 

Yogācāra philosophy. In short, the “monistic” branch maintains that the multiplicity of individual 

ālayas is ultimately reducible to the one universal self. This cosmic self, into which all “inner 

selves” merge eventually, is in turn identified with the “omnipresent and pervasive” One Reality, 

the ineffable “chen-ju” (i.e., zhenru真如 or Suchness), and the impersonal essence of Buddhahood. 

In this sense, monistic yogācārins adhere to the mainstream view of Sinitic Buddhist scholiasts 

shared by most exegetes of the Awakening of Faith and traditions such as Tiantai and Chan. By 

contrast, the minority of “pluralistic” yogācārins posit no such universal subject behind or beyond 

the multiple ālayas. In their view, which Pratt characterizes as “personalist,” 

 

The individual is not lost in One—to say that it is lost is heresy (…) Individuals may help or harm each 

other; they may be united in the sense of sharing the same joy or sorrow; but they are not one in any deeper 

metaphysical way (Pratt 1928: 408).  

 

The consequences of this divide from the viewpoint of understanding the Pure Land myth are easy 

to discern. Both camps, being idealists, agreed that Western Pure Land is “not a place to which we 

go but a state of mind which we create” (1928: 410). However, their interpretation of the figure of 

Buddha Amitābha could not have followed the same pattern. Whereas the monists emphasized on 

the all-encompassing “Dharma-body” into which all individuals merge eventually, for the 

“personalists,” Buddhas and bodhisattvas were multiple and real. According to the “personalist” 

view, what connects Buddhas and bodhisattvas with ordinary people is not a shared cosmic mind 

or nature but actual relations based on communication and cooperation:  

As like elements produce like phenomena, we may continuously grow to have more in common with 

them as we grow more like them in character, and thereby may gradually be enabled to perceive and 
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communicate with them, i.e. to have them as part of our world (Pratt 1928: 411-12)  

 

Pratt notes that the opposition between the monistic and the pluralistic branches of Yogācāra has 

always been a part and parcel of East Asian Buddhist heritage. He was enlightened of this fact by 

Japanese priests of the Hossō (法相) school135 from Nara’s Hōryūji (法隆寺) and Kōfukuji (興福

寺) temples, who also espoused the pluralistic view (1928: 600-602). He was also aware that while 

the pluralistic tradition was marginalized in both China and Japan, it underwent rapid revival 

among Chinese intellectuals of his age. He pointed out correctly that this could not have happened 

if not for Yang Wenhui and the corpus of texts recovered from Japan (1928: 408).136 He also noted 

that a few Yogācāra revivalists came to regard the pluralistic interpretation as the sole standard of 

orthodoxy and began to judge all established Buddhist traditions according to its principles. 

According to Pratt’s informants, properly understood, Consciousness-only philosophy is not only 

a “creed of individualism” but also of mutual cooperation; it is also a “way of salvation […] chiefly 

through morality,” which extends the “control over the world we make for ourselves” by steadily 

“purifying” human hearts through “moral training” (Pratt 1928: 408-410). The palpable emphasis 

on moral progress and cooperation among individuals is rather intriguing in this context. 

Descriptions of Yogācāra noted down by Pratt do have a Confucian ring to them, while his wording 

bring to mind post-Enlightenment interpretations of Christianity inspired by the philosophies of 

                                                      
135The Japanese offshoot of the Chinese lineage of Yogācāra, transmitted to East Asia by Xuanzang in the 7th century. 

 

136Pratt appears to have been somewhat misinformed about the details of this recovery. In his account, purportedly 

based on “excellent authority” (Ouyang Jingwu’s?), all commentaries on Yogācāra sūtras had disappeared from China 

after the end of the Tang dynasty and were “brought back” from Japan in the 1880s by “a learned Buddhist scholar 

named Yang” (Pratt 1928: 408).  
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Kant or Hegel. This second analogy is, however, difficult to reconcile with Pratt’s (rather reliable) 

judgment that his interlocutors “were quite unacquainted with Western philosophy” (1928: 409). 

Regardless of the inspiration, it is apparent that Buddhist laymen quoted in the book perceived 

Consciousness-only ideas as being significant and relevant in modern China.  

 

In sum, Pratt’s account provided several important insights that may not have been articulated 

sufficiently in contemporary studies on modern Chinese Buddhism. The most important among 

them is that modern debate on the Pure Land cannot be reduced to the conflict between the literal 

(traditional) and the symbolic (modern) approaches to the Pure Land myth. The tension between 

the different standards of interpreting Pure Land symbolism provided by Buddhist tradition 

deserves equal attention. In this light, Consciousness-only readings of Pure Land scriptures should 

be considered not as a replacement or a continuation but as an alternative to the old paradigm of 

“Mind-only Pure Land.” Pratt’s account suggests that this alternative could have been formulated 

in polemical contrast to the well-established view that equated Amitābha’s Buddhahood with a 

universal self or a universal impersonal principle. In this case, the ancient authority of Yogācāra 

could be used to shine new light on the figures of savior-like bodhisattvas and Buddhas, now 

redefined as role models and stimulating forces behind ethical progress. These observations are 

not inconsistent with the previously discussed sources. It should be remembered that Yinshun 

described bodhisattvas such as Dharmākara as “stimulating leaders” of social action, while Taixu 

set forth elaborate theories to justify the possibility of cooperation between humans and 

bodhisattvas or Buddhas. For this reason alone, Pratt’s observation deserves to be examined 

carefully against a larger selection of relevant primary sources.  
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4.5. Conclusions 

 

The previous chapter discussed the reasons that led a few contemporary Japanese authors to 

perceive Consciousness-only hermeneutics of Pure Land as a Buddhist counterpart of 

demythologization. Apparently, the “demythologizing” quality of Consciousness-only philosophy 

has been sought mostly for its potential as a more “subjectivist” reading of the Pure Land salvation 

narrative. The “subjectivist turn” provided by the Consciousness-only framework was expected to 

perform a twofold function: it was intended to respond to modern criticisms of Pure Land 

scriptures as mythical, and it meant to “repristinate” their orthodox interpretations according to the 

perennial principles of Buddhist philosophy. 

 

However, the understanding of demythologization summarized above appears to be of limited help 

when making sense of the Chinese sources. It is quite difficult to match Chinese Consciousness-

only revival with any “subjectivist turn” in Pure Land exegesis motivated by the collapse of 

traditional worldview. Summarizing the insights provided by Lin’s comparison between Yinshun 

and Bultmann, previous studies on modern Chinese Buddhism, Pure Land–related controversies 

of the period, and the testimony of Pratt, three major problematic issues can be raised:  

 

First, there are good grounds to think that the impact of foreign and secular ideas was not the only 

truly dynamic factor behind the developments in Pure Land doctrines and practices. Apparently, 

Buddhists who embarked on the practice of Buddha-recollection in Republican China faced quite  

a few unresolved doctrinal questions inherited from their pre-modern and early modern 

predecessors. These were living issues, and discussions about them generally referred to Buddhist 
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texts, including those rediscovered only recently thanks to renewed cultural contact with Japan. 

Consciousness-only thought gained its new significance among Chinese Buddhists as one of such 

“rediscovered traditions”. Therefore, the question of the modern significance of Consciousness-

only readings of Pure Land Buddhism in modernizing China needs to be reconsidered from this 

perspective. 

 

Second, the extent to which Consciousness-only can be perceived as a factor behind 

“subjectivization” of the Pure Land myth is not at all clear. On the eve of modernity, Chinese 

exegetes were already well acquainted with the possibility of imaging Buddha Amitābha as the 

impersonal principle of Buddhahood inherent in the human mind. However, as pointed out quite 

lucidly by Pratt, the standpoint of Consciousness-only tradition with regard to such an 

“immanentist” reading was rather ambiguous. Whereas all Sinitic commentators of 

Consciousness-only supported a “subjectivist” reading of the Pure Land myth, they had been 

divided over the issue of how to interpret the fundamental subjectivity at the heart of human 

experience, as well as its relation to personal buddhas and bodhisattvas. The resolution of this 

ambiguity by those Pure Land believers who reached to the newly discovered Yogācāra texts is an 

issue that requires thorough scrutiny.  

 

Third, it appears that mainstream Chinese modernists considered Consciousness-only thought as 

“modern” owing to its purportedly “positivist,” rationalist, and activist implications. For this 

reason alone, the model of demythologization in which the story of Amitābha is reinterpreted as 

being symbolic of individual religious experience, be it “subjective faith” or “self-awareness,” 

does not appear adequate to the intentions of Chinese Buddhist modernists. Whether 
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Consciousness-only could suggest to them an interpretation of the Pure Land myth which they 

themselves considered as modern—namely, practical and relevant to the concerns of modernizing 

society—is another point that deserves further attention. 

 

The issues outlined above will be discussed in the three case studies presented in this dissertation. 

However, it may not be possible to answer these questions clearly without first addressing a more 

general issue. Unlike Meiji modernists, Chinese proponents of Consciousness-only thought 

frequently expressed their ideas in the language of traditional Buddhist exegetes. Therefore, it 

would be futile to search their works for the keywords of demythologizing debates such as “myth”, 

“subjectivity” or “objectification”.  To understand their stance on the aforementioned issues, it is 

necessary to establish how the connection between the Pure Land myth, Consciousness-only 

philosophy, and modernity could have been phrased in the language of Chinese Buddhist tradition.  
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Chapter 5 

 

Pure Land and Consciousness-only in the Perspective of Buddhist Hermeneutics 

 

5.1. Introductory remarks 

 

As argued in the previous chapter, Chinese Buddhists in the first decades of the 20th century rarely 

confronted the “mythical” character of Pure Land scriptures with radical explicitness typical of 

Christian or Japanese Buddhist modernism. At the same time, it would be wrong to assume that 

they were insensitive to the problem of modernity as such. At least some of them realized that the 

influx of new ideas experienced by their generation has salient implications for the ways Pure Land 

scriptures are to be understood and preached about. However, when they attempted to discuss these 

problems, they often adhered to themes, standpoints and canons of argumentation that were 

dictated by pre-existing hermeneutical tradition. For this reason, it is doubtful whether significance 

of modern Consciousness-only hermeneutics of Pure Land texts can be accurately captured in 

Western categories suggested by Japanese literature – be it “philosophy” and “religion”, “faith” 

and “reason” or “subjectivity” and “objectivity”.  The purpose of the present chapter is therefore 

to reconstruct those categories through which modern Chinese Buddhists could relate 

Consciousness-only thought to Pure Land texts. The discussion will focus on the following three 

questions: firstly, what exactly was problematic about the story of Amitābha’s Pure Land in 

Chinese Buddhist tradition – or why was it considered necessary to apply to it hermeneutically 

critical readings; secondly, how did exegetes inspired by Consciousness-only thought contribute 

to solving this problem; thirdly, why did Consciousness-only tradition failed to establish itself as 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

123 
 

the ultimate standard of Pure Land hermeneutics, and what alternative approaches supplanted it in 

this role. Answering these three questions is necessary to understand more specific issues discussed 

by Chinese Buddhists at the moment of their confrontation with modernity – the subject matter of 

the following chapters.     

 

5.2. The source of controversy: “gnostic” vs. devotional image of Amitābha 

 

According to Japanese literature discussed previously, the major controversy surrounding Pure 

Land myth in Buddhist tradition is the perennial tension between on the one hand, letter of the 

scriptures and on the other, their symbolic exegesis. One side of the conflict, represented by 

traditional jōdo or jōdo-shin preachers, have insisted on literal interpretation of the Larger 

Sukhāvatīvyūha, wherein Dharmākara and Amitābha appear as objectively existent persons. The 

other side is the informal lineage of exegetes who attempt to demythologize these figures, either 

as manifestations of an impersonal principle, or as symbols of religious experience. It is not 

difficult to see how this model resembles the conflict between Christian dogma and gnostic or 

secular philosophy, which defined the modern problem of demythologization in the West. In the 

case of Chinese Pure Land tradition, however, such an analogy does not appear to work well. Here 

one does not find the counterpart of institutional orthodoxy, similar to Japanese shūgaku, which 

insists on literal reading of Pure Land sūtras. In China, it appears, the story about establishing 

Western paradise has been read in the light of other scriptural accounts that mention pure lands, 

buddhas or savior-bodhisattvas. Considered together, these sources do not allow for any 

straightforward conclusion regarding objective existence of Amitābha and his land. It may be 

argued that it was this discrepancy between canonical texts, rather than philosophical critique of 
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literal belief, that sparked Chinese debates about the Pure Land myth.  

 

The case in point is the sūtra which effectively introduced the figure of Buddha Amitābha to East 

Asia – the Banzhou sanmei jing (般舟三昧經). According to some estimates, the text was 

translated into Chinese as early as 178 A.D, earlier than the first Sinitic recensions of the 

Sukhāvātīvyūha. 137 Its title is an abridged Chinese transliteration of a Sanskrit term rendered by 

Paul Harrison (1998: 2) as “the meditation in which one is brought face to face with the buddhas 

of the present” or “the meditation of direct encounter with the buddhas of the present” 

(*pratyutpanna-buddha-saṃmukhāvasthita-samādhi, corresponding to the Chinese xianzai zhu fo 

xi zai qian li sanmei現在諸佛悉在前立三昧). Among these “buddhas of the present” the text 

singles out Buddha Amitābha as the primary focus of meditative practice. 138 The sūtra mentions 

his glorious land as the coveted place of rebirth, and advises those aspiring for rebirth to retain 

mindfulness of this Buddha (T13:418.905b10 ff.). It also counts Buddha’s “mighty spiritual power” 

(weishen li 威神力, c.f. T13:418.905c13-16) among several factors necessary to achieve the 

visionary encounter. 139 At the same time, in a rather unambiguous fashion, the sūtra demystifies 

                                                      
137 Two earliest translations of the Larger Sukhāvativyūha, namely Da Amituo jing 大阿彌陀經 and Wuliang qingjing 

pingdeng jue jing 無量清淨平等覺經 have been traditionally ascribed to Lokakṣema, the purported translator of the 

Banzhou sanmei jing. However, according to the present state of knowledge, both these texts could have been 

introduced to China at a later point, probably around the middle of the 3rd century A.D. (Fujita 2007: 39-46)   

 

138 For a detailed study of the sūtra’s treatment of Amitābha see the study of Chen Ming-ling (1987)    

 

139 The translation “numinous power” follows Harrison (1998: 21). According to Schmithausen (2014: 612, 612 n, 

2480), the term corresponds to the Sanskrit anubhāva (meaning “powerful influence” on the minds of other persons), 

a concept well attested in Māhāyāna texts, notably Avataṃsaka (Huayan jing).  
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the image of Amitābha as an anthropomorphic agent external to human consciousness. Using a set 

of stock metaphors such as dreams and mirror reflections, the text explains that meditative visions 

should be treated as temporary products of causes and conditions. 140 Furthermore, the practitioner 

is supposed to understand that the crucial factor behind the appearance of such visions in his mind 

is nothing else than the mind itself:  141 

One reflects thus: “Where did the Buddha come from? Where did I go to?” and one thinks to oneself: 

“The Buddha came from nowhere, and I also went nowhere.” One thinks to oneself: The Three 

Realms—the Realm of Desire, the Realm of Form, and the Realm of the Formless—these Three Realms 

are simply made by thought. Whatever I think, that I see. The mind creates the Buddha. The mind itself 

sees him. The mind is the Buddha. The mind is the Tathagata. (Harrison 1998: 21). 142 

 

From which follows the realization that:  

A mind with conceptions is stupidity, a mind without conceptions is nirvana. There is nothing in these 

dharmas which can be enjoyed; they are all made by thinking. If thinking is nothing but empty, then 

anything which is thought is also utterly nonexistent (Harrison 1998: 21-22). 143 

 

                                                      
140  These metaphors appear to have been directly borrowed from the corpus of prajñāparamitā literature, For an 

overview of these, see Kajiyama (1992: 302-308).  

 

141 Compare the corresponding passage in another version of the same sūtra: “By the mind is the Buddha produced, 

and by the mind is he seen, only by the mind. Buddha Tathāgata is only my mind, my body is also mind” (Punctuation 

and part of translation adopted from Schmithausen, 2014: 488, 488 n. 2066).  「以意作佛，亦以意見，但是我意

為佛，如來但意耳，及我身意也」(T13:419.923a2-4)  

 

142   作是念：『佛從何所來？我為到何所？』自念：『佛無所從來，我亦無所至。』自念：『三處——欲處、

色處、無想處——是三處意所為耳。我所念即見，心作佛、心自見，心是佛、心是怛薩阿竭  

(T13:418.905c27-906a3) 

 

143   「心有想為癡、心無想是泥洹。是法無可樂者，皆念所為，設使念為空耳，設有念者亦了無所有」。

(T13:418.906a3-906a6) 
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Apparently, the sūtra instructs its readers to reconsider their belief in Amitābha in the light of the 

more universal principles of Buddhist teachings. In the fragments quoted above, one can discern 

at least three such principles.  

 

(1) Firstly, images of the buddhas perceived by consciousness are revealed as ephemeral products 

of particular confluence of causes and conditions, rather than permanent entities. In this regard, 

the sūtra seems to presuppose the general idea of “emptiness”, understood as lack of svabhāva, a 

fixed “essence” or nature of a thing posited behind the nexus of causes and effects.  144 

 

(2) Secondly, the contemplated buddhas are revealed as appearances that are ontologically 

dependent on the consciousness of the perceiver. This claim has usually been understood as a 

concretization of a more general philosophical stance, according to which mind can only cognize 

its own images or “representations” rather than external material objects. This distinctively 

Buddhist view, known as vijñaptimātra, was developed in a more systematic fashion by Asaṅga 

and his half-brother Vasubandhu, the progenitors of Consciousness-only thought. 145 

                                                      
144 As explained by Nagārjuna: “The Nature of the Thus Come-one [i.e. Buddha – J.Z.] is the very nature of the world. 

The Thus-Come-one has no nature. The world, also, has no nature” (Bocking 1995: 328)「如來所有性即是世間性;  

如來無有性， 世間亦無性」(T30:1564.31a6-7)  

 

145  According to Kajiyama Yūichi (1992: 312), the Banzhou sanmei jing predates the distinction between rival 

Mahāyāna traditions emphasizing the principles of “emptiness” (śūnyatā) and “consciousness-only” respectively. 

Lambert Schmithausen regards this sūtra as one of the earliest testimonies of an “idealist-looking” position in Buddhist 

literature, and a solid evidence that Buddhist idealism originated from reflection on meditational visions. 

Schmithausen’s critics, such as Johannes Bronkhorst or Eli Franco, have argued that the sūtra’s author may have 

referred to an already well established philosophical stance of vijñaptimātra (Schmithausen 2014: 597-618).  
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(3) Thirdly, according to the sūtra, the very notion that perceived buddhas are autonomous entities, 

independent from the human mind, needs to be overcome as an impediment to liberation. The state 

of Buddhahood can be attained by restoring the original purity of mind, which in itself is devoid 

of all dualistic conceptions. With regard to this point, the sūtra is in accord with the wider 

Mahāyāna current emphasizing the original purity of human mind (zixing qingjing xin自性淸淨

心) – a possible precedent to the idea of universal Buddha-Nature which dominated East Asian 

Buddhism in later centuries. 146  

 

In sum, the text appears to promote an overtly gnostic interpretation of Pure Land-oriented practice. 

On this interpretation, liberation consists in subjective realization that the perceived Buddha and 

the perceiving self are both provisional constructs of a yet unenlightened consciousness. The image 

of Buddha as Someone Other, external object of consciousness, does not reflect reality-as-it-really-

is, and therefore needs to be transcended, if not altogether abandoned in the process of liberation. 

In this context, it is hardly surprising that Banzhou sanmei jing is silent about the content of 

Dharmākara’s vows, his self-exertion and boundless treasure of merit.  

 

The story of Dharmākara is also missing from the Shorter Sukhāvatīvyūha, or the so-called 

Amitābha-sūtra, known  in China as the Amituo jing (阿彌陀經).  147  In what may well be its most 

                                                      
146 For example, by Sueki (1996a: 215) or Kawanami (2001: 207)   

 

147 This is the title of the sūtra’s canonical Sinitic version, translated by Kumārajīva in the beginning of the 5th century. 

In terms of popularity, it eclipsed the later translation of the Shorter Sukhāvatīvyūha , executed by the famous 

Consciousness-only scholiast Xuanzang. See Fujita (1970: 97-115 or 2007: 107-162). 
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well-known  fragment, the scripture exhorts people to “maintain” (zhichi 執持) Amitābha’s name 

in mind for a period of up to seven days with the intent of being reborn in the land of Sukhāvatī. 

Those who perform this practice diligently, with “unperturbed mind” (yixin bu luan一心不亂), 

are promised to see Amitābha at their deathbed and be beckoned by him to the Western realm. 

Should they maintain proper concentration in these final moments of life, their admission to 

Sukhāvatī will be secured (T12: 366.347b9 ff.). As noted by Hirakawa Akira (1990: 184-5), by 

portraying Amitābha’s descent to dying devotees the sūtra solidified his popular image as a 

merciful redeemer. On the other hand, it should be noted that in the Shorter Sukhāvatīvyūha 

devotees encounter Amitābha as an object of visions (or, in the case of less accomplished 

practitioners, dreams). Moreover, these encounters follow a prolonged mental concentration and 

purification on the part of the aspirant. It may therefore be argued that, in comparison with its 

longer version, the scripture provides a more attractive promise of reconciling Pure Land faith with 

gnostic principles of Buddhist soteriology. As will be argued later, this interpretive potential of 

Amituo jing rendered this scripture particularly relevant to early modern exegetes, whose 

commentaries established its pre-eminence as the source text of Chinese Pure Land tradition. 

 

Perhaps the most beguiling portrayal of Amitābha can be found in the Sūtra on Contemplating 

Buddha of Immeasurable Life (hereafter referred to as the Contemplation Sūtra), or Guan 

Wuliangshoufo jing (觀無量壽佛經), a text of disputed origin that appeared in China in or after 

early 5th century. 148 Together with Chinese recensions of the longer and shorter Sukhāvatīvyuhas, 

                                                      
 

148 For details, see the studies of Sueki (1992), Pas (1995) or Fujita (2007: 163-232). All these authors agree that the 

sūtra in question may have a Central Asian, if not partly Chinese, origin.  
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this enigmatic scripture completes the canonical triptych of Pure Land sūtras (jingtu san jing 淨土

三經 or jōdo sanbu kyō 淨土三部經) widely recognized in contemporary East Asia. At least two 

of its fragments might be counted among most controversial Pure Land-related verses in the whole 

Buddhist canon. The first of those can be found in the celebrated passage that divides Pure Land 

aspirants into nine grades. Commenting on the ninth, lowest grade, the sūtra announces that even 

worst evil-doers can still be reborn in Sukhāvatī, provided they honestly repent on their deathbed 

and recite the formula “* Namo Amitābha Buddha” (南無阿彌陀佛) (T12:365.345c10). 

Otherwise, the sūtra expatiates on a sophisticated practice of “contemplating” (methodically 

visualizing) Amitābha’s land, a possible sequel to the earlier methods of contemplating buddhas 

described in the Banzhou sanmei jing. This section advises the practitioner to visualize the splendid 

scenery of Sukhāvatī and then to form the mental image of Amitābha presiding over his realm. The 

advice is followed by a commentary whose implications have been hotly, and sometimes bitterly, 

debated among Chinese Buddhist right until modern times: 

After you have seen this (i.e., visualized lotus throne of Amitābha), next visualize the Buddha. Why the 

Buddha? Because Buddhas Tathāgatas have cosmic bodies, and so enter into the meditating mind of 

each sentient being. For this reason, when you contemplate a Buddha, your mind itself takes the form 

of his thirty-two physical characteristics and eighty secondary marks. Your mind produces the Buddha’s 

[image] and is itself the Buddha. The ocean of perfectly and universally enlightened Buddhas thus arises 

in the meditating mind. (Inagaki and Stewart 2003: 73-4, with slight changes) 149 

 

As described above, the foundational texts of Chinese Pure Land-oriented practice already cast 

Amitābha in at least two distinct roles. On the one hand, they portray Amitābha as an external 

                                                      
149  「見此事已，次當想佛。所以者何？諸佛如來是法界身，諸佛如來是法界身，遍入一切眾生心想中；是

故汝等心想佛時，是心即是三十二相、八十隨形好。是心作佛，是心是佛。諸佛正遍知海，從心想生」 

(T12:365.343a19-22) 
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agent who supports the struggling practitioners; on the other hand, they “demystify” him as an 

object of human thought, whose illusory character needs to be eventually recognized. In 

contemporary scholarship this ambiguity has usually been explained as testimony of internal 

tensions within Indian Buddhist tradition. According to Paul Harrison, the aforementioned 

“demystifying” passages in the Banzhou sanmei jing should be read as criticism, or reproach, 

against those devotees whose image of Amitābha had been shaped by the literal reading of what is 

now known as the corpus of Sukhāvatīvyuha. Remarkably, on Harrison’s view this criticism did 

not target particular practices or particular doctrines related to Amitābha, but rather some of their 

common interpretations. Harrison distinguishes between two kinds of errors which the Banzhou 

sanmei jing might have aimed to censure: the “errors of intent”, committed by those who aspired 

for Pure Land in hope of fortunate rebirth or material gain; and the “errors of attitude”, such as the 

overly realistic or materialistic concept of Amitābha, reflecting ignorance as to the key Buddhist 

principle of “emptiness” (śūnya) (Harrison 1978: 51-55).  150 

 

What for modern scholars is a subject matter of intellectual history, for pre-modern Chinese 

exegetes constituted a problem of practical hermeneutics. They encountered a situation of 

contradiction between statements which, by their standards, could be reliably ascribed to the 

historical Buddha.151 One of the choices available for Chinese Buddhists striving to resolve such 

contradictions was to search for a more detailed explanation from Indian authorities. The example 

                                                      
150 Harrison’s interpretation has been followed and developed by Schmithausen (2014: 608) and Sueki (1996a: 232-

34, 2013: 56-63), among others.   

 

151 On the role of contradiction (virodha 相違) in development of Buddhist hermeneutics, see Collier (1998: 98-104).  
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was set by Huiyuan of Lushan (廬山慧遠, 334-416), the titular first “patriarch” of Chinese Pure 

Land lineage. In a letter addressed to the famous Central Asian translator and exegete Kumārajīva 

(334-413), 152 Huiyuan expressed bewilderment at the ambiguous ontological status of Buddhas 

described in the Banzhou sanmei jing. Huiyuan’s quandary can be recapped as follows: if 

Amitābha exists independently of the perceiving mind, as someone who “comes from without”, 

then using the metaphor of dreams to describe the visionary encounter would not seem appropriate. 

The alternative view would be to consider this buddha as a figure that “one sees in one’s own 

imagination” – presumably, an object of contemplation that could not come into being and could 

not continue to exist without relying on human consciousness. On this reading, however, it 

becomes difficult to make sense of those passages in the sūtra that extort practitioners to seek 

Buddha’s supporting power or edifying instruction, not to mention rebirth in Sukhāvatī . 153  

 

Remarkably, in his response to Huiyuan Kumārajīva disregards the aforementioned alternative 

altogether. Initially, he reiterates the idealist stance implicit in the sūtra by placing emphasis on the 

mind-dependent character of reality:  

All the beings in the triple world have their beings as thoughts and discriminations, or as the karmic 

results of the thoughts in the past lives, or as that which thoughts in the present life have produced (Jones 

                                                      
152  On Huiyuan’s appropriation of practice described in the Banzhou sanmei jing, see Zürcher (1972: 217 ff.) or 

Sakurabe (1993: 339-343). 

 

153  Quotes are taken from the English translation by Charles B. Jones (2008: 179). Cf. T45:1856:134b8-b13: 「佛同

夢中之所見，則是我相之所矚想相 (…) 若真茲外應，則不得以夢為喻。」The alternative between “what 

comes from without” and “what one sees in one’s own imagination” may perhaps be regarded as a first step towards 

formulating an ontological distinction between “real” and “intentional” beings, to borrow the expressions of Roman 

Ingarden (1964).  
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2008: 183). 154 

In the subsequent fragment, however, Kumārajīva concedes that passages in which Amitābha is 

presented as someone who “comes from without” can be treated as more or less literal depictions:  

Again, someone at the inferior level (…) who keeps the precepts purely, and whose faith and reverence 

are profound and weighty, brings together the Buddha’s spiritual power and (his or her own) power of 

samādhi, knits together the aggregation of conditions, and is able to see the Buddha as a person sees (his 

or her own) image in a mirror. (Jones, 2008: 183). 155 

 

On a less charitable reading, Kumārajīva simply rephrased the glaring inconsistencies in the 

scripture that had been pointed out by Huiyuan. However, most contemporary interpreters have 

understood the aforementioned passages as having deeper philosophical significance. 156 The gist 

of Kumārajīva’s response is that in order to interpret the sūtra properly one needs to locate 

Amitābha’s agentive power within a particular ontology which defies simple categories of 

“externality” and “internality” invoked by Huiyuan. On this account, what appears as external 

object to an untrained consciousness, is in fact merely a reflection, or concretization (manifestation) 

of one’s own “thoughts”, together with their karmic consequences. Consciousness cannot directly 

apprehend anything that is not “of its own making”. At the same time, Kumārajīva does not deny 

that Amitābha may – in some qualified sense – be conceived as an external source of “spiritual 

power” to those of lesser capacities. In this sense, he appears to refrain from the most radical 

implication which can be derived from the text of the sūtra – namely, that external buddhas are 

                                                      
154三界之物皆從憶想分別而有，或是先世憶想果報，或是今世憶想所成 (T45:1856.134c27-135a11) 

 

155   「又下者持戒清淨，信敬深重，兼彼佛神力，及三昧力。眾緣和合即得見佛。如人對見鏡像。

(T45:1856.134c27-29)」 

. 

156 Cf. the opinions of Robinson (1967: 109) and Jones (2008: 184-5).   



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

133 
 

essentially non-existent creations of dualist thought whose objective existence needs to be 

completely “demystified” through meditational practice. 

 

As can be seen, in his exegesis of Banzhou sanmei jing Kumārajīva makes a foray into salient 

philosophical issues, which by his time had only begun to attract attention of Buddhist scholiasts 

in India and elsewhere. This point marks the beginning of a long-standing phenomenon of Chinese 

exegesis of the Pure Land sūtras. Chinese exegetes realized that in order to make sense of the 

conflicting portrayals of Amitābha, they had to assume a consistent understanding of the relation 

between self and Buddha. This, in turn, required clarifying a general Buddhist stance with regard 

to interaction between self and external agents. The dialogue between Huiyuan and Kumārajīva 

demonstrates that at a relatively early stage these issues were already discussed at a considerable 

level of complexity. After Huiyuan’s times, Chinese readers of the sūtras continued to follow new 

theories that were transmitted to them from India through translated treatises. This, in essence, is 

how the paths of Pure Land exegetes crossed with those of commentators of Consciousness-only 

treatises.   

 

5.3. Early Yogācāra approaches to Buddhist mythology  

 

Conflicting portrayals of Amitābha are only one among many examples of contradictions 

encountered by Chinese Buddhists in their newly translated scriptures. Repeated occurrence of 

such discrepancies forced them to read canonical texts in a critical way, employing various 

interpretative strategies. This tradition of critical exegesis has sometimes been referred to 
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(controversially) as Buddhist hermeneutics. 157 Foundations for this discipline were laid by the 

Indian authorities, identified by later tradition as Vasubandhu and his half-brother Asaṅga無著, in 

texts such as Mahāyānasaṃgraha (She dacheng lun 攝大乘論) or Mahāyānasūtrālaṃkāra 

(Dacheng zhuangyan jinglun大乘莊嚴經論). In those texts, commonly regarded as foundational 

for Yogācāra and Consciousness-only thought, Vasubandhu and Asaṅga provide general pointers 

as to how to elucidate problematic discourses attributed to the Buddha by recovering their implicit, 

or hidden meanings. 158  Remarkably, some of the exemplifications of this procedure appear to 

target the aforementioned “errors of intent” associated with popular Buddhist devotion. For 

example, both authors felt compelled to note that the fantastic imagery of “Buddha-fields” (a 

concept closely related to that of a Pure Land) is a rhetorical “skillful means” directed to people 

attached to sensory stimuli” (rāgacarita). In a similar vein, they decode awe-inspiring depictions 

of celestial buddhas as correctives to excessive pride (mānacarita) (T31:1604.621a14-15; Lamotte 

1988: 22). Furthermore, Vasubandhu and Asaṇga take issue with scriptural passages which 

promise complete enlightenment to those recollecting a name of a particular buddha, or those who 

awake solemn aspiration (praṇidhāna, or yuan 願) for rebirth in a buddha’s realm. They classify 

such teachings as requiring further interpretation (neyartha 未了義) and “indicative of another 

                                                      
 

157 The term popularized by Lopez (1988). For bibliography of this subject, see Nance (2013). Controversies in this 

case revolve mostly around the problem of “historical consciousness” and the arguments for its lack in Buddhist 

tradition. These considerations are not directly relevant to the present topic.  

 

158  More exactly, how to distinguish between literal expressions and their rhetorical “intentions” (abhiprāya 意趣)  or 

the unspoken “motivations” (abhisaṃdhi 密意). For comprehensive discussions of these, see Sakamoto (1937a-b), 

Lamotte (1988) and Collier (1998). 
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time” (kālāntarābhiprāya or bieshi yi別時意). According to Vasubandhu, Buddha’s intent behind 

such promises was to motivate practitioners afflicted with laziness (kauśīdya 懶惰). Such devotees 

will indeed liberate themselves from the bonds of ignorance, but only after many further rebirths 

filled with diligent self-cultivation. 159  

 

However, the crucial challenge which burgeoning Pure Land devotion posed for Yogācāra 

hermeneutists was how to confront its “errors of attitude”, namely, realistic conception of 

Amitābha as a being wholly independent from human consciousness. As seen above, Kumārajīva 

was already familiar with the idea that consciousness has no access to mind-independent reality 

not constructed by its own actions. In treatises regarded as first mature expositions of Yogācāra 

philosophy, such as Thirty Verses or the Cheng weishi lun, this basic insight developed into a full-

fledged theory centered on the concept of Storehouse-consciousness, or the ālaya-vijñāna. This 

Storehouse-consciousness assumes a twofold function: on the one hand, it is the foundational layer 

of individual subjectivity; on the other hand, it is the primary factor behind the appearance of 

phenomena perceived as external to mind (Watanabe 1995: 139-143). The process through which 

individual subjectivity generates such appearances is described through the theory of “seeds”. In 

the use of yogācārins, “seed” is essentially a metaphor that denotes various potentialities, or 

tendencies, latent in an individual ālaya-consciousness. While some of those tendencies might 

have been present from the time immemorial, a great deal of them have been planted by good, bad 

or neutral actions and thoughts, as well conceptual (linguistic) and psychological habits. Some of 

                                                      
159  See T31:1592.103b16-19, T31:1593.121b12-14, T31:1595.194a26-b9, T31:1597.346a11-13 and b4-7. For 

translations, see Lamotte (1973: 1.41 and 2.130), Nagao (1982: 391) and Keenan (2003 :53-4). For informative 

overviews of this topic, see Fujita (2007: 518-521) or Odani (2015: 49-58). 
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the seeds remain dormant through subsequent rebirths, others ripen and fructify, creating the 

perceived manifold of sensory and mental experiences. These manifestations, or “transformations”, 

of consciousness are structured in such a way as that they appear as external objects independent 

from the perceiving self. Ordinary people remained attached to this deluded perspective, acting on 

the premise that their own self is independent from the phenomena with which it engages. The 

twofold attachment, to self and the objectified phenomena, fuels the proliferation of “tainted” seeds 

within one’s own Storehouse-consciousness. The inevitable fruition of such seeds perpetuates the 

delusory perception of the world, experienced as source of suffering. Yogācārins’ theory of 

liberation explains how to break through this cycle by replacing “tainted” seeds with “untainted” 

ones and thus eradicating all negative potentialities. In its most basic level, this process entails 

internalizing the truth about self and phenomena being nothing but transformations of 

consciousness. It begins with gradual quelling of afflictions caused by the ingrained habits of 

dualist thinking, and culminates in fundamental change in the way consciousness perceives its own 

relation to its objects. This radical change (exalted as the so-called “transformation of basis”) 

transforms the consciousness of a commoner into the wisdom of a Buddha.  

 

In the light of what has been said so far, it should be apparent that the philosophical basis of 

Buddhist hermeneutics devised by yogācārins is largely different from that of traditional Christian 

exegesis. As pointed out by Bultmann and Ricoeur, pre-modern Biblical allegoresis aimed at 

“edifying” spiritually mature believers by revealing hidden dimensions of the scripture’s literal 

meanings. In contrast, the liberating practice prescribed in Consciousness-only treatises entails 

startling discovery that the words of sacred scriptures do not refer to any external reality. It also 

entails the realization that encounter with someone other is, in fact, an encounter with an “imagined 
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other”, a construct that reflects one’s own karmic history and conceptual habits (Lin 1999: 252-

255). Considering the above, it could be expected that interpreting mythical passages of Pure Land 

scriptures in the light of Consciousness-only thought will result in “demystifying” devotional 

overtones of Buddhist literature. 160  Such a conclusion, however, would grossly simplify the 

hermeneutical approach of this tradition. In order to elucidate this point, some remarks need to be 

made regarding its position in the larger landscape of Buddhist thought.  

 

Firstly, it needs to be remembered that Yogācāra philosophy evolved in polemical dialogue with 

philosophy of “emptiness”, associated with the corpus of prajñāparamitā (Perfection of Wisdom) 

literature or treatises ascribed to Nāgārjuna. Roughly put, the idea of “emptiness” stipulates that 

nothing exists in and because of itself, and that all seemingly fixed entities are only confluences 

of causes and conditions. Whereas precursors of Yogācāra had no intent to challenge this view, 

they were afraid of its potentially nihilist implications, especially in the context of motivation for 

Buddhist practice. For this reason, as evidenced by Saṃdhinirmocana-sūtra (Jie shenmi jing 解深

密經), they proposed to classify previous teachings about “emptiness” as requiring further 

interpretation. 161 The additional layer of interpretation added by yogācārins considerably refined 

the distinction between the deluded and the enlightened view of reality. On the one hand, their new 

                                                      
160 Lin (2012: 212) supports a similar observation with a reference to Vasubandhu’s Twenty Verses (Viṃśatikā), the 

treatise regarded by some as philosophical manifest of Yogācāra idealism. In the Twenty Verses Vasubandhu adduces 

popular images of hell – conceived as a ghastly underworld populated with ferocious guards, rivers of pus etc. – to 

argue that percepts which appear as objectively real can, in fact, be wholly conditioned by internal karmic factors 

specific to particular consciousness (T31:1590.75a3 ff.) 

