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The Teachings of Buddha — From Across
the Ocean and Burning Sand

Professor Rosan Ikeda

Prajriaparamitahrdaya-sitra-the Heart Sutra-is a celebrated sttra with
which the Japanese are very familiar. For example, 1t is this sitra which
pilgrims chant when they visit the eighty-eight famous temples on Shikoku
island, the stitra Japanese people keep on themselves as an amulet or the

siutra which is held in high esteem and is frequenty copied by hand.

This sutra became so well-known to the Japanese because it is comprised
of only 276 letters and Mahayana Buddhist teachings are well-condensed in
this short sttra. Furthermore, this has been well received as a sutra of the
Goddess of Mercy, Kwannon. Being known as a phrase of Shikisokuzeku
which means voidness, this stitra is also famous as one which preaches the
teachings of [Z2| “kd” (emptiness), and has been adopted into the secret
teaching ; i.e. esoteric Buddhism which is known for a spell of Gyate: Gyalet,

meaning “gone”.

I am going to break my speech into three parts, giving some insight into
the world of the Heart Suatra, a typical Buddhist stGtra. Firstly, I would like
to touch on how the Heart Stitra was formed, then I am going to talk about
how this became adopted to Zenshu; a Buddist sect, and finally I will

explain how the Japanese Buddhist monk, Dogen interpreted this.

It is unclear when the Heart Sttra was written. However, it is said to be

around the second or third century A.D. That is, it dates back to the period

— 521 —



7A AT NKRET YT EHEWNRFR 7 + — 7 A TOREEERS H) G
of Nagarjuna between the middle of the first century A.D. and the middle
of the second century A.D. Nagarjuna was admired as the founder of eight
schools of Buddhism. According to an ancient Chinese catalogue of siitra
translation, the Heart Stitra was translated in Classical Chinese for the first

time around 223.

Another translation of the Heart Sutra Makahannyaharamitsudaimyo-
jukyo, translated by Kumarajiva 402 and 412, still exists today. This sitra
is thought to have been chanted by Hsuan-chuang on his way to India. About
250 years after Kumarajiva’s translation, the Heart Sttra was translated by
Hsuan-chuang in 649. It is Hsuan-chuang’s translation of the sttra that

many people chant and study.

Hsuan-chuang is a figure who appears as a tripitaka Buddhist monk in
the Chinese novel of “The Journey To The West”, a story which is popular
among children. He also appears in a classical Chiness opera, “Wu-Kung”
which is traditional chinese entertaimment. Tripitaka is a common noun
meaning a monk who is well-versed in tripitaka. Tripitaka which originally
means ‘box’, ‘basket’ or ‘books’ denotes three things ; the first is sitra i.e.
Buddha’s teachings, the second is vinaya i.e. the rules of discipline, and the
third its Abhidharma i.e. a commentary on sttra and vinaya. This means
many monks are referred to as tripitaka Buddhist monks, but since Hsuan-
chuang is such a wellknown figure the term for tripitaka Buddhist monk
usually refers to Hsuan-chuang who is still a beloved as a hero in contempo-

rary China.

To study true Buddhism, Hsuan-chuang left China for India illegally and
alone when he was 28 years old. This journey ended up taking as long as 17
years before he could return to China. Hsuan-chuang was a very attractive
person, gifted with good health and strong mental powers. He established

close relationships with a number of people he met during his journey and
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led them to the Buddhist faith. After he returned to China, he wrote by
Imperial order Daito-saitki-ki, which consists of 10 volumes. The title means
Sournal of regions to the west of the Great T’ang Empire’. This book, in

which he recorded details of geography, Buddhist holy places, and the life

of people in Central Asia and India, tells us about his journey in detail.

In India, Hsuan-chuang studied under Silabhadra of the Nalanda Monas-
tery. While there he studied the Yogacara-bhiami, one of the basic sacred
treatises of the Yogacara School which consists of 100 volumes. Under the
patronage of King Harshavardhana, he collected 657 manuscripts of Sans-
krit Buddhism scriptures and brought them back to China. On his return to
China, under the patronage of two emperors of the T’ang Dynasty,
T’ai-tsung and Kao-tsung, he dedicated the last 18 years of his life to the
translation of Buddhist siitras. He worked mainly at the Ta tz’u-en Temple
in Ch’ang-an, the capital of the Chinese empire. His work is without parallel
in the history of translation of Buddhist scriptures. The Ta tz’u-en Temple,

now called the Great Wild Goose Pagoda, is the symbol of Hsian City.

Hsuan-chuang translated the Heart Sttra at Tsui-wei Palace at Chong-
nan Mountain on 24 May, 649. Early century, the Tobon-Hontaijion-Hannya-
harvamitta-shingyo Chinese-Sanskrit Translation of the Heart StGtra was
found in a stone-cave temple in Tun-huang. The original book is now kept
in the British Museum. The text is also contained in the eighth volume of
Taisho-Shinshii-Daizokyo, which is the best organised Buddhist canon in the
world. This original text includes a preface whitten by Ki, a disciple of
Hsuan-chuang. The description under the sitra title reads; “Since this
Heart Sutra was taught to Hsuan-chuang directly by Kwannon, not a single
character has been altered.” Even today, the original text of the Heart
Siitra can be restored from the pronunciation of Chinese characters because
the original text was transcribed to Chinese characters whose pronunciation

is closest to the pronunciation of the original Sanskrit text. In China
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Sanskrit texts were often discarded once the Chinese translaion was com-

plete. However, the fact that the original text of the Heart Sutra was kept

shows that this sttra was regarded as special.