 

161  For details, see Powers (2004), Lin (2012: 33-45) or Waldron (2014).  
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interpretations of “emptiness” underscored delusory character of language. They denounced 

habitual reliance on “signs, names, concepts, conventional speech and discourse” (Waldron 2014: 

43) which structure the world into permanent, discrete objects independent of perceiving 

consciousness. They identified this mental habit as the reason for which ordinary people could 

only see reality in its “imagined” (parikalpita) nature, as the source of dualistic attachments.  

However, Yogācāra scholiasts also emphasized that this imaginary nature is imposed on some pre-

existing basis, which needs to be considered as at least provisionally real. Language does not create 

illusions out of nothing, but rather distorts the so-called Other-dependent (paratantra) nature of 

reality, which consists of transient, causally conditioned appearances generated by consciousness. 

Consequently, linguistic picture of the world does not need to be simply rejected or neutralized, 

but rather reinterpreted and engaged with in an enlightened way. In order to see reality in its 

“ultimate”, or “perfected” (pariniṣpanna) nature, it is enough to recognize illusions as illusions. 

Those who attained such insight can continue to dwell on “conventional expressions arisen from 

mental construction” (Powers 1995: 13), although with full awareness of their conventional 

character. It is only under this condition that a buddha or bodhisattva can guide unenlightened 

beings to realization of truth. 162 

 

Waldron (2014: 31, 50-51) perceives this moment of “conventional affirmation” of illusion for 

soteriological purposes as a move parallel to Bultmann’s demythologization. Demythologization 

                                                      
162   The above account considerably simplifies the complex and not always consistent formulations of the Three 

Natures theory in Yogācāra sources. To give one example, it has been argued that the theory formulated in the 

Saṃdhinirmocana-sūtra was not clearly related to the idealist standpoint of Consciousness-only (Hyōdō 2010: 310 

ff.). However, this connection becomes well-established in the later treatises of Yogācāra school which defined the 

reception of Consciousness-only thought in East Asia.  
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is in this case understood as critical reinterpretation which aims to “sav[e] the intent of teachings”, 

after their objective veracity has been irrevocably debunked. This analogy needs to be clarified in 

one important respect. In the case of Bultmann, demythologization was conceived as theological 

defense of religious tradition against challenges posed by external, secular worldview based on 

science. It aimed to demonstrate the relevance of the “true” meaning of Christian scripture in an 

age when its literal readings could no longer be considered as relevant. Demythologizing strategy 

of yogācārins, on the other hand, remains an internal affair of Buddhist exegesis. Its objective is 

to save the “letter” of Buddhist scripture against potentially “demystifying” readings suggested by 

the philosophy of “emptiness”. The hermeneutical choice made by yogācārins may, perhaps, be 

contextualized within a larger process of reassessing the role of language in Indian Buddhist 

soteriology. A process of this kind has been identified by Hakamaya (1980: 21), who describes it 

as a shift “from the realm of inner enlightenment to that of enunciated doctrine” or “from direct 

insight to words” (1980: 29). The evidence presented by the Japanese scholar suggests that theories 

of liberation in the works of Asaṅga, Vasubandhu and their early commentaries emphasize on 

personal communication between buddhas and ordinary beings. For example, on some 

interpretations individual ālaya can only maintain pure “seeds”, but cannot produce anything pure 

by itself (Hakamaya 1980: 32 ff.). A consequence of this view is that purification of Storehouse-

consciousness has to be stimulated from the outside. In the terminology of Yogācāra, such an 

external salvific intervention is described with the metaphor of “perfuming by hearing” “ (śruta-

vāsanā, or wen xunxi 聞熏習) – eradicating impure seeds through beneficial influence of Buddhist 

preaching. 163  This relational or “Other-dependent” (Takasaki 1982: 168) character of subjectivity 

                                                      
163  “Perfuming by hearing” is mentioned in Asaṇga’s Māhāyana-saṃgraha, or Shedacheng lun (T31:1593.117a9, 

T31:1594:136c3-4; Keenan 2003: 29-31). As will be mentioned later, the extent to which this “perfuming” constitutes 
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is not limited to the tainted ālaya. Granted, that what yogācarins consider as “Root Wisdom” or 

“Fundamental Wisdom” (mūla-jñāna or genbenzhi根本智) is brought about by an inner gnostic 

insight, which annuls the falsely posited distinction between consciousness and its objects. 

However, this kind of wisdom serves as the basis for the so-called “subsequently acquired wisdom” 

(pṛṣṭha-labdha-jñāna or houdezhi 後得智), which operates in the domain defined by ordinary 

worldly (laukika or shijian 世間) concerns and conceptual discrimination (vikalpa or fenbie 分別) 

(Nagao 1982: 64). In other words, buddhas apply their wisdom to communicate with those who 

remain unenlightened, to their edification and benefit. 164  

 

On the basis of what has been said so far, it would appear that Yogācāra theory of liberation 

presupposes a world that is inhabited by many independent agents, including buddhas who are, at 

least in some sense, real persons. Such a pluralistic and personalist tendency is indeed apparent in 

Vasubandhu’s Twenty Verses, the treatise which otherwise reads as extended refutation of belief in 

mind-independent material objects. The author is clearly at pains to prove that his standpoint does 

not contradict the possibility of receiving instruction from an enlightened teacher, i.e., an agent 

                                                      
an external influence has been disputed by East Asian commentators.  

 

164 The loci classici in this case is Mahāyānasaṃgraha with Vasubandhu’s commentary (see T31.1594.143a24-b2 or 

T31.1597.366a15-29). The treatise clearly identifies the “Subsequently Acquired Wisdom” as a correct view of the 

same reality that is perceived by an unenlightened consciousness: “Seeing magical illusions in all the constructs that 

arise from the container consciousness and all the images of those imagined constructs, that wisdom attained 

subsequently to nonimaginative wisdom is fundamentally exempt from error. Just as a magician is himself undeceived 

by his magic tricks, so the bodhisattva, when enunciating the path of cause and result, always remains free from error 

in all his descriptions”  (Keenan 2003: 66).  「又後得智於一切阿賴耶識所生一切了別相中，見如幻等性無倒

轉，是故菩薩譬如幻師，於所幻事，於諸相中及說因果，常無顛倒」 (T31.1594.143a29-b1) 
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external to one’s own mind. The gist of Vasubandhu’s argument is that there are multiple 

independent streams of consciousness that interact with one another without depending upon a 

physical body. 165  

 

The Cheng weishi lun goes further than Vasubandhu’s argument to postulate a distinct ālaya 

consciousness for every individual, each generating a world of its own. At the same time, it is 

argued that the individual worlds perceived by separate consciousnesses partially overlap with one 

another, as multiple rays of light coalescing into one beam (T31:1585.2b5-6, 10c13-16, 39c9-20; 

Nobuyoshi 1998: 20-22). The author points out that a solipsist reading of the tenet of 

Consciousness-only would be inconsistent with the purport of Buddhist scriptures. These describe 

the sentient multitude of beings residing in varying levels of spiritual development. These beings 

receive instruction from the sages and go on to teach others on their paths to final enlightenment. 

166  Apparently, the postulate of a pluralist universe, in which buddhas, bodhisattvas, and 

commoners engage and communicate with each other, weakens “demystifying” implications of 

Consciousness-only idealism. In this perspective, what is problematic about Amitābha’s myth is 

not whether this buddha exists as “someone Other”. What is under dispute is how the compassion 

                                                      
165 For an extensive discussion of Vasubandhu’s stance concerning the problem of “other minds”, see Hyōdō (2006: 

216-255). See also Tola and Dragonetti (2004: 116-121). 

 

166  “If there were only one consciousness, how could there be distinctions, in the ten directions, between nobles and 

ordinary beings, respectable and common people, causes and effects? Who preaches to whom? What dharma does 

one seek in what way? Therefore the phrase “Consciousness-only” has a deep meaning” (Nobuyoshi 1998: 21).「豈

唯識教但說一識。不爾如何。汝應諦聽。若唯一識寧有十方凡聖尊卑因果等別。誰為誰說。何法何求。故

唯識言有深意趣」(T31:1585.39c16). For further discussions of the problem of other minds in the Cheng weishi lun, 

see Wood (1994: 93-95), Nobuyoshi (1998) or Lusthaus (2002: 486-491).  
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and beneficial influence of an “external” buddha works in the universe which consists of distinct 

streams of consciousness, and only consciousness. 

 

5.4 Consciousness-only hermeneutics of the Pure Land in China 

 

A particularly instructive example of Chinese exegesis of Pure Land scriptures inspired by Indian 

Yogācāra thought can be found in the commentary to the Shorter Sukhāvātī-vyūha, attributed to 

the 7th century Consciousness-only scholiast Kuiji (窺基): 

Next it is asked: what is the substance of Pure Lands? We reply [as follows]: In the Compendium of 

Māhāyāna (She dacheng lun) it is said that “the substance [of Pure Lands] is the Wisdom of 

Consciousness-only”. This means that the substance [of Pure Lands] is the Wisdom of Consciousness-

only possessed by buddhas and bodhisattvas. So says the Treatise on the Diamond Prajñā (Jingang 

banruo lun): “By cultivating wisdom and acquiring the insight about Consciousness-only – this is how 

one approaches the Pure Land”. It is just as what the Treatise on Stages of Buddhahood (Fodi lun) says: 

“The substance [of Pure Lands] is Buddha’s spontaneous and undefiled mind. There is no pure form, 

such as treasures etc., which exists separately from a pure mind of a Buddha”. According to other 

explanations, the substance of Pure Lands is the Non-discriminating Subsequently Acquired Wisdom of 

that Buddha’s Vow-Power.   167 

 

The first three quotes introduced by Kuiji (or pseudo-Kuiji) have a recognizable “demystifying” 

intent. It may appear that Consciousness-only standpoint does not even condone literal 

understanding of the Pure Land as a material location somewhere in external universe. The 

                                                      
167 「次問: 淨土以何為體: 答: 『攝論云』: 「唯識智為體」。謂佛及菩薩唯識智為體。即『金剛般若論』云: 

「智習唯識通。如是取淨土。」若『佛地論』: 「以佛自在無漏心為體。非離佛淨心外別有寶等淨色也。」

又釋者:  是彼佛大慈悲願力無分別後得智為體。」( T37:1757.313.a9-14). 
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statement which identifies the “substance” of the Pure Land with wisdom should be interpreted in 

the light of earlier sources: Asvabhāva’s (無 性) commentary on Mahāyānasaṃgraha 

(T31:1598.446a17ff.), which explicates Pure Land as the object of “the ultimate freely operating 

pure consciousness” (最極自在清淨識); or Vasubandhu’s commentary on the same work 

(T31:1595.263b14-17) in which it is described as transformation of the so-called “Great and 

Perfect Mirror-Wisdom” (Dayuan jing zhi大圓鏡智). In either case, Pure Land is reinterpreted as 

reality perceived after Storehouse-consciousness has already been cleansed of all traces of 

impurity – its “contaminated seeds.” According to Asaṇga, such purified consciousness 

spontaneously manifests the appearance of jewels and other splendors, which only resemble 

external objects, but are in fact not such. 168 As made clear by the Kuiji’s quote from another work 

by Vasubandhu, rebirth in thus construed Pure Land is not a gift of grace, something that happens 

by a fiat of compassionate savior. It can only be attained through purifying one’s own 

consciousness from the tainted seeds of attachments and ignorance. This cannot be done by 

someone who cannot confront and internalize the truth about mind-dependent character of 

perceived objects. 

 

In the last sentence of the quoted passage, however, Kuiji explains the concept of Pure Land from 

a different angle. Namely, he defines it as a percept compassionately displayed by the working of 

Amitābha’s vows, here linked with Subsequently Acquired Wisdom. On this reading, Pure Land 

is something more than an objective counterpart of a consciousness which has undergone gnostic 

self-awakening. It is also a result of a compassionate encounter between a buddha and an aspirant 

                                                      
168 For more detailed discussion of these fragments, see Takeuchi (1979: 293 ff. or 1987: 242-3).  
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to buddhahood. This view appears to have been quite common among Sinitic Consciousness-only 

scholiasts. The last chapter of the Cheng weishi lun contains a detailed classification of Pure Lands, 

defined as realms “manifested through transformation” (bianxian 變現) (Cook 1999: 361) by 

buddhas’ wisdom. At least some of these manifestations serve the purpose of “enjoyment of others”, 

i.e., edification of bodhisattvas and commoners at various levels of spiritual attainment 

(T31:1585.57c29-58a13 and 58c4 ff. or CWSL: 637-661). 169  

 

As can be seen, Chinese adepts of Consciousness-only were not inclined to deny the relevance, 

much less existence, of Buddha Amitābha conceived as external and personal agent. What was 

problematic for them was how to interpret this external agency of Amitābha in terms that agreed 

with overarching principles of their soteriology. As has already been mentioned, mainstream 

compendia of Yogācāra thought explain glorious characteristics of the Pure Land as 

transformations of a consciousness perfected through self-cultivation in wisdom and compassion. 

This interpretation appears difficult to reconcile with those passages in Pure Land sūtras which 

portray Amitābha as veritable savior, who liberates ordinary people as ignorant sentient beings by 

letting them be reborn in a vividly-conceived Pure Land. Some Chinese Consciousness-only 

scholiasts, apparently less inclined towards Pure Land devotion, supported their Indian 

predecessors in qualifying the promise of full enlightenment attained in such realms as “indicative 

of another time”. 170 Others, such as the gifted 7th-century Pure Land apologist Huaigan (壞感), 

                                                      
169 See also studies by Fukaura (1934: 429-432), Takeuchi (1979: 286-295) or Yinhai (1978).  

 

170 Especially those associated with the so-called Shelun (攝論) school, which prioritized the doctrines contained in 

the Mahāyānasaṃgraha (She dacheng lun). For an overview of exegetical approaches to Pure Land tradition 

representative of Consciousness-only scholars of the period, see Mochizuki (1991: 138-143). 
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sought to justify their faith in Buddha’s salvific power in terms of  Consciousness-only idealism 

and the theory of seeds (c.f. T47.1960.33c25 ff. or 37c3 ff.).  Details of their intricate arguments, 

however, fall beyond the scope of the present project. This is because the ideas spelled out in the 

closing chapters of the Cheng weishi lun, Kuiji’s commentary or Huaigan’s apologetic treatise 

never came to be recognized as ultimate statements on the Pure Land myth. In spite of the growing 

popularity of Pure Land devotion, the aforementioned texts languished in obscurity until the early 

20th century, when they were rediscovered and reintroduced to Chinese readers by Yang Wenhui 

and Republican “revivalists”. This obscurity may, of course, be explained by the general disinterest 

in Consciousness-only doctrines which characterized post-Tang Chinese Buddhism. However, it 

also needs to be considered against the backdrop of new trends in Pure Land exegesis. These new 

trends largely superseded the patterns of critical interpretation outlined above. They opened the 

field to those for whom “demythologizing” approach of yogācārins was either still too radical or 

not radical enough. 

 

5.5 From “demythologization” to “demystification”: Amitābha as one’s own Nature  

 

As mentioned above, several passages in major Pure Land scriptures appear to suggest that 

Amitābha is not to be construed as objective entity, but rather as a phenomenon created by the 

human mind. Such passages received much attention from the early Chinese exegetes of those 

sūtras, who reinforced, rather than downplayed, their “demystifying” implications. 171  This 

                                                      
 

171 See, for example, the interpretation suggested by the commentary attributed to Tiantai Zhiyi (天臺智顗. 538-597) 

(T37:1750.192b7-17), which may well be construed as saying that Buddha’s existence is dependent on purified mind 
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approach was taken to its furthest limits by the exponents of Chan Buddhism, a tradition 

synonymous with meditational practice rather than textual exegesis. 172 Chan masters, who had a 

great deal of interest in meditational practices, were in principle not opposed to the idea of 

contemplating or visualizing mental image of an external Buddha. However, most of them 

regarded such methods as a remedial practice, suitable to those of lesser ambitions and capacities. 

They consistently maintained that encounters with contemplated buddhas are expedient means 

wedded to the goal of meditation – perceiving reality as it really is, free from dualist conceptual 

distinctions such as those between subject and object, or between “purity” or “impurity”. Early 

Chan texts define the state of Buddhahood as the mind which has awakened to the “emptiness” of 

all phenomena and its original purity (Tanaka 1988: 161-167). 173  Early Chan masters are often 

quoted as calling on their disciples to develop firm faith, or trust, in one’s own mind and reject the 

attitude of “seeking outside”, or relying on “Other-Buddha” for assistance with their training 

(Yampolsky 2012: 146). 174  

 

As discussed above, the idea of innate perfection of mind, originally devoid of all 

                                                      
(「佛本是無，心淨故有」). For overviews of early Chinese exegetical approaches to the passage in question, see 

Shibata (1990: 34-42) and Sueki (1996a: 210 ff.).  

 

172 For more on this topic, see Sueki (1996a: 210-12) 

 

173 An informative discussion of the early Chan views on Buddhahood, and Amitābha in particular, can be found in 

Tanaka (1988). Chapell (1986) discusses responses of the Pure Land side in a very systematic way.  

 

174  For a representative sample of early Chan masters’ prohibitions against “seeking outside” and calls to having “faith 

in oneself”, see Sasaki and Kirchner (2009: 155, 157 and 160) 
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conceptualizations, had appeared already in the Banzhou sanmei jing. However, its radical 

implications were not spelled out fully by either Kumārajīva or early Yogācāra scholars. In the 

case of Chan, however, this belief in the immaculate nature of mind became the central “guiding 

principle” of Pure Land exegesis. In the famous Platform Sūtra (Tanjing 壇經) attributed to the 

“Sixth Patriarch” of Chan, Huineng (慧能, 638-713?), reliance on external Buddha Amitābha is 

effectively disavowed as a result of delusion:  

Although in man there are naturally two types, in the Dharma there is no inequality. In delusion and 

awakening there is difference, as may be seen in slowness and fastness of understanding. The deluded 

person concentrates on Buddha and wishes to be born in that land; the awakened person makes pure his 

own mind. Therefore the Buddha said: “In accordance with the purity of mind the Buddha land is pure”. 

(Yampolsky 2012: 156-157) 175 

 

In sermons attributed to Huineng there is nothing in the way of Kumārajīva’s endorsement of 

spiritual power of the Buddha as an aide for believers of “inferior capacities”, or Kuiji’s qualified 

affirmation of Buddha’s Vow-Power. According to Chan standpoint, the image of Buddha as an 

objective external entity hinders the process of recovering pure nature of one’s own mind. It 

magnifies attachment to appearances perceived by discriminating intellect and strengthens the 

mistaken belief in things abiding outside the mind. As Huineng proclaims in his famous sermons, 

this habitual tendency also works to prevent one from tapping into potential of Buddhahood 

already present in one’s mind: 

Since Buddha is made by your own nature, do not look for him outside your body. If you are deluded in 

your own nature, Buddha is then a sentient being; if you are awakened in your own nature, sentient 

beings are then Buddhas (…) Let the Tathāgata of enlightenment within your own mind-ground release 

                                                      
175 「人自兩, 法無不[同]。名[米]悟有殊, 見有遲疾 。迷人念佛生彼, 悟者自淨其心。所以佛言: 「隨其心淨, 

則佛土淨」(Yampolsky 2012: 16 [Chinese pagination])」 
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the luminosity of great wisdom, shine upon the six gates, and with its purity destroy the six heavens of 

the world of desire. [If your own nature illuminates inwardly] the three poisons will be cast aside and 

hell will at once be destroyed. If inside and outside are clear, this will be no different from the Western 

Land. If you don’t carry out this practice, how will you be able to reach there? (Yampolsky 2012: 159)  

176 

 

The antinomian fervor of early Chan masters was by and large attenuated in the mainstream 

tradition that began to develop during the reign of Tang dynasty. On the other hand, their calls for 

critical reading of the Pure Land sūtras in the light of “trust” –or “faith” – in “one’s own mind” 

became widely heeded across the spectrum of Chinese exegetical traditions. This development was 

not specific to Pure Land hermeneutics, but represented a general trend within Chinese Buddhism, 

whose mainstream authorities effectively enshrined the belief in Buddha- as the guiding principle 

of interpreting the whole Buddhist canon.  

 

With some exceptions that are going to be discussed later, this receptiveness to Buddha-Nature 

thought was shared by Chinese scholiasts specializing in Consciousness-only thought. Whereas 

sympathetic allusions to the idea of inherent purity of mind could already be discerned in the works 

of Indian yogācārins, in China these connections were strengthened to an unprecedented level. 

One of the major innovations in Chinese Consciousness-only thought was a nine-tier model of 

consciousness, in which the ultimate locus of subjectivity is not the tainted ālaya, but rather the 

“spotless” amala consciousness (Yoshimura 2013: 163-188).  While mainstream Chinese 

                                                      
176 「佛是自性作、 莫向身[外]求。自性迷佛即眾生、自性悟眾生即是佛。[…] 自心地上覺性如來、施[放] 大

智惠光明、六門淸淨。照破六欲諸天、下照三毒若除。地獄一時消滅、內外明徹、不異西方。 不作此修、

如何到彼」(Yampolsky 2012: 17 [Chinese pagination]) 
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scholiasts inherited the view that listening to Buddhist preaching eradicates tainted seeds stored in 

Storehouse-consciousness, they tended to be somewhat equivocal with respect to the role which 

Buddha’s external agency played in this process (Yoshimura 2013: 455-488).  It is noteworthy that 

even Chan’s “sixth patriarch” Huineng adduced the Yogācāra theory of consciousness to support 

his strongly “immanentist” concept of Buddhahood. On Huineng’s reading, all sensory and mental 

activities of consciousness are grounded in one common “Dharma-nature”; the very term 

Storehouse-consciousness implies that “all things are included in your own natures”. 177 In this 

way, the tradition of Consciousness-only became one more strand in the tide of idealist and gnostic-

leaning exegesis of Pure Land scriptures, whose main thrust was encapsulated in the credo “Mind-

only Pure Land, self-Nature Amitābha”. This tendency redefined the connection between 

Consciousness-only thought and Pure Land belief in several complex ways that are going to be 

discussed in the further chapters.  

 

5.6 Backlash against “demythologization” – the Pure Land of faith and practice 

 

As mentioned above, the principles of Consciousness-only in no way preclude the existence of 

“external” buddhas. However, they do put a question mark on whether, and how, those buddhas 

can literally save someone with ignorant and impure mind. This uncertainty did not endear 

Consciousness-only to those whose personal devotion hinged on faith in salvific intervention of 

Amitābha. Somewhat ironically, beginnings of this devotional backlash can be traced to a 

commentary on an unspecified Pure Land sūtra that has been traditionally ascribed to the foremost 

                                                      
177  「自性含萬法」(Yampolsky 2012: 171). 
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Indian yogācārin Vasubandhu. Due to cumbersomeness of its original title – The Gatha [poem] on 

Aspiration for Birth and the Upadeśa [discourse] on the Pure Land Sūtras (無量壽經優婆提舍願

生偈 )– the text in question is usually referred to as the Pure Land Treatise (Jingtu lun淨土論) or 

the Treatise on Rebirth (Wangsheng lun往生論).  This terse and enigmatic commentary appears 

to associate the purity of Sukhāvatī not with the mind of practitioner, but rather with “mind of the 

Vows” (yuanxin 願心), possibly referencing the mind of bodhisattva Dharmākara described in the 

Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha (T26:1524.232b23). Moreover, it suggests that the spiritual power 

generated by his “original vows” (fo benyuan li佛本願力) enables bodhisattvas “whose minds are 

not yet pure” to attain purification effortlessly and swiftly (T26:1524.232a28-b3). 178Tanluan (曇

鸞, 476-542), the Chinese exegete of Vasubandhu’s Pure Land treatise, presented his doctrine with 

an even more egalitarian twist. He emphasized the salvific effect of Buddha’s Other-power (ta li

他力) on ignorant sentient beings. On Tanluan’s interpretation, the power elicited by the said Vows, 

and Amitābha’s pool of merit embodied in his name, act upon everyone who responds to them 

with faith or trust (xinxin 信心). They can cleanse anyone’s mind of ignorance, as a gem that 

purifies dirty water or a block of ice that extinguishes fire (T40:1819.840a, 841b, Inagaki 1998: 

91-93). These ideas were eagerly seized upon by Daochuo (道綽, 562-645), the popular apologist 

and preacher hailing from what is now Shaanxi province. Daochuo touted Tanluan’s literalist 

                                                      
178 Whether, and how, these claims can be reconciled with the works attributed to Vasubandhu the yogācārin, is an 

issue that has been quite extensively debated in contemporary scholarship. Some authors have challenged the 

attribution of the treatise to Vasubandhu (Fukaura 1954: 86-87, Fujita 1997: 521) or hypothesized about his conversion 

from a gnostic to a more devotional understanding of the Pure Land (Takeuchi 1987). Others have argued that the 

treatise in question should still be read as a work of a Yogācāra scholiast, who systematized and explained his Pure 

Land belief in a way that is cryptic, but consistent with philosophical doctrines expounded elsewhere (Yamaguchi 

1963, Fujiyoshi 1969: 273-307, Adachi 2008).  
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approach as particularly suited to the needs of his audience, “aspirants of middle and lower grades”, 

who remained incorrigibly attached to the dualist worldview and conceptual thought.  

 

Remarkably, neither Tanluan nor Daochuo made any significant attempt to read Vasubandhu’s 

treatise in the light of Yogācāra principles. On the contrary, they both displayed strong preference 

towards the rival madhyamaka thought –implicit in the case of Tanluan, and more vocal in the case 

of Daochuo. 179  However, it also reflected concerns of more pastoral, if not anthropological, nature. 

It will be remembered that according to Kumārājiva, a believer of inferior capacities can choose 

to rely on “spiritual power” of a buddha, without deconstructing the buddha’s image as an unreal 

construct of the mind. Pure Land apologetics of Daochuo follow a similar logic, although in this 

case it is presented as an existential necessity. Daochuo believed that the world is about to enter 

the period of Declining Dharma (mofa 末法), the age of spiritual and moral degeneracy during 

which humanity becomes unable to comprehend and put into practice the profound teachings 

written down in the canon (T47:1958.13c8-11). From now on, suggested the Shaanxi monk, it 

made no practical sense to rely on buddhas as spiritual guides, teachers or role models; according 

to scriptures of Māhāyāna, buddhas are willing to intervene on behalf of humans with the help of 

their images, names or yogic powers (T47:1958.4b9-15).  

 

                                                      
179 See e.g. T47:1958.8c20-9a7 (English translation in: Inagaki 2014: 43-44). It needs to be emphasized that Daochuo 

had no intention of disputing the fundamental stance of Consciousness-only, namely, that perceived objects are 

ultimately not external to the perceiving mind. However, it is apparent that he did not consider this view as something 

that ought to be preached to larger audience. Following Tanluan, he was more sympathetic to the distinction between 

the “two truths” (er di 二諦) based on Sinicized madhyamaka thought. This distinction allowed him to claim that the 

Western Pure Land can be imagined and sought for as a real place far in the West (c.f. T47:1958.8b10 ff.) 
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Following his master’s idea, in a commentary on the Contemplation Sūtra Shandao recommended 

his contemporaries to develop a “deep belief” (shenxin深信) by acknowledging the two facts: 

firstly, that one is unable to cease the cycle of suffering in samsara solely through one’s own efforts; 

secondly, that Amitābha’s vows are powerful enough to deliver someone as hopelessly ignorant as 

oneself (T37:1753.271a27-b6). It is apparent that on this reading, the narrative about 

Dharmākara’s practice and establishment of the Pure Land describes an exceptional path to 

liberation, rather than a model of practice. On Shandao’s interpretation, the central message of the 

whole story is the promise of external aide provided in Dharmākara’s vows. If this promise has 

any real value (and since it has been pronounced by the Buddha, Shandao could not assume 

otherwise), the scripture has to be taken with at least some degree of literalness. Consequently, it 

follows that Amitābha must be imagined as someone who intervenes from the outside, rather than 

a symbol of some impersonal or internal reality. This view, however, presents an exegetical 

problem: what to make of “demystifying” scriptural passages which relate Buddha Amitābha to 

human mind. Commenting on the most famous of those passages, the verse of the Contemplation 

Sūtra which states that “this mind is the Buddha; this mind creates the Buddha”, Shandao opined:  

Some practitioners interpret the meaning of this method to be “inspection of [Buddha’s] Dharma-body 

according to the Consciousness-only theory” or to be “concentration on the Buddha nature according to 

the theory [that] self-Nature-is-originally-pure”. These interpretations are completely wrong; they do 

not have slightest similarity [to truth]. (Pas 1995: 197, with modifications) 180 

 

The criticism of “Consciousness-only theories” can be regarded as a record of several conflicts. 

                                                      
180  「或有行者，將此一門之義作唯識法身之觀，或作自性清淨佛性觀者，其意甚錯，絕無少分相似也」

(T37:1753.267b4-6) 
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Firstly, Shandao’s rhetorical feud with the Shelun school of Consciousness-only. 181 Secondly, his 

general suspicion of Buddhist scholasticism, which he saw as exemplary of an overly intellectual 

approach to Buddhism. According to Shandao, those distracted ordinary practitioners from what 

should be their only real concern – fostering a karmic bond (yuan 緣) with Amitābha through 

single-minded practice of Buddha-recollection. At least by the time of Shandao, the latter has been 

understood to be the oral recitation, or “intoning”, of Amitābha’s name (chengming nianfo稱名).  

182  Recent Japanese scholarship, for example studies of Shibata Taisen (2006: 621-640) or Shino 

Chikō (2014), suggests to read this passage in yet another context – as rebuke targeted at 

Consciousness-only scholiasts inspired by the Buddha-Nature thought in general – and the treatise 

Awakening of Faith in particular. According to Shandao, the latter current went too far in its 

interpretations and overemphasized the impersonal and internal character of Buddhahood. It is, 

however, apparent that Shandao did not reject the “Consciousness-only theories” on strictly 

metaphysical grounds. Rather, he disapproved of their application as a standard of interpreting the 

relation between oneself and Amitābha. On Shandao’s view, the Buddha who preached the sūtra 

                                                      
181 The said school upheld the old caveat of Indian yogācārins that swift enlightenment of those reborn in the Pure 

Land is a promise “indicative of another time” (Pas 1995: 291). 

 

182 As Shandao cautioned his followers: “If what Buddha says is the ultimate teaching, then what bodhisattvas and the 

like preach are all teachings which require further interpretation. You should know that for this reason, in present age 

all those who are disposed towards seeking rebirth in the Pure Land should believe deeply in Buddha’s words and 

focus devotedly on practice. They should not put trust the inadequate teachings of bodhisattvas so as to generate the 

obstacles of doubt. This will [only] confounded them and forfeit the great benefit of rebirth”.「若佛所說即是了教，

菩薩等說盡名不了教也。應知。是故今時仰勸一切有緣往生人等，唯可深信佛語專注奉行，不可信用菩薩

等不相應教以為疑礙，抱惑自迷廢失往生之大益也」(T37:1753.271b20-25) 
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in ancient India expected all “sin-defiled ordinary beings of the decayed age” (Pas 1995: 198) 183 

to conceive of Amitābha and his Pure Land as actual external objects. 184 

 

As can be seen, homiletics by Daochuo and Shandao planted seeds of discord between Pure Land 

believers and Consciousness-only scholiasts. The rift deepened even further in medieval Japan, 

where Shandao’s teachings became widely known in their radical interpretation of Hōnen. 185 In 

China the tension did not resolve either, even though Daochuo’s works and Shandao’s commentary 

on the Contemplation sūtra had become by and large forgotten by the beginning of the second 

millennium. 186 An early stage of this conflict can be gauged from a 9th century treatise (partly 

attributed to Shandao) called the Nianfo jing (念佛鏡) (A Mirror of Recollecting the Buddha): 

Preaching the sūtras is like counting treasures, recollecting the Buddha is like using treasures. As for 

treasures which are only counted, no matter how many of them there are, they will not eliminate greed 

and suffering, not to mention reducing karmic guilt or gathering merit. As for treasures that can be used, 

even if there are only few of them, they can benefit one’s life and bring immeasurable merit […] The 

                                                      
183 「末代罪濁凡夫」 (T37:1753.267b11) 

 

184  On the other hand, Hakamaya (2001: 89-92) understands Shandao as a radical ontological realist who wants to 

portray Amitābha as someone “wholly Other”. According to Hakamaya’s critic Matsumoto Shirō (2001: 76-88), 

Shandao is saying something much less radical: namely, that Amitābha ought to be visualized as a provisional 

manifestation of the impersonal Dharma-body, rather than Dharma-body as such.  

 

185 Hōnen’s interpretation of Shandao incurred strong opposition from the authorities of Hossō (法相) school (the 

Japanese offshoot of the Chinese lineage of Yogācāra transmitted by Xuanzang). In Hōnen’s writings scholars of 

Consciousness-only or Mind-only theories are depicted as rather pitiable figures, whose erudition leads them astray, 

as it prevents them from taking advantage of the “easy path” of Pure Land practice (see e.g. SSHZ: 837). 

 

186 Their momentous rediscovery occurred in the early 20th century thanks to Yang Wenhui’s contacts with Japanese 

Pure Land priests – a process which is going to be touched upon later. 
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treatise on Consciousness-only (Cheng weishi lun? – J.Z) refutes egoistic views, [yet] those who 

expound on [such] treatises only preach Dharma with their mouths, while entertaining egoistic 

attachments. Not even one among ten thousand of them does not succumb to selfishness. Hence, 

expounding on treatises is million times less meritorious than recollecting the Buddha. This is why in 

the past there were Dharma teachers such as Huigan (Huaigan? – J.Z), Zhiren or Yun, who gave up 

lecturing on treatises and took to recollecting the Buddha. 187 

 

In the passage quoted above study of Consciousness-only thought is censured as “counting 

someone else’s treasures”, a theoretical activity which finds no immediate practical application in 

terms of improving one’s own karmic situation. However, the opposition between doctrinal 

understanding and practice has also another, deeper dimension: it expresses the concern that 

interpreting Pure Land scriptures in the light of doctrinal principles written down in scholastic 

treatises will weaken one’s faith in the support provided by Amitābha to ordinary ignorant people. 

As will become clear in the next chapters, this concern continued to vex Pure Land preachers also 

in modern period. 

 

5.7 Conclusions  

 

As the foregoing discussion has shown, the issue of Amitābha’s Otherness, or the relation between 

savior-Buddha and human self, had divided Buddhist exegetes since the first centuries of the 

Common Era. Sūtras such as Banzhou sanmei jing or certain passages in the Guan Wuliangshoufo 

                                                      
187  「講經猶如數寶，念佛猶如用寶，數寶雖多，不除貧苦，不言滅罪，不言得功德；用寶雖不多，能濟身

命，得功德無量 […] 如《唯識論》多破計我，講論之者口雖說法，心多計我，不起我者萬中無一[…] 由是

事故，講論不如念佛百千萬倍。所以上世有惠感法師、智仁法師、蘊法師，皆捨講論，同歸念佛。」

(T47:1966.129a14-28) 
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jing, support a more “gnostic” interpretation of this relation. Here, Buddha Amitābha is primarily 

an object of contemplation who needs to be ultimately recognized as “non-different” from the 

contemplating subject. Another interpretation, which for the lack of better term may be called 

“devotional”, can be associated with literal readings of both longer and shorter versions of the 

Sukhāvatīvyūha. According to this interpretation, Amitābha is the merciful lord of Western 

Paradise, whose marvelous form evinces the power of vows undertaken by the sage Dharmākāra. 

In this capacity, he is also a compassionate agent, actively concerned with the plight of those 

trapped in the world of suffering by their own ignorance.  

 

In the commentarial tradition which coalesced around Pure Land texts in East Asia, the “gnostic” 

interpretation received a strong boost from the exegetes inspired by the main philosophical tenets 

of Mahāyāna – “emptiness” and Consciousness-only – and Buddha-Nature thought. However, 

Chinese exegetes continued to debate whether, and to what extent, readers of these scriptures 

should internalize their critical philosophical interpretations. Practitioners and scholiasts aligned 

with the tradition of Chan proposed to approach the accounts about Amitābha in the light of belief 

in the original purity of one’s own mind. Consequently, they advanced an “immanentist” reading, 

which in its most radical form reduced Amitābha’s Buddhahood to the state of purity inherent in 

the human mind. On the other hand, some popular preachers downplayed the need for critical 

interpretation of the Pure Land myth, prioritizing literal belief and devotional practice over 

doctrinal understanding. The underlying motif of this conflict was the larger intra-Buddhist debate 

about limits of human power to liberate oneself from the bonds of ignorance – a conflict whose 

parameters were defined by various approaches to the notion of Buddha-nature, as well as 

historical consciousness of the Decline of Dharma.  
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In the light of the above, the aforementioned view of Consciousness-only philosophy as the basis 

for “subjectivist” reading of Pure Land texts needs to be seriously reconsidered. Granted, inasmuch 

as Consciousness-only commentaries describe Amitābha and his Pure Land as objects presented 

in purified (or “uncontaminated”) consciousness, they develop a decidedly “subjectivist”, even 

demystifying approach, consistent with the tradition of “gnostic” interpretations. However, this 

“subjectivist” approach has to be considered in the context of the even more radical exegetical 

options provided by Buddhist philosophical tradition. As pointed out by William Waldron, the 

Yogācāra tenet of “conventional affirmation” of language suggested a way to critically reinterpret 

mythology, rather than to reject it from the perspective of gnostic insight. In the Chinese context, 

Consciousness-only treatises provided a vestige of a more pluralist and personalist interpretation 

of Buddhahood in the setting heavily influenced by Chanist idea of seeking Buddha within one’s 

own nature. As will be seen in the next chapter, this particular aspect of Chinese Consciousness-

only thought could have been an important factor behind its appeal for some modern Pure Land 

believers.  
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Chapter 6  

 

In Defense of “Other-Buddha”. “Tradition of Characteristics” in Shen Shandeng’s Bao’en 

Lun. 

 

6.1 Introductory remarks 

As argued in the previous chapter, in pre-modern China major connections between Pure Land 

faith and Consciousness-only thought were established through hermeneutical debates about Pure 

Land scriptures. These debates swirled around the issues such as whether, and to what extent, 

universally accepted doctrines justified construing Amitābha as a personal savior. In order to 

establish the modern significance of Consciousness-only Pure Land hermeneutics it needs 

therefore to be asked how these exegetical tensions evolved in modernizing China. However, the 

answer to this question depends on one’s resolution of a more fundamental issue: namely, what 

constitutes the distinctive features of “modernity” in the general context of Chinese intellectual 

history. The most straightforward, but at the same time the least controversial approach that has 

been taken by many scholars is to equate Chinese modernity with Western influence. This approach 

has been succinctly expressed by Eyal Aviv (2008:6), who defines “Chinese modernity” as “a 

process that began in the middle of the nineteenth century, spearheaded, and dictated by the 

growing dominance of Western powers and consequently of Western cultures”. Especially in the 

case of Buddhism, this definition may be further refined by accounting for the impact of Japanese 

mediation. An alternative approach would be to follow the intuitions of those scholars who have 

proposed to see indigenous modernity, represented by neo-Confucian thought, especially Neo-



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

159 
 

Confucianism of Wang Yangming or “evidential science” of late Qing. Irrespective of which of the 

above definitions is followed, the treatise called Bao’en lun (報恩論), written by Shen Shandeng 

(沈善登 , 1830-1902) and edited by Zhang Changxing (張常惺, ?- c.a. 1901), definitely deserves 

consideration as the first modern Pure Land apologetic treatise. 188  Shen Shandeng was a 

Confucian thinker whose outspoken views on orthodoxy distinguished him among “progressive” 

wing of Qing period literati (Zhang 1981: 641-644). Together with Zhang Changxing, he was one 

of the first Chinese Buddhists who actively interacted with their Japanese co-religionists, trying to 

recover scriptures and traditions that had not been preserved by their ancestors (Chen 2003: 199). 

Shen was also one of the first Chinese Buddhist authors aware of post-Enlightenment Western 

patterns of thought, especially endorsement of science and technology. 189 At the same time, Shen’s 

work exhibits a very traditional concern of East Asian Buddhist believers – namely, how to defend 

faith in Amitābha, conceived as a personal Other-Buddha (tafo 他佛), against Chanist detractors. 

As will be argued in the present chapter, it was primarily this traditional concern with accounting 

for the Buddha’s real agency that prompted Shen to read mythical story of Amitābha in the light 

of Consciousness-only theories.  

 

 

                                                      
188 Summary of background information about the authors, gathered from jōdo-shinshū missionary sources, as well as 

brief discussions of some of their views can be found in Chen (2003: 199, 223-234, 377-79, 391). The passage 

discussed in the present article has been cited and briefly commented on by Miyagawa (1998: 96-97).  

 

189 Some evident examples of this include Shen’s use of geometrical formulas (X62:1205.735a ff.) and the attempt to 

prove the existence of Pure Land on the basis of modern astronomy (X62:1205. 729b10 ff.). 
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6.2. The Bao’en lun as a Pure Land apologetic treatise 

 

Shen Shandeng (also known as Shen Shangdun 沈尚敦 and Shen Gucheng沈穀成) was a native 

of Tongxiang (同鄉) in Zhejiang province. Much of his published work is devoted to Confucian 

classics, with a focus on Book of Changes (Yijing 易經). 190 The Bao’en lun remains his most 

enduring legacy as a scholar of Buddhism or more precisely, as a propagator of Pure Land 

Buddhism. 191 Main body of this treatise was written down in 1878 during a five-person Buddha-

recollection retreat in Sheng’en Temple (聖恩寺)192 , in which Shen and Zhang participated 

together. However, the treatise was not published in its full form until twenty years later 

(X62:1205.719a9-b15).  It was subsequently included in the Supplementary Tripiṭaka (Dai Nihon 

Zokuzōkyō 大日本續藏經 or Man zokuzōkyō 卍續藏經) published in Kyōto between 1905 and 

                                                      
190 An overview of Shen’s Confucian thought has been provided by Zhang Dainian (1981). According to biographical 

note quoted in somewhat less reliable secondary sources, by the age of 39 Shen passed the highest level of 

examinations at imperial court with remarkable result, receiving the title of Hanlin scholar. Even though he befriended 

some of the most influential statesmen of the epoch, he decided to stay away from public affairs and devoted himself 

to study of the “Book of Changes” and Buddhist scriptures. He served as a head of several local academies for more 

than 20 years (Tao 2006).  

 

191 Most records related to Shen’s activity as a Buddhist can be found in the sources of Japanese missionaries of 

Higashi Honganji, which mention his assistance in some of their projects (Takanishi 1937: 72, 80). These sources 

usually mention him together with Zhang Changxing - a figure whose biography is even more difficult to trace. Zhang 

is known to be a native of Zhejiang residing in Suzhou and an active co-operator of Higashi Honganji missionaries. 

In 1900 he travelled to Japan and became one of the first and most celebrated Chinese converts to Japanese jōdo-

shinshū faith (Takanishi 1937: 92, Chen 2003: 223-24, Kawabe 2013: 239).  

 

192 Located in Dengwei (鄧尉) near Suzhou. 
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1912 and reprinted several times in Republican China by Buddhist publishers. 193  Press 

advertisements of the 1937 edition of the treatise, touted it as a work that “elucidates [solely] the 

one tradition of the Pure Land” (闡發[單]淨土一宗) 194  by expounding “the principle of 

responsive penetration” (感通之理), carrying “the words that promote the Dharma” (弘法文字) 

and correcting “the errors of Confucians who reject Buddha” (儒家排佛之誤) (Foxue banyue kan 

[佛學八月刊] no.144 (1 Feb. 1937), MFQ 53:287). The latter statement involves some rather 

misleading simplifications. It is true that in his treatise Shen castigates “petty scholars” (yuru迂

儒) for their misunderstandings of Buddhist doctrine. For example, Shen notes that elitist 

prejudices against the Pure Land, harbored by Huayan exegetes, extended to some Confucian 

literati. 195 However, Bao’en lun has also another, perhaps even more dominant, polemical concern: 

the criticisms of devotional Pure Land practice voiced by fellow Buddhists. Among these, Shen 

singles out the adherents of what he labels as “crazy Chan” (kuang Chan 狂禪) as those whose 

objections against the Pure Land are most persistent and most misguided.  

                                                      
193 An abridged version of the treatise was reprinted by Foxue shuju (佛學書局) in 1930 on the initiative of Yu Jinjiang 

(余楫江) (Foxue banyue kan [佛學半月刊] no.2 [1 Nov. 1930]: 4; MFQ 47:21). Another version, probably also 

abridged, was commissioned jointly by Xinhuang lianshe (新篁蓮社) and Honghuashe (弘化社), the Buddhist 

association based in Suzhou, which boasted the patronage of the highly respected Pure Land preacher Yinguang. In 

1937 Foxue shuju obtained permission from Shen's family to publish the full text of the treatise (cf. Foxue banyue kan 

[佛學半月刊] no.233 [16 July 1941: 13]; MFQB 65:379).  

 

194 The word “solely” (單) was added in the advertisement printed in Weimiaosheng yuekan (微妙聲月刊) (no.5 [15 

March 1937]; MFQ 84:454). 

 

195 Shen refers to Yunqi Zhuhong’s (雲棲株宏, 1535–1615) polemics with Cao Luchuan (曹魯川) as an example of 

this trend (X62:1205: 727a14). 
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The polemical thrust of Shen’s Pure Land thought is particularly apparent in the “Initial Scroll” 

(shoujuan首卷), which was added to the text of the treatise before its publication in 1897. 196 In 

the colophon to this scroll, Shen, noting his deteriorating health, laments that: 

Those who originally espoused the Pure Land, are now colluding with Chan. They talk about the “primal 

mystery” in a lofty way and make distinctions between the Buddhist teachings and the “worldly” 

teachings. In this way, they completely miss the original intent behind Tathāgāta’s establishment of his 

doctrine. In fact, they only aggravate the hindrance of doubt. Thus, I have once again collected extensive 

quotes from all the Pure Land sūtras, and furnished them with glosses, in order to prove what was argued 

for in the treatise. These are listed in the “Initial Scroll”. 197 

As can already be seen from the fragment quoted above, Shen’s response to the objections voiced 

by Chan critics follows the pattern which had already been established by the first Pure Land 

apologists of Tang dynasty (Chappell 1986): namely, he accuses Chan monks of being ignorant 

about those teachings which are supposed to form the very basis of their own practice. The first 

issue raised by Shen – talking about “primal mystery” in a “lofty way” – is an allusion to Chan’s 

deep distrust of anything external to the intrinsically enlightened Mind-Nature (xinxing心性). The 

second charge – failing to comprehend the inseparable and complementary relation between 

“Buddhist teachings” (Fofa佛法) and “worldly teachings” (shifa 世法) – has a much more modern 

                                                      
196 According to Shen’s own explanations, in the first scroll of the Bao’en lun he makes extensive use of rational 

principles (lixing理性), while the second scroll he presents gāthās (hymns) meant to “cut off all doubts and arouse 

faith” and expatiates on Pure Land practice (shixiu 事修). The last, third scroll contains miscellanea which repeat the 

main themes of two previous scrolls. The purpose of the “Initial Scroll” is more specifically apologetic 

(X62:1205.714a5-12).   

 

197  「自來說淨土者，濫入禪宗，高談元妙; 佛法、世法打成兩橛，則全失如來設教本旨， 而於此反增疑障。

故，復徧引淨宗諸經，并注解之以證明論義，列於卷首」(X62:1205: 719.b1-b5) 
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ring. Here Shen follows in the footsteps of the of the 19th century scholar, statesman and Pure 

Land devotee Wei Yuan (魏源, 1794-1857), who criticized Buddhist establishment for failing to 

recognize the unity between the Confucian ideal of governing the world (jingshi經世) and the 

Buddhist ideal of escaping the world (chushi 出世) (X1:5.70b5-b6; Chan 1985: 36-37). In a similar 

vein, in the colophon to his work Shen states that Buddhist tradition is essentially a path of 

compassionate bodhisattva, who takes vows in response to the suffering of the world. The guiding 

principle on this path is that “Buddha dharma and worldly laws, the true and the secular, are 

perfectly interfused with each other” (佛法世法真俗圓融) (X62:1205.714a10).198 

 

Shen’s account of the properly balanced Buddhist doctrine is pluralistic, in the spirit characteristic 

of post-Tang Chinese Buddhism. However, it is clear that he regards the exegetical lineage of 

Tiantai (天臺) masters as the most reliable in their exposition of Buddha’s original intent. Shen’s 

Pure Land thought is heavily indebted to the Tiantai-inspired Pure Land commentaries of early 

modern authors such as Youxi Chuandeng (幽溪傳燈, 1554-1628), Ouyi Zhixu (蕅益智旭, 1599–

1655), Jianmi Chengshi (堅密成時, ? - 1678) and Jixing Chewu (際醒徹悟, 1741-1810), all of 

whom are explicitly quoted in the treatise at some point. Shen’s indebtedness to the Tiantai 

                                                      
198 It deserves to be noted that the first part of the “Initial scroll” contains quotations from Pure Land sūtras which are 

compiled from no less than five different Chinese translations of the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha and from both versions 

of its shorter version, the Amitābha-sūtra. This broad textual basis contrast sharply with the minimalist approach of 

early modern Pure Land exegetes, who for the most part limited their textual basis to Kumārajīva’s translation of the 

Shorter Sukhāvatīvyūha. This diversity of sources reflects, among other things, the impact of the joint edition of the 

Four Pure Land Scriptures (Jingtu sijing淨土四經) –Wei Yuan’s great philological and editorial enterprise (Wei 2005: 

305-339). 
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tradition is reflected in the pivotal role he assigns to the concept of “present moment of thought” 

(xianqian yi nian現前一念). Although this particular term is characteristic of the writings of Ming 

scholiasts such as Ouyi Zhixu, the underlying idea of “one moment of thought”, can be traced to 

the ancient authority of Tiantai Zhiyi (智顗 , 538-597). 199 The crux of this idea is that each and 

every moment of ordinary mental activity contains within itself the whole spatial and temporal 

universe. More exactly, it includes all levels of spiritual development, from the enlightened 

buddhas on high to the hell-dwellers burdened with evil karma.  

 

On Zhixu’s explanation, the concept of “present moment of thought” was meant to complement, 

rather than counter, the Chanist tenet of inherently perfect Nature of human mind (Andō 1959: 305 

ff.) 200 However, it remained distinct enough to provide Pure Land practitioners with a doctrinal 

response to their vocal detractors associated with Chan Buddhism. As pointed out by Shi Shengyan, 

typical Tiantai-inspired scholiasts such as Zhixu did not draw sharp distinction between ordinary 

discursive cognition and non-conceptual gnosis touted by Chan monks as the universal goal of all 

Buddhist practice. In comparison with the rhetoric of Chan, they attached relatively more weight 

to conceptual modes of cognition accessible to less advanced practitioners, including faith or 

intellectual understanding. They were also generally inclined to stress that enlightenment could 

arise out of “present moment” of a yet unenlightened thought (Shengyan 2000: 183-186). All these 

tendencies rendered Tiantai doctrine as useful point of reference for Pure Land apologists.  

                                                      
199 For a detailed discussion of the genesis of Zhixu’s concept, see Shengyan (1975: 367, 371).  

 

200 The complex history behind the concept of “one thought” and its disputed relation to the ideas of Chan and Huayan 

cannot be discussed here in detail. For details, see the studies of Ishizu Teruji (1947) or Andō Toshio (1959 and 1973) 
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These aforementioned characteristics of Tiantai also inform Shen’s clarifications of the concept of 

“Other-Buddha”, directed to Chan-affiliated skeptics. Shen does not deny that sentient beings and 

Amitābha share the very same enlightened Nature, identified as the original “luminosity” of their 

minds. However, he argues against simplistic understanding of this luminous Nature. His main 

point is that it should not be conceived as monistic and non-discursive state of awareness, self-

sufficient and oblivious of any distinction whatsoever. Those who recollect Amitābha do not need 

to be constantly reminded about the Mind-Nature that they share with this Buddha. After all, it is 

neither reasonable nor effective to remind oneself constantly about the relation between one’s own 

body and the bodies of one’s parents and children in order to feel  respect and love for them 

(X62:1205:727b15-b19). In fact, Chan monks who chastise others for their reliance on Other-

Buddha demonstrate that they themselves had not yet got rid of thinking in terms of distinction 

between themselves and someone other. (X62:1205.740c15-17)  

Shen’s polemics with Chan standpoint have also a more constructive dimension. He sketches his 

own viewpoint on the relation between self and Buddhas, using a staple metaphor of Buddhist 

literature on this subject - that of a mirror reflection. Shen likens the minds of sentient beings and 

Buddha Amitābha to the reflective mirror, and their mental activity to the mirror’s shine. 201 

Whereas sentient beings attach themselves to the multiplicity of reflected images, Amitābha 

encourages them to switch their focus to the mirror itself.  In this very way, Amitābha’s 

compassionate Vows to save sentient beings begin to “correspond” with sentient beings’ individual 

                                                      
201  As pointed out by Zhang (1981: 634-635), Shen was fascinated by the phenomenon of light. In his own 

idiosyncratic philosophy developed on the basis of Book of Changes light was even considered as metaphysical 

essence of reality.  
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vows to be reborn in the Pure Land. This relation can be compared to that between two mirrors 

facing each other (X62:1205: 728.a21-22). 202 

 

As can be seen, Shen insists on a more literal understanding of Amitabha than his Chan adversaries. 

This is because he is convinced about the integral function of a buddha which is to help and guide 

others. An unenlightened person needs someone other than herself or himself in order to break 

through the self-perpetuating cycle of ignorance and suffering. Shen adduces the Śūraṅgama sūtra 

(Shoulengyan jing) (大佛頂首楞嚴經) (text now widely regarded as apocryphal) as evidence for 

the doctrine of Amitābha as a personal savior. He points to the Chapter on Mahāsthāmprāpta’s 

Perfect Understanding (Dashizhi yuantong zhang 大勢至圓通章) (X62:1205: 726a23-b03), 

which comprises Bodhisattva Māhāsthāmaprāpta’s response to a question directed by the Buddha 

to an assembly of bodhisattvas: what is the best means of achieving perfect wisdom? 

Māhāstamaprāpta is the penultimate of twenty five speakers on this issue. His answer follows after 

that of Bodhisattva Maitreya, presented as a proponent of cultivating insight into the universal 

principle of Consciousness-only. On the other hand, it precedes the answer delivered by 

Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara, famous for the sermon on contemplation focused on the faculty of 

hearing. Māhāstamaprāpta advises people to prioritize the practice of Buddha-recollection, 

understood as single-minded concentration on the Buddha. He avers that mental focus on Buddha’s 

                                                      
202  The idea of mutual correspondence between vows may be traced back at least to the times of Zhongfeng Mingben 

(中峰明本, 1263-1323) (X74:1464.59a02), if not earlier. The metaphor of two mirrors might have been inspired by 

the “Recorded Sayings” (Yulu 語錄) of Jixing Chewu (X62:1182.334b17). On this metaphor, see also Ando (1973: 

274-6).  
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person and his name will eventually lead to clear perception of the ultimate reality. 203 

As can be seen from these examples, Shen held in his hand several important clues as to how 

deflect the charges leveled against Pure Land devotees. It is not immediately clear why he would 

want to extend his apologetic repertoire to include the scholastic tradition of Consciousness-only 

which occupied a marginal status at the time. In the Bao’en lun Shen addresses this question only 

once, in a rather complex passage whose details are going to be discussed below.  

 

6.3 Tradition of Nature, Tradition of Characteristics and the Pure Land 

 

                                                      
203 The passage in question was commented upon by numerous Pure Land authorities of post-Tang period, including 

Zhongfeng Mingben, Xingce Jieliu (行策截流, 1626-1680) and Jixing Chewu (Chen 2009: 180-188; Qiu 2012: 19-

26). Due to its historical significance, it is worthy of quoting it in extenso: “By way of illustration, if a man concentrates 

his mind on someone else while the latter always forgets him, both may meet and see, but without recognizing, each 

other. However, if both are keen on thinking of each other, their keenness will grow from one incarnation to another 

until they become inseparable like a body and its shadow. The Tathāgatas in the ten directions have compassion for 

all living beings and always think of them, like a mother who never ceases thinking of her son. If the son runs away, 

her thoughts of him will not help. But if one also thinks of her with the same keenness, they will not be separated in 

spite of the passing of transmigration. If a living being remembers and thinks of the Buddha, he is bound to behold 

Him in his present or future incarnation. He will not be far from the Buddha and thus without the aid of any other 

expedient, his mind will be opened. He is like a man whose body, perfumed by incense, gives out fragrance; hence his 

name “One Glorified by (Buddha’s) Fragrance and Light”. From my fundamental cause-ground and with all my 

thoughts concentrated on the Buddha, I achieved the patient endurance of the uncreated. [This is why] I help all living 

beings of this world to control their thoughts by repeating the Buddha’s name so that they can reach the Pure Land.” 

(Lu 2005:171, with slight revisions) 「譬如有人，一專為憶一人專忘，如是二人若逢不逢、或見非見，二人相

憶二憶念深，如是乃至從生至生，同於形影不相乖異，十方如來憐念眾生如母憶子，若子逃逝，雖憶何為？

子若憶母如母憶時，母子歷生不相違遠，若眾生心憶佛念佛，現前當來必定見佛去佛不遠，不假方便自得

心開，如染香人身有香氣，此則名曰香光莊嚴。我本因地以念佛心入無生忍，今於此界攝念佛人歸於淨

土。」(T19:945.128a21-b6).  
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The problem of how to reconcile Pure Land scriptures to the Consciousness-only doctrines is 

raised as the nineteenth among twenty five problematic issues dealt with in the “Initial Scroll”. 

From the very beginning, the discussion is densely packed with technical terms and erudite 

allusions from Buddhist scholasticism: 

Question: Can the theory of Eight Consciousnesses expounded by the Tradition of Dharma-characteristics 

be reconciled with the Tradition of the Pure [Land]? 

Answer: The categories used by the Tradition of Dharma-characteristics are numerous. The Tradition of 

Dharma-Nature subsumes them all under the heading of five skandhas. For this reason, reconciliation 

between [these two approaches] has long been considered unacceptable. Nevertheless, it is fairly easy to 

discern how the theory of Eight Consciousnesses can be used to interpret the teachings of the Tradition of 

the Pure Land. 204 

The above fragment reveals several important assumptions which underlie Shen’s analysis. Firstly, 

he recognizes two distinct approaches to the study of Buddhist doctrine, the so-called “traditions” 

(or “cardinal principles”, zong 宗) – “Dharma-Nature” (faxing 法性) and “Dharma-characteristics” 

(faxiang 法相 ). Secondly, he notes that these two approaches are widely regarded to be 

incommensurable. Thirdly, Shen appears to assume that Pure Land teachings - what he calls the 

Tradition of the Pure Land 205 - fall under the Tradition of Nature. This means that for Shen, the 

very problem of reconciling the Pure Land with Consciousness-only is essentially a sub-section of 

a much broader problematic issue: namely, recovering the common ground between the Tradition 

of Dharma-characteristics and the Tradition of Dharma-Nature.   

                                                      
204 「問曰: 相宗八識之說與淨宗有合乎 ? 答曰: 相宗名目繁多。性宗括略為五蘊。故，從來不許和會。而以

八識釋淨宗，頗易發明。」(X62:1205.730c18-20) 

 

205 Shen’s nomenclature requires more scrutiny in the light of present controversies concerning the use of the term 

zong 宗 in the context of Chinese Pure Land tradition (Getz 2002, Sharf 2002b) 
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In order to understand Shen on this point, we need to consider his work in the context of historical 

developments subsequent to those described in the previous chapter. As previously stated, general 

receptiveness of Chinese scholastic authorities to the paradigm of Buddha-Nature was widely 

shared by Consciousness-only scholiasts. One strand of Sinitic Yogācāra which, at least to some 

extent, opposed those tendencies was the scholastically oriented lineage coalescing around 

Xuanzang 玄奘  (662-664), a Tang-Dynasty traveler, translator and exegete. Symbolically, 

Xuanzang’s disciples paid a price for their reluctance to join up with the mainstream. Namely, they 

ended up with the somewhat derogatory label of the school of “Dharma-Characteristics” (faxiang 

法相) –a tradition preoccupied with the more superficial level of phenomena in terms of their 

appearance and characteristic marks, instead of a much more direct inquiry into their common 

Nature (xing 性) (Yoshimura 2013: 34). Eventually, in the works of the 8th century Huayan 

exegetes, the stream of Yogācāra implanted in China during the Tang dynasty has been subsumed 

into “Tradition of Characteristics”, in contradistinction to the “Tradition of Nature” represented 

by the standpoint of the Awakening of Faith, Huayan or Tiantai scholiasts.  

Tradition of Nature inherited Yogācāra’s claim that all perceived phenomena are conditioned by 

and dependent on subjectivity – in particular, the “subliminal” ālaya-Consciousness which lies at 

the heart of experience. This doctrine, however, has been embellished over the years. According 

to Huayan commentators such as Fazang (法藏, 643–712) or Chengguan (澄觀, 738–839), by 

setting forth the tenet of Consciousness-only yogācārins managed to identify a universal principle 

(li 理) behind the manifold of appearances (shi 事). However, they failed to account for the 

dynamic interaction between this principle and phenomena. In this regard, Huayan and other 

mainstream authorities followed reinterpretation of Consciousness-only thought accomplished in 
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the apocryphal treatise Awakening of Faith attributed to Aśvaghoṣa. The Awakening of Faith 

speaks of the ultimate reality not only as of mind, but also as Suchness (zhenru 真如). This 

Suchness comprises within itself seemingly contradictory qualities: on the one hand it is 

unchanging in its constant purity, unblemished by the “dust” of ephemeral things arising and 

ceasing; on the other hand, it permeates the world of conditioned appearances, as water permeates 

the waves of an ocean. This paradoxical structure is reproduced at the level of subjectivity: 

according to the Awakening of Faith, within individual ālaya the “genuine mind”, or the womb of 

Tathāgata, coexists with impurity. In this scheme, liberation is not a transformation of impure 

consciousness into pure wisdom, but rather a return to original wisdom found within tainted 

consciousness. Consequently, the theater of interactions between buddhas, bodhisattvas and 

sentient beings, which according to yogācārins unfolded at the ultimate level of reality, for the 

Tradition of Nature is revealed to be provisional and illusory. In fact, buddhas and commoners are 

originally not different from each other, and what divides them is whether or not they have realized 

their common pure Nature.  206   

The standpoint of the Tradition of Nature has been accepted by the great majority of Chinese 

Buddhist exegetes active in and after late Tang period. They either read Consciousness-only 

authors as if those implicitly accepted premises such as Suchness or Buddha-Nature, 207  or 

                                                      
206 The above paragraph rephrases arguments made by Chengguan in his discussion of “Ten Differences” between the 

Tradition of Nature and the Tradition of Characteristics (T 1735: 35.511a2-6), especially differences listed as third 

(weixin zhenwang唯心真妄), fourth (zhenru suiyuan ningran真如隨緣凝然) and sixth (sheng Fo bu zeng bu mie生

佛不增不減) in order. See also Hamar (2007: 217-227).  

 

207 An early example of this way of thinking can be found in a Song period text called An Inscription on Mind-only 

Pure Land (Weixin jingtuwen 唯心淨土文), attributed to Meditation Master Gusu Shouna 姑蘇守訥 (1047-1122). 

Shouna supports his dialectical stance on the Pure Land with the authority of Consciousness-only scholiasts, including 
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“upgraded” their theories in the light of those tenets. 208 On the contrary, the status of the Tradition 

of Characteristics gradually diminished due to the alleged difficulty of its doctrines and its elitist 

posture. Consequently, from Tang period onwards, the debates about the relation between self and 

Buddha were carried out mostly as internal discussions between the followers of the Tradition of 

Nature. 209 Those who professed belief in Amitābha as an external agent, an active figure in the 

world of men, ran up against the methodological problem of whether or not this belief is 

                                                      
Vasubandhu and his peers (T47:1969A.208a8 ff.). However, in his interpretation the tenets of Consciousness-only 

appear virtually indistinguishable from the mainstream currents of Sinitic thought, This interpretational twist is 

especially visible in Shouna’s concept of the pure and universal “substance” or “essence” (ti 體) of the consciousness: 

“I have studied [the doctrine of] Consciousness-only. The word “only” negates external objects; the word 

“consciousness” affirms [the existence] of one’s own mind. There is no object external to mind; all [objects] are 

within the mind. The dharma of mind extends to everywhere. How can there be a Pure Land separate from this very 

thought? [Furthermore], buddhas and sentient beings are of one and the same substance; Amitābha is completely 

within one’s own mind and is universally present in all sentient beings. There really is no difference between a 

commoner and a Sage.”「吾甞學唯識。 唯遮外境，識表自心。心外無境，全是心。心法遍周，淨土豈離乎當

念? 生佛同體，彌陀全是於自心。 總攝有情，誠無凡聖之異。 融通法界，寧有遠近之區? 

(T47:1969A.207c22-27) 」 

 

208 In order to see how this line of thinking affected Pure Land exegesis it is instructive to have a look at the works 

attributed to Yongming Yanshou (永明延壽 , 904-975), a scholiast traditionally regarded as one of the so-called 

“patriarchs” of Chinese Pure Land lineage. Yongming’s authority was instrumental in solidifying the division between 

“Tradition of Nature” and “Tradition of Characteristics”, and asserting the superiority of the latter.  His exposition of 

the Pure Land in large part draws upon commentaries of Consciousness-only scholiasts such as Kuiji and Huaigan, 

but eventually follows the authority of the Awakening of Faith and Huayan in that it presents Buddha-bodies and Pure 

Lands as derivate of practitioner’s own intrinsically pure mind. According to Yongming, not only the seeds of the Pure 

Land are innate in the practitioner’s own mind, but also bodies of the Buddha are brought forth (yinchu引出) from 

this mind through contemplation of its innate purity. For the relevant passages, see Zongjing lu (宗鏡錄  , Notes 

concerning the Mirror of the Principal Teaching), especially T48 :2016. 532a25 and 533a12 ff., 559a16 ff. 592b27 ff.  

On Yongming’s turn from the framework of “purified mind” to that of “intrinsic purity of mind”, see Huang (2005: 

106-132). 

 

209 A poignant example of such a debate within medieval Tiantai tradition has been discussed by Ziporyn (2009).  
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reconcilable to doctrines of inherently pure universal Buddhahood. In these debates, which 

antagonized some Tiantai scholiasts against the followers of Chan, and against each other, the 

concept of “self-Nature Amitābha” (zixing Mituo 自性彌陀) or “Original Nature Amitābha” 

(benxing Mituo 本性彌陀) became increasingly often employed to argue back contra detractors 

of the Pure Land (Andō 1959: 334-6). 210 In the light of the above, it could be expected that the 

Tradition of Characteristics became all but redundant for Pure Land apologists.  

The hegemony of the Tradition of Nature was not significantly threatened by the late Ming “revival” 

of Consciousness-only thought. Summarizing Shi Shengyan’s pioneering research on the late 

Ming Yogācāra thought, Jeniffer Eichmann has noted that it exposed two conspicuous tendencies: 

“to use Yogācāra to supplement another orientation such as Chan, Tiantai or Huayan; or to think 

about Yogācāra in terms of practical application” (Eichmann, 2013: 171). 211  Both these 

tendencies reflect some negative stereotypes about Consciousness-only tradition that had been 

common among Chinese Buddhists: namely, that it was highly impractical and scholastic, and that 

its punctilious attention to theory and taxonomy came at the expense of meditative insight and 

practice. On the other hand, some scholiasts were attracted to the relatively complex and rigorous 

conceptual framework of the Dharma-characteristics scholasticism for some useful application. 212  

For example, Hanshan Deqing (憨山德清, 1546-1623) recommended to combine Chan practice 

                                                      
 

210  Pure Land apologetics of the second millennium A.D. still remains an understudied subject. For reliable overviews, 

see the works of Shibata (1994: 40 ff.), Jones (2001) or Huang (2004).  

 

211 This conclusion is supported by other studies on the subject of Yogācāra and Chan during the Ming Dynasty, for 

example that of Zhang Zhiqiang (2001). 
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with a systematic inquiry into Yogācāra theory of consciousness, while Ouyi Zhixu proposed to 

link study of Tiantai with mastery of Consciousness-only thought. 213 At the same time, the authors 

sympathetic to the Tradition of Characteristics could not fail to notice that the way in which this 

tradition portrayed the relation between the human being and the Buddha’s anthropomorphic forms 

was far more “pluralistic” and “personalistic” than the overall tendency of the Tradition of Nature. 

In this way, the enclave of Consciousness-only scholars in the Ming touched on the very same 

questions which Pure Land apologists debated with Chan monks: the issue of whether, and to what 

extent, a Buddhist practitioner can rely on a dualistic or conceptual cognition and count on 

Buddha’s external support. Ming scholars of Consciousness-only were, however, rather cautious 

in drawing connections between their study and Pure Land faith. In his commentary to the Smaller 

Sukhāvatīvyūha , Zhixu adduces Yogācāra teachings only a few times. The point he wants to make 

is that while commoners can be reborn in a Pure Land which is transformed by their impure 

consciousness, this transformation occurs on a pure pre-existing basis, provided by the 

consciousness of Amitābha: 

The sound of bird’s singing preaching the Dharma is the transformed sound of animate beings; the sound 

of trees moved by the wind preaching the Dharma is the transformed sound of inanimate beings. Animate 

and inanimate beings together proclaim the wondrous Dharma. All of this is accomplished by 

Amitābha’s Vow-Power and displayed by his Seed-Wisdom; all of this is stimulated by our pure karman 

and merely transformed by our consciousness. The mind of Buddha and the minds of sentient beings 

                                                      
213  For Hanshan Deqing’s explanation of the usefulness of Yogācāra for Chan adepts, see X55:893.420b15-17 or 

425a1-5. For Zhixu’s exhortations on combining study of Tiantai with Consciousness-only, see X13:284.196b1-b2 

and Andō (1959: 299). Shengyan (1975: 83) speculates that Zhixu’s questioning of his teacher’s prohibition against 

“reconciling” (hehui和會) of the said two traditions was one of the major intellectual stimuli in his development as a 

scholiast.  
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serve as each other’s base from which images are derived; it is as if the lights of multiple lamps blended 

with one another. Since each of them pervades all space, they appear as one [beam]. The whole realm 

of principle is, in itself, phenomena; the whole realm of phenomena is, in itself, the realm of principle. 

The readers can deeply ponder on this fact. 214 

 

Damo (達默), the 19th century monk whose sub-commentary on Zhixu betrays the impact of 

Consciousness-only thought to much larger degree than the original text, 215 explains these words 

in the following way: 

The minds of the Buddha and sentient beings serve as each other’s base from which images [within 

consciousness] are derived. This can also be phrased thusly: the object of cognition of either buddhas or 

sentient beings serves as a base from which images of the other party are derived. This is so, because 

the object of the senses is, as it is, the mind. This is meant to say that glorious adornments of a buddha 

are the object which provides the basis for images [that appear in sentient beings’ consciousness]. And 

yet, in the minds of sentient beings those [adornments] appear as images generated by false 

discrimination. The adornments of sentient beings are the object which provides basis for images. And 

yet, in the minds of buddhas they appear as images generated by false discrimination. The Buddha is 

Amitābha within sentient beings’ mind – this is called “self-Nature Amitābha”. Sentient beings are 

people within Buddha’s mind. They may, in turn, be called “self-Nature sentient beings”. So it is said: 

self-Nature sentient beings take vows to save others; up to the moment when the vows taken on the path 

of the self-Nature Buddha are fulfilled. It is so in the case of one person, as in the case of many. 216 

                                                      
214  「眾鳥法音是化作有情聲，風樹法音是化作無情聲，情與無情同宣妙法，皆是阿彌陀佛願力所成、種智

所現，皆是吾人淨業所感、唯識所變。佛心生心互為質影，如眾燈明各遍似一，全理成事、全事即理、全

性起修、全修在性，讀者亦可深長思矣。」 (T37:1762.369b28-c8)」For a study of this passage, which makes 

heavy use of the modern commentary by Yuanying (圓瑛, 1878-1953), see Xiong (2000).  

 

215 See, for example, Damo’s attempts at analyzing Zhixu’s six “articles” of Pure Land faith from the standpoint of a 

Yogācāra scholastic (X22:430.828a2-c29). 

 

216  「佛心、生心互為影質者。亦可云，佛境、生境互為影質。全境即心故。此謂佛之莊嚴為本質境，而却

在眾生心中為獨影境。眾生莊嚴為本質境，而又在佛心內為獨影境。佛乃眾生心內彌陀，名為自性彌陀。

眾生乃佛心內人民，喚作自性眾生。故曰: 自性眾生誓願度，乃至自性佛道誓願成。一人如是，眾多亦然。」



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

175 
 

 

As can be seen, Zhixu and Damo reach to themes of classic Consciousness-only thought of the 

Cheng weishi lun and its Sinitic commentaries – the distinction between “basis for images” (benzhi 

jing本質境) and “images that appear as generated by false discrimination “ (duying jing 獨影境) 

or the metaphor of lamps. In both cases, such concepts are used to clarify and supplement the 

venerable Tiantai-inspired line of defending Pure Land faith: namely, that “Amitābha qua self-

Nature”, although found within the human mind, cannot be reduced to the mind’s contents.  

6.4. Tradition of Nature and Tradition of Characteristics in the Bao’en lun  

Shen begins his answer to the aforementioned question with a very general discussion that delves 

into most abstruse themes of Buddhist metaphysics and epistemology:  

[Even if] this present moment is not accompanied by thought, [still, the alternation of] arising and 

ceasing does not stop. In its essence, [this present moment] is Measureless Light and Measureless Life, 

or tranquility and luminosity that are inseparable from each other. Why so? If there was no permanent 

tranquility and permanent luminosity, then what [else] could it be that is instantly originating or ceasing? 

The Tradition of Dharma-characteristics delivers its instructions according to the function of luminosity. 

On the basis of Laṅkāvatāra sūtra, it indicates [this function] as “the eighth consciousness”, or the 

“ālaya-consciousness”. Inferring its original purity, it refers to it as the “amala-consciousness”. 

When the five sense organs - eye, ear, nose, tongue and body - face their respective spheres without 

arousing any thought, [simply] seeing the nearby forms and hearing the incoming sounds in a 

spontaneous and natural fashion, this is what is called “the first five consciousnesses”. However, as soon 

as one becomes conscious of seeing and hearing, a thought has been stirred; if images are grasped and 

discrimination ensues because of this, it is called “the sixth consciousness”. Subsequently, the subject 

of seeing, hearing [etc.] is posited [as something that exists] within, and the object of seeing, hearing 

                                                      
(X22:430.857b22-c6). 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

176 
 

[etc.] is posited [as something that exists] on the outside. Thus, the [idea of] “self” is constructed.  The 

so-called “the intellect that acts as the knower”217 is the root of ignorance. The Tradition of Dharma-

characteristics distinguishes this attachment to self from the intellectual consciousness [as such] and 

calls it “the seventh consciousness”, or the “mana-consciousness”.  

Accordingly, we can see that although eight different names [are used], in reality there is not [even] one 

[separate] entity. There is only this one present thought. The followers of the Pure Land teachings simply 

take this very moment as the “initial Enlightenment”, and the Buddha as the “original Enlightenment”. 

218 When successive thoughts of mindfulness of the Buddha are aroused, the initial enlightenment is in 

accord with the original enlightenment. This teaching is ingenious and swift. It is the most immediate 

and the most complete. There is none which is more lofty.  219   

It is evident that Shen’s understanding of his subject matter relies on the sources inherited from 

the Ming Yogācāra apologists. Shen follows their approach to Consciousness-only thought by 

matching theory of Nine Consciousnesses with vocabulary derived from the Awakening of Faith, 

                                                      
217 A reference to the passage of the apocryphal Shoulengyan jing in which Buddha explains to Ānanda that five sense 

organs and the intellect are both the cause of suffering in samsara and the cause of attaining nirvana: “Therefore, if 

your intellect acts as the knower, this is the root of your ignorance, [but] if it is free from seeing, it will be Nirvāṇa 

which is transcendental and pure”「是故，汝今知見立知，即無明本。知見無見，斯即涅槃。無漏、真淨」 

(T19:945.124c8-11) (Lu 2005: 164). 