Incidentally, a book called Datto-Daijionji-Sanzohoshi-den (‘biography of
Hsuan-chuang of Ta tz’'u-en Temple in the Great T’ang Dynasty’) was
written after his death. This book describes vividly how he went over the
hot desert alone and how lonely and difficult his journey was. According to
this book, Hsuan-chuang could get over this hardship by reciting the name
of Kwannon and the Heart Sutra in his mind. We can assume that the Heart
Satra, which Hsuan-chuang recited over and over again during his journey,
must have been something like the version translated by Kumarajiva.
Recently, an American Buddhist scholar, Dr. Jan Nattier of Indiana Univer-
sity, raised a very interesting question. She argues that Hsuan-chuang might
have created the Sanskrit Heart Sutra back from its Chinese translation
during his stay in India. The fact that the original Sanskrit text is supposed
to have been taught by Kwannon herself would seem to support Dr Nattier’s

argument.

As soon as Hsuan-chuang translated the Heart Sutra, his disciples started
studying the translated sutra, which soon became popular among various
schools of Buddhism. The attitude of Zen Buddhists in particular towards

the Heart Sitra was notable.

In the era when Hsuan-chuang and his disciples were active, the fifth
patriarch of the Zen School Hung-jen and the sixth patriarch Hui-neng were
also taking active roles in their school. It was at time that the Zen School
dramatically expanded their scope of influence. The Zen School regards
meditation as the centre of training. They considered that it was important
to understand through this training Buddha’s genuine spirit contained in

letters and words written in Buddhist statras. In the era of Hung-jen and
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Hui-neng, it was considered that it was necessary to understand the doctrine
of [Z& ] “Ku”, or emptiness, emphasised in the Prajfiaparamita sutras such
as the Diamond Sutra, in order to deepen understanding of Buddha’s spirit.
In the Zen school, the word [ LLiazi(»] “Ishindenshin”, which means trans-
mission from mind to mind, is used to describe the practice that a Zen
master precisely teaches his disciples in Buddha’s spirit through training to

Buddhahood. This practice is regarded as the ideal.

Hsuan chung’s prajiia paramita hrdaya siitra (Heart Stutra) appeared to be
suitable for the Zen Buddhists who were at the threshold of tremendous
change. Since the Zen Buddhists placed ultimate importance on understand-
ing the heart of Buddha’s words, they readily accepted the prajiia paramaita
hrdaya sitra‘the heart of wisdom’. It was readily accepted because Hsuan
chung translated the title of the sutra an [(s§&] “shinkyo”or Heart Sitra.
Previously it had been translated as [ KBHW&R | “daimyojukyo” or words of
great wisdom by Kumarajiva. Thus the emphasis shifted from the words to
the heart. Zen Buddhists considered that the Heart Sutra taught the impor-
tance of being free from all attachments in order to reach a stage of great
wisdom in which one understands the concept of all forms of existence in
the world being non-substantial. The significance of the Heart Sttra which
had taken root in China during its long history was first appreciated by
Dogen who introduced Zen teaching from China to Japan at a very early
stage. Unfortunately Dogen is not well known in Australia. However, he is

a prominent figure in the history of religion and philosophy in Japan.
The first Japanese Nobel Laureate for literature, Yasunari Kawabata, for
example, quoted a waka (Japanese classical poem) by Dogen in his speech

entitled “Japan the Beautiful and Myself” delivered at the award ceremony.

The waka goes as follows:

— 017 —



74 X7 RRET VT EHARFER 7 + — 7 A TOFEERS GH)  (35)
BEIEEIR L EETHKIEA, XFESZTTFLrDID
Haruwahana Natsuhototogisu Akitwatsuki Fuyuyukisaetesuzushikariker:
flowers in spring
little cuckoos in summer
moon in autumn

cool in winter in bright white snow

Japan’s second Nobel Laureate for literature, Kenzaburo Oe, also quoted
Dogen in a recent speech on environmental issues. He said that when he
began to face the reality of having a mentally-handicapped son, Hikaru,

Dogen’s teaching helped him understand the importance of accepting fate.

Dogen explains how to read the Heart Satra in the volume entitled
Makahannyaharamitsu of his collection of writing [ [EEZ:AEE | “shobogenzo”
(Treasury of the correct dharma eye). This volume is well-known as the
first annotated edition of the Heart Siitra written in kana One of his earliest
writings, it is also widely recognized as evidence that Dogen had an interest
in the Heart Sutra at an early age.

In this volume, Dogen quoted his Chinese master Ju ching’s poem called
Fireiyju or “poem of a bell in the wind” in order to show the essence of the
Heart Siitra. Dogen was strongly influenced by Ju ching during his five

years of training in China between 1223 and 1227.

Firreiju originally consisted of 4 lines, each made up of 7 characters:
HEE I TR 5 konshin kuchininite kokini kakaru

HeamltoEzEbH 3 tozainanboku no kaze wo towazu
—F MO BITE T itto mi tanotameni hannya wo dan zu
MITHRTHRTE chichin tsun vyan chichin tsun

Hanging in the air with my whole body being like a mouth

I shall not care the direction from where window blows
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giving the teaching of wisdom for anybody, for everybody
tikle tinkle tinkle

By citing this poem, Dogen interpreted the four phrases in the last part of
the Heart Saitra as follows. He described the term parajiiaparamita, which
literally means perfection of wisdom, as a transcendent wisdom, a great
knowledge mantra, a supreme mantra, and an unequalled mantra. Further-
more, he added that this is what buddha and the holy Zen priests have
handed down as wisdom