 

218  This pair of concepts is fundamental to the teachings of The Mahāyāna Awakening of Faith (cf. 

T32:1666.576b14ff.).  Yoshito Hakeda has proposed to read “initial Enlightenment” as “process of actualisation of 

[the intrinsic] Enlightenment” (Hakeda, 2006: 43-46).  

 

219 「蓋現前不念，起滅不停。體即無量光壽，寂照不二。何以故? 若非常寂、常照，誰為倐起倐滅? 相宗

就照用邊指點，據『楞伽經』名為「第八阿賴耶識」。又推其最初無染，名「第九庵摩羅識」。眼、耳、鼻、

舌、身五根對前五塵，不動念而自然色來即見、聲到即聞，名為「前五識」。然，纔覺見聞，已是起念; 因

而取相分別，名為「第六意識」。隨即內計能見能聞、外計所見所聞而我相成矣。所謂「知見立知」即無明

本矣。相宗從意識中辨別此我執，名為「第七末那識」。據此可見: 名雖分八，實無一物。惟是現前之一念。

故，淨土家直以此念為始覺、佛為本覺; 起念念佛，便是始覺合本。法門巧捷，至頓至圓。莫尚乎是。」

(X62:1205.730c20- 731a13) 
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Tiantai and Chan. The most basic common denominator that Shen finds between the tradition of 

“Dharma-Nature”, the tradition of “Dharma-characteristics” and the Pure Land teachings is the 

symbolic of “Measureless Life” and “Measureless Light”. From the perspective of Dharma-Nature, 

these symbols denote the originally pure nature of human mind. From the perspective of “Dharma-

characteristics”, they refer to most fundamental types of consciousness –Storehouse-consciousness 

and its originally pure basis. For a Pure Land believer, they signify the two attributes of the quasi-

mythical figure of Amitābha, described in the Larger and Shorter Sukhāvatīvyūha  sūtras. Taken 

together, they represent the original state of equilibrium covered by the constant flux of experience. 

This unrecognized “essence” becomes obscured with the arising of “momentary thoughts” (nian 

念), agitations of the mind which bifurcate the stream of experience into the domains of subject 

and object. This dualistic perspective conditions the perilous attachment to the fictitious notion of 

ego –the root of all delusion and ignorance. The purpose of recollecting Amitābha is to revert this 

calamity in the most swift and decisive manner available to ordinary person. On this interpretation, 

strong mental focus on Buddha’s Name provides the shortcut to access the original balance 

between “tranquility” and “luminosity” that underlies each dualistic thought of an ignorant mind. 

 

On a superficial glance, Shen interprets Pure Land myth according to the spirit of the Tradition of 

Nature. He follows this tradition when he deciphers the twin attributes of Amitābha as allegories 

of “tranquility” and “luminosity”, or when he explains Buddha-recollection as a method of 

activating the “original enlightenment” already present within the mind. On both accounts, he is 

in agreement with the two most influential Ming commentators of the Smaller Sukhāvatīvyūha  –

Yunqi Zhuhong (X22:424.653a12-13) and Ouyi Zhixu (T37.1762.369c19).220 It may therefore be 

                                                      
220 The second motif can be found only in the version of Ouyi Zhixu’s commentary which appears in the anthology 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

178 
 

expected that Shen’s interpretation of the connection between Tradition of Characteristics and 

Tradition of Nature will also follow precedents set by Ming scholiasts such as Zhixu. To some 

extent, this is indeed the case. Shen presents the Tradition of Characteristics as one that emphasizes 

the aspect of “function”, or “luminosity” – as opposed to the original “essence” or “substance”, 

which is characterized by interpenetration of unperturbed “tranquility” and “luminosity”. This 

distinction can probably be taken to mean that Consciousness-only tradition is primarily 

preoccupied with acts of cognition, or the interaction between perceiving self and the domain of 

perceived objects. In this respect, it differs from the Tradition of Nature, whose main concern is 

for communicating the original equilibrium unperturbed by thinking in terms of dualities. 221At the 

same time, Shen emphasizes that in Yogācāra theory this discriminating activity of cognition is 

separated from the attachment to the idea of self. What is targeted in the practice, at least at the 

initial level of preparation, is this attitude of attachment, rather than conceptual discrimination and 

subject-object distinction as such. This nuance is particularly important in Shen’s interpretation of 

the practice of Buddha-recollection, to which he turns in the following passage.  

 

6.5. Shen’s interpretation of the Pure Land myth (I): Dharmākara as a personal agent 

 

                                                      
Ten Essentials of the Pure Land (Jingtu shi yao淨土十要), edited by his disciple Chengshi. (「彌陀名號，即眾生

本覺理性。持名，即始覺合本。」[X61:1164.651c1]) 

 

221 It should be noted, however, that for Shen Shandeng cognition is not a field of disinterested “epistemological” 

inquiry. In the Bao’en lun epistemological terms are used in their less technical and restricted senses. The whole 

fragment is interpreted as an affair of “pure” direct perception (xianliang現量) that may either “fall” (luo 落) into the 

realm of conceptual discrimination (biliang比量), or remain unperturbed by it (X62:1205.731a4). 
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Unlike Hōnen and Shinran in medieval Japan, Chinese monks regarded as the so-called “patriarchs” 

of the Lotus Tradition (lian zong蓮宗)222 did not comment much on the Larger Sukhāvātīvyūha’s 

dynamic narrative centered on the figure of Dharmākara. This relative neglect of Pure Land myth 

has much to do with the general neglect of the Larger Sukhāvātīvyūha by Chinese exegetes after 

Tang dynasty (Fujita 2001: 101). For Ming dynasty exegetes such as Ouyi Zhixu, the “vow” (yuan 

願) means first and foremost the subjective resolve of the practitioner to be reborn in the Pure 

Land; the vows of Dharmākara are not necessarily regarded as more powerful or comprehensive 

than those of other bodhisattvas, for example Dizang (地藏) (Shengyan 1975: 188), Amitābha’s 

name, although endowed with immeasurable merit, is significant mostly as the object of mental 

focus which leads to gnostic insight into “three truths [present] in one object” (yijing sandi 一境

三諦) (Liu 2005: 179-182). In the opinion of Yamaguchi Kōen (1967: 213), Japanese scholar 

whose perspective reflects the standpoint of Japanese Pure Land orthodoxy, Zhixu’s Pure Land 

Buddhism is a religion of “self-power”, in which Dharmākara plays the role of personal ideal and 

role model, rather than real saviour.  

 

This assessment can arguably be extended to other mainstream authors quoted in the Bao’en lun. 

It cannot be denied that some Tiantai-leaning authorities, most notably Jixing Chewu, adduced the 

figure and story of Dharmākara to explain salvific interactions between Amitābha and sentient 

beings (Jones 2000). However, even those scholiasts felt compelled to note that the story in 

question is ultimately a narrative about recovering the universal Nature shared by sentient beings 

and buddhas alike. Chewu opined that, in the final analysis, the relation between us and Amitābha 

                                                      
222  Alternatively: the Tradition of the Pure [Land] (jing zong淨宗). 
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is analogous to that between a dreaming and awakened person (X62:1182.336c24). Somewhat 

different approach was taken by Wei Yuan, the scholarly layman who pioneered philological 

studies on the Larger Sūkhavativyūha in modern China. Wei suggested that relative neglect of the 

longer Pure Land sūtra obscured the profound importance of Dharmākara’s story. 223 However, 

even for Wei Yuan, the epitome of Bodhisattva’s practice was Samantabhadra (Puxian 普賢), 

described in the Avataṃsaka-sūtra, rather than Dharmākara (X1:5.70b22, c14).   

 

In comparison with his predecessors, Shen has surprisingly little to contribute by way of caveats 

or “qualifying” statements. It appears that he intends the story of Dharmākara to be taken seriously 

in all its literal sense:  

Amitābha is originally a manifestation of the Old-Buddha. Even though he manifested the image of his 

Body, he [himself] did not view anybody or anything as an independent entity. His seventh 

consciousness had already been transformed into the Wisdom of Equality. Thus, in his causal stage, he 

was called “Dharma-Store”, or “Dharma-Treasury”, or “Dharma-Dwelling”, or “Dharma-Maker”. 224 

[This is because] in case of ordinary people, external phenomena [which they perceive] belong to the 

sphere of [discriminating] intellect. In the case of Amitābha, [however,] intellectual consciousness had 

already changed into the Wisdom of Wondrous Insight. He was at ease with [all] dharmas, and through 

this wisdom of [correctly perceiving] dharmas he applied the first five consciousnesses as Wisdom of 

Accomplishment. [Thereupon] he gathered the practices of purification of the 211 koṭis (tens of millions) 

of Buddha-lands (…) After his original Vows had been fulfilled, his eighth and ninth consciousness were 

both completely transformed into the Great and Perfect Mirror-Wisdom. Since the body he manifested 

completely realized the three bodies of [a buddha], he is [now] called “Measureless Light” and 

“[Measureless] Life”. Since the place where he was dwelling was transformed into a Pure Land, it is 

                                                      
223 In his preface to the collected edition of “Four Pure Land Scriptures” Wei lamented that “if one does not read the 

Sūtra of Immeasurable Life, how can he know the vast depth of the ocean of the vows undertaken by Dharmākara in 

the causal stage [of his bodhisattvahood] ? [How can he know] the complete perfection of the land that came to being 

as the effect of these vows”? 「夫不讀無量壽。何以知法藏因地願海之宏深。與果地之圓滿」(X1:5.70b18-19). 

 

224 Different names of the bodhisattva, appearing in four different Chinese translations of the Sukhāvatīvyūha .   
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[now] called “The World of Ultimate Bliss”. 225 

 

Drawing upon the foregoing discussion of Nine Consciousnesses and their mutual relations, Shen 

introduces another major theme of Yogācāra treatises – the course of transformation of the Eight 

Consciousnesses into the Four Wisdoms, which corresponds to bodhisattva’s spiritual growth and 

progress on the path towards Buddhahood. He applies this scheme to the sūtra’s narrative about 

Dharmākara’s career as a bodhisattva, establishing Western Pure Land and proclamation of the 

practices such as “keeping the Name” and constant “recollection” of Amitābha. Remarkably, Shen 

interprets the process of turning consciousness into wisdom in a way that is consistent with the 

general thrust of his interpretation of the story of Dharmākara. As mentioned previously, in the 

section devoted to reconciling the two Traditions the Bao’en lun refers to a text called General 

Explanation of [Xuanzang’s] ‘Systematic Exposition of Eight Consciousnesses’ (Bashi guiju 

tongshuo八識規矩通說) by the Ming scholiast Hanshan Deqing. In this work, the development 

of Four Wisdoms is cast in the backdrop of the original purity of the Eight Consciousnesses. 226 

                                                      
 

225「彌陀本古佛現身。雖現身相，而無身見。第七末那識早轉為平等性智故。因地名為「法藏」、亦稱「法

寶藏」、亦稱「法處」、亦稱「作法」。法在凡夫為意塵。在彌陀則意識亦早轉為妙觀察智， 於法自在。即以

此法智運用前五識，為成所作智。攝取二百一十億佛土清淨之行  […] 至本願圓滿，則第八、第九識亦盡轉

為大圓鏡智。 而即所現身圓證三身， 名為「無量光壽」。即所居土轉為淨土，名「極樂世界」矣。」

(X62:1205.731a13-23) 

 

226 See, e.g., Deqing’s explanation attributed to the Sixth Patriarch of Chan, Huineng, in X55:893.424c6ff: “As for 

what the teachings call “turning consciousness into Wisdom” the Sixth Patriarch taught as follows: “consciousness 

is originally Wisdom”. Consciousness does not need to be “turned” into anything. It is enough to become enlightened 

to the instrinsic purity of the Eight Consciousness, and it will immediately become the Great and Perfect Mirror-

Wisdom”.「教中說轉識成智，六祖所說識本是智。更不須轉。只是悟得八識自性清淨。當體便是大圓鏡智

矣」 
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While Shen has no intention to dispute this particular aspect of inherited tradition, it appears that 

he does not want to emphasize it either. Rather, he depicts Dharmākara as someone who actually 

created a new quality by establishing a Pure Land in the place of the previously existent “tainted” 

realm. This tendency to present Consciousness-only gnosis as something that is acquired, rather 

than rediscovered, becomes even more visible in the subsequent fragment, in which Dharmākara’s 

accomplishment is shown from the perspective of its beneficiaries - the sentient beings.  

 

6.6. Shen’s interpretation of the Pure Land myth (II): Dharmākara as savior  

 

In the first analyzed passage, Shen identified Buddha Amitābha with the “original Enlightenment” 

intrinsic to every individual, and the immutable “essence” underlying the constant flux of 

perceived reality. In the second passage, Amitābha was described as a concrete person who 

transformed his perception of reality and undertook sedulous practice of self-exertion to render his 

splendid Buddha-Body and his marvelous Pure Land fully manifest. Apparently, for Shen this 

anthropomorphic character of Amitābha, and the whole narrative of the Sukhāvatīvyūha, are 

significant also in their literal sense. However, Shen’s main objective is not simply to present 

Amitābha as the role model, but rather to credibly defend the doctrine that Amitābha can aide 

common believers in emancipation from suffering. Shen makes this move by relating the scheme 

of transforming consciousness into wisdom to the practice of Buddha-recollection: 

Thereupon Dharmākara immediately proceeded to guide sentient beings [to the Pure Land] with the 

Name of the Accomplished Buddha, making those beings constantly recite the Name. This is because 

this Name has been brought about by the one thought of the very first Vow, which is not different and 

not separate from the present thought of sentient beings.  

 

In the case of sentient beings, consecutive thoughts of the attachment to self are the root of karman 
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responsible for multiple rebirths. Now, in the case of Buddha-recollection, every consecutive thought is 

directed towards the Other. The seventh consciousness is embraced by the Other-power of Buddha’s 

vows and transformed at once. For the sentient beings, consecutive thoughts of attachment to one’s own 

views are the expressions of karmic retribution in this life. Now, if someone recites the Name, then all 

his consecutive thoughts are [a form] of correct observation. The first five consciousnesses are 

encompassed within the power of “correct observation” [of one’s own karmic retributions], both direct 

and circumstantial.227 [Consequently, they are also] transformed at once.  

 

Thus it is said: “The first five and the seventh consciousness are transformed as the cause; the sixth and 

the eighth are perfected as the result”. 228 The sixth consciousness is nothing else than the extension of 

this very thought, which has continued uninterrupted through multiple lives until now, without limit, 

going out and through the wombs. Since the thought is not interrupted, the intellect is not extinguished. 

 

Why is the will of the intellect called a “vow”? Just as intellect cannot be extinguished, so is the vow. 

The Chapter on Vow and Practice says what follows:229 since the day when Amitābha assumed the form 

of a commoner and took his great Vows, [to the moment] when, after five kalpas of exertion he became 

a Buddha, he was also applying the intellectual consciousness. [However,] since he was not attached to 

self, that consciousness was [in fact] wisdom, or the so-called “wisdom with no [sensual] sphere”.   

 

Through the utmost exertion he totally abandoned all habits leading to multiple rebirths and realized the 

fundamental essence free of [discriminating] thought. This is called “completeness”. It should be 

remembered that once something is complete, everything within is complete. There is no further 

gradation. [Yet,] the priority [should] be given to extirpating one’s own attachment to self. Thus, 

exclusively intoning the name, taking refuge in the Other-Buddha, abandoning oneself and relying on 

the Other – those are all the essential points of the teachings of the Pure [Land] school.  230 

                                                      
227 I.e., the results of past karma manifested in one’s own person and one’s surroundings, respectively.  

 

228 See infra 

 

229 I have not been able to identify this quote.  

 

230 「於是，即以果佛名號接引眾生， 使常稱念。 何以故 ? 以此名號正由最初發願之一念而成，與眾生現前

一念無二無別故。眾生念念我執為多生業根。今稱名則念念向他，而第七識為他佛願力所攝，當下轉矣。 
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As can be inferred from the above passage, Shen takes the transformation of the basis of 

consciousness into Wisdom to be the general goal for both Dharmākara and ordinary believers 

alike. However, he makes a distinction between these two cases. In the case of Dharmākara, this 

process began with transforming the sixth and seventh consciousness, responsible for attachments 

to the external objects, and one’s self, respectively. This description fits the standard formula used 

by Hanshan Deqing and other Chinese commentators of Ming and Qing periods: “The sixth and 

seventh [consciousness] are transformed as the cause; the fifth and the eighth are perfected as the 

result (六七因中轉。五八果上圓)”. In the case of ordinary people (laity?) Shen describes the 

process which occurs in their consciousness in the following way: “The first fife and seventh 

[consciousness] are transformed as the cause; the sixth and the eighth are perfected as the result”. 

Apparently, the emphasis in this case is on purifying the five sense-consciousness through reciting 

Amitābha’s Name (a practice which is here understood as a simplified counterpart of 

contemplating the true nature of reality). 231 The transformation can be successfully completed, 

because Amitābha’s name works on believers’ minds by extirpating their deeply rooted attachment 

to self. The sixth consciousness, responsible for the dualistic mode of cognition, remains 

                                                      
眾生念念見取為現生業相。今稱名則念念正觀，而前五識為依正觀力所攝，當下轉矣。故曰: 「五七因中轉，

六八果上圓」。蓋第六意識非他，即此念引而長之，便是多生至今，窮未來際; 出胎入胎，此念不斷。念不

斷故，意無盡。意欲云何便名「願」? 意無盡故，願無盡。如『行願品』說，彌陀當日示同凡夫，發起大願，

精勤五大劫， 自至成佛，亦用意識。惟其無我故，不為識而為智，亦名「無塵智」。精勤之極，多生習氣盡

除，證入無念本體，乃名為圓。當知一圓一切圓，不作次第。而喫重在拔我見故，專稱名號、皈命他佛、

捨己就他，是淨宗要訣。」(X62:1205.731b1-b22).  

 

231  A precedent to this idea can be found in Ming commentaries on the Shorter Sukhāvatīvyūha, (see e.g. 

X22:427.730a13 ff.)  
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untransformed at this initial stage of practice.  

 

The significance of “preserving” sixth consciousness is at least twofold. Firstly, the sixth 

consciousness, being a discriminating intellect, is always involved in the acts of taking vows – 

both individual vows of Pure Land aspirants and the original Vows of Dharmākara. As mentioned 

above, Shen demonstrates the efficacy of Buddha-recollection by pointing to the potential for 

correspondence between these two kinds of vows. Secondly, Shen states that the main purpose of 

practicing Buddha-recollection is to eradicate the attachment to the notion of a self (wozhi我執 or 

wojian 我見) isolated from others, which is identified with the activity of the seventh 

consciousness. This idea, which also hinted at in another fragment of the Bao’en lun 

(X62:1205.740c15-17) may be construed as a remark directed at Chan-affiliated adversaries. This 

point can be made clearer by a comparison with an argument advanced earlier from Tiantai 

positions by the aforementioned monk Damo:   

[As regards the words of Masster Ouyi]: “If you reject the Other-Buddha, it means that the view which 

assumes the existence of Other is not yet gone. If you exclusively emphasize self-Buddha, then the 

perverted view which assumes the existence of self [is bound to] arise”. 232 (…) Now, as for the method 

of seeking rebirth through Buddha-recollection, it is recollecting self- and Other- Buddha at once. It is 

to establish a contemplation of Mind-only and Consciousness-only, and to completely destroy the 

attachments to self and [external] phenomena. What this method teaches is therefore that Other is, as it 

is, the self; [it teaches] to understand that the Buddha is the Buddha within minds of sentient beings; and 

that sentient beings are sentient beings in the mind of the Buddha; and that the mind, sentient beings and 

the Buddha are not separate from one another. This is the complete and immediate understanding of the 

non-duality between self and Other. If one avoids talking about the Other Buddha, this means that he 

still has not god rid of a view that assumes the existence of the Other. In such a case, the view that 

assumes the existence of self is still present. As long as the distinction between “self” and “other” is still 

                                                      
232 「若諱言他佛。則是他見未忘。若偏重自佛。却成我見顛倒」(X22:430.872b16-17). 
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used, the view that assumes the existence of the self is still present. [Some say that] it is necessary to 

focus exclusively on self-Buddha to attain liberation swiftly, but instead they develop perverted 

attachment to self. If attachment to self is not eradicated, then how can one get rid of attachment to 

[external] phenomena? If these two attachments are not disposed with, how can one completely purify 

the four Pure Lands and realize the three bodies [of a buddha]? 233 

 

In this fragment Damo takes up the vocabulary of the learned Tiantai scholar to defeat Chan on its 

own ground. He claims that meditators who have really comprehended what self-Nature is will 

know that Amitābha’s Otherness needs to be conventionally affirmed, rather than simplistically 

negated. This is because ordinary tainted mind and the person of “Other-Buddha” are both 

mutually conditioned and provisional aspects of the one original Nature. Therefore, Chan monks 

who forsake all practices directed towards the Other-Buddha invariably undermine their own 

primary goal –that of gnostic insight into original Nature.  In Shen’s explanation, however, the 

accents are distributed somewhat differently. Here, attachment to the concept of self is eradicated 

by the single-minded reliance on Other-Buddha whose salvific power “embraces” or “participates 

in” (she 攝) tainted consciousness. In this way, Amitābha’s intervention completes transformation 

of ordinary way of thinking into a non-dualist Wisdom. As can be seen, Shen concludes his case 

by adding a devotional Pure Land slant to his theory-laden interpretation of Consciousness-only 

thought following Tiantai. This peculiar aspect of Shen’s understanding of Yogācāra deserves a 

closer consideration. 

                                                      
233  「今此念佛求生法門，乃自他俱念。立唯心識觀，圓破我法二執也。全在了他即自者。乃了知佛是眾生

心內之佛，眾生乃佛心內眾生，心佛眾生三無差別。自他不二之圓頓解也。若諱言他佛，則是他見未忘。

他見未忘，我見仍在。對自言他故。我見仍在，必專重自佛以為捷近，却又成我見顛倒。我執不空，如何

了其法執? 我法二執既不了，如何圓淨四土、圓證三身也。」(X22:430.872b24-8).  
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6. 7. Dharmākara as agent in the modern world?  

 

As seen above, in the Bao’en lun Shen casts Amitābha in several different roles. On the one hand, 

he is a symbol of the original “tranquil” mind which remains present within each and every 

moment of thought. On the other, he is a personal exemplification of a “luminous” mind that 

interacts with the world of ordinary objects. He also appears in the narrative about efficacious 

Vows, which are pronounced as essentially “not different” from the present unenlightened thoughts 

of sentient beings. All these themes can be, in one way or another, deduced from the doctrinal 

tradition of Tiantai and other Sinitic schools of thought. However, Shen’s interpretation of these 

traditional themes is distinguished by a peculiar twist. For a Chinese Buddhist scholiast, Shen 

appears unusually direct in supporting the devotional approach to Amitābha. He underscores 

Amitābha’s significance as a personal agent, rather than figurative symbol of universal principle, 

and an agent who actually intervenes, rather than merely provides a role model. The question that 

arises at this point is whether this exegetical twist on Shen’s part is merely his idiosyncratic move, 

or whether it reflects some larger tendencies in Chinese Pure Land exegesis. At the present stage 

of research, several possibilities may only be briefly signaled out.  

 

Firstly, as regards Chinese exegesis of the Pure Land sūtras, the 19th century appears to be a period 

of gradual rediscovery of the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha. This rediscovery was spearheaded by 

Huayan-leaning laypeople such as Peng Jiqing (彭際清, 1740 - 1796) or Wei Yuan, 234  whose 

                                                      
234 It should be noted that both these figures were scholiasts inspired by the Huayan thought, including the Huayan 

jing’s portrayal of heroic and compassionate bodhisattva. 
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example Shen faithfully followed. It is worthy of notice that around 1887 Shen contacted the 

Japanese priest Nanjo Bun’yū to request some lost pre-Tang commentaries on the Larger 

Sukhāvatīvyūha and arrange their return to China (Chen 2003: 391). As pointed by out by 

Hirakawa Akira (1990: 184-185), the scripture in question remains the only source in Buddhist 

canon which provides detailed relation of Dharmākara’s vows and his ascetic practice leading to 

establishment of the Land of Bliss. Obviously, renewed interest in the text of this particular sūtra 

raised anew the question of Dharmākara’s doctrinal significance.   

 

Secondly, the text of the Bao’en lun suggests at least some degree of influence from Japanese Pure 

Land Buddhists. This is especially evident in several glosses which mention Shandao’s 

commentary on the Contemplation Sūtra or the concept of “Other-power” (tali 他力) in place of 

the standard Chinese terms such as “Buddha-Power” (foli 佛力). Shen’s idea that Buddha’s Vow-

Power transforms the attachment to self, generated by the seventh (mana) consciousness, into the 

“Wisdom of Equality” resembles Tanluan’s and Daochuo’s claims that Amitābha’s Name releases 

sentient beings from their attachment to forms, appearances and concepts. Whether Shen could 

have already been aware of this connection, is a topic that requires further investigation. It might 

be somewhat easier to prove that the aforementioned idea follows the Shoulengyan jing, a sūtra 

that preaches “perfect interpenetration” between self-power and the power of the Buddha.  

 

Thirdly, as noted by Zhang Dainian (1981: 646-7) Shen was fascinated with the popular appeal 

and simplicity of Christian doctrine. He believed that Chinese people could not catch up with the 

“wealth and power” of Western nations if they did not devise their own variety of a religion which 

“follows the sentiment of people” (shun minxin 順民心 or minqing民情), and combines Buddhism 
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with Confucian insights.235 It may therefore be assumed that Shen believed that his “literalist” 

interpretation of Dharmākara story was better adjusted to the spirit of the times than the skeptical 

and metaphorical approach of Chan. In fact, there are good reasons to think that Shen viewed 

Bodhisattva Dharmākara –a heroic figure who transformed his own consciousness and the 

consciousness of those around him into immaculate wisdom— as representative of a truly modern 

form of agentive power:  

In his causal stage (i.e. as bodhisattva Dharmākara) […] Amitābha vowed to select [the best possible] 

Pure Land, just as contemporary people of the West search out for the islands at sea in order to develop 

them. 236 

6. 8 Conclusions  

 

As can be seen from the foregoing discussion, Shen’s attempt at giving a Consciousness-only 

interpretation of Pure Land salvation narrative can hardly be considered as a modernist attempt. It 

may be construed as late Qing voice in a debate that had begun centuries earlier, and took a new 

turn at the time of short-lived revival of Consciousness-only studies at the end of Ming period. As 

a Pure Land apologist and exegete, Shen is concerned with the following problem: how to justify 

relying on Amitābha as an external and personal “Other-Buddha” in terms of the universally 

                                                      
235 The role of Shen’s background as a Confucian thinker and exegete in his intepretations of Buddhism deserves 

further scrutiny.   

 
236   「彌陀因地 […] 誓取淨土者，猶今西人於海中訪尋沙島，以闢地也」 (X62:1205 734, a11-12). The text 

omitted from the quotation refers to an alternative apocryphal story of Dharmākara, contained in the Sūtra of the 

Flower of Compassion (Beihuajing悲華經), the Chinese rendering of the Karuṇā-puṇḍarīka-sūtra (T3:157.174c21 

ff.)  
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accepted teachings about the originally pure Mind-Nature. He attempts to solve this dilemma from 

within “web of beliefs” inherited from mainstream early modern scholiasts, such as Ouyi Zhixu. 

The main thrust of his argument is that the idea of “self-Nature Amitābha” does not neutralize the 

belief in “Other-Buddha”, but rather provides its critical reinforcement. This critical refinement of 

Amitābha’s Otherness is heavily indebted to Tiantai school of thought, both in terms of key ideas, 

and the language in which those ideas were formulated. 237  

 

From Shen’s perspective, Consciousness-only scholasticism in itself did not yet present viable 

alternative to the Tiantai model. It could, however, clarify and elaborate several important themes 

of Tiantai-inspired Pure Land apologetics: namely, the appraisal of conceptual thought and the 

subject-object distinction. Shen appears to draw a connection between yogācārins’ conventional 

affirmation of conceptual thought – the domain of sixth (mental) consciousness and “inference” – 

and the Pure Land practitioners’ preoccupation with vows and faith in “Other-Buddha”. In this 

way, the authority of Consciousness-only school supports the Pure Land side and forms a united 

front against the Chanist fixation on non-conceptual gnosis and narrowly conceived “self-Nature”.  

It is, therefore, apparent that Shen did not intend to withdraw Pure Land symbolism from the realm 

of objective facts into the domain of subjectivity or interiority. Quite far from that, his 

interpretation is clearly meant to counter the allegorical interpretations of Amitābha, which all too 

often made him appear as a metaphorical expression of the original purity of human mind. By 

                                                      
237 As pointed out by Ishizu Teruo (1947: 56-70), Chinese Tiantai thought was divided on the issue of relation between 

buddhas, sentient beings and Mind. One strand supported the reading which entailed reducing buddhas and sentient 

beings to the over-arching reality of One Mind. The other one opted for preserving the distinction between them as 

three mutually co-dependent moments of one and the same Truth (shixiang 實相). Apparently, Shen’s Pure Land 

exegesis resonates better with the second interpretation.    
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presenting Amitābha’s quest for Buddhahood and his establishment of Western Paradise as the 

story of transforming Eight Consciousnesses into Four Wisdoms, he underscores personal 

dimension of this Buddha. This allows him to portray Amitābha as a veritable savior who helps 

common people to put an end to ignorance and afflictions caused by their attachment to ego. In 

this sense, even though Shen remains within the framework of Mind-Only and Buddha-Nature 

thought shared with Chan tradition, he refuses to draw the same imiplications regarding human 

self-sufficiency and potential for self-liberation. Interestingly, in spite of his relative familiarity 

with modern standards of rationality, Shen is in no way apologetic about this interpretation. On the 

contrary, he appears to underline modern credentials of the realistically conceived Amitābha by 

likening him to contemporary “people of the West”. 

 

One more remark needs to be made concerning the role which Shen attached to Consciousness-

only thought in his polemics with Chan. The fact that this role was only auxiliary should not be 

hastily construed as a straightforward assertion of the superiority of Tiantai tradition, or Tradition 

of Nature in general. Many scriptural sources evincing a Yogācāra bent, highly relevant to the 

issues discussed above, had been either lost or virtually forgotten in China at least since the Song 

Dynasty. Some of them became accessible to Chinese Buddhists only during the latter years of 

Shen’s career, thanks to cooperation between Yang Wenhui and Nanjo Bun’yū. As will become 

clear in the next chapter, this rediscovered legacy both complicated and enriched the “web of 

beliefs” of Pure Land apologists. 
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Chapter 7  

  

The Myth of Amitābha and the Theory of Three Natures. Yang Wenhui’s Debate with Jōdo-

shinshū Priests.  

 

7.1 Introductory remarks  

 

As mentioned previously, the history of Consciousness-only hermeneutics in modern China is 

inextricably linked with the name of Yang Wenhui. Even though Yang never developed his ideas 

on this subject in a systematic manner, his very status as a “father” of modern Chinese Buddhism 

and a person who made the revival of “Consciousness-only studies” possible warrants a closer 

look at whatever he had to say in this regard. Apparently, the earliest mention of this issue in Yang’s 

works can be found in his polemics with Ogurusu Kōchō and Naiki Ryūsen, two Japanese priests 

affiliated with the Ōtani branch of the jōdo-shinshū school. In the course of this debate, Yang 

counsels Ogurusu that he cannot properly understand who Amitābha is if he does not take into 

account the principles of Consciousness-only. Yang reiterated this advice to combine Pure Land 

piety with study of Yogācāra in several letters written to fellow Chinese Buddhists (Yang 2000: 

427, 452). 

 

Yang’s mention of Consciousness-only in the debate with Ōtani priests has so far never attracted 

much attention. 238 One possible reason behind this neglect is that it is difficult to reconcile with 

                                                      
238 By far the fullest treatment of this problem so far has been given by Zhang Hua (2004: 290-300). Zhang has 

examined in considerable detail the role of Consciousness-only philosophy in Yang’s Pure Land thought in the 1900s, 

pointing out the debate with Ogurusu as the first instance of this tendency.  
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the usual assumptions about the debate. In Yang Wenhui’s own view, his polemics were meant to 

“explicitly refute and implicitly aid” (yang bo yin zi 陽駁陰資) Japanese priests - namely, to review 

and rectify the doctrine of jōdo-shinshū against the standard set by the “words of the Buddha” 

written down in Māhāyana sūtras. His opponents responded by reaffirming the unique doctrinal 

foundations of their tradition, spelled out in Japanese commentaries and treatises of Hōnen and 

Shinran. Accordingly, many contemporary scholars have portrayed the debate as a clash between 

Pure Land traditions which had evolved independently of each other in China and Japan. 239 

However, it is doubtful whether Yang’s mention of Consciousness-only can be considered as 

representative for Chinese Pure Land tradition as such. On the other hand, it is not clear how it 

could be related to the topic of the modernization of Buddhism, which has been pointed out by 

some authors as the underlying motive of the whole controversy. 240  

                                                      
 

239 For Araki Kengo (1995: 322-323), Yang Wenhui’s rejection of Shinran’s teaching about absolute reliance on the 

Buddha’s “Other-power” constituted a definitive display of what he termed “self-power immanentism” (自力的本來

主義): the mindset deeply ingrained in Chinese philosophical and religious heritage; Nakamura Kaoru (2009: 173) 

somewhat more modestly views the debate as a proof of differences between Chinese and Japanese varieties of Pure 

Land doctrine (jingtu jiaoxue淨土教学). A similar view has been voiced by the Chinese scholar Lou Yulie (1986: 28-

32), who described the polemics as a case of internal strife within “Pure Land school” (淨土宗). According to Chen 

Jidong (2003: 436) Ogurusu and Yang were divided not only by conflicting views on several particular issues, but, 

more importantly, by the two divergent “patterns of thought” (shikō no yōshiki 思考の様式) which informed their 

respective exegeses of Pure Land scriptures; the “synthetic” and inclusive approach represented by the Chinese layman 

and  the “selective”, “either-or” approach favored by the Japanese priest. 

 

240  Zhang Hua (2004: 229-230) has argued that by exposing the “unorthodox” character of Japanese Pure Land 

doctrines, Yang sought to defend Buddhist tradition from the project of its “secularization” promoted by the 

contemporaneous Higashi Honganji denomination. In a more recent article (2013) Chen Jidong proposed to read the 

exchange of views between Yang and Ogurusu as a conflict between two alternative visions of Buddhist modernity - 

centered around the “reinvented” figures of historical Buddha Śākyamuni and Shinran, respectively.  
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In what follows, Yang’s idea is going to be approached from a different angle. As will be argued 

later, much of the disagreement between Yang and the Japanese priests stems from their divergent 

interpretations of Pure Land scriptures, particularly the story about bodhisattva Dharmākara. 

Moreover, both parties formulated their stance relying on traditional Buddhist vocabulary and 

traditional canons of argumentation. Seen in this light, the debate may indeed be considered as a 

clash between the two exegetical traditions. However, especially at the time of their encounter, 

these traditions were not static and well-defined, but rather dynamic and living. Particular attention 

should be paid to at least two, hitherto neglected, factors. Firstly, Yang represented a tradition that 

was internally divided as to proper interpretation of Pure Land myth. In this internal conflict, Yang 

sided with Pure Land devotees against the elitist tradition of Chan. Secondly, around the time when 

the debate took place, Yang was in the process of intensive reassessment of East Asian Mahāyāna 

tradition. Both these circumstances need to be considered as factors behind his interest in 

Consciousness-only thought. 

 

7.2. The background of the debate 

 

In modern historiographies of Chinese Pure Land Buddhism, Yang Wenhui has frequently been 

listed together with Shen Shandeng as a figure emblematic of lay Pure Land piety of the late Qing 

period (Ogasawara 1963: 232-234; Mochizuki 1991: 371; Chen 2008: 486-489). Yang and Shen 

were not only personally acquainted, but also shared a remarkably similar background. They both 

received a thorough classical Confucian education but turned to Buddhism in their adult years, 

perceiving the latter doctrine as more profound and better resonating with their personal 
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experiences and reflections. After conversion, they both devoted considerable energy to 

propagating and systematizing Pure Land-oriented practices. In doing so, they both felt compelled 

to confront the Chan approach to the Pure Land, which appeared to reduce Amitābha to the symbol 

of the originally enlightened Mind qua Nature. 241 

 

Nonetheless, Yang Wenhui’s motivation for engaging in Pure Land apologetics was somewhat 

different than Shen’s. As discussed in the previous chapter, the rhetoric employed by Shen was 

often highly polemical. He eulogized the Pure Land as “separate transmission within the Teachings” 

(jiaonei biechuan教內別傳) and pitted its practical character and universal appeal against Chan’s 

allegedly fruitless iconoclasm. In comparison, Yang’s concern was not how to declare victory for 

the Pure Land camp, but rather how to reconcile Pure Land and Chan within a broader framework 

of Mahāyāna doctrine. 242 Yang’s most famous disciple Ouyang Jingwu (歐陽竟無, 1871-1943) 

characterized his mentor as a tireless learner whose thought evolved through a series of turns: from 

the fascination with recondite teachings of the Awakening of Faith to Pure Land devotion; from 

the practice of Pure Land to the study of Huayan thought; finally, from Huayan commentaries to 

the endorsement of Consciousness-only scholasticism. As noted by Ouyang, Yang took serious 

interest in Consciousness-only in the last few years of his life. He regarded his own study of this 

tradition as an unfinished project that had to be continued by his most gifted successors (Ouyang 

                                                      
241 Yang Wenhui never went as far as Shen Shandeng in endorsing single-minded, unqualified reliance on Amitābha 

as an external saviour. However, he strongly disagreed with Chanist disparagement of the notion of “Other-Buddha” 

and criticized Chan’s Sixth Patriarch from the positions of a Pure Land apologist (Chen 2003: 295-304, 381-388).  

 

242 It may be argued that these two approaches were developed in the Republican period by Yinguang and Taixu, 

respectively.  
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1976: 1:352).  

 

Yang’s intellectual biographies prepared by modern scholars - especially those by Chen Jidong 

(2003) and Zhang Hua (2004) - clarify Ouyang’s account in several important respects. Firstly, 

they reveal that Pure Land faith was not a “stage”, but rather a constant topic throughout Yang’s 

life and works. His most important “conversion” as a Buddhist was perhaps the conversion from 

Chan to Pure Land which took place in his youth. At that time, he overcame the bias and pride of 

a budding Chan practitioner, and embraced a form of “reasoned” belief in Pure Land, grounded in 

doctrinal understanding derived from Ming commentaries. The earliest and most reliable 

document of this change is Yang’s 1866 postscript (Bawen跋文) to Four Pure Land Scriptures 

(Jingtu si jing, 淨土四經) by Wei Yuan. 243 In this text Yang described his own “discovery” of Pure 

Land practice in the following way: 

When I first heard about the Buddha-Dharma, I only revered the vehicle of Chan. When I read Pure 

Land sūtras and treatises, I did not make much of them. I used to think that, with all their attachment to 

the form [of] glorious adornments, they did not represent the ultimate doctrine. It was not until I came 

across the works of Yunqi [Zhuhong], which expound on the profound meaning [of those scriptures], 

when I realized the following: the gate of the Pure Land universally encompasses beings of all capacities; 

in this wide stream of Dharma-Decline it is truly the boat in which one may cross the sea of bitterness; 

it is the staircase by which one may enter the Way. 244 

 

                                                      
243 Publication of these volumes in 1866 initiated the activity of Yang’s famous Jinling Sutra Press (Jinling kejing chu, 

金陵刻經處) (Chen 2003: 78-80). 

 

244  「予初聞佛法，惟尚宗乘, 見淨土經論，輒不介意。 以為著相莊嚴，非了義說。及見雲棲諸書闡發奧義，

始知淨土一門，普被群機，廣流末法，實為苦海之舟航，入道之階梯也。」 (Yang 2000: 388) 
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Apparently, just as many other young adepts of Chan throughout the ages, Yang felt baffled by the 

seemingly crude literalism of the Pure Land sūtras. Depictions of a glorious land lying far away to 

the West and the narrative about a king-turned-saviour bodhisattva must have appeared at odds 

with metaphysical theories about One Mind explicated in the Awakening of Faith or with Chan 

masters’ sermons about the intrinsic Buddha-Nature. Yang’s doubts vanished only after he had 

discovered the interpretational “key” to the Pure Land provided by Yunqi Zhuhong in his 

commentary on the Shorter Sukhāvatiīvyūha (Amituo jing shuchao阿彌陀經疏鈔). At the end of 

his postscript Yang avers: 

Even if one is ignorant as to how deep and subtle the tenets of this [Pure Land gate] are, and is only 

capable of believing in it attentively and devotedly, the time of enlightenment will certainly come. Those 

who know its meaning may wholeheartedly dedicate their merit [to rebirth in the Pure Land], complete 

the myriad practices, turn the five kinds of defilements into the [qualities of the] Lotus Land and realize 

Buddha Amitābha within their own Nature. This is the great expectation that I cherish. 245 

 

This line of exegesis, which emphasizes the need of internalizing Pure Land symbolism, agrees 

with the main ideas of Zhuhong’s commentary. It also agrees with the ideas of Wei Yuan 246 and 

Peng Jiqing (彭際清, 1740-1796), major Pure Land authorities of Qing period. Just as the 

aforementioned authors, Yang believed that the ultimate framework in which one could make sense 

of Pure Land symbolism had been provided in the Avataṃsaka-sūtra (with its ideal of the 

                                                      
245  「儻不知其義旨深微，但能諦信奉信，自有開悟之期。知其義者，正好一心迴向，萬行圓修。轉五濁蓮

邦，證彌陀於自性，是則予之所厚望焉」 (Yang 2000: 389) 

 

246  In his own preface to the “Four Pure Land Scriptures” Wei Yuan admonishes reverence towards buddhas and 

bodhisattvas, as well as search for internal “luminosity” and practice of bodhisattva vows (X1:5.70b8). He also opines 

that the practice of reciting Amitābha’s name has to be “settled” (歸宿) in the teachings of the Avataṃsaka-sūtra (cf. 

X1:5.70c and 78b).  
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bodhisattva extolled in the passage on Samantabhadra’s 普賢 vows) and Huayan thought inspired 

by the Awakening of Faith (with its insistence on recovering the original purity of mind). From 

that point onwards, his attitude toward the Pure Land was defined by his evolving understanding 

of this doctrinal legacy. 

 

Yang’s acquaintance with Nanjō Bun’yū resulted in the recovery of significant corpus of Buddhist 

texts that had been lost in China but preserved in monastic libraries of Japan. As revealed by 

modern studies, transmission of those texts, which peaked between 1891 and 1893, significantly 

broadened and altered Yang’s understanding of Chinese Mahāyāna. Most importantly, under the 

influence of the works reintroduced from Japan, Yang discovered the importance of Fazang 法藏 

(643-712) in the history of Huayan thought (Chen 2003: 324-331; Zhang 2004: 145-60). Moreover, 

he began to note and appraise the role which Consciousness-only scholasticism played in the works 

of Huayan scholiasts of Tang period (Zhang, 2004: 278-315). The last discovery also impacted 

Yang’s view of the Pure Land tradition. Even though Yang never ceased to approach Pure Land 

scriptures as a Huayan exegete, his understanding of Huayan doctrines appears to reflect his 

growing familiarity with Consciousness-only philosophy. As discussed above, in the 1866 

postscript to Wei Yuan’s edition of Pure Land scriptures, Yang underlined the idea of “Amitābha 

within one’s own Nature”, regarded by him as the key to the “profound meaning” of Pure Land 

scriptures revealed by Yunqi Zhuhong. However, in another account of his “conversion” to the 

Pure Land, given probably in the last decades of his life, Yang presents Zhuhong’s Mind-only 

standpoint in a spirit much closer to classical Yogācāra thought:  

Men of letters often disparage the Pure Land and extol the Nature and Principle. When I started to study 

Buddhism, this was also my own view on this matter. Only after I read [Zhuhong’s] commentary on the 

Amituo jing, I realized the profound subtlety of the Pure Land. All prejudices I had harbored before 
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disappeared with no trace. This saha world (full of suffering) in which we are living now, [with its] 

water, fire, earth and stone is all stimulated [to appear] by the defiled karman of sentient beings. The 

Land of Utmost Bliss, [with its] gold, silver and beryl, is manifested from Amitābha’s pure karman. It 

is not like in the case of worldly people, who have greedy and avaricious minds. 247 

 

As can be seen, Yang’s study of Mahāyāna thought led to him to reaffirm, rather than reject the 

importance of the Buddha Amitābha. In the 1890s, due to his efforts, the works of Tanluan, 

Daochuo, Shandao and Shandao’s scholastic-minded disciple Huaigan reached Chinese readers 

for the first time in hundreds of years. On the other hand, Yang displayed almost no interest in 

those texts that introduced the specifically Japanese perspective on the Pure Land. In his first 

exchange of letters with Nanjō, Yang emphasized his Pure Land belief and its indebtedness to 

Zhuhong’s writings. He also claimed that he had acquainted himself with the Shinshū kyōshi 真宗

教旨, the primer of jōdo-shinshū doctrine penned by Ogurusu Kōchō. At that time, he found it 

congenial to what he understood as the main tenet of Pure Land teachings - “guiding sentient 

beings to the Great Sea of the Vows made by the Buddha of Immeasurable Life” (引導眾生於無

量壽佛大願海中) (Yang 2000: 472; 478). Nonetheless, Yang offered a very ambiguous appraisal 

of the jōdo shinshū creed: 

I have got some acquaintance with the teachings of your school; it only mentions Other-power, the faith 

that universally extends to practitioners of all capacities, leaving no one out. This is superficially similar 

to the doctrines about Lord of Heaven and Jesus that are being transmitted [to China] nowadays; however, 

the content of both teachings is in fact different: by being born in [Christian] paradise, one remains 

within saṃsāra, while those who call on the Buddha, transcend saṃsāra crosswise and never slide back. 

                                                      
247  「文學之士，往往輕淨土而崇性理。鄙人初學佛時，亦有此見。自閱彌陀疏鈔後，始知淨土深妙，從前

偏見，消滅無餘。現住娑婆世界，水、火、土、石，皆是眾生染業所感。 極樂世界，金、銀、琉璃，乃從

彌陀淨業化成。非如世人有貪愛心也」 (Yang 2000: 443-444)  
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Once this principle is understood, converting Europeans and Americans to the Pure Land shall be the 

most easy thing to do. However, there is something that I would like to request from you: when preaching 

the doctrine of your sect, it may not be necessary to totally negate the “Gate of Holiness”.248 

 

It is not clear whether Yang felt genuinely attracted to the idea of proselytizing Westerners by the 

“skillful means” of jōdo-shinshū teachings; or whether he meant his remark as a back-handed 

compliment. In either case, it is apparent that at this stage he already regarded shinshū teachings 

as a rather simplified and expedient interpretation of Pure Land sūtras, quite removed from the 

Pure Land’s “deep meaning” intimated in Zhuhong’s commentary. What Yang found especially 

baffling was that followers of Hōnen and Shinran did not appear to identify their doctrines as 

simplified and expedient. In fact, they boldly proclaimed their autonomy from the “Gate of Holy 

Path”, which included all non-Pure Land Buddhist traditions. In this way, they effectively 

distanced themselves from the ideals of developing bodhisattva virtues or recovering the original 

purity of Mind-Nature. 

 

Yang’s reservations against jōdo-shinshū came to full light in 1898, when Kitagata Shinsen 249 (北

方心泉), an emissary of the Ōtani denomination active in Shanghai, requested his help with a 

missionary project. Kitagata requested Yang to use his Jinling Printing House to disseminate the 

collected works of the so-called Seven Respected Monks (shichi kōsō七高僧): seven authors from 

                                                      
248  「嘗聞貴宗說法，專提他力，信心普被群機，攝受無遺。與今時傳天主耶穌之教者，外同而內異也。夫

生天受樂，未脫輪迴，念佛橫超，永無退墮。此理一明，導歐美而歸諸淨土，易於反掌耳。 抑更有請者， 

提倡宗旨，似不必全遮聖道」 (Yang 2000: 478) 

 

249 For information on Kitagata’s activities in China, see the study of Kawabe (2013). 
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India, China and Japan whose thought represented the doctrinal lineage of jōdo shinshū. Yang 

objected to publishing Hōnen’s Collected Passages on the Selection of the Buddha-recollection in 

the Original Vow or Senchaku hongan nenbutsu shū (選択本願念仏集) on the grounds that the 

treatise is incompatible with Pure Land sūtras and Māhāyana sūtras in general. Subsequently, he 

decided to write down his critical remarks and doubts regarding Hōnen’s magnum opus, combining 

them with criticisms of Ogurusu’s Shinshū kyōshi. The polemical text was then forwarded to Nanjō 

Bun’yū, whom Yang requested to explain and clarify those formulations that seemed to disagree 

with proper teachings. In response, Nanjō referred Yang directly to Ogurusu, the author of Shinshū 

kyōshi. Ogurusu’s response to the Chinese layman, dated to 1899, ignited the debate. After 

exchanging several letters with Ogurusu, later replaced by another shinshū priest Naiki Ryūsen 

(内記龍舟, 1861-1922), Yang decided to put the debate to rest. In a letter dated to 1901, Yang 

concluded that after both parties clarified their respective stances and acknowledged mutual 

differences, there was little they could gain by continuing their embittered polemics (Chen 2003: 

234-242; Zhang 2004: 199-203). 250 

                                                      
250 The possibly earliest transcript of the debate appeared in the anthology of Yang’s works called Deng bu deng guan 

zalu (等不等觀雜錄), published sometime around 1917. The transcript is partial, but the collection also contains 

assorted letters sent by Yang to various Japanese priests before and after the debate, which are quite helpful in 

understanding the context of the polemics. An even more condensed transcript appeared under the title Chanjiao bian 

闡教編 in a 1921 edition of the Haichaoyin 海潮音 journal (Haichaoyin, vol 2, no. 8, pp. 1-29; reprint in: Minguo 

Fojiao Qikan Jicheng 民國佛教期刊文献集成, vol. 151, pp. 283-311). This text seems to have been the version most 

widely read in China. It was circulated independently in 1923 by publishers associated with Wofo Temple 臥佛寺 in 

Beijing. It was later reprinted in the Haichaoyin wenku 海潮音文庫 volume dedicated to Pure Land Buddhism (1932) 

and in several Chinese Buddhist journals in the late 1930s and early 1940s. It is also the basis for several post-war 

Taiwanese reprints. The text is presently available in at least four different critical editions: Yang (1993 and 2000), 

Chen (2003) and Nakamura (2009). It needs to be pointed out that apart from one letter dated to 1901, Yang’s 

correspondence with Naiki Ryūsen had never been widely circulated. However, it was preserved in the library of Ōtani 

University in Kyōto and published in a critical edition by Chen Jidong (Chen 2003). See also Chen (2003: 218-234 
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7. 3. One myth, two interpretations  

 

Most arguments advanced by Yang in his polemics with Ogurusu and Naiki revolve around the 

issue which he had raised earlier in one of his first letters to Nanjō: namely, jōdo-shinshū’s 

exclusivist rejection of the “Gate of Holy Path” in favor of the “Gate of the Pure Land”. As will 

be argued below, their fundamental disagreement on this point was, in fact, caused by their 

conflicting interpretations of the Pure Land myth. Yang and Ogurusu had fairly different 

understandings of what Bodhisattva Dharmākara did when he vowed to create the Western land of 

Sukhavatī. Besides, they did not agree on how contemporary readers should relate themselves to 

the main protagonist of this story. 

 

According to the standard East Asian translation of the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha, the Wuliangshoufo 

jing 無量壽佛經, before realizing his own vision of the perfect Pure Land, Dharmākara “gathered 

in” (攝取) the manifold practices through which immeasurable Buddha-lands had been established 

by previous Buddhas. In the earlier translations of the same sūtra, Lokakṣema’s Da Amituo jing 

(大阿彌陀經), and Dharmarakṣa’s Pingdengjue jing (平等覺經), Dharmākara is said to have 

“selected what he desired in his mind” (選[擇]心 中 所 願 ; T12:362.301a13 and 

T12:361.280c28). 251  The notion of “selecting” (senchaku 選擇) played an enormous role in 

                                                      
and 266-267).  

 

251 The preserved Sanskrit versions of the sūtra have the word parigṛhītavān, from the verb parigṛhṇāti. Gomez (1996: 

68, 230, 165) explicates various nuances of this verb as (1) “to understand” and “to comprehend” (since “Dharmākara 

was able to understand how these fields came to be, what they are made of, and how one can bring them about; cf. 

also Nakamura et al. [1991: 300]: “ 完全に把握する.”) (2) to visualize the Pure Lands and create a “mental plan” (3) 

to “encompass”, “embrace”, “protect”, “shelter” the supreme qualities of the Pure Lands and “make them one’s own”. 
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Hōnen’s exegesis of the passage in question. Hōnen famously glossed this word as “take up some 

while rejecting others” 取捨 (shusha) (HZ: 1.75; Hōnen, 1998: 74). On his account, bodhisattva 

Dharmākara, compassionately aware of the limited capabilities of the future humankind, chose not 

to make self-cultivation the necessary requirement for entry to his realm of Sukhavatī. Instead, he 

selected the exclusive practice of recitation of Amitābha’s name as the default practice leading to 

rebirth therein. Furthermore, he urged “commoners whose thought are in disarray” (ransō bonbu 

亂想凡夫) to cultivate the attitude of “faith” (shinjin 信心) so as to take advantage of his 

compassionate Vow and eventually secure rebirth in Pure Land. The said “commoners” were 

therefore expected to carry out their own “selection”. They were effectively advised not to rely on 

those forms of religious practice that had not been chosen by Dharmākara in his original Vows. 

This interpretation is common to both Hōnen’s Senchakushū and to Ogurusu’s Shinshū kyōshi, the 

two texts which Yang targeted in his critiques. 

 

Hōnen’s interpretation of the myth ought to be read in light of his pessimistic vision of human 

capacities for self-liberation. These, in turn, were grounded in the pessimistic historiosophy spelled 

out in the 6th century by the Chinese monk Daochuo – namely, the belief that in the present age of 

Declining Dharma men are no longer capable of actualizing in their inherent Buddha-Nature. 252 

                                                      
(4) to “collect” or “gather” the qualities of other fields into one’s own field, so as to “assemble” one’s own Pure Land. 

Later Chinese translations use verbs sheshou 攝受 (“to gather in”) and xiuxi 修習 (“to cultivate”) (Kagawa 1983: 102-

103). 

 

252 According to Ryūsen’s explanation, what the doctrine of his school stipulates is that for most, if not all, sentient 

beings living in the present age, it is virtually impossible to actualize Buddha-Nature without support from Buddha’s 

Other-power (Chen   2003: 643) .  
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The Passages on the Peace and Bliss (Anleji 安樂集), Daochuo’s opus magnum in which the 

distinction between two “Gates” was articulated for the first time, was one of the Pure Land texts 

recovered by Yang from Japan after centuries of neglect in China. This means that Yang could not 

have encountered the distinction in question much earlier than few years before the debate. 253 

Yang’s historical consciousness was rather shaped by Huayan philosophy, which denies the 

objective reality of time. As pointed out by Ogurusu himself, for Yang the three periods of Correct 

Dharma, Semblance-Dharma and Declining Dharma, co-exist and “mutually include” one another 

(Chen 2003: 584). On this view, these terms do not refer to chronological epochs, but to mutually 

contemporary perceptions of reality, corresponding to different capacities (genqi 根器) of 

particular consciousnesses.  

 

Furthermore, in the Chinese tradition of Pure Land exegesis to which Yang subscribed, the notion 

of the originally pure Mind-Nature, shared by sentient beings and Buddhas alike, was understood 

as the factor that made Pure Land rebirth possible at all. 254 One of the first and most frequently 

                                                      
253 The phrase The worldlings of the latter age command shallow insight; their Buddha Nature and the [pure] ground 

of their Mind have nowhere to manifest from (末代凡夫智識淺劣，佛性心地無由顯現), which betrays the influence 

of Daochuo's thought and was famously quoted by Hōnen (T2611:83.130c10 ) is attested in several texts from Song 

and Ming periods. Although it may be an exaggeration to say that Daochuo’s teachings were completely forgotten in 

China, they surely never gained the same traction as in Japanese Pure Land thought. 

 

254 In the commentary to Amitābha sūtra, Yunqi Zhuhong likens the “originally possessed Buddha-Nature” to a ship 

which is carried to the shore of enlightenment by the “sail and oars” of one’s own practice of Buddha-recollection and 

the “wind” provided by Buddha’s gathering power (shequ li 攝取力).  Following earlier precedents of Yongming 

Yanshou (永明延壽, 904-975) and Zhongfeng Mingben, Zhuhong encouraged practitioners to “have faith” in the non-

duality between Buddhas of sentient beings (sheng Fo bu er生佛不二), and practice Buddha-recollection with this 

conviction in mind (X22:424.616a6-7). 
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recurring topics raised by Yang in his polemic treatise sent to Nanjō is the issue of “Mind of 

Enlightenment” or bodhicitta (bodaishin菩提心). 255 Yang felt indignant at Ogurusu’s conviction 

that Dharmākara, the same bodhisattva who is depicted in the sūtra as heroically striving for his 

own enlightenment and the benefit of sentient beings “rejected” the Mind of Enlightenment as 

redundant. He lambasted this view as a blasphemy (Yang 2000: 545), but also outright 

contradiction of the key Buddhist principle of cause and effect. According to the Chinese layman, 

the bodhicitta serves as the “true cause of the Pure Land” (Yang 2000: 521) for everyone who 

aspires to be born there, not only for its founder. In keeping with the Huayan tradition, Yang 

perceives cause and effect as mutually interpenetrating (yinguo jiaoche 因果交徹; Yang 2000: 

523). Apparently, he understands the “Mind of Enlightenment” of a sentient being as a mind that 

is already enlightened, but has not yet fully realized its own potential: 256 

If the worldlings were fixed to remain worldlings, then how would it be possible for them to be 

transformed by the Teachings, so as to turn to the Pure Land? The worldlings’ original mind is neither 

separate nor different from all Buddhas. This is why they receive the Buddha’s guidance and escape 

from the suffering of continuous rebirths. 257 

 

                                                      
255 In spite of certain terminological confusion surrounding the notion of bodhicitta (attempts at its definition and 

clarification alone take up a significant portion of the whole debate) it may be said that for both parties it evoked 

roughly the same idea: namely, that of an individual aspiring for wisdom and compassion with a strong resolve for 

self-cultivation. The central point of contention is whether people aspiring for rebirth in Pure Land also need to awake 

this kind of “mind” as a prerequisite for their practice of Buddha-recollection (Nakamura 2009: 58-76). 

 

256 Naiki even accuses Yang of misunderstanding the compound bodhicitta as “the mind possessing enlightenment” 

(i.e., a bahuvrihi compound) rather than “the mind [striving for] enlightenment” (i.e., a tatpuruṣa compound).  

 

257  「凡夫定是凡夫，攝歸淨土，如何化導? 蓋凡夫之本心，與諸佛無二無別。所以蒙佛接引，即脫輪迴之

苦也」 (Yang 2000: 547) 
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In sum, Yang maintains that the relation between sentient beings and Amitābha remains basically 

unchanged regardless of historical circumstances. Amitābha is someone who has already fully 

actualized his true Nature, while the commoners, who share this Nature with him, remain woefully 

ignorant of its potential. In this kind of relation, the Buddha acts as a guide and educator (as in the 

passage quoted above) 258, or as a role model of a successfully developed “Mind of Enlightenment”: 

You [i.e., Ogurusu] are ignorant not only about the Gate of Holy Path, but even about the Pure Land. 

Generally speaking, someone who preaches about the Pure Land is expected to understand the cause 

due to which this Pure Land has been established. If someone already accepts the [words of] Larger 

Sūtra (Sukhāvatīvyūha) as true, how can he not see that bhikṣu Dharmākara proclaimed: “I generate the 

mind of unsurpassed and correct enlightenment”? If this is not bodhicitta, then what else could it be? In 

the section on Dharmākara’s practice that followed the Great Vows, it is described how he practiced the 

six parāmitā virtues and instructed others, making them practice with faith. 259 

 

By emphasizing the role of Amitabha as an educator and a model of bodhisattva virtues, rather 

than a savior of the unenlightened, Yang also emphasized the necessity of overcoming a literal 

realist worldview. Just as Dharmākara, in the process of his self-cultivation, gradually developed 

the capacity to perceive everything “as an illusion” (觀法如化; Yang 2000: 523), common 

believers are also expected to abandon their naive perception of reality, dictated by conceptual 

categories. In a letter sent to Naiki, Yang says the following: 

                                                      
258 The notion of “transformation by Teachings” (huadao化導) has strong Confucian connotations (Morohashi, 2: 

440), but it is not uncommon in Chinese Buddhist literature. In that context, it refers to buddha’s activity of preaching 

– in the words of Zhanran (湛然, 711–782), the sixth Tiantai patriarch: “enticing [sentient] beings to enter Reality” 

(誘物入實) (T33.1717.817b29). 

 

259  「栖君非但不知聖道，亦復不知淨土。大凡闡揚淨土者，須知淨土因何而成。既以大經為真實，豈不見

法藏比丘白佛言: 「我發無上正覺之心」，非菩提心而何 ? 發大願後，修行文中，自行六波羅密，教人令信

行」 (Yang 2000: 537) 
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The substance of the mind of a sentient being is neither different nor separate from the Dharma-Body of 

all Buddhas. If you stubbornly insist that that the realms of worldlings and sages are set poles apart from 

each other, then it has to be impossible to be reborn in the Pure Land. Seen through the eyes of a Buddha, 

we are common “worldlings” only as far as provisional names are concerned. Therefore, if someone is 

born in one Buddha-land, they are at once born in the lands of the Buddhas of the ten [i.e., all] directions. 

How could this [truth] be fathomed by a worldly and emotional view? 260 

 

As can be seen, Ogurusu and Naiki consistently follow Daochuo and Hōnen in positioning 

Amitābha as a being far more perfect than ignorant and powerless humans. On their view, 

downplaying the literal reading of Dharmākara as a savior of the unenlightened dilutes the 

significance of Pure Land sūtras, which remain the main vehicle to liberation under conditions of 

Declining Dharma. For Yang, however, imagining Amitābha as someone substantially Other 

reflects a pattern of thought that is “worldly”, i.e., not informed by the profound Māhāyana 

teachings. Generally speaking, Yang insists on a less literal reading of the myth, which in his 

interpretation becomes a timeless model of the bodhisattva’s cultivation of compassion and 

wisdom. At the same time, the position which Yang wants to defend differs from the “immanentist” 

reading of Amitābha as a mere metaphor of the intrinsic purity of mind, associated with the 

tradition of Chan. 261 This time, however, Yang does not argue against those who challenge the 

Otherness of Amitābha. Rather, he defends the provisional character of this Otherness against its 

literal understanding. In this sense, his stance appears more sophisticated than that of an average 

Chinese Pure Land apologist. 

 

                                                      
260  「蓋凡夫心體與諸佛法身無二無別，若執凡境與聖境判若天淵者，則不能生淨土。以佛眼所見，是假名

凡夫。 是故生一佛土，即生諸佛十方國土。豈世俗情見所能思議者哉 ? 」(Yang 2000: 514). 

 

261 For a somewhat different opinion, see Miyagawa (1998). 
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7.4. (Re)introducing Yogācāra - Yang Wenhui’s critique of Shandao and Hōnen 

 

Hōnen’s rejection of the “Mind of Enlightenment” was a contentious issue already during his 

lifetime. It drew condemnation of some of his contemporaries, most famously Myōe Kōben (明恵

高弁, 1173–1232), the renowned scholiast of the Avataṃsaka and esoteric traditions (Sueki 1996b: 

394-431). The similarity between arguments advanced by Myōe and Yang is striking – especially 

as regards the role of the Buddha. 262 However, there are some remarkable differences between the 

ways in which their arguments are phrased. In his polemical treatise “The Wheel that Crushes 

Heresy” (Zaijarin摧邪輪), Myōe refers to a Yogācāra theory of Pure Lands, with which he had 

been acquainted via Huayan literature (especially Fazang’s Record of the Search for Profundities, 

the Tan xuan ji探玄記). He equates bodhicitta with the “wisdom of Consciousness-only” (yuishiki 

no chi 唯識之智), and follows the Shelun school of Sinitic Yogācāra in identifying this wisdom as 

the “essence” (tai 體) underlying the manifestation of each and every Pure Land. From this Myōe 

draws the conclusion that the “Mind of Enlightenment” is not only the necessary cause, but also 

the very substance of the Pure Land created by Dharmākara (Kamata and Tanaka 1971: 324). 

 

Unlike Myōe, who must have been conversant with a fairly robust tradition of Yogācāra studies in 

medieval Japan, at the time of his debate with Ogurusu, Yang Wenhui was only beginning to 

discover the formidable role of Yogācāra scholasticism in Buddhist philosophy. Thus, despite 

                                                      
262 According to Soho Machida (1999: 127), for Myōe “the Buddhist way meant approaching the Buddha as best [as] 

one could - imitatio buddhi, so to speak”. See also Sueki (1996: 422). The similarities between Yang’s and Myōe’s 

arguments have been pointed out (without elaboration) by Nakamura Kaoru (2001 and 2009). 
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advancing an argument almost identical to Myōe’s, Yang does not go further than to adduce the 

Huayan slogan about “mutual interpenetration” of cause and effect. However, in the course of the 

debate Yang does occasionally attempt to reach beyond Sinitic doctrines in search for a more 

detailed and sophisticated formulation of his standpoint.The case in point is Yang’s rebuttal of 

Hōnen’s interpretation of Buddha-recollection (here understood as vocalization of the name of 

Amitābha) as the “correct established practice” (shōjōgyō正定業), i.e., the default practice leading 

to rebirth in Pure Land. The first part of Hōnen’s argument repeats almost verbatim a fragment of 

Shandao’s commentary on the Contemplation Sūtra that explains the so-called “intimate karmic 

relation” (qin yuan 親緣) between the practitioner of Buddha-recollection and Buddha Amitābha 

(T37:1753.268a6-9). 263  

 
When sentient beings arouse themselves to practice and always recite with their lips the name of the 

Buddha, the Buddha will hear them. When they constantly and reverently bow down to the Buddha with 

their bodies, the Buddha will see them. When they constantly think of the Buddha in their hearts, the 

Buddha will know them. When sentient beings remember the Buddha, the Buddha, also, remembers 

them. In these three acts, the Buddha and sentient beings are not separate from each other. Hence, they 

are called the “intimate karmic relations” (Hōnen 1998: 67).264 

 

                                                      
263 In this passasge Shandao tackles the issue of how it is possible that unlimited and unrestrained compassion of the 

Buddha “shines” only on those who perform the act of Buddha-recollection. In response to this problem, Shandao 

introduces three types of connection  - “intimate”, “close” (jin yuan 今緣) and “auxiliary” (zengshang yuan增上緣 ) 

curiously, all of these are technical terms of Abhidharma and Yogācāra vocabulary). This fragment did not attract 

attention of later Chinese exegetes, but had enormous impact on development of Pure Land thought in Japan (discussed 

in detail by Hirokawa, 2005). 

 

264  「衆生起行常稱佛佛即聞之。身常禮敬佛佛即見之。心常念佛佛即知之衆生憶念佛者佛亦憶念衆生。彼

此三業不相捨離故名親縁也」(T83:2608.3b27-c2) 
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In the subsequent passage, however, Hōnen draws on Shandao to argue the following: 

Next, “estranged” refers to miscellaneous practices. When sentient beings do not call the Buddha, the 

Buddha does not hear them. When they do not offer prostrations before the Buddha, the Buddha does 

not see them. When they do not think of the Buddha in their hearts, the Buddha does not know them. 

When they do not remember the Buddha, the Buddha does not remember them. In these three acts, the 

Buddha and sentient beings are separated from each other. Hence, they are called “estranged practice”. 

(Hōnen 1998: 67). 265 

 

In this portion about “estranged” practices Hōnen expresses his own viewpoint, which reflects his 

methodology of “selection” discussed above. In his interpretation, Amitābha’s intervention on 

behalf of a person calling his name is virtually the only means of escaping ignorance and suffering 

available to people in the present age. Consequently, practices that do not take advantage of this 

opportunity are summarily dismissed as inferior. As pointed out by several Japanese scholars, in 

Hōnen’s interpretation the relation between sentient beings and Amitābha assumes a strongly 

personal and devotional character, to an extent that appears unprecedented in the whole history of 

Buddhism.266 Needless to say, Hōnen’s reading strongly supports a literal reading of the narrative 

about Dharmākara’s pledge, already suggested by Shandao commentary. 

 

In his critique of Hōnen Yang makes a very clear distinction between the part which is directly 

                                                      
265 「次疎者雜行也。衆生不稱佛， 佛即不聞之。身不禮佛，佛即不見之。心不念佛，佛則不知之。衆生不

憶念佛者，佛不憶念衆生。彼此三業常相捨離。故名疎行也」 (T83:2608.3c2-6) 

 

266  For some general introductions on this topic, see Fujimoto (1995: 329-331) or Sueki (1996b: 420 ff.). For an 

example of contemporary Japanese approaches to this issue, see the article by Soda Toshihiro (2004) which 

summarizes and reviews various attempts at interpreting Hōnen’s vision of Buddha-recollection in terms of the so-

called “I-Thou” relation discussed by Martin Buber. 
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quoted from Shandao’s commentary and the part added by the Japanese exegete. As for Hōnen’s 

quote from Shandao, he offers the following judgment: 

 
These words are inference, they belong to [the sphere] of Other-dependent Nature (paratantra-

svabhava). 267 

 

Then he proceeds to criticize Hōnen’s words about “estrangement”: 

This reverse formulation [of Hōnen] is [an expression of] a profane view [of reality]. Since it counts as 

invalid cognition, it belongs to the Imaginary Nature (lit. the Nature of Attachment through Pervasive 

Discrimination; parikalpita-svabhava). Speculating about Tathāgata on the basis of the [worldly] 

distinction between “this” and “that”, how can one [hope] to [reach any of the] hundred thousand of 

kotis of Buddha lands? The Buddha gathers in sentient beings with his unconditional and great 

compassion which is equanimous and universal. He makes no distinction between what is “close” and 

what is “remote”. These terms can be applied only to the phenomenal aspect of sentient beings. If it 

were the Buddha who [endorsed] such a distinction according to sentient beings’ [acts], then [this 

Buddha] would be merely another sentient being. How could anyone call him a Buddha? 268 

 

In his argumentation Yang inadvertently follows another contemporaneous detractor of Hōnen - 

Jōkei (貞慶, 1155–1213), a monk of Hossō school, remembered as one of the most remarkable 

medieval Japanese scholars of Consciousness-only (Morrell 1983). Jōkei protested against 

Hōnen’s doctrine of senchaku on the grounds that it puts constraints on the spontaneous and 

impartial compassion of a Buddha in the name of “profane ideas of closeness and remoteness” (凡

                                                      
267 「此說是比量，屬依他性」 (Yang 2000: 530) 

 

268  「如是翻對，是世俗見。即是非量，屬遍計性。以彼此之界，揣度如來，十方億佛土，如何得去。佛以

無緣大慈攝化眾生。平等普遍，無親疏之別。而言親疏者。屬眾生邊事。若佛因眾生而有親疏，則亦眾生

而已矣。烏得稱為佛耶。」 (Yang 2000: 530) 
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夫親疏之習) (Kamata and Tanaka, 1971: 314). In a similar vein, Yang maintains that in order to 

understand how the Buddha’s compassion works one needs to look beyond the dualistic distinction 

between “this” and “that” – a crucial insight that appears to be utterly missing in the 

pronouncements of Hōnen.  

 

Interestingly, in his criticism of Hōnen Yang does not employ traditional Sinitic categories, for 

example the ubiquitous dialectics of “principle” (li 理) and “phenomena” (shi 事) derived from 

Huayan thought. Instead, he turns to the Sinitic Consciousness-only framework of the three 

“measures of cognition”, (san liang 三量) –consisting of direct perception (xianliang 現量), 

inference (biliang 比量) and invalid cognition (feiliang 非量) 269   –which he perceives as 

corresponding to the Three Natures (san xing 三性).270 Since at the time of the debate Yang was 

still in the very early phase of his research into the tradition of Consciousness-only, the passage 

above can be cross-examined only with excerpts from his later works from the 1900s, such as the 

Yogācāra chapter of Yang’s primer of Buddhism, the Fojiao chuxue keben (佛教初學課本) (Yang 

2000: 128) and Notes on the ‘Chapter on Pure Wisdom’ from the ‘Sūtra of Perfect Enlightenment’ 

(Yuanjuejing qingjinghui zhang bieji圓覺經清淨慧章別記) (Yang 2000: 320-21) In those texts, 

“invalid cognition” (feiliang 非量) is identified with the harmful activity of the seventh 

                                                      
269 It needs to be pointed out that Yang’s understanding of these concepts and their mutual relations differs widely 

from that attested in classical sources of Indian Yogācāra thought. He still remains under the impact of post-Tang 

scholarship that followed idiosyncratic intepretations of the 10th century scholiast Yongming Yanshou (Gangxiao 

2005). 

 

270 For brief characteristics of those,  see the fifth chapter of the present work  
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consciousness, which generates attachment to the notion of “I”. “Inference” and “Other-dependent 

Nature”, on the other hand, are associated with the sixth consciousness, the “thinking mind” (siwei 

xin 思惟心), which is responsible for the conceptual discrimination imposed on perceived reality. 

Whereas the latter consciousness does have a capability to operate without accompanying ego-

attachmetns, its discriminating activity also needs to be transcended at a later stage of practice. On 

the other hand, in keeping with the classic Yogācāra epistemology of ancient India, Yang maintains 

that proper inference of the sixth consciousness still counts as a form of “correct wisdom” 

(zhengzhi正智). In this sense, he clearly demarcates it from pure falsity. 271 

 

In light of the above, Yang’s argument against Ogurusu can be paraphrased as follows: the 

statement of Shandao’s is essentially a misrepresentation of reality-as-it-really-is, which is 

ultimately devoid of the conventionally understood distinction between subject and object. 

However, as far as unenlightened beings are concerned, it may still be admissible as a conventional 

linguistic expression based on provisional concepts. The statement of Hōnen’s distorts reality 

beyond any acceptable limits, as it is colored by the attachment to the fictitious notion of ego. Thus, 

it does not represent a valid conventional use of language – it is plainly false. Needless to say, the 

“falsehood” intended here has no positive function, unlike the “relative” falsehood which so often 

“merges”, “mutually interpenetrates”, etc. with the truth in the works of Sinitic Buddhist scholiasts. 

 

Interestingly, Ogurusu does not take up Yang’s challenge to validate Hōnen’s standpoint against 

                                                      
271 It is also worthy of notice that in a separate letter sent to Naiki, Yang claimed that Shinran’s doctrine of Other-

power does not conform to standards of inference represented by the rules of the so-called “Buddhist logic” (hetu-

vidyā, yinming 因明) (Yang 2000: 527). 
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the standards of Yogācāra epistemology. This refusal should not be attributed to Ogurusu’s 

unfamiliarity or lack of expertise in Yogācāra. 272  The Japanese priest had doctrinal reasons to 

reject Consciousness-only philosophy as a criterion relevant to evaluation of Hōnen’s doctrine: 

According to you, layman Yang, the words of Shandao [belong to] the domain of inference and the 

Other-Depending Nature, while the words of Hōnen [represent] invalid cognition and the Imagined 

Nature. Are you looking at the Pure Land Gate from the standpoint of Consciousness-only [teachings]? 

The Imagined Nature is [said to be] empty, [while] the Other Depending Nature is [understood to be] 

existent. Are you regarding the words of Hōnen [as something equivalent to a talk about] turtle’s hair 

and rabbit’s horns? 273 

 

In his response to Yang, Ogurusu rephrases Hōnen’s idea in terms of “stimulus and response” 

(ganying 感應) 274 between the activities of human beings and Amitābha: 

Shandao explains the meaning from the front side, this is the direct explanation. The author of Passages 

(Hōnen) explains from the back side, this is called inverted illumination. If the positive explanation is 

true, then the reverse explanation is also true. If the reverse explanation is invalid cognition, the positive 

one also is invalid cognition. If [what] Hōnen [says] belongs to the Imagined Nature, then [what] 

Shandao [says] also [belongs to] the Imagined Nature. 275 

                                                      
272 In his early twenties, as a student in Higashi Honganji’s seminar in Kyōto, Ogurusu listened to lectures on the 

Cheng wei shi lun (Oguri, 1907: 6). In his Gohōron (護法案), a list of thirteen recommendations for the Chinese 

sangha, Ogurusu mentions this text as a demanding, but highly rewarding primer of Buddhist philosophy, best treated 

as a prerequisite for exploring the doctrines of Huayan, Tiantai, Chan and Esoteric Buddhism (Ogurusu 2008: 189). 

In his later work Daigaku butsuge (大學佛解) (1907) intended as exposition of Ouyi Zhixu’s Buddho-Confucian 

syncretism, Ogurusu makes frequent informed references to Consciousness-only thought. 

 

273  「居士以善導為比量，為依他，以集主為非量，為徧計，居士以唯識視淨土門呼 ? 徧計空，依他有。居

士以集主之言為龜毛兔角乎 ?」 (Yang 2000: 549-550) 

 

274 In Sinitic tradition the framework of “stimulus-and-response” was often used to explain how pious acts of devotees 

provide the impetus for buddhas’ and bodhisattvas’ compassionate activity (Sharf 2002a: 77-137). 

 

275  「善導從表面釋之，是為正釋。集主從裏面釋之，是為翻顯。表釋是，則裏釋亦是。裏釋非量，則表釋
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If someone aims at rebirth in Pure Land by the means of practices that are not in accord with the Primal 

Vow, that person loses the benefit of proximity [to Amitābha]. The three activities of praising, paying 

homage and remembering are all derived from the mind of mindfulness [of Amitābha]; they stimulate 

the three benefits of [being] heard, seen and known. Praising, paying homage and remembering are that 

which stimulates response; being seen, being heard and being known are the response. 276 

 

According to Ogurusu, his opponent is guilty of incoherence by affirming only the positive 

concomitance between stimulus and response (“when x occurs, y happens”), but denying its 

reversal (“if x does not occur, y does not happen”). 277 He underscores his point by invoking the 

metaphor of water reflecting the moon: 

[Just as] water and moon rise and go down [together], stimulus and response interact with each other. 

The practice which is not in accord with the Primal Vow will not stimulate the benefit [of rebirth]. 278 

 

Following Amitābha’s Primal Vow is the “intimate practice”; not following this Primal Vow is an 

“estranged practice”. Water is that which stimulates response; moon is that which responds. The moon 

shines on external things. But water has to be in place in order for the moon’s reflection to be stimulated. 

Hence, the difference between the “intimate” and the “estranged” practices has been demonstrated. 279 

                                                      
亦非量。集主遍計，則善導亦遍計。」 (Chen 2003: 598) 

 

276  「以不順之行，要往生淨土，故不得近之益也。稱、禮、念之三業，出於憶念之心，感見、聞、知之益。

稱、禮、念即能感，見、聞、知即所感」 (Chen 2003: 599) 

 

277 For a discussion of the relation between the Sinitic notion of “stimulus-and-response” and the original Buddhist 

notion of cause and effect, see Sharf (2002a: 125-131). 

 

278 「水月昇降，感應道交；非本願之行不能感此益也」 (Chen 2003: 599) 

 

279  「順其本願為親行，不順其本願行為疏行也。以水為能感，以月為所感。 月豈不照外物哉？然非水，

則不能感月鏡也。親疏之行，可知也」 (Yang 2000: 550) 
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Unfortunately, Yang’s response effectively shuts down this potentially very interesting discussion 

before it began in earnest: 

How can someone thoughtless and short-tempered comprehend the subtle discrimination involved here? 

If the Pure Land lacks Consciousness-only, then the Dharma of Buddha Amitābha is deficient. The 

“reversed” pronouncement of Hōnen is all talk dictated by worldly emotions. At the stage of Wondrous 

Englightenment there is surely no such truth. If this is not a “turtle’s hair and rabbit’s horn”, then what 

is it? 280 

 

Yang further remarks that the metaphor employed by Ogurusu is self-defeating, as it effectively 

“establishes [Yang’s] own thesis”. Just as the degree of clarity and turbidity of water decides 

whether the moon can be reflected in it, “closeness” and “remoteness” of particular kinds of 

practice are dependent on human readiness for self-cultivation and not on the personal preferences 

of Buddha Amitābha. In his response to Yang, Naiki states that he does not “dare” to discuss the 

metaphor of the water and moon any further. Instead, he lectures Yang on the distinction between 

the two kinds of cognition employed by the enlightened being such as Amitābha - the non-

discriminating and impartial Fundamental Wisdom and the discriminating and world-conforming 

Subsequently Acquired Wisdom (Chen 2003: 647-8). Since these terms are also associated with 

Yogācāra tradition, Naiki’s argument may be understood as a partial attempt at tackling the 

challenge that had been avoided by Ogurusu. 

 

In spite of Naiki’s attempts, it is hard to avoid the impression that the debate was never taken to a 

                                                      
280  「此中微細分別，心粗氣暴者，何足以知之 ? 淨土若缺唯識，則彌陀佛法有欠矣。集主翻對之語，全是

凡夫情謂。妙覺位中，決無此理，非龜毛兔角而何? 」(Yang 2000: 550) 
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level of theoretical sophistication that would do justice to the complexity of the problems touched 

on by Yang in his critique of Hōnen. A big part of the problem is the ambiguity inherent in the 

metaphor of water and moon. Ogurusu’s use of this metaphor follows the example of Zhiyi (智顗, 

538-597), the revered patriarch of Tiantai lineage. Zhiyi might have been the first to employ the 

old Indian Buddhist simile of moon’s reflection on the surface of water to illustrate the Sinitic 

notion of “stimulus-and-response” - a form of instant interaction between two entities that occurs 

despite the distance between them and without mediation of any conscious activity.281 In Hōnen’s 

writings, the same metaphor served to illustrate the efficacy of the practice of recitation of 

Amitābha’s name.282 However, in the Indian Buddhist tradition predating Zhiyi the simile of water 

and moon (udaka-candra) had been employed as one of ten stock metaphors of “illusionary” or 

“empty” character of reality (Kimura 1981: 214-15). In Chinese translations of Vasubandhu and 

Asaṇga, as well as in the Cheng weishi lun, etc., the semblance of real existence given by the 

reflection of the moon on the water was counted among the eight similes of the Other-Dependent 

                                                      
281 Says Zhiyi: “Water does not rise, nor does the moon descend, yet in a single instant the one moon is manifest in 

manifold [bodies] of water. [Similarly] Buddhas do not come and sentient beings do not go. […] Therefore, it is called 

the wonder of stimulus-response” (水不上升、月不下降，一月一時普現眾水；諸佛不來、眾生不往 […] 故名

感應妙) (T33:1716.697c117-19; Sharf [2002a: 124]). 

 

282  According to Hōnen, this unsophisticated practice brings effects due to “miraculous” interaction between the 

impure but devout mind and the compassionate mind of the Buddha. The phrase “the water and moon rise and go 

down” is an allusion to one of the closing remarks of Hōnen’s Senchaku hongan nenbutsu shū: “The practice of 

Buddha-Remebrance is like stimulating the moon and water to rise and descend” (念佛之行，感水月而得昇降; 

T83:2608.20a11-12; Hōnen, 1998). According to a contemporary paraphrase, what Hōnen meant by this metaphor is 

that a believer can prompt Amitābha to “descend” to his rescue by the act of reciting his Name, without actually 

traversing the distance separating sentient being and the Buddha (HZ: 2.320). In the jōdo-shinshū tradition the “water” 

came to be understood as standing for the attitude of faith and reliance rather than practice of recitation (c.f. the 

interpretation of Tokuryū [徳竜, 1772-1858] in: Ōsuga [1912: 297]). 
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Nature (Mori 1987: 46-47). 283 Most Chinese exegetes who attempted to apply this metaphor to 

exegesis of Pure Land symbolism followed this older meaning rather than the one suggested by 

the Tiantai patriarch. Unlike Hōnen, the Chinese tended to emphasize not the moment of 

interaction between the lofty moonlight and the lowly water, but rather the illusory character of 

moon’s presence in the water. This was usually meant as a poignant reminder that from the ultimate 

point of view, the relation of “stimulus-and-response” does not connect two radically separate 

entities with a fixed, substantial selfhood 284 and occurs within the realm of “Mind-only”. 285 This 

line of interpretation might have been more familiar to Yang; for example, in a letter written to Li 

Danyuan (李澹緣, dates unknown) Yang mentioned that Dharmākara compassionately displayed 

his pure land as a provisional realm likened to “a flower in the mirror and the moon in water” 

(Yang 2000: 453).  

 

The exchange discussed above reveals a substantial miscommunication concerning the model of 

relation between self and Amitābha assumed by both parties. This miscommunication was 

aggravated by Ogurusu’s insistence on using ambiguous metaphors rather than the theoretical 

categories of Buddhist philosophy brought up by Yang. However, from the text of the debate it is 

                                                      
283 Incidentally, the Yogācāra interpretation of this metaphor was elaborated by Hōnen’s detractor Myōe in his Wheel 

that Crushes Heresies (Kamata and Tanaka 1971: 369) - a text which Yang was unaware of and Ogurusu definitely 

not inclined to quote from. 

 

284 So in Youxi Chuandeng’s (幽溪傳燈, 1554-1628) sub-commentary on Dayou’s (大佑, 1334-1407) commentary 

on Amitābha-sūtra (X22:423.586b21ff.) 

 

285 So in Song master Yuanbian’s (圓辨) exposition of the “Mind-only Pure Land” standpoint (T47:1969Bp241b10-

15). 
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not impossible to reconstruct the divergent assumptions which led to this impasse. Therefore, a 

closer look should be taken at those portions where both sides’ assumptions regarding the relation 

of mind to reality and the relation of “self” to “other” are articulated more clearly. 

 

7.5. Reconstructing the assumptions - what was at stake in Yang Wenhui’s argument 

 

Among the Japanese doctrines not attested in Chinese Pure Land tradition, one that Yang Wenhui 

found especially difficult to accept was Shinran’s central tenet of Other-power faith (他力信心) 

(explained by Ogurusu in the ninth chapter of the Shinshū kyōṣhi). According to this doctrine, the 

only prerequisite of entering the Pure Land is the true faith (shinjin信心) - described as unity of 

mental states such as “the sincere mind” (shishin 至心), “the joyfully entrusting mind” (shingyō

信樂) and “the mind aspiring for rebirth in the Pure Land” (yokushōshin 欲生心). Shinran 

maintained that such a state of mind could never be aroused by believers themselves, but has to be 

transferred (ekō 回向) to them from the immeasurable store of merit accrued by Amitābha in his 

“causal stage” as bodhisattva Dharmākara. 

 

In Yang Wenhui’s view, the very idea of distinguishing between “self-power” and “Other-power” 

faith was dubious from the point of view of Māhāyana doctrine: 

What is spoken of as “Other-power faith” is to abandon oneself and to put the Other in the spotlight. If 

the opposition between self and Other is not acknowledged, this is already the standpoint of the Dharma-

Gate of [simultaneous] absolute [existence] and complete interpenetration [of all phenomena]. In reality, 

faith is aroused by one’s own mind, and Other-power is the Other-power perceived by one’s own mind. 

How can it exist apart from the present moment of thought! 

 

In fact, the self and the Other are both provisional names. [You may] abandon the provisional “self” and 
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establish the provisional “Other” - there are no limits as far as “wondrous functioning” (i.e., employment 

of conventional language to teach) is concerned. [However,] when you exchange a tortoise’s hair for a 

rabbit’s horn, be sure not to grasp to these as if they were real! 286 

 

The Pure Land has been established by Amitābha’s practice of the Holy Path. Among the skillful means 

used by Tathāgata in his preaching, some may [involve] preaching about one’s own body, some may 

[involve] preaching about some other’s body; some may point to something that belongs to oneself, 

some may point to that which belongs to someone other. [Now,] if you want to enter the realm of buddhas 

with a worldly emotional view and obstinate lack of understanding, is it not [most] difficult [to 

accomplish]? 287 

 

These quotes help to understand better some unarticulated premises behind Yang’s argument 

against Hōnen’s methodology of “selection”. Just as in his critique of Hōnen, Yang seems to 

presuppose a threefold distinction between (1) the domain of the ultimate truth, (2) the realm of 

“provisional names”, and (3) the “worldly” misperception of reality, colored by egocentric 

emotions. Since everyone who is “other” is perceived as “other” by a particular self in “one 

moment of thought”, proclaiming the “other” as the only true agent of salvation does not appear 

to make sense from the viewpoint of Mahāyāna doctrine. The very distinction between “self” and 

“other” is valid only as a provisional category that is constructed by and imposed on reality by 

human language. Despite the pedagogical (or “pastoral”) significance of this distinction, its 

provisional character has to be realized at least to some extent; unless properly examined, it may 

                                                      
286  「所謂他力信心者， 廢自顯他也。 不許自、他相對，即成絕待圓融法門矣。剋実論之，信心者，自

心所起也； 他力者，自心所見之他力也。除卻現前一念，復何有哉 ！「自」、「他」皆是假名。廢假名

之「自」而立假名之「他」，妙用無方。 以龜毛易兔角，幸勿執為實法」(Yang 2000: 525) 

 

287  「蓋淨土由彌陀修聖道而成也。如來善巧方便，或說自身，或說他身，或示己事，或示他事。而以世俗

情見固執不解，欲入佛界，不亦難載」(Yang 2000: 548-9) 
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easily slide into unrestricted attachment to the notion of “self”, which will surely generate 

“worldly”, i.e., emotional and utterly false, views of reality. For this reason, Yang insists on an 

interpretation of the Pure Land myth which decodes its protagonist as an agent that is external, 

albeit not in an ultimate sense. Consciousness-only thought, with its distinction between three 

Natures, provided a relatively precise framework in which a Chinese Buddhist scholiast of Yang’s 

pedigree could have expressed such an idea. 

 

Even though Ogurusu did not directly respond to Yang on this point, the text of the debate provides 

several clues as to why he had trouble accepting Consciousness-only as the ultimate standard of 

interpreting the Pure Land myth. Firstly, Ogurusu pointed out that doctrines of yogācārins stipulate 

a very rigid distinction between “self-consciousness” and “other-consciousness” - presumably 

meaning different streams of consciousness with their own distinct karmic histories. This 

distinction renders the possibility of salvific intervention of Amitābha on behalf of a powerless 

human being difficult, if not impossible to account for. On this point, Ogurusu appears to side with 

the mainstream schools associated with the Tradition of Nature: 

Our sect teaches about the [distinction between] self-power faith and the Other-power faith. The 

[doctrine] of the school of Consciousness-only rejects [the possibility of] having the Mind of the Other 

as one’s own mind. Beginning with Huayan, the more advanced [schools of Māhāyana] acknowledge 

the mutual possession of the ten worlds, [as well as] non-obstruction between the Buddhas and sentient 

beings. The [so-called] “providing support” (加持; adhiṣṭhāna) 288 taught by the Shingon school is not 

                                                      
288 Variously translated as “the power that is added to and sustaining” (Suzuki 1991: 202-205) “empowerment” (Giebel 

2004: 78-79), “grace” (Hakeda 1972: 232-233) or “assistance” (Muller 2014). Ogurusu’s understanding of this notion 

is probably informed by The Treatise on Attaining Buddhahood in This Very Body or Sokushin jōbutsu gi (即身成佛

義) by Kūkai (空海, 774–835), the founder of the “esoteric” Shingon (真言) school of Japanese Buddhism. At least 

in Kūkai’s interpretation, the concept of adhiṣṭhāna is quite closely related to the notion of “stimulus and response” 

(Sharf 2002a: 125; Umehara 2010: 69-70). This similarity is further underlined by Kūkai’s use of the metaphor of 
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unlike the Other-power faith of our school. The Buddha’s Three Mysteries (of Mind, Speech and Body) 

providing for the practitioner are called “providing”; the practitioners’ three activities supporting the 

Buddha through their own threefold mysteries are called “support”. This is known as “the Self entering 

into self”. 289 

 

In the further course of the debate, Ogurusu returns to the topic of “selfhood” and “otherness” in 

order to launch a passionate defense of the literal interpretation of Pure Land symbolism. In 

Ogurusu’s understanding, the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha was directed primarily to those who are 

incapable of transforming their ordinary perception of reality under the conditions of their present 

life. Hence, applying strict criteria of Buddhist epistemology to the narrative about Dharmākara 

and the Western Pure Land defeats its original purpose, which is to elicit faith (立信): 290  

As for sentient beings [living] in the age of Declining Dharma, if [someone does not] indicate the 

direction and posit the form [of Pure Land for them], their faith cannot be established.291 There [actually] 

is Amitābha, there is the Pure Land, beyond ten thousands billions lands in the West there are trees 

adorned with seven kinds of gems and eight kinds of precious water; [Amitabha] in his causal stage 

practiced for kalpas and accomplished the Name of the Original Vows; [presently] he is gathering in 

sentient beings. Sentient beings believe in it, and wish to be reborn in that land; they cannot from the 

very beginning easily enter the wondrous realm that is difficult to describe in words. 292 

                                                      
water and light for describing the moment of ritual merging of human speech, thoughts and bodily actions with those 

of the cosmic Buddha Mahāvairocana (Hakeda 1972: 90-93). 

 

289  「本宗談自力、他力之信。唯識宗不許以他心為自心，華天以上，許十界互具，生佛無礙也。真言宗之

談加持，與本宗他力信酷肖，佛之三密加行者為加，行者三業持佛三密為持，是為入我我入也」(Chen 2003: 

616).  

 

290 According to the orthodox formulation of Higashi Honganji denomination represented by Ogurusu, faith (shinjin

信心) consists in “active reliance” on the practice of Buddha-recollection (Shigaraki 2001: 41). 

 

291 A reference to Shandao’s commentary on the Contemplation Sūtra (T37.1753.267b10). 

 

292  「末法凡夫不指方立相，則不能立其信也。有彌陀焉，有淨土焉，在十萬億之西，有七寶樹，有八德水，
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The Japanese priest does not maintain that a literal understanding of the story expresses the full 

and unmediated truth about Amitābha and his Pure Land. Rather, he wants to emphasize that 

realization of this truth will come naturally after death, when the believers have already freed 

themselves from the constraints of their existence as commoners or “worldlings” in the age of 

Declining Dharma. 

According to various doctrines of the Gate of the Holy Path, one is supposed to make progress [on the 

path of self-cultivation] by the means of one’s own power and to regard all provisional names as “turtle’s 

hair and rabbit horns”. The Gate of the Pure Land is not like that. The five kalpas (eons) of 

[Dharmākara’s] contemplation are not like turtle’s hair; his prolonged exertion in practice is not like a 

rabbit’s horn; when the Name of the Primal Vow gathers sentient beings in, it is not like turtle’s hair and 

rabbit’s horn. It is only after one has believed in those really existent phenomena, and, relying on the 

vehicle of Other-power, attained rebirth in the Pure Land, that the wondrous realm of Non-Birth can be 

reached. It would be truly fortunate if you, dear Sir, would not mix the Gate of Holy Path with the Gate 

of the Pure Land. 293 

 

In sum, it appears that Ogurusu recognizes two valid levels of interpreting the myth of Amitābha: 

on the one hand, the interpretation from the standpoint of the ultimate “wondrous realm”, in which 

the distinction between self and Other is obliterated; on the other hand, the interpretation from the 

level of literal belief, in which all sūtras’ depictions are taken as descriptions of external reality. In 

sum, Ogurusu rejects the very idea of a unified, doctrinally informed interpretation of the myth in 

terms of “provisional names” – the very idea which animated Yang’s recourse to Consciousness-

                                                      
因位永劫修行，成就本願名號，而攝取眾生，眾生信之，願生淨土。未可從始容易入難言之妙境」(Chen 

2003: 622) 

 

293 「聖道諸教，則以自力進，以一切假名為龜毛兔角。 淨土門不然。五劫思惟非龜毛也，永劫修行非兔角

也，本願名號攝取眾生，非龜毛兔角也。信此實法，乘托佛力 ， 而往生淨土， 始得諸無生之妙境。 貴君

勿混聖淨，幸甚」(Chen 2003: 622) 
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only.294 

 

7.6 Conclusions: 

 

On a superficial reading, Yang’s remark about the essential connection between principles of 

Consciousness-only and belief in Amitābha appears as an isolated and almost inconsequential 

episode of the debate. However, as argued above, this seemingly odd episode points to a larger 

disagreement between two divergent ways of interpreting the relation between self and Buddha. 

From the perspective of Yang Wenhui, Ogurusu and Naiki represent a kind of misunderstanding 

of Pure Land doctrine that is a radical reversal of the Chan-inspired “counter-discourse”. It is 

excessively literal, rather than excessively metaphorical, to the point where it begins to resemble 

the “barbarian” Christian doctrines about paradise and God. 295 According to Ogurusu Kōchō and 

Naiki Ryūsen, while in the ultimate sense human self and the Buddha are not mutually opposed 

separate entities, for practical purposes, the mythical narrative should be taken at its face value - 

as a story about Someone Other. This is because the most important message of the Pure Land 

scriptures is the possibility of entering a salvific relationship with Amitābha and opening one’s 

mind to the working of his compassionate Vows. According to Yang, Pure Land scriptures remain 

open to exploration for their “profound” meaning. In order to unravel this meaning, one needs to 

recognize the provisional and ultimately non-real character of the distinction between self and 

                                                      
294   How representative this view was for the priests of Ogurusu’s denomination is a topic that mertis further 

investigation. For a more sympathetic of view on Yang voiced by a shinshū pirest, see Nabata (1926b). 

295  Yang Wenhui even confided to his acquaintance Xia Zengyou (夏曾佑, 1863-1924) that while the source of 

Buddhism’s weakness in China was Chan, in case of Japan any weakness had to be attributed to jōdo-shinshū (Chen 

2003: 241). 
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Other. However, this assumption does not annul the significance of the person of Amitābha. It still 

allows portraying him as a compassionate teacher who “transforms” people by his own example, 

rather than “self-Nature Amitābha” in the metaphorical sense, rejected by Yang in his polemics 

with Chan. 

 

In his refutation of Hōnen, Yang made a brief foray into Yogācāra in order to provide a more 

precise and refined version of an argument he could otherwise make with the use of more 

traditional conceptual framework of Huayan and Tiantai. The thrust of this argument is that 

properly understanding Pure Land scriptures requires decoding them in terms of “provisional 

names”. In other words, the story of Amitābha needs to be taken seriously as scriptural 

pronouncement without, however, sliding into “worldly and emotional views”, based on analogies 

with an unenlightened, ego-centric perception of reality. Yang justifies this conventional 

affirmation in terms of Yogācāra philosophy, relating it to the domain of “inference” (roughly 

speaking, discursive thought) and the “Other-Dependent Nature” (illusion recognized as illusion). 

In this way, he appears to revive the postulate that had already been voiced long before by some 

of the most renowned Sinitic scholiasts – namely, that Buddhist exegetes who want to assess 

relative merits of conflicting views need to make recourse to the Yogācāra theory of cognition, 

with its threefold distinction between the ultimate truth, provisional truth and falsity. 296  This, 

however, should not be taken to mean that Yang rejected traditional dialectics of the mainstream 

of “Tradition of Nature”. He did not envisage Consciousness-only as a replacement for Tiantai or 

Huayan thought, but merely as an epistemological and logical organon helpful in determining the 

orthodoxy of disputed views. In order to see Yogācāra becoming the supreme standard of Pure 

                                                      
296 「若不達三量，真妄何分」(T48:2016.667b11) 
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Land exegesis, it is necessary to take the discussion further in the future, to the work of Yang’s 

successors in the already Republican China. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

227 
 

Chapter 8 

 

“Pure Land is for Practice, Consciousness-only is for Understanding” – Tang Dayuan’s 

critique of Yinguang  

 

8.1. Introductory remarks 

 

The life and thought of Tang Dayuan has not yet become a subject of extensive study. Nonetheless, 

his name appears in almost every significant survey of intellectual history of Chinese Buddhism 

in the Republican decades. He is mentioned in connection with almost all figures, and almost all 

themes, that are considered as representative for this period. Tang enters historical records at the 

end of the 1910s, as one of the outstanding laymen attracted to Buddhism by the charisma of the 

famous Pure Land preacher Yinguang (Dongchu 1974: 2.682, Yu 2004: 809). His encounter with 

another monk Taixu – arguably the most acclaimed Chinese Buddhist modernist – in the early 

1920s marks the beginning of his career as a noted scholar and skilled propagator of Yogācāra 

thought (Chen and Bing 2000: 240-241). In this capacity, Tang becomes spokesman of a lay-

oriented and activist form of Buddhism (Müller 1993: 185-186) and an advocate of the “scientific 

method” of Yogācāra (Hammerstrom 2014:175-177). His voice is heard in the famous debate about 

the orthodoxy of Awakening of Faith, where he supports Taixu in defending the treatise against 

aspersions cast by rival Yogācāra scholar Ouyang Jingwu (Zhang 1978: 133-150, 159-164; Aviv 

2008: 161-163). In the second half of the 1920s, as an editor of the journal Eastern Culture 

(Dongfang Wenhua 東方文化), Tang joins another ongoing debate of his times, representing the 

“nativist” side in a controversy over relative merits of Eastern and Western civilizations.   
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As can perhaps be gauged from the above overview, whereas Tang can undoubtedly be categorized 

as a modernist, his modernism had a more apologetic than reformist bent. He endeavoured to 

explain Buddhist doctrine in a way that could win the hearts of the new generation of lay followers 

– people who received education based on Westernized models or who were already familiar with 

Western intellectual and political trends. Tang believed that without the support of such people 

Chinese Buddhism could not survive long in an age of convergence and rivalry between East and 

West. Interestingly, his strategy of adapting Chinese Buddhism to the modern era was to re-

establish this tradition on two pillars: a Pure Land practice of Buddha-recollection on the one hand; 

and an “understanding” based on Yogācāra, or Consciousness-only treatises, on the other. Tang’s 

understanding of this idea evolved with time and so did his stance as an exegete of Pure Land 

scriptures. The following discussion is going to focus only on his selected writings, which may 

help to improve understanding of Tang’s stance on the main questions of the present work: namely, 

why did it make sense for Chinese Buddhists to read Pure Land scriptures in the light of 

Consciousness-only philosophy; and what could be the modern significance of this particular 

hermeneutical strategy. As the following discussion will show, Tang’s views on both these issues 

were formulated with a polemical intent, to large extent directed against his former mentor 

Yinguang. 

 

8.2. Pure Land practice and doctrinal understanding – the established views 

 

It has been argued (Miyagawa 1998) that the distinction between understanding (jie 解) and  

practice (xing 行) originated only with Buddhist modernists such as Yang Wenhui, who had already 

internalized Western distinctions between philosophy and religion, or between reason and faith.  
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Nonetheless, it appears that the problem which Tang discussed under these headings was not very 

different from the perennial issue faced by Chinese exegetes of Pure Land scriptures. The most 

popular form of Pure Land practice has always been to seek post-mortem rebirth in the paradise-

like Western Pure Land by “recollecting” (usually reciting) the name of personal Buddha Amitābha 

and relying on his salvific support. Practitioners who embarked on such practice were, however, 

confronted with various doubts of both hermeneutical and metaphysical nature. Most importantly, 

they had to prove that the Buddha intended Pure Land sūtras to be understood as literally as they 

understood them. This entailed demonstrating that their faith did not contradict any overarching 

principle of Buddhist doctrine. The essential questions pertaining to Pure Land practice were as 

follows: firstly, how to justify belief in Pure Land as a place where one goes after death in the light 

of teachings that pronounced the universe to be nothing but Mind (weixin 唯心); secondly, how to 

reconcile the vision of Amitābha as external personal savior with the universally accepted doctrine 

about the universal, innate and impersonal Buddhahood.   

 

By the early modern period, it had become customary for Buddhist scholiasts to discuss these 

problems in a dialectical fashion, for example in terms of “mutual non-obstruction” between the 

abstract principle (li 理) and the concrete phenomena (shi 事). Several scholiasts, including those 

later recognized as “patriarchs” of the Chinese Pure Land lineage, instructed serious devotees that 

“true faith” (zhengxin 正信) involved believing in Amitābha under two aspects: as an external 

object of faith, and as a yet-unrealized Buddha within. 297  With regard to actual practice, however, 

                                                      
297 E.g. Yunqi Zhuhong, (X22;424.616.a6-8), Ouyi Zhixu (X62: 1198.618c9ff.) or Xingce Jieliu (X62: 1174.130b6 ff.), 

among others. By the early modern period, faith (xin 信) had come to be understood as an essential requisite for the 

vows, or aspiration to be reborn in the Pure Land (yuan 願) and related practice (xing 行) (Ogasawara 1963: 200-
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such paradoxical formulations had to be somehow clarified. In his influential commentary to  the 

shorter Sukhāvatīvyūha, the Amituo jing shuchao (阿彌陀經疏鈔), Yunqi Zhuhong (雲棲袾宏, 

1535-1615) explains that literal belief in paradisiacal land presided by Buddha Amitābha is 

sufficient to recollect this Buddha at the level of “phenomenon”. In this case, single-minded 

concentration on Buddha’s name cleanses the mind by subduing delusional thoughts, but by itself 

does not lead to any deeper insight into what is being recollected. Such an insight can be achieved 

at the level of “principle”, when the devotee realizes that his practice is grounded in the reality of 

One Mind which transcends all dualistic categories, including suffering and bliss, and subject and 

object (X22:424.659c14-20, 661b18 ff.). In this sense, Buddha-recollection is revealed by 

Zhuhong as a swift, expedient way of realizing the ultimate goal of Chan meditators – namely, 

“the realization of one’s self nature or original mind” (Yü 1981: 62). In the Amituo jing yaojie 阿

彌陀經要解 by Ouyi Zhixu (蕅益智旭, 1599-1655) the distinction between these two kinds of 

practice is expressed in the categories of Tiantai thought. Here, concrete phenomena are 

proclaimed to be identical with the principle as they are in themselves (quan shi ji li全事即理) 

(T37:1762.364c14-27). For Zhixu, the basic criterion to distinguish between the two modes of 

Buddha-recollection is whether someone’s practice has been informed by the understanding that 

“this mind creates the Buddha, this mind is the Buddha”. 298   

                                                      
206).Whereas in ancient Chinese Buddhist literature “faith” usually connoted an attitude of trust, since early Ming 

period this term was increasingly often used in the sense of thematic belief. In this new understanding, faith could be 

systematized as a list of statements, veritable “articles of faith”, to which a Pure Land practitioner had to assent if his 

practice were to be successful.  

 

298  In Zhixu’s own words: Those who keep the name at the level of phenomenon believe that in the West there is 

Buddha Amitābha, but they have not yet comprehended that “this mind creates the Buddha, this mind is the Buddha”. 

They have only firmly resolved to aspire for rebirth, as a child who pines after her mother, without forgetting it for 
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In spite of the different theoretical frameworks adopted by both commentators, the gist of their 

interpretation is essentially the same. Those capable of comprehension––if not experiential 

realization––of the teachings can read the accounts about Pure Land and Amitābha as a discussion 

regarding one’s own pure Mind-Nature. For those who cannot rise above the ordinary perception 

in terms of dualism between oneself and the Buddha, it is enough to believe in Amitābha who is a 

merciful redeemer. While this latter understanding may not represent truth in its entirety, it is 

neither false nor wrong. It is still effective as a method of attaining final enlightenment, even 

though it only guarantees rebirth in a Pure Land of a lower grade, whose form appears adjusted to 

an inferior spiritual perception (Shengyan 2000: 181-182). In sum, the solution suggested by the 

Ming exegetes is to explain Pure Land myth at two different levels, corresponding to the 

expectations and capabilities of two kinds of Pure Land practitioners. The dividing criterion in this 

case is their personal readiness to confront the truth that their own mind creates, and in fact, is 

Buddha Amitābha. 

 

A solution of this kind could not settle all polemical issues. Chan monks continued to criticize 

devotional Buddha-recollection as a last-resort expedient method, suitable for only the dullest of 

practitioners. Pure Land devotees retorted by accusing Chan monks of self-conceit and lack of 

                                                      
even a single while. This is called “keeping the name at the level of phenomena”. Those who keep the name at the 

level of principle believe that Amitābha in the West is present in one’s own mind and created by one’s own mind. 

Therefore, they fix their mind on the Name that is present in [their mind] and created by the mind, without forgetting 

it for even a single while. This is called “keeping the Name at the level of principle” 「事持者，信有西方阿彌陀

佛，而猶未達是心作佛、是心是佛，但以決志願求生故，如子憶母無時暫忘，名為事持。理持者，信彼西

方阿彌陀佛是我心具、是我心造，即以自心所具所造洪名，而為繫心之境令不暫忘，名為理持」

(T37:1762.371b12-17). 
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respect for the compassionate intent that motivated the Buddha to preach about Amitābha and his 

land. As can be seen, the rhetorical “battlefield” on which the problem of Amitābha’s Otherness 

continued to be hotly discussed was not philosophy or doctrine. Rather, such debates pertained to 

what Japanese scholars of Buddhism call “theory of capacities” (kikonron 機根論) – a reflection 

on who can attain what in terms of potential for self-liberation. Tensions of this kind were running 

considerably high at the beginning of the 20th century and it is not difficult to find their traces in 

Buddhist literature of the Republican period. They were also the major factor behind the rise to 

fame of the most influential Pure Land apologist of Chinese modernity: the charismatic monk 

Yinguang.  

 

8.3 Pure Land practice and doctrinal understanding according to Yinguang 

 

Yinguang promoted a fairly consistent interpretation of Pure Land doctrine, based on 

uncompromising fideism and literalism. He urged everyone who asked for his advice to give up 

philosophical insight into Pure Land dogma and focus on practice, even if it had to be supported 

with unexamined faith. He advocated Buddha-recollection in its most basic form – as a single-

minded recitation of Amitābha’s name intended to “stimulate” this buddha’s salvific power. This 

simple message was backed by rhetorically impressive writings in which personal reflections were 

interwoven with erudite references to Buddhist canonical literature. Yinguang based his teachings 

on seminal texts of Chinese Pure Land tradition that had been known for centuries, 299 as well as 

                                                      
299  For example the 12th-century anthology Longshu jingtu wen (龍舒淨土文), Ouyi Zhixu’s commentary on the 

Shorter Sukhāvatīvyūha and biographies of several renowned Pure Land masters. For details of Yinguang’s intellectual 

biography, see the study of Chen Chien-huang (2002). 

. 
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some lesser known sources  – most notably, Shandao’s Commentary on the Contemplation Sūtra, 

republished after centuries of neglect under the aegis of Yang Wenhui. 300 The conclusion he drew 

from all these readings was essentially the same: recollecting Amitābha was the only universally 

accessible and truly egalitarian method that would allow one to leave the world of suffering at the 

end of the present life. 

 

In spite of his pessimistic view of the human condition, Yinguang readily followed the general 

tendency of post-Tang exegetes to seek the ultimate meaning of Pure Land symbolism in broadly 

understood Buddha-Nature thought. Commenting on the quasi-mythical narrative of Larger 

Sukhāvatīvyūha, Yinguang opined that the doctrine (jiaoyi 教義) expounded in this scripture is 

essentially the same as teachings contained in the Huayan (Avataṃsaka) sūtra. However, since the 

Huayan jing preaches the truth directly, it can be fully comprehended and appreciated only by 

those whose insight is comparable with that of a buddha. In the Pure Land sūtra, the same lofty 

principles are intimated in figurative ways, accessible to those who have not yet attained 

Buddhahood. Without such proclamation, weak and ignorant people living in the age of Dharma-

Decline could find no means to escape the cycle of births and deaths (YFW 11: 721-22). To wit, 

while both Avataṃsaka and Sukhāvatīvyūha teach the same truth, only the latter scripture shows 

how to relate this truth to the existential condition of a “commoner” (fanfu 凡夫) living in a 

degenerate age.   

                                                      
300 Yinguang’s “rediscovery” of Shandao’s commentary was noted by his Japanese contemporaries (e.g. Nabata 1926a: 

84 or Takao 1940: 16) but has received little attention since then. For Yinguang’s references to Shandao, see e.g. YFW 

1:57-8, 136-7, 180-81, YFW 2: 197, 208, 234 and YFW 3: 525, 549). 
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It is hard to see how Yinguang’s approach to Pure Land myth could preserve intact its literal 

reading. The Huayan jing presents human beings as endowed with Buddha Nature, “the Wisdom 

of Tathāgata”, which is hidden by ignorance, but can be spontaneously recovered as soon as “false 

mentations” are discarded (T10.279:272c4-7). While it talks of numerous buddhas in the universe, 

it also teaches that these buddhas can attain their perfect enlightenment within the minds of sentient 

beings (T10.279:275b23-29). Accordingly, accomplished buddhas such as Amitābha can be 

encountered at any time and in any place through the act of “recollecting”. In such a case, the 

perceived buddha is not different from the perceiving mind, as an image of moon reflected in the 

water (T10.279:339c21-340a2).  

 

In Yinguang’s writings these gnostic elements of Huayan teachings are not only scrupulously 

respected, but also developed in creative ways. Following Shoulengyan jing, the apocryphal 

Śūraṅgama Sūtra, he explains human suffering as a result of detachment from one’s own original 

endowment of Buddha-Wisdom (benju fozhi 本具佛智). At times, he speaks of Buddha-

recollection in terms of returning to the root, or the origin (ben 本), of one’s own subjectivity to 

recover its hidden potential (YFW 2: 359 or 21: 1745-48, Chen 2009: 195). In letters to some more 

advanced practitioners, he urges them to believe that “the Mind is One” and that the difference 

between Holy Ones and commoners is only due to the latter’s confusion (YFW 2: 245). 301 

Yinguang reconciled such formulations with his endorsement of Pure Land devotion through 

                                                      
301 As noted by Zhang (2011: 340-352), this particular motif in Yinguang’s thinking might have been influenced by 

Neo-Confucian ideas of Yangming school (see e.g. YFW 5: 1063). 
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sophisticated dialectics of principle and phenomena. In his interpretation these two categories were 

not only, and perhaps not even primarily, ontological or metaphysical. They also signified the 

relation between knowledge, wisdom or understanding on the one hand, and practice on the other. 

In his more “technical” writings Yinguang often reflected on the old theme of Sinitic scholasticism 

– that principle cannot stand by itself, but is revealed through and within phenomena (Yinguang 

2001: 168-185). What this means from the perspective of ordinary people is that they cannot 

fathom the principle in any other way than by practice. Penetrating the principle directly, through 

some extraordinary gnostic insight, is neither a feasible nor desirable goal. The most pragmatic 

method of recovering the original pure nature of one’s own mind is to stimulate the Buddha within 

one’s self, through ethical conduct and single-minded recitation of the name:  

Because there is Amitābha of Self-Nature, you have to recollect Amitābha who is in the West. Those 

who strive for rebirth in the [Western Pure Land] will gradually progress until they directly realize 

Amitābha of Self-Nature. If you become fixated on Amitābha of self-Nature instead of recollecting 

Amitābha in the West, you may reach true enlightenment, but you will not manage to cut through the 

cycle of births-and-deaths in this life. Those who advocate such practice to others are all fools and liars. 

One, and yet two – this is how it is before one becomes a Buddha. Two, and yet one – this is how it is 

after one has become a Buddha.  302 

 

Yinguang’s aversion to Chan was not motivated by purely doctrinal or sectarian considerations. 

According to Daisetz T. Suzuki, who wrote down his impression of Yinguang’s persona and 

teachings in his Eastern Buddhist (1935), Yinguang’s issue with Chan was based on the conflict 

between two psychological types: “intellectual or philosophical”, on the one hand, and “affectional 

                                                      
302  「由自性彌陀故．必須念西方彌陀．以求往生．漸進而可以親證自性彌陀。儻單執自性彌陀．而不念西

方彌陀．縱令真悟．尚未能即了生死。况說此話者．皆是一班擔板漢脫空漢乎。一而二、係未成佛前之事。

二而一、乃已成佛後之事」(YFW 12: 922) 
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and devotional”, on the other. The former type, embodied by the spirit of Chan (Zen) tends to 

approach reality as an object of inquiry, something that can be “made clear” (ming 明), “seen into” 

(jian 見), “illumined” (zhao 照) “awoken to” or “understood” (wu 悟), “discerned” or “penetrated” 

(che 徹). The latter type gravitates towards introspection and self-reflection, living in acute 

consciousness of one’s own “karmic hindrances” – shortcomings and weaknesses. Yinguang 

strongly detested former approach, and fully identified himself with the latter camp (Suzuki 1935: 

365-366).  

 

Seen in this light, it is not surprising that Yinguang was not enthusiastic about the revival of 

Consciousness-only studies in China. He perceived this movement as another dangerous 

distraction from the humble single-minded practice:  

Those who espouse the Tradition of Characteristics make the same kind of mistake. What they advocate 

has nothing to do with ending [the cycle of] births and deaths. It is only about how to understand rational 

principles and how to talk about them. If only they had known how difficult it is to end the cycle of 

births and deaths by the means of their self-power, they would have never dared to occupy themselves 

only with things such as those. They would not have dared to ignore the Pure Land, or even slander it 

as inferior. Those people are all of the same type – they like what they consider lofty and apply 

themselves to what they consider superior. Yet, they do not know why these things are lofty and superior. 

Had they known, they would not have dared to discard the method of the Pure Land and shun Pure Land 

practice. Study of the Way truly is a formidable task. 303 

 

The above quote is a representative sample of the rhetoric that Yinguang employed to discourage 

contemporaneous laypeople from studying “Tradition of Dharma-characteristics”. His arguments 

                                                      
303「今之崇相宗者，其弊亦復如是。彼提倡者，實不為了生死。只為通理性，能講說耳。 使彼知自力了生

死之難，斷不肯唯此是務，置淨土於不問或有誹薄之者。此其人皆屬好高務勝而不知其所以高勝也。使真

知之，殺了亦不肯棄置淨土法門而不力修也。甚矣，學道之難也。」(YFW 2: 409-10) 
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repeat old stereotypes dating to Ming, if not Tang intra-Buddhist polemics. He accuses 

Consciousness-only scholiasts of “talking about food and counting treasures” (shuo shi shu bao 

說食數寶) –a byword for fruitless theoretical speculations. He portrays them as ineffectual 

scholastics busy with memorizing and analyzing “names and appearances” (mingxiang 名相)  

instead of combating attachments to self and external reality (c.f. YFW 8:102 or 8: 105).  

Ultimately, however, his denouncement of Yogācāra is based on his belief in the intrinsic ineffable 

Wisdom:  

It is by modestly recollecting the Buddha that ignorant men and women can secretly penetrate Buddha-

Wisdom and attune themselves to the marvelous Way. By doing so, they achieve much greater benefit 

than those experts who spend all their days fiddling with their knowledge, immersed in conceptual 

discrimination. For this reason, for ignorant men and women it is easy to gain benefit. So it is for the 

experts, as long as they are able to fully divert themselves. If they are only occupied with their theories, 

they will reap no benefit at all. On the contrary, they may even harm themselves. 304 

 

By pointing to the Huayan jing as the standard of interpretating Pure Land myth, Yinguang 

followed the path trodden by lay exegetes such as Wei Yuan or Yang Wenhui. By reaching to 

Shandao’s commentary, he took part in the process of reassessing doctrinal heritage of Chinese 

Buddhism through the lens of “rediscovered traditions”. Yet, Yinguang did not follow those 

tendencies which grew out of Qing lay Pure Land movement. He did not believe that normal 

practitioners could successfully emulate bodhisattvas or fathom the fine points of Consciousness-

only treatises. He regarded Buddhist modernism, dominated by enthusiasts of Chan, Yogācāra and 

                                                      
304  「良以愚夫愚婦．顓蒙念佛．即能潛通佛智．暗合道妙。校比大通家之卜度思量．終日在分別中弄識神

者．為益多多也。以故愚夫愚婦念佛．易得益。大通家能通身放下．亦易得益。若唯以義理是卜度者．則

不得益．或反得病」(YFW 3:475-6) 
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Esoteric school, as fundamentally flawed due to its exultation of self-power and neglect of plain 

Buddha-recollection. 305  Whereas he declared respect to those who wanted to broaden their 

knowledge of the doctrine, he found himself incapable of joining their ranks. Moreover, he 

implored all those who trusted his authority to stay away from theoretical endeavors and keep on 

reciting Amitābha’s name (YFW 2: 248-9) 

 

8.4 “Consciousness-only is for understanding”  

 

In most of his texts published in the 1920s, Tang had nothing but praise for Yinguang, a man he 

regarded as a beacon of Buddhist piety in his own age. Nonetheless, Tang’s approach to the issue 

of practice and understanding had already begun to veer from that of Yinguang at the earliest stage 

of his career. First impulses for a truly radical change came from Tang’s new acquaintances, people 

who were avid commentators, or at least readers, of general Buddhist canon—especially Taixu, 

but also Ouyang Jingwu, and Wu Bihua (吳壁華, 1877-1926), the secretary of The Association of 

Lotus Pond Sea (Lianci hai hui 蓮池海會) in Wenzhou. 306  Interestingly, it is Wu, rather than 

Taixu or Ouyang, whom Tang credits with his most revolutionary discovery as a Pure Land exegete: 

namely, that the true purpose of recollecting Buddha is to rescue others (du ta度他) rather than to 

practice for one’s own benefit (MFQ 159: 256).  

 

                                                      
305 「近人多好立異，不肯做老實工夫，故有學禪宗、相宗、密宗者。此三法門，均不可思議，然均屬自力. 

近來人每每好高務勝．稍聰明．便學禪宗、相宗、密宗．多多將念佛看得無用」 (YFW 17: 995-6) 

 

306 For an overview of Wu’s life and work, see Yu (2004: 398-400) 
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Following this insight, Tang began to discover some new implications in the doctrinal principles 

he had lectured others about. In the “Guidelines for New Buddhist Preaching” (Xin fohua zhi 

biaozhun新佛化之標準) (Haichaoyin vol. 5 no. 6; MFQ 159: 256-261), he argues that the tenet 

of “emptiness” nullifies the distinction between mundane (shijian 世間) and supramundane 

(chushijian出世間) activities. As will be remembered from the discussion of Shen Shandeng, the 

distinction in question roughly corresponds to the one between worldly (secular) and religious 

(properly Buddhist) affairs. On Tang’s reading, the only criterion for this distinction is whether or 

not one is engaged in worldly affairs with the right state of mind. Buddhists are, in fact, encouraged 

by their scriptures to “seek the truth on the basis of the profane” (ji su qiu zhen即俗求真). In a 

similar vein, Tang adduces the teaching of the Vimalakīrti sūtra—”if mind is pure, the land is also 

pure”307—to spell out a vision of creating a real Pure Land here and now, through good works, 

maintaining public order, cultivating friendly relations with one’s neighbors, or providing help for 

the needy (MFQ 159: 256, 258, 260). 

 

In the subsequent writings, such as New Methods of Buddhist Preaching (Xinshi de fohua新式的

佛化) (Zhongdao [中道] vol. 2 no. 7 [1 Jul 1924] MFQ 123: 87-89 and Haichaoyin vol. 4 no. 3; 

158: 391-395) or True Students of Buddhism as the Great Workers of this World (Zhenzheng 

foxuejia dang wei shijie da laodongjia真正佛學家當為世界大勞動家) (Haichaoyin vol. 5 no. 7; 

MFQ 159: 366-368) these ideas become tinged with increasingly vitriolic criticisms of the Chan 

tradition. To a large extent, Tang follows the Chan-skeptical current represented by educated 

                                                      
307 For the original quote, see T14:475.538c5 
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laypeople of the Ming and Qing periods. Like Yang Wenhui or Zhang Taiyan, 308 Tang criticizes 

Chan Buddhism for the lack of due attention to scriptures and confusion regarding the precise 

meaning of concepts such as Suchness or Buddha-Nature. Like Shen Shandeng, he decries the 

elitism of the movement, and its incapacity to benefit the world at large. What is new about Tang’s 

anti-Chan rhetoric is that it draws heavily on the criticism of outsiders. For example, Tang argues 

that Buddhists need to reckon with the charge that had long been leveled at them by the exponents 

of Song and Ming Neo-Confucianism (lixue 理學)—namely, that they overindulge in metaphysical 

“substance” (ti 體) at the expense of practical “activity” (yong 用) and neglect the domain of ethics 

and human relationships in general. Tang avers that in the 20th century, a time when “all countries 

have mutual exchanges and life is in turmoil,” 

(…) methods of preaching should also be cleared from the old habits and totally renewed. What kind of 

renovation should it be? It should serve to spur the inconceivable activity, so as to universally respond 

to the needs of society and to completely fulfill the vow to teach and save all sentient beings.309 

 

In the 20th century, Buddhism should therefore no longer be associated with passivity, stillness, 

other-worldliness, idealism, idleness, stratification and hierarchy, self-benefit, and focus on one’s 

own enlightenment. On the contrary, it must present itself to the world as a religion of activity, 

movement, this-worldliness, realism, labor, equality, altruism, and collectivism (MFQ 123:87-89 

and 158: 391-395). Whereas most of those words are modern neologisms, Tang was adamant that 

he was not attempting what he called a “Lutheran” reformation. He preferred to see himself as 

                                                      
308 For an overview of these criticisms, see Aviv (2008: 94-101). 

 

309  「古，其闡化之式亦當盡滌從前之舊習，煥然維新。其維新者何? 即是激發不可思議之用，以徧應社會

之需求，而圓滿成就其教度一切眾生之願」(MFQ 123: 87) 
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someone who demonstrates to his contemporaries how to practice Buddhism on the basis of the 

teachings and who “ties major points of these [teachings] together so as to promote them in the 

world.”310 

 

Initially, Tang sought a textual basis for his “New Preaching” in the Huayan jing. Tang’s reading 

of this scripture differs widely from that adopted by Yinguang. What they agree upon is that the 

text implies a broadly idealist Mind-only standpoint. However, Tang turns to the Huayan jing for 

its model depiction of a bodhisattva as someone who interacts with the secular world and actively 

searches for various kinds of knowledge, including knowledge of secular subjects (MFQ 159: 257).  

In this respect, he continues the thread of interpretation characteristic of Qing dynasty laymen such 

as Wei Yuan and Yang Wenhui. Around the year 1924, however, Tang begins to discuss Pure Land 

from the perspective of a Yogācāra expert. His more technical writings, devoted to expositions of 

the Consciousness-only doctrine, raise more or less the same issues as those that surfaced in his 

more popular essays mentioned above, such as the relation between “muanden” and 

“supramundane” activities or between conceptual thought and wisdom. In his commentary to 

Vasubandhu’s Thirty Verses he attributes common misunderstandings of these issues to the 

widespread ignorance of the ideal of “transforming consciousness into Wisdom” (zhuan shi cheng 

zhi 轉識成智). A “supramundane” activity is a this-worldly activity which does not stem from the 

the ego-centered seventh consciousness, but from the already transformed Wisdom of Equality; a 

true Wisdom does not annul conceptualization (liaobie 了別), but rather cleanses it from the “taint” 

                                                      
310 「攝其大要而表彰之」(MFQ 158: 395). 
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of egoistic attachments.311  

 

His newly gained understanding of Consciousness-only is reflected in the arguments he had made 

previously by referring to the Huayan or the Vimalakīrti sūtra. For example, in the early 1920s, 

Tang convinced Chan-leaning laymen to pursue Pure Land practice by expatiating on the dialectics 

of “emptiness” and Being, or “principle” and “phenomena”. In the letters published in the mid-

1920s, he clarifies his point by referring to the Yogācāra theory of the Three Natures. Remarkably, 

he explains the mechanism of Buddha-recollection in the light of what he terms “Consciousness-

only teaching about the illusion-like Other-dependent Nature” (weishi yita ruhuan zhi jiao唯識依

他如幻之教). In Tang’s opinion, Yogācāra’s idea of dependent originating is the key to combining 

doctrinal understanding with faith, and popular accessibility of the practice with demands of those 

endowed with superior faculties. Moreover, he connects the Other-dependent Nature with his 

theme of choice—that of the salvific activity of a bodhisattva. 312In the ‘New Methods of Buddhist 

Preaching’, Tang explains that since both Pure Land and the body residing therein are both 

transformations of consciousness, once the consciousness is purified, there is nothing to escape 

from: What remains to be done is to rescue others who are trapped in the suffering caused by the 

transformations of their own impure consciousness (MFQ 123: 87). 313  

                                                      
311 Tang’s commentary on Vasubandhu’s Thirty Verses (Weishi sanshi song kouyi 唯識三十頌口義) can be found in 

MFQ 159: 93-8, 227-23, 160: 11-18, 161: 1-11 and 164: 333-345.  

 

312  See Tang’s correspondence with the layman Zeng Lexuan (曾樂玄) (esp. Haichaoyin, vol. 5. no. 1; MFQ 158: 

213-214).    

 

 

313 「如是大圓當為妙應時機，作自利利他之資糧者，有二語曰: 解在唯識、行歸淨土。蓋以唯識為通教之方
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In Reply to Second Brother Daxiu (Da erdi daxiu shu 答二弟大休書) (Haichaoyin vol. 5 no. 4; 

MFQ 159: 52-54), Tang advises the letter’s recipient that although his capacities (jigen 幾根) 

appear to be sufficient for undertaking Chan practice, it would not be wise for him to follow this 

path. This is because there are few masters of this tradition worthy of genuine respect or of 

following. Tang’s “brotherly” advice is to exchange Chan sitting meditation for a three-pronged 

regime of self-cultivation, consisting of “benefiting others” (li ta 利他), recollecting Buddha every 

morning and evening, and studying Consciousness-only texts (MFQ 159: 53). In essays such as 

and The General Guiding Principles of Today’s Buddhist Studies (Jinri xuefo zhi da fangzhen今

日學佛之大方針) (Haichaoyin, vol 6 no. 3; MFQ 161: 413-415) Tang praises Consciousness-only 

as the most comprehensive of all Buddhist traditions and eventually suggests that: 

Therefore, in terms of my requisite for responding marvelously to [present] times and people’s capacities, 

and for benefitting oneself and others alike, I have two following things to say: For the understanding, 

there is Consciousness-only, while the practice should be directed to the Pure Land. Since 

Consciousness-only is the skillful means for understanding the teachings, it guarantees that wisdom will 

be gained. Since it is the Pure Land to which all practice is directed, it guarantees that compassion will 

be perfect. 314 

 

Tang’s call to a pairing of Pure Land practice with an “understanding” based on Consciousness-

only treatises can be read at no less than three levels. Firstly, it is a declaration that Pure Land 

practice continues to be relevant in an age of modern “Consciousness-only studies.” Secondly, it 

                                                      
便則智無不備。以淨為實行之歸趣，則悲無不圓」(MFQ 161: 414) 

 

314「如是大圓當為妙應時機，作自利利他之資糧者，有二語曰: 解在唯識、行歸淨土。蓋以唯識為通教之方

便則智無不備。以淨為實行之歸趣，則悲無不圓」(MFQ 161: 414) 
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is an admonition, or a recommendation, to ground this practice on a sound doctrinal base, in order 

to make it more effective and also less likely to incur doubt or condescending attitudes.315 Thirdly, 

it is a call to understand Pure Land scriptures in the light of Consciousness-only principles, rather 

than through common interpretations of Sinitic Buddhist thought. Following a tradition dating to 

Ming revivalists such Wang Kentang (王肯堂, 1552?-1638), Tang regarded Yogācāra treatises as 

especially reliable in terms of rectifying skewed interpretations of Buddhist doctrine, including 

those points that Chan monks were most likely to get wrong. At the same time, Tang perceived 

this tradition as most in tune with the modern sensibilities of an age dominated by the ideas of 

scientific rationality and progress.316  As will be argued in the next sections, all these various 

concerns are also present in Tang’s exegesis of the central Pure Land myth.   

 

8.5 Amitābha as a leader of men 

 

Tang’s emphasis on the activist and communal character of Pure Land practice was not limited to 

theory or rhetoric. Following the current trend of forming lay associations, Tang inspired and 

                                                      
315 See, for example, Tang’s essay Consciousness-only and Buddha-recollection (Weishi yu nianfo唯識與念佛) (Shijie 

fojiao jushilin linkan [世界佛教居士林林刊] 21; MFQB 10: 144-145), as well as some of the essays discussed further 

in this chapter.  

 

316 One of the most comprehensive and lucid accounts of the significance of Consciousness-only tradition for modern 

Chinese Buddhists, in terms of both orthodoxy and contemporary concerns, was given by Tang in Investigations into 

the Meaning of Consciousness (Shiyi fawei識義發微) (Tang 1927b: 103-114; reprinted in WWQB 66: 179-190). The 

text also addresses several potential doubts concerning Tang’s approach of combining Yogācāra studies with Pure 

Land practice and faith, repeating several arguments which the author advanced elsewhere in his writings from the 

1920s.  
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oversaw a collective of Pure Land aspirants known as New Dharma-realm Lotus Society (Fajie 

xin lianshe法界新蓮社).  317 The society’s first charter, the Fajie xin lianshe qi (法界新蓮社啟) 

(Fo Guang [佛光] vol. 3 [3 Aug 1923]; MFQ 12: 357-360), drafted in 1923, prescribes a rather 

conservative model of Pure Land practice. Members of the group are required to recollect the 

Buddha by calling his name and to repent for their past and present misdeeds, all the time 

maintaining the attitude of true faith (zhengxin 正信). Tang’s definition of “true faith” repeats the 

paradoxical formulation typical of early modern commentaries. On the one hand, it is a belief in a 

real Pure Land, where Amitābha delivers his sermons; on the other, it is a firm trust in the words 

of the Contemplation Sūtra –”this mind is the Buddha, this mind creates the Buddha” – which, in 

Tang’s reading at least, implies that everyone can attain rebirth in that land. At the same time, these 

first guidelines of the New Lotus Society already betray the influence of Tang’s distinct Huayan 

thought with a modernist tinge. The very name chosen for the society signals his expectation that 

its activities will benefit the whole “Dharma-realm” (fajie 法界), i.e., the entire universe accessible 

to human thought and action. This somewhat grandiose claim is backed by the vision of the 

universe in which all sentient beings are potentially connected through the mechanism of “stimulus 

and response” (ganying 感應). 318In Tang’s scheme, Amitābha is designated as the “leader” of a 

society which saves the world through its own effort.  

                                                      
317 For detailed history of the Society from its inception in 1921 until 1926, see Tang’s Notes on the Creation and 

Cultivation of the New Lotus Society of the Dharma-realm (Fajie xin lianshe chuangxiu ji 法界新蓮社創修記) 

(Haichaoyin vol. 7 no. 3 [1 May 1926]; MFQ 164: 562-3).   

318 Another inspiration behind this idea could have been a passage which Tang attributes to the ‘The Sūtra of Perfect 

Enlightenment’ (Yuanjue jing圓覺經),  quoted in one of his earlier manifestos (MFQ 123: 89): “When One Mind is 

pure, all sentient beings are pure […] when a manifold of sentient beings is pure, all the worlds in the universe are all 

pure” 「 一心清淨故，則一切眾生清淨 […] 多眾生清淨故，乃至十方世界一切清淨 」. 
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Tang’s ambition of creating a society with a truly cosmic impact received a stronger boost after 

his turn from Huayan to Consciousness-only thought. In the manifest called Construction of a New 

Pure Land (Jianshe xin jingtu建設今新淨土) (Haichaoyin vol. 5 no. 5; MFQ 159: 131-136 or 

HWJ 67-73), written one year after the aforementioned charter of Lotus Society, Tang reconsiders 

his original project on the basis of what he calls “concealed meaning” (miyi 密意) (MFQ 159: 135). 

What this “concealed meaning” entails is that the presently experienced world can be relatively 

easily turned into a Pure Land with a method based on the Yogācāra theory of “perfuming seeds” 

(zhongzi xunxi 種子熏習).  

 

This new premise appears rather difficult to reconcile with the traditional model of Pure Land 

practice. According to the traditional view, those who recollect Amitābha at the level of 

“phenomena” simply recite his name in the hope of rebirth in the Land of Ultimate Bliss (持名求

生極樂者). Those who perform this act with the understanding of its underlying “principle” 

overcome the duality between themselves and Amitābha by realizing that his Buddhahood is 

inherent in their own mind (通達即心自性者) (MFQ 159: 131). Apparently, neither of these 

objectives can be meaningfully related to the program of building a this-worldly Pure Land. At the 

outset of his essay, Tang suggests to replace this bifurcated model with a kind of Buddha-

recollection which, in his own words, reaches the “real phenomena” (zhenzheng shinian 真正事

念). This new, unified form of practice would also involve personal realization of the mind-

dependent character of reality. However, the gist of this realization would be different from the 

traditional teaching about non-duality between oneself and the self-Nature of Amitābha:  
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How to establish (a New Pure Land)? One needs to begin with one’s own body. This body is a fiction 

made up by the aggregation of five skandhas. It is the abode of sentient beings. It is also the tainted land 

marked with five kinds of defilement.319 Originally, it is empty and non-existent. What really exists is 

only One Mind. It is enough to make the mind recollect the Buddha, rather than self, the dharmas 

attached to the self, fame and prestige, the five kinds of desires pertaining to form, sound, smell, taste 

and touch and the like. In this way, a Pure Land can be established with this very body.  320 

 

The idea that incessant focus on Amitābha’s name can “expel” wayward delusional thoughts is 

well grounded in scriptural tradition. It is reminiscent, for example, of the model of “phenomenal” 

practice advocated in the Ming dynasty by Yunqi Zhuhong or Hanshan Deqing (X22:424.611c2-

5, Yü 1981: 58, 280 n. 82). What sets Tang apart from this model, and in fact from the whole pre-

modern Pure Land tradition, is that he does not present such practice merely as a form of self-

cultivation. Rather, he perceives purification of individual consciousness as the first step required 

to extend one’s own involvement in Buddha-recollection to other people. In Tang’s words, “one 

cannot only repose in one’s own Pure Land without caring for others” (MFQ 159: 131). An honest 

practitioner should talk to one’s parents, telling them how blissful is the Pure Land and how 

merciful is Buddha Amitābha. The good example should then be extended to more distant family 

members and everyone associated with the household.  

 

Tang also emphasizes that Buddha-recollection must not be practiced apart from daily activities, 

                                                      
319 The five kinds of defilement are related to current historical epoch, prevailing false views, widespread afflictions, 

the misery of being human and diminishing lifetime (FGDC 1201) 

 

320  「云何建設耶? 謂先從一身建設起。此身是五蘊和合的假者，是眾生的住盧。亦是五濁的穢土，本是空

虛無有的。實有的只是一心。但將此心念佛，不念一切我、我所法、名利、恭敬及色 、香、味、觸等五欲，

此身已建設成了淨土」 (MFQ 159: 131) 
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but rather integrated with daily life of individual and community alike. Peasants, artisans and 

merchants should continue with their duties and let all thoughts in their mind and all words in their 

mouth be a form of Buddha-recollection. The same is to be expected from scholars (shizi士子), 

traditionally regarded as models for the rest of people. Tang admonishes members of this class to 

take his idea seriously: 

You, learned scholars, who only care about your Four Books and Five Classics or study all kinds of 

sciences! If you do not recollect the Buddha, if you do not erect a New Pure Land, the misery and strife 

of this present age will not let you succeed with your study and your search for knowledge. If you ask 

me what kind of power Buddha Amitābha has that can save us from the perils of our age, I will tell you 

what follows: Amitābha can establish for you a new Pure Land, where no calamity will ever intrude. If 

you recollect him, he will intervene on your behalf. But you need to recollect him in the real way: all 

your steps, all your deeds and all your words must be followed by Amitābha’s name, recollected once 

or many times.  321 

 

Tang explains that scholars’ participation in collective Buddha-recollection will set a good example 

for the commoners, who look up to them as models. In this way, collective spiritual practice will 

eventually transform the whole society, cleansing human relations from all vanity, greed and 

dishonesty. In this way, the samsaric world of today will begin to resemble the Pure Land with its 

fresh scented air and glorious adornments (MFQ 159: 133).   

 

By the time Tang wrote his essay, the idea of building a Pure Land in this world, through reforming 

                                                      
321 「讀書士子只管讀你的四書、五經，學你的各種科學，但不念阿彌陀佛，不建設了一個新淨土，則你在

先前的刀兵水火等大劫中過日子，定然要你讀書、求學不成。彼若反問阿彌陀佛有何能力能免我等的大

劫，則告他阿彌陀佛能為你建一個新淨土，使大劫不能侵入的。你若念他，他就來為你造辦。但你要從事

實上念，如行一步路，作一偆事，說一句語，皆帶一句或數句阿彌陀佛」(MFQ 159: 132) 
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present society, had hardly been new or original. 322 What is original about Tang’s proposal is not 

the idea as such, but rather its doctrinal basis – an unlikely combination of socialism, ancient Indian 

Yogācāra and Pure Land mythology. The “socialist” element of the program is borrowed from 

contemporaneous secular movement to establish the so-called “New Villages” (xincun 新村) – 

model communities based on physical labour. The term itself was coined by the Japanese writer 

Mushakōji Saneatsu (武者小路實篤 , 1875-1976), who in 1918 established a commune under that 

name (atarashiki mura) in a remote area on the island of Kyūshū. The bucolic atmosphere of this 

self-sufficient rustic community made a big impression on the visiting Chinese writer Zhou Zuoren 

(周作人, 1885-1967), who described Mushakōji’s experiment in enthusiastic terms in a Chinese 

article published in 1919. The catchphrase of “building New Villages” was then borrowed by 

China’s budding socialist movement (which at that time was animated by the ideas of Pyotr 

Kropotkin [1842-1921] rather than Karl Marx). In China the ideal of New Villages became more 

closely associated with postulates of social reform, “mutual help” (huzhu 互助) and “sanctity of 

labour” (laogong shensheng 勞工神聖). However, internal disagreements between activists, as 

well as lack of sustained economic support, led to the quick disintegration of such projects. It 

appears that by the time Tang wrote his essay on the New Pure Land the movement had already 

been widely perceived as a failure. 323  

                                                      
322 Tang had been preceded, for example, by the Taiwanese revolutionary monk Zhengfeng (證峰) or Lin Qiuwu (林

秋悟, 1903-1934) (Yang 1991: 45-74, Jones 2003: 130-31) and several Japanese modernists of the Jōdo school, labeled 

by Fujiyoshi Jikai (1985b) as the “social faction” (shakaiha 社會派). He may have also discussed similar ideas with 

his mentor Taixu, future advocate of constructing a “Pure Land in the Human Realm”. 

 

323  For details, see the studies Yu (2001: 185-205) and Müller (2013). 
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Curiously, Tang perceived his New Pure Land as a practical and empirical (shishi qiushi 實事求

是) counterpart of the ideal attempted by the aforementioned “socialists”. He contributed the 

movement’s demise to its rigid idealism and overly demanding approach. In his view, social action 

based on high-sounding slogans such as “sanctity of labor” would never bring about actual change, 

unless it accorded with the human craving for serenity and joy. This missing element could be 

found in the Buddhist practice of pacifying one’s own mind: 

This is my advice to the fashionable and young who talk about establishing New Villages or about the 

sanctity of labor. You may take advantage of the rapid skillful means by turning to the Buddha-dharma. 

From among the Teachings you can choose the wondrous activity of this method of Buddha-recollection. 

If you join Buddha-recollection with the labor of the New Villages, it will [all] be completely renewed. 

[Your] mind and body will both transform and manifest as a New Pure Land. In this way, your ideal will 

soon appear as reality, and Amitābha’s compassionate vow to save the world will also move forward. 

Would it not be a great joy [to all]? 324 

 

It needs to be emphasized that Tang’s reference to Amitābha’s sustaining power is not only a 

rhetorical embellishment or lip service paid to popular tradition. Tang believed that men’s efforts 

alone are insufficient to establish a model community even in their neighbourhood, not to mention 

throughout China and the whole world. For this reason, they need to be combined with the support 

of a supramundane power:  

Since we are already embraced by the great Vow-power of Buddha Amitābha, if you add to it the power 

of your own original vows, they will mutually stimulate each other and tally with each other. [When the 

powers of] self and Other act together, no matter what kind of devilish obstacle there may be, it will be 

                                                      
324  「我勸現今時髦及青年主張開新村的，或主張勞工神聖的，趁速方便歸向佛法，從佛法中探取念佛法門

的大妙用來將新村、勞工等加入念佛，從新改造，身心並變共化為新淨土，則諸君之理想立現事實而阿彌

陀佛慈悲救世之願亦逐。豈不大大快耶?」(MFQ 159: 133) 
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subdued and it will be eradicated. 325 

 

The topos of mutual correspondence between the vows of Amitābha and individual vows, and the 

framework of “stimulus and response”, are again hardly unique to Tang. As discussed previously, 

authors such as Shen Shandeng or Yinguang drew on this mysterious “correspondence” and 

“response” to present Pure Land devotion as credible from the perspective of Buddhist doctrine. 

In Tang’s interpretation, these old motifs are juxtaposed with the Yogācāra theory of “seeds” based 

on the Yujia shidilun (瑜珈師地論). 326  In the light of this theory, he explains the distinction 

between the Pure Land and the world of suffering as a reflection of the difference between the 

quality of “seeds” stored in a Storehouse-consciousness. Those who make their untainted seeds 

fructify and eradicate their tainted seeds will see the Pure Land before their very eyes. Those who 

stimulate, or at least cannot prevent maturation of the untainted seeds will continue to live in the 

mundane world of suffering.327 

                                                      
325  「既有阿彌陀佛的大願力攝受，又加自己的本願力與之相感，感應道交，自他同舉，無論何等魔障，都

要降伏他，消滅他」(MFQ 159: 133-34) 

  

326 Xuanzang’s translation of the monumental South Asian compendium Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra (Treatise on the Stages 

of Yogic Practice), this is undoubtedly one of the most important “rediscovered” texts of Republican Consciousness-

only studies. 

 

327 Tang explored application of the seeds theory to Pure Land practice independently of his project of New Pure Land, 

most notably in an essay called The Correct View of the Pure Land (Jingtu zhi zhengjian  淨土之正見)  published in 

1924 in the Haichaoyin (vol. 5 no 1. MFQ 158: 159-161, also HWJ 219-223, WWQB 66: 197-204). The essay in 

question argues that being incessantly mindful of Buddha Amitābha accumulates “untainted seeds” which penetrate 

Storehouse consciousness. This process eventually transforms the “perverted view” (daojian 倒見) of the world as 

impure into the “true view” (zhengjian正見) of the world as pure. The salvific role of buddhas and bodhisattvas is 

mentioned, but not elaborated upon.  
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 Tang notes that according to Yogācāra-bhūmi some sentient beings, labeled as “Nature-less” 

(wuxing 無性), lack all kinds of untainted seeds, and for this reason appear unable to reach 

Buddhahood. In his view, however, the problem of such people is not some intrinsic lack, but rather 

severe accumulation of “obstructing defilements”. Such people may have difficulty mustering 

enough strength to develop their own untainted seeds, but they are in no way devoid of them (MFQ 

159: 134). Fortunately, since no consciousness is an isolated monad, the impulse to develop these 

seeds can well come from the outside. At this point, Tang returns to his idea of Buddha Amitābha 

as the leader of Buddha-Recollecting community which stimulates beneficial change in the whole 

universe. Now, he explains it in terms of “inconceivable power of perfumed seeds” which dissolves 

karmic obstacles and allows hidden untainted seeds to finally manifest: 

My method of recollecting the Buddha to establish a New Pure Land is therefore to combine the 

“perfumation” of the two powers: Amitābha’s inconceivable perfuming power of Original Vows and 

one’s own inconceivable perfuming power of Buddha-recollection. Together, these powers can melt the 

obstructing defilements and let the untainted seeds manifest themselves here and now. In this way, a 

Pure Land will eventually come to appear. Yet, one must know that the seeds which every sentient being 

possesses are seeds that permeate the whole Dharma-realm. For this reason, should the seeds of one 

sentient being give rise to a manifest action, the perfuming power of such action will permeate the whole 

Dharma-realm as well. Consequently, if one sentient being awakens the resolve to recollect the Buddha, 

it is enough if he or she takes vows that encompass sentient beings in the whole Dharma-realm to 

perform this recollection together. Thereupon, the untainted seeds of sentient beings in the whole 

Dharma-realm will all become perfumed and will simultaneously manifest themselves when these 

sentient beings recollect the Buddha together. This is why my new Pure Land is not like these New 

Villages, where one has to run to and fro seeking help from the outside. 328 

                                                      
328 「我今開新淨土的念佛法門即是以阿彌陀佛的本願不思議熏習力及自己念佛的不思議熏習力兩力同熏，

消融障染，使無漏種子顯現，當前變成淨土。但須知，個眾生的種子都是徧法界的，種子既徧法界的，若

有一眾生種子起現行，則其熏習力亦徧法界。由是，有一眾生發心念佛，祇要發願攝徧法界的眾生同念，

則徧法界的無漏種子盡被熏習，同時盡要起現行，同起念佛了。是故，我之新淨土不似新村家定要向外面
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As can be seen, the bulk of Tang’s essay is devoted to defending his idea against indifference and 

doubt of secular-minded people. In contrast, the last paragraphs address the perspective of 

traditional practitioners of Buddha-recollection. In their view, the concept of a New Pure Land 

appears difficult to distinguish from the traditional Mind-only interpretation of Pure Land 

teachings, often justified by the quote from the ‘Sūtra of Vimalakīrti’ – the model in which “if 

sentient beings recollect the Buddha to make their minds pure, this is already called the Pure Land” 

(MFQ 159: 135). However: 

Those who say so do not understand me right. They will surely raise the doubt as to whether there is a 

real Pure Land and a real Amitābha. How is this not slandering of the Teachings? (…) When I say that 

a New Pure Land has to be established in this world, it is certainly necessary to appeal to Amitābha’s 

inconceivable perfuming power. This clearly tells you that there is a true and real Amitābha. If you doubt 

it, then you yourself do not exist. Since it is certain that Amitābha exists, then there has to be an 

immaculate land in which he resides. This clearly tells you that there is a true and real Land of Ultimate 

Bliss. If you doubt it, then the place where you reside now must also be non-existent. (…) [The text of 

Dharmākara’s vows] says: “If there is only one sentient being who does not attain rebirth, I will not 

attain nirvana here”. This is something I put my confidence in. I hope all of you will also believe in it 

truly without harboring any doubt. 329 

 

In the above fragment Tang alludes to the standard argument repeated and rephrased by countless 

                                                      
處處去求人」(MFQ 159: 134-135) 

 

329 「彼等不明道理的。必定疑無真正的西方淨土及阿彌陀佛了。豈不有謗法之罪耶? […] 我說在此方開新

淨土，定要請阿彌陀佛的不思議熏習力。是明告你有真正的阿彌陀佛了。你若疑無阿彌陀佛則你自己也是

沒有了。又既認定有阿彌陀佛則必有所住的清淨國土。是明告你有真正的極樂世界了。若你疑無極樂世

界，則你現在所居住的地方亦是空虛了[…] 所謂有一眾生不成佛，終不於此取泥洹，這是我自信十足的。

亦望各位自信十足的，不要多心」(MFQ 159: 135-136) 
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Pure Land apologists of pre-modern and early modern China: yes, the Western Pure Land is 

ultimately nothing but mind, but so is everything else; the teachings about One Mind or Mind-only 

do not imply that these things are non-existent, but only that they exist as mind-generated and 

mind-dependent entities. Therefore, those who adduce such principles to claim that there is no 

reality at all corresponding to the Western Pure Land and Amitābha, do not comprehend the 

meaning of lofty teachings they claim to uphold. 330  In this case, the idea of Mind-only Pure Land 

does not serve to “debunk” the Pure Land as a fictitious entity created by human imagination. 

Rather, to borrow the expression of Araki Kengo (1995: 328), it “figuratively reconfirms” (具象

的再確認) the Pure Land within the universe grounded in One Mind.  

 

In the discussed essay this “reconfirmation” has one more, unmistakably modern, purpose. It 

serves to reclaim the symbolism of Pure Land sūtras in the context of socially engaged Buddhist 

practice. In the universe in which nothing is more or less real than consciousness itself, purification 

of individual consciousness can bring out about real change in what is perceived as an objective 

world. Moreover, in a universe populated by multiple streams of consciousness interacting with 

one another, individual practice can also influence the minds of others. From this point of view, 

Tang sees no reason to rebuke those who read Pure Land myth in a literal fashion, as a story about 

someone other than themselves. Nonetheless, he appears to understand Amitābha’s agency 

differently than popular devotion. Amitābha of the “New Pure Land” is still endowed with the 

superior power of the Vows and intervenes on behalf of those whose cannot hope to overcome 

                                                      
330For the classic and influential formulation of this argument attributed to Yunqi Zhuhong during the Ming dynasty, 

see X62:1170.16c19-17a11. 
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their own limitations. Nonetheless, he is no longer a sole liberator of powerless humanity. Rather, 

he is a leader and supporter of human community which strives for the better world of tomorrow 

– an agent in an intersubjective process of human self-liberation. 

 

8.6. Pure Land myth and the search for wisdom 

 

As mentioned previously, Tang Dayuan’s postulate that Pure Land practice should be “understood” 

in the light of doctrine had a palpable polemical intent. One target of these polemics were popular 

Pure Land preachers, who condoned the widespread attitude of proud ignorance and scorn for 

scriptural erudition. Tang’s reformist ideas began to alienate him from Yinguang, the man whose 

preaching Tang followed in his early years as a Buddhist. The old monk reproached his former 

protégé in several letters, some addressed directly to Tang, others making only ambiguous 

allusions to his views. In one such letter Yinguang cautions Tang that Buddhism is a matter related 

to life and death, not philosophical investigations. In the same letter he indirectly criticized Tang’s 

idea of “understanding”, pointing out that someone who seeks understanding (mingliao 明了) at 

the expense of practice (shixiu 實修) is more like an actor parroting Buddhism than a student of 

doctrine (YFW 2: 339-340).  

 

Some of the most systematic, but also most controversial, responses to such charges can be found 

in Tang’s essays published in the latter half of the 1920s: ‘The Advice to Contemporary 

Practitioners of Buddha-recollection: On the Necessity of Being Attentive to Scriptures and 

Treatises (Quan jinri nianfozhe xu jian chi jinglun wen 勸今日念佛者須兼持經論文) 

( Haichaoyin [海潮音] vol. 9 no. 12 [31 Dec 1928]; MFQ 171: 460-2) and Establishing the Pure 
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Land School Anew (Jingtu zong zhi xin jianli (淨土宗之新建立) (Haichaoyin [海潮音] vol. 10 no. 

2 [31 Mar 1929]; MFQ 172: 442-448).331 The first of those texts is written in a form of a manifest 

followed by a gatha, or a summary in verse. The second contains a mock dialogue between the 

author and an anonymous representative of the traditional “Pure Land school” (jingtu zong 淨土

宗).332 Neither of these essays mentions Yinguang by name. Nonetheless, it is apparent that at least 

some of the opinions which Tang singles out for criticism could well be supported with Yinguang’s 

authority.  

 

The major line of defense in the aforementioned essays is that Buddhist preaching needs to be 

transformed in accordance with the changing expectations and needs of those to whom it is 

adressed (sui ji ying bian隨機應變) (MFQ 171: 461, MFQ 172: 148). Tang claims that some 

widespread attitudes of traditional Chinese preachers, either of Chan or Pure Land persuasion, 

threatened the very existence of Buddhism in China. In spite of their animosity, both these strands 

appear aligned with each other in at least one important aspect: their disdain for the body of 

doctrine written down in the voluminous Buddhist canon. Chan masters cultivate the ideal of 

“detachment from words and realizing the Truth” (離文字證實相) – in other words, abandoning 

                                                      
331  Both these texts provoked responses from contemporaneous laypeople, publicized in Buddhist journals of the 

period – most notably, Tang’s correspondence with Chen Zican (陳自慚) (Haichaoyin vol. 10 no. 11 [20 Dec 1929]; 

MFQ 174: 108-110) or the harsh criticism of Feng Da’an (馮達庵) (Hongfa shekan [弘法社刊] ,no.12; MFQB 36: 

455-457).  

 

332 Tang’s usage of this term is most likely modeled on the nomenclature popularized by Yang Wenhui, which already 

reflects the influence of Japanese Buddhist doxography. Nonetheless, it should be remembered that the very idea of 

separate tradition, or orientation, centered on Buddha-recollection and belief in the Western Pure Land had been known 

earlier in China, for example as lianzong (連宗) (“The Lotus Tradition”). 
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all conceptual discrimination as an obstacle in seeing the true nature of reality, or Suchness. Pure 

Land preachers reduce the whole gamut of Buddha’s teachings to the sole “one phrase” (yi ju一

句) of Amitābha’s name, recited by devout yet ignorant believers. Moreover, they are in the habit 

of denigrating the study of sūtras and treatises as “talking about food and counting [other people’s] 

treasures” – the label which has often been attached to Tang himself. 

 

Tang argues that these anti-intellectual overtones of Chan and Pure Land teachings should be 

contextualized against the backdrop of their original intent. The Buddha predicted that some people 

would become excessively attached to the letter of scriptures, ending up with what Yogācāra 

scholiasts call “attachment to external reality” (fazhi 法執) – the major obstruction that needs to 

be removed by someone aspiring to final enlightenment. For such people, “detachment from words” 

or reciting “one phrase” may serve as a kind of remedy, likened to a kind of laxative commonly 

used in Chinese medicine. This therapeutic intent has completely escaped contemporary Chan 

masters and Pure Land preachers, who behave like someone who is overdosing the old medicine 

long after the original ailment has been cured (MFQ 172: 144-145).  

 

According to Tang, this misunderstanding had grave consequences for the Republican sangha. It 

obscured the true meaning of Buddha-recollection, making it unappealing to outsiders and 

ineffective as a path of self-cultivation. Lack of sound doctrinal background has led to widespread 

confusion regarding Pure Land tenets such as “easy path”, “Other-power”, “rebirth with karman” 

(daiye wangsheng 帶業往生) etc. (MFQ 172: 145) These formulations have been erroneously 

taken to mean that Buddha-recollection does not need to be accompanied by good works or study 

of doctrine. Such vulgarized and naïve approaches to Pure Land practice made its adepts 
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particularly vulnerable to the condemnation and ridicule of various “external demons” (waimo外

魔). They are routinely accused of promoting “death-seeking”, “superstition” and “passivity”, 

losing confidence in the path they had first chosen to follow:  

 
Not to mention these recent times, when Western influence has spread in the East. Heretical theories are 

thriving everywhere, various ways of thinking mingle with one another, tangled and incomprehensible. 

If we insist on containing the whole Pure Land tradition and all dharmas within this [one practice of] 

keeping the Name, neither those who are misguided nor those who are pious [will benefit. The former] 

will not be willing to awake faith, [while the latter,] no matter how strong their beliefs, need to base 

them firmly in the teachings. Otherwise, they are bound to be swayed by the opinions of others. 

Eventually, they may [even] be converted by the demonic ways. 333 

 

 

Tang maintains that the impending demise of Chan and Pure Land-based Chinese Buddhism could 

only be averted by the joint effort of the new generation. Every practitioner of Buddha-recollection 

should be encouraged to study scriptures, especially those of Faxiang, i.e., Consciousness-only 

school. Only those of most inferior capacities – old, illiterate or infirm – should be allowed to 

continue with their simple Pure Land faith. Those of middling capacities ought at least to digest 

the basic canon of Pure Land scriptures (ideally, the Three Sūtras and the Pure Land Treatise by 

Vasubandhu) 334 so as to understand the basic rationale behind their practice. Everyone whose 

intellect and stamina allows should strive to realize the deeper meaning of Buddha-recollection, 

described by Tang as the Wisdom of Pure Land Tradition (淨土宗智究竟道) (MFQ 171: 461) or 

                                                      
333  「況爾來西化東漸，邪說繁興，思想雜，千條萬緒。若專以持明攝淨土宗一切法，不獨狂者不肯起信，

既捐者雖強信而不以經教固其基，則將來見異思遷，亦終為魔道所轉」(MFQ 171: 460) 

334 The concept of “Three Sūtras and One Treatise” appears to be borrowed from the Japanese Pure Land tradition. 

Interestingly, in spite of his self-proclaimed double identity as a follower of yogacāra and Pure Land, Tang did not 

write much about Vasubandhu’s Pure Land Treatise. 
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the Marvelous Import of Mahāyāna (Dasheng miaoyi 大乘妙義) (MFQ 172: 145).   

 

Everything that Tang has said so far appears to contradict the model Pure Land practice for 

“ignorant men and women”, envisaged by Yinguang and other popular preachers. The basic 

difference between these two approaches is captured in the following exchange:     

Question: What is wondrous about Buddha-recollection is that it allows one to be reborn in the Pure 

Land. [With such a practice,] is there a need to argue who is wise and who is stupid? Answer: Buddha 

is the one who knows everything. Hence, we who study Buddhist teachings should also seek wisdom. 

Once there is wisdom, the wholesome recompense will follow. You should realize that the various 

glorious adornments of the Western Pure Land are all there because of Amitābha’s omniscient wisdom. 

Now, if you recollect Amitābha but do not strive for wisdom, your [practice] will not be in accord with 

Amitābha’s omniscient wisdom. How can you then hope for rebirth? 335 

 

Tang clarifies that “single-minded” recitation of Amitābha’s name alone will not produce wisdom, 

but only a state of meditative concentration (ding 定), or a complete mental focus. In this state one 

can hope for a vision of this Buddha – which is, however, merely transformed by consciousness 

(weishi suobian 唯識所變) – but cannot progress to actual understanding of the way reality really 

is. A pious but ignorant person risks rebirth in peripheral areas of the Pure Land, whose conditions 

are not essentially different from the present world. In such conditions the ultimate liberating 

insight will become possible only after prolonged instruction, given by bodhisattvas and teachers 

of Dharma. (MFQ 172: 146) 

 

                                                      
335  「問曰: 念佛妙在往生淨土。何必要辯智愚乎? 答曰: 佛是一切智者。故，吾人學佛亦是求智慧。有智慧

則福報隨之而生。當知西方極樂種種莊嚴皆是隨一切智慧之阿彌陀佛而有者。今若念佛而不求智慧，則與

阿彌陀佛之一切智慧不相應。何能往生乎」(MFQ 172: 146) 
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With this argument, Tang effectively turns Yinguang’s faith-based model of practice on its head. 

It will be remembered that the old master taught to seek “correspondence” between human mind 

and the mind of Amitābha through single-minded recitation, which allows “ignorant men and 

women” to “secretly penetrate Buddha-Wisdom”. Tang, on the contrary, dismisses such practice 

as overly simplified, and redefines “correspondence” between common practitioners and 

Amitābha in terms of their common goal: developing wisdom. Apparently, there is something 

different about the way in which Yinguang and Tang Dayuan understand the concept of wisdom. 

This difference becomes clear in the next passage, which expresses yet another doubt of an 

archetypal traditional Pure Land preacher: 

Question: The scriptures say that Wisdom is something that men are originally endowed with. It is 

enough to break through the obstacles to make it manifest. Why would it be necessary to seek wisdom 

by studying scriptures and treatises extensively? Answer: When the scriptures say that Wisdom is 

something that men are originally endowed with, it refers to the Fundamental Wisdom, which is only a 

partial attainment of meditative concentration. Since this kind of wisdom does not involve conceptual 

discrimination, it cannot perform any function. It is not much different from ignorance. As for wisdom 

that discriminates properly and can actually be used, the aforementioned Fundamental Wisdom needs to 

give rise to the Subsequently Acquired Wisdom. Only then can it be applied without limits.  336 

 

Tang insists that wisdom worthy of this name is necessarily conceptual and it operates in the realm 

of physical objects and concepts (fenbie shili 分別事理). The primordial luminosity of mind 

unstirred by conceptual thought is, by itself, no better than ignorance. It is called “Wisdom” only 

because it facilitates enlightened conceptual cognition, the “Subsequently Acquired Wisdom”, 

                                                      
336「問曰: 經言智慧本具。只須破障顯之。豈必廣學經綸以求智慧耶。答曰: 經言智慧本具者只是根本智，

不過定之一分。既無分別亦不能起作用。與愚癡略等。若善分別而有用之。智慧則須待由根本而起之後得

智，方能運用無窮」(MFQ 172: 147) 
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which allows one to communicate and interact with others. As for “breaking through the obstacles”, 

Tang reminds his interlocutor that in the view of Buddhist scholastics “obstacles” to liberation are 

of twofold kind – some are related to mental states that cause suffering and anxiety (fannao zhang 

煩惱障), while others result from deep ignorance as to the nature of reality (suozhi zhang所知障). 

Practice limited to contemplation and ethical conduct can quell afflictions of the former kind, but 

it cannot eradicate the fundamental ignorance (the so-called “undefiled ignorance”, buran wuzhi 

不染無知) which is the ultimate root of suffering. (MFQ 172: 147). This latter, much more 

formidable, hindrance cannot be overcome by inborn potential. It requires at least some degree of 

intellectual investigation into methods described in the scriptures. Moreover, studying, explaining 

and preaching sūtras and treatises is already in itself a form of practice that engages intellect, 

speech and body. An understanding which does not result in practice is not a real understanding. 

Those who only speak, but do not act, are simply lacking understanding, rather than forsaking 

practice in its favor. Therefore, there is no need to make a contrast between the two, or to fear that 

scholars of Consciousness-only will abandon the Pure Land path altogether. As illustrated by 

Tang’s own example, they can still recollect the Buddha piously as long they perceive a personal 

karmic “bond” (yuan 緣) with Amitābha’s vows. (MFQ 172: 147-8)  

 

Tang was not the first modernist to draw a contrast between the traditional Chinese view of 

liberating wisdom as something intrinsic to the non-discursive nature of the mind, on the one hand, 

and the Yogācāra distinction between two kinds of wisdom, on the other. 337  The most likely 

                                                      
337  The distinction appears mostly in fairly ancient texts of the Chinese Buddhist canon, especially the corpus of 

Yogācāra works associated with doctrinal lineage of Xuanzang. However, it never became a major concern of later 

Sinitic scholiasts. See Aviv (2008: 114-115, esp. n. 45)  
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inspiration in this case is Ouyang Jingwu, the scholar with whom Tang frequently corresponded 

on matters of Buddhist doctrine (Aviv 2008: 163). Ouyang diagnosed Chinese overemphasis on 

Fundamental Wisdom as a symptom of a greater malady – forgetfulness of the “wondrous activity” 

(miaoyong 妙用) of Buddhist gnosis which “produces verbal discourse for the benefit of others” 

(起言說以利他; Ouyang 1976: 1367) (Aviv 2008: 114-115). In a similar vein, Tang reproached 

pre-modern and early modern Chinese scholiasts for their misunderstandings and lack of 

appreciation of the concept of Subsequently Acquired Wisdom. These reproaches were often 

woven into larger arguments against old vices of traditional Chinese Buddhists: their neglect of 

the ethical practice of the bodhisattva in favor of seeking self-benefit; and their indifference 

towards study, interpretation and preaching of Buddhist doctrine, wrongly perceived as inferior to 

non-conceptual gnosis. 338 At the same time, Tang’s criticisms of Chinese Buddhist traditions 

appear to have no dire implications for literal Pure Land belief. Inasmuch as the Consciousness-

only scholar regards all that is real as a product of the mind, he can still speak about Amitābha and 

Pure Land as “real” entities. What such understanding requires, however, is a kind of critical 

interpretation of popular faith. On this interpretation, the splendid Western Pure Land is first and 

foremost a place of study and instruction in Dharma. Amitābha, on the other hand, is a role model 

and teacher of true Wisdom: a wisdom whose object remains ineffable, and yet can be 

communicated to those in need.     

 

 

 

                                                      
338  Some of Tang’s discussion of the two Wisdoms in this context can be found in his popular treatises on 

Consciousness-only thought, collected in Tang (1927a: 70-71, 104-106) (reprinted in WWQB 65: 544-545, 578-79) 
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8.7. Conclusion: 

  

At least some of the motives behind Tang Dayuan’s idea of “understanding” Pure Land practice 

address doctrinal concerns signalled in previous chapters. Not unlike Shen Shandeng, he takes the 

side of Pure Land practitioners against their Chan detractors and turns to Yogācāra as a doctrinal 

backing for faith in Amitābha’s power. His attempt to reconcile faith and practice, expected of a 

Pure Land devotee, with the universal Buddhist goal of “seeking wisdom” resembles the point 

made by Yang Wenhui in the debate with Japanese priests. At the same time, in Tang’s writings 

these old motives appear in a new context. This context is defined by an influx of new beliefs 

which appeared to contradict much of the conventional wisdom of Chinese Buddhists.  

 

As a Pure Land apologist active in the first decades of Republican period, Tang had to move 

beyond doctrinal debates between Buddhists and face the charges of “superstition” and “passivity” 

levelled at his tradition from outside the sangha. The old paradigms of “One Mind” and Buddha-

Nature thought appeared to him as insufficient to meet this challenge, at least in the form in which 

they were current among fellow Chinese Buddhists. Their major doctrinal themes – unverifiable 

and incommunicable intuition or “returning to the origin” of an individual subjectivity – appeared 

to be in tenuous relationship with the modern mind-set. The new standard had to be in some way 

relatable to the newly gained confidence in human reason, and human power to collectively 

improve the present world. It had to be a creed of cooperation and communication, rather than 

inward gnosis and self-cultivation. These were the features of Consciousness-only Buddhism 

which Tang attempted to promote in his essays.  
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It should be noted that the strand of Consciousness-only thought which Tang referred to was no 

longer Shen Shandeng’s “Tradition of Characteristics”, based on piecemeal knowledge of Ming 

scholiasts. Rather, it was the rediscovered legacy of the “orthodox” strand of Sinitic Yogācāra, 

represented by Xuanzang and his disciples. At the same time, it is difficult to avoid an impression 

that in Tang’s writings this ancient scholastic system was to a significant extent “rewritten” in the 

language of secular ideologies. Doctrinal motifs such as theory of the Three Natures, theory of 

seeds or Subsequently Acquired Wisdom were, of course, not invented by Tang or his modernist 

colleagues. However, it is apparent that he reads these and other Consciousness-only tenets through 

the lens of a modern scholar, at times stretching their meanings to fit in with the modern context. 

339 This tension in Tang’s reading of Yogācāra is especially evident in his attempts to make it look 

like a philosophy of social progress, rather than self-cultivation. Apparently, in the 1920s Tang 

believed that this missing link between Consciousness-only and this-worldly activism could be 

supplied by a critical interpretation of the Pure Land myth. This new interpretation did not follow 

the old pattern of internalizing Amitābha as a symbol of one’s own Nature. In Tang’s writings 

discussed above, Amitābha appears as a personal leader and guide–someone who supports the 

human community in its task of transforming the profane world into a New Pure Land and inspires 

men to develop wisdom oriented towards the empirical world.  

 

However, it should also be noted that Tang did not settle with this interpretation for long. By the 

                                                      
339 Tang believed that epistemological and logical organon provided by Yogācāra was “scientific” enough to surpass 

and challenge Western science on its own grounds. After applying this standard to doctrines and practices inherited 

from the past, what remained was as a fully rational, i.e. empirically and logically verifiable system of gnosis (Tang 

1929: 1-5 [WWQB 66: 419-423], 1980: 20). He also strongly associated the seeds theory with modern values such as 

equality, freedom and self-determination (yi zi bu yi ta 依自不依他) (Tang 1929: 19, WWQB 66: 437). 
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late 1920s, his sympathetic attitude towards Pure Land devotion had all but evaporated. Pointing 

out the circumstances of unprecedented crisis affecting the Chinese nation, and its Buddhist 

community in particular, Tang decided to abandon Amitābha for Confucian morals, the Huayan 

ideal of the bodhisattva, the Maitreyan “Pure Land on Earth”, and even secular thought. 340 This 

turn may be taken to suggest that reconciling Pure Land myth with the modern concepts of 

intersubjectivity, or a collective subject, was a challenge too demanding to be tackled with the 

tools of traditional exegesis and traditional Consciousness-only thought. This conclusion, however, 

would need to be examined within a frame of a different project, a possible sequel to the present 

study.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
340  From around 1927, Tang embraced much more “secularist” understandings of the idea of a New Pure Land, the 

objectives of his New Lotus Society, and of Buddhist thought in general. In his essays and letters he began to distance 

himself from the faith in the Western Pure Land of Amitābha preached by Yinguang, and even from the very idea of 

“Other-Buddha” (MFQ 21: 288-289, MFQ 167: 66, MFQ 174: 80-83, MFQB 43: 7). In the early 1930s he began to 

openly criticize the whole Pure Land tradition as too “other-worldly” for the needs of the new generation, opting 

instead for building an “Eastern” Pure Land on the basis of Buddhist and Confucian ethics (MFQ 177: 173-179, MFQ 

181: 15-16 )    
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Chapter 9 

Conclusions 

In the present work, the problem of the so-called demythologization of Pure Land Buddhism was 

discussed to illustrate a larger issue, namely whether and to what extent the categories of Western 

humanities (philosophy of religion in this case) are useful in naming and explaining intellectual 

developments in modern East Asia. In the introductory chapter, how this general issue has affected 

contemporary studies on Pure Land Buddhism was described. This field has long been influenced 

by Japanese scholars, who are often affiliated with the so-called shūgaku (“theology”) of Japanese 

Pure Land denominations. It is already well established that the conceptual framework in which 

these scholars discuss the Pure Land tradition was significantly affected by the Japanese encounter 

with Western philosophy and theology at the end of the 19th century. However, some Western 

scholars have recently claimed that such a perspective is not appropriate in the case of Chinese 

Pure Land Buddhism, which has remained an affair of devotional and ritual practice, rather than 

systematic thought. The present work approached the problem from a different angle. It asked 

whether a westernized framework can adequately represent the original concerns of those authors 

for whom Pure Land devotion and practice represented a controversial issue of so-called “Buddhist 

hermeneutics”—a fairly sophisticated methodology of interpreting texts developed by premodern 

scholiasts.   

 

The specific case considered in the present study is the modern tendency to interpret Pure Land 

faith in light of the doctrinal principles of Consciousness-only thought. While this phenomenon is 

attested in both China in Japan, in the case of Japan, it was connected with a rather sophisticated 
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discourse on “demythologizing” Pure Land Buddhism that was inspired by Christian theology and 

philosophy of religion. The present study attempted to discuss whether such an analogy is 

appropriate in the Chinese context. 

 

The second chapter discussed some rarely acknowledged difficulties involved in applying the 

concept of demythologization to a non-Christian or non-Western tradition. The aforementioned 

Japanese authors borrowed the concept in question from the idiosyncratic biblical hermeneutics 

developed in the mid-20th century by the Protestant theologian Rudolf Bultmann. However, 

Bultmann’s project was intended as a critical response to a larger tendency within modernist 

Protestant theology, especially those of its earlier currents, which took inspiration from German 

idealist philosophy. In this broader sense, demythologization involved an attempt to reinterpret the 

biblical salvation narrative related to Jesus Christ in light of the distinctly modern understanding 

of the human subject. Typically, such interpretations deemphasized the orthodox view of Christ as 

a personal savior and modified the orthodox view of salvation as divine intervention into man’s 

life. Instead, they tended toward more symbolic interpretations of the New Testament narrative, 

adjusted to the scientific worldview and the modern self-understanding of man as a free and 

rational agent. 

 

The third chapter showed how this broader understanding of demythologization was appropriated 

by the Japanese shūgaku scholars. Typically, demythologization of Pure Land Buddhism, or more 

specifically the myth of Dharmākara-Amitābha, was conceived as a response to the same 

intellectual developments that threatened the literal understanding of the Jesus story in the West—
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for example, modern science, critical historiography, post-Kantian philosophy, and so on. It was 

more or less explicitly associated with strongly “subjectivist” readings of the myth, where 

Amitābha is construed as a symbol of impersonal and internal reality rather than an actual personal 

figure. In the works of Japanese Pure Land “theologians,” these narratives of modernization and 

subjectivization are often paired with what has been called “repristination” in the present work—

namely, the idea that demythologized readings of the Pure Land myth represent a “true” or original 

form of Buddhist spirituality that had always been implied in the tradition’s doctrine. A 

demythologization discourse where all three of these narratives are combined and articulated most 

clearly can be found in the “theological” literature of the Ōtani denomination of the jōdo-shinshū 

school. Especially in the work of Yasuda Rijin, the Consciousness-only hermeneutics of the 

Amitābha myth is clearly portrayed as a means of reconnecting Pure Land preaching with both 

Buddhist and modern ideas about individual subjectivity.  

 

As further considered, the reception of the idea of demythologizing in Japanese Buddhist circles 

was facilitated by the following two assumptions: first, that Buddhist approaches to the myth of 

Amitābha have always oscillated between the literal (devotional) and the symbolic (philosophical) 

interpretation, and second, that this “conflict of interpretations” can be expressed in roughly the 

same categories in which the problem of demythologizing was discussed in the Christian West—

for example, through the dichotomy between “subjective” religious experience and “objectified” 

faith. As demonstrated in the fourth chapter, these assumptions may not be adequate to describe 

modern developments in Chinese Pure Land hermeneutics. One of the main reasons for this 

inadequacy is that such a narrative overestimates the similarity between the situation of 
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contemporary Christians and Pure Land Buddhists and tends to neglect the role of those factors 

that fall under the purview of traditional Buddhist hermeneutics.  

 

The “subjectivist” overtones of Christian demythologization can be considered modifications of 

the original doctrine in response to criticisms motivated by secular philosophy or science. In the 

case of Pure Land Buddhism, however, the naive understanding of Amitābha as an external 

suprahuman agent had been subjected to a radical critique long before the inception of modern 

Western standards of rationality in Asia. At the same time, this critique had a mostly internal 

character—in fact, it reflected key doctrinal principles of Māhāyana Buddhism, such as 

“emptiness”, Consciousness-only, Buddha-nature, and so on. For this reason, modern 

Consciousness-only hermeneutics of the Pure Land cannot be simply explained as a Buddhist 

counterpart of the modernist subjectivization of Christian salvation narrative.  

 

This does not mean that this phenomenon cannot be meaningfully compared with Western 

demythologization—especially in the more nuanced sense of this concept that is specific to 

Bultmann and his continuators. As remarked by William Waldron, ancient yogācārins who 

attempted to preserve the relevance of scriptural teachings in light of the philosophy of “emptiness” 

faced a hermeneutical challenge; although this was in no way related to modernity, in its essence, 

it was similar to that confronted by Bultmann. In either case, what was at stake was a critical 

interpretation of the scripture with the aim of salvaging “the intent of the teachings” in light of 

some authoritative “demystifying” criticism of its literal meaning (Waldron 2014: 31, 50-51). This 

analogy may perhaps be extended even further. In contrast to the broad understanding of 
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demythologization discussed above, Bultmann’s project was conceived as a search for a “guiding 

principle” for modern readers of religious texts, such as the New Testament, which contained 

quasimythical stories about saviors and salvation. The major objective of demythologization 

understood in this way was not to provide a “subjectivist” or “philosophical” interpretation of such 

stories—this was assumed to be obvious in a modern world—but rather to articulate their 

existential significance in terms of a “right philosophy” that made scripture’s intent clear to 

modern people. This objective precluded all attempts to “demythologize” the salvation narrative 

by rewriting it as a story about a human quest for self-liberation or perfection—as in the case of 

readings inspired by Gnostic or post-Hegelian philosophies. 

 

In a similar vein, traditional Pure Land hermeneutics, described the in the fifth chapter, essentially 

revolves around the problem of interpreting the relationship between the human self and Buddha 

Amitābha. By the early Tang period in China, this debate had already yielded two clearly defined 

extreme positions. On the one hand, popular preachers, such as Shandao, approached Pure Land 

scriptures from the perspective of “worldlings” or “common people” living in an age in which 

Buddhism was declining. For this reason, they strongly prioritized practice over critical 

interpretation and counseled literal belief in Amitābha as a giver of grace. On the other hand, the 

exegetes affiliated with the current of Chan Buddhism were inclined to believe in the original 

purity of the human mind. On this basis, they advocated a gnostic verification of the Pure Land 

myth, which in its most radical form, effectively “demystified” the distinction between commoners 

and buddhas. The contentious issue in this case, therefore, related to the attitude expected of a 

scripture’s listener. More exactly, the debate concerned the degree of human self-sufficiency and 

the extent to which contemporary people need to rely on external agency to overcome their 
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condition of ignorance and suffering. Although the issue in question is a hermeneutical rather than 

metaphysical problem, it overlapped with some ongoing controversies surrounding Buddhist 

conceptions of subjectivity. One such example, noted in the present work, are the recurring 

tensions between the two visions of human subject—as imperfect and “Other-dependent” or as 

intrinsically pure—upheld by various branches of Yogācāra philosophy and the Sinitic schools of 

thought based on the Awakening of Faith. This aspect of Consciousness-only hermeneutics of Pure 

Land scriptures, all-important in the Chinese setting, has received relatively scant attention in the 

aforementioned Japanese literature on the subject.  

 

In the works used as case studies in the present dissertation, authors like Shen Shandeng, Yang 

Wenhui, and Tang Dayuan approached Consciousness-only thought from this traditional 

perspective of Buddhist exegetes. It was the problem of self-understanding, as well as the 

relationship between the self and Buddha, that motivated Shen Shandeng to criticize “crazy Chan,” 

prompted Yang Wenhui to debate with Ogurusu Kōchō, and suggested that Tang Dayuan should 

turn away from the influence of Yinguang. All three authors subscribed to a model of Pure Land 

practice that was backed by doctrinal understanding—that is, an understanding grounded in an 

idealistic Mind-only thought and the belief in universal Buddha-nature. While not disputing these 

premises, they opposed their “demystifying” and “immanentist” implications, which were 

traditionally associated with standpoint of Chan. They followed a more dialectical standpoint that 

upheld the relevance of the personal figure of Amitābha. In this respect, their standpoint was 

grounded in a doctrinal tradition developed by premodern and modern Sinitic scholiasts of the 

Tiantai and Huayan persuasion. However, the comparison between Shen Shandeng, Yang Wenhui, 

and Tang Dayuan reveals that Consciousness-only thought gradually asserted its independence 
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from these Sinitic traditions. Its role grew from that of a scholastic system providing clarification 

of some technical points of Tiantai doctrine (as in the case of Shen Shandeng) to a virtually 

independent alternative standard for interpreting Buddhist texts (as in the case of Tang Dayuan). 

There were at least three watershed moments in this process, as follows: first, the early modern 

(Ming) revival of Yogācāra studies, which continued to ripple during the Qing era and ultimately 

reached Shen Shandeng; second, the sudden recovery of the corpus of ancient texts preserved in 

Japan orchestrated at the end of the 19th century by Yang Wenhui; third, the emergence of 

modernist Consciousness-only studies, represented by Tang Dayuan, which solidified the position 

of this tradition as the Buddhist voice in a rationalistic and activist age. It should be noted that this 

last stage does not appear to have constituted a sudden disruption. On the contrary, one can discern 

a significant conceptual and rhetorical continuity between the traditional arguments of early 

modern scholiasts and those advanced by a self-avowed Republican modernist such as Tang 

Dayuan. It was not the case that the perennial debate about Amitābha was completely subsumed 

by the issues peculiar to modern subjectivity. Rather, it was modern subjectivity that came to be 

discussed in the language of traditional Buddhist hermeneutics.  

 

In light of the above observations, whether the modern appeal of Consciousness-only hermeneutics 

can be explained by the fact that it provided a more “subjectivist” interpretation of the Pure Land 

myth appears highly doubtful. As mentioned above, all of the authors discussed in the present work 

accepted as given that at the ultimate level of interpretation, the Western Pure Land and Buddha 

Amitābha are not entities that exist independently of the human self. At the same time, in Shen, 

Yang, and Tang’s interpretations of the figure of Amitābha, one can see a tendency to provide a 

balanced reading that takes into account both doctrinal principles of Mahāyāna Buddhism and 
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devotional sentiments. Their Amitābha is, after all, always the “Amitābha of self-Nature.” Yet, at 

the same time, he is always an agent whose acts have salvific significance and whose story remains 

relevant to everyone. In the fragments discussed above, the Consciousness-only standpoint 

provides an alternative standard of interpretation, a “game-changer” meant to resolve the perennial 

conflict of interpretations surrounding the Pure Land mythos.   

 

Given the considerations mentioned above, the question may be raised of whether and how this 

perennial intra-Buddhist debate about Amitābha was affected by modernity, and particularly by 

modern understandings of subjectivity. Based on the present work, two tentative answers are 

suggested below. 

 

First, it should be recalled that for Bultmann (and to some extent Ricoeur as well), the distinctly 

modern character of demythologization rests in its association with universal critical reason. 

Demythologization is a response to an age in which every believer needs to be prepared to abandon 

the literal reading of sacred scriptures and move toward “critical” faith. This aspect distinguishes 

demythologization from the premodern esoteric allegorical readings, which were addressed to the 

spiritual “elites” and essentially preserved literal senses of religious texts. This dimension of 

demythologizing appears particularly relevant in the case of Pure Land modernism. Generally, 

traditional apologists of the Pure Land agreed that people of inferior capacities and people living 

in the age of Buddhism’s decline ought to rely on unexamined faith rather than striving to 

understand the rationale behind their practice at all costs. What this stance implies is that the full 
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and ultimate meaning of Pure Land symbolism has to remain hidden from a certain group of people. 

Such a conclusion flies in the face of the essential idea of modern subjectivity. 

 

The aforementioned case studies reveal a growing appreciation of Yogācāra as a unified and 

universal standard of interpreting Pure Land texts. From the perspective of the discussed authors, 

Consciousness-only is significant as a Buddhist tradition with a special affinity to “inference,” 

“intellectual consciousness”, “Other-dependent” (paratantra) Nature—generally, the realm of 

conventionally affirmed conceptual thought. For Shen Shandeng and Yang Wenhui, such concepts 

were still mostly relevant in terms of intra-Buddhist debates. They were employed in the service 

of orthodoxy to guard Pure Land practitioners against the disbelief of Chan detractors and the 

“over-belief” of jōdo-shinshū (and perhaps Christian) missionaries. Tang Dayuan’s criteria for the 

correct “understanding” of Pure Land scriptures are already much more ambitious. His choice of 

Yogācāra is motivated by the view that this particular tradition conforms to logic, experience, and 

social praxis, and as such, can preserve Pure Land faith from the ridicule and hostility of the secular 

world.  

 

Second, it may be argued that what gave modern demythologizing interpretations of Christianity 

their decisively modern twist was not so much the motif of individual subjectivity or interiority as 

a new theme of intersubjectivity, defined as creative powers used by a self-determining community 

of free and rational individuals united by the bonds of laws and the common goal of social progress. 

This observation points to a neglected aspect of Pure Land modernism that came to light rather 

vividly in the studies presented above. Specifically, it appears that all of the aforementioned 
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authors were rather vocal critics of the Chan tradition. Their criticisms reflected more general 

disagreements with some interpretations of Buddha-nature thought typically associated with Chan. 

For example, the tradition of the Sixth Patriarch was accused of prioritizing the ineffable 

incommunicable insight over discursive teachings that can be evaluated and communicated to 

others for their benefit. Chan’s unrelenting emphasis on the originally pure state of human 

subjectivity was now perceived as detrimental to compassionate activity within society. First 

arguments to this effect had already been leveled at Chan Buddhists in the early modern period. 

However, as illustrated by the case of Tang Dayuan, such rhetoric was significantly boosted by 

the growing exposure to some modern currents of thought. In Tang’s essays, the “understanding” 

of Pure Land practice based on Consciousness-only thought is touted as an understanding that 

conforms to Buddhist orthodoxy; however, at the same time, it facilitates an escape from the stigma 

of “passivity” leveled by secular and non-Buddhist detractors against both the Pure Land and Chan 

traditions.  

 

Arguably, this anti-Chan sentiment was one the main factors that prevented Chinese Pure Land 

modernists from taking a “subjectivist turn” of the kind that has been attributed to the Japanese 

tradition in the early 20th century. Their voice definitely cannot be reduced to a backlash against 

the literal understanding of Amitābha as a mythical quasidivine savior. What deserves equal 

attention is the tension between, on the one hand, the stance that tended to reduce Amitābha to a 

metaphor of the originally enlightened human mind, and on the other, a more “personalist” 

interpretation that presented Amitābha as a guide and a role model of wisdom and compassion. 

The reemergence of this latter “personalist” option in 20th century China has so far been noted in 

only a few isolated studies. It has been attributed to the rediscovery of the previously marginalized 
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“pluralistic” branch of Yogācāra thought (as recorded by J.B. Pratt) or to the process of “rewriting” 

Pure Land mythology in the idiom of socialist thought (as suggested by Lin Chen-kuo in his study 

of Yinshun). Hopefully, the present study has succeeded in shedding some more light on the 

historical development of this idea—from the Huayan-oriented texts of Qing period laymen with 

Confucian backgrounds to the socialist-leaning manifestos of Republican scholars in the 1920s. 

At the same time, it has posed several questions that deserve further exploration through a much 

wider selection of Republican-period sources, such as whether Confucian influences or the popular 

appeal of Christianity could have played any part in reimagining Amitābha as a personal 

“stimulating leader” of social action, and why this idea did not make a stronger mark on the 

intellectual history of modern China.  

 

In sum, the most important conclusion of the present work is that research on Chinese Pure Land 

Buddhism should not neglect the complexity of traditional Buddhist hermeneutics. What this 

conclusion suggests with regard to studying Pure Land modernism is that the inquiry should be 

extended beyond the results of a “Western impact.” This entails focusing on the semantic evolution 

of traditional concepts in addition to disseminating the Western ones; considering topics inherited 

from early modern period in addition to those brought via Christianity or secularism; looking for 

existential and hermeneutical questions related to Buddha Amitābha rather than cosmological 

questions about the existence and the ontological status of the Western Pure Land; and finally, 

focusing on the perennial tensions within Buddhist doctrine and practice in addition to Buddhist 

appropriations of secular motifs.   
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Interestingly, the topics suggested above differ considerably from those that have so far dominated 

the relatively vital field of Japanese Pure Land studies. Whether this points to some substantial 

differences between the Chinese and Japanese traditions, or whether it may shed new light on some 

hitherto neglected aspects of Japanese Pure Land modernism, is a question that may be raised as a 

follow up to the present project. 
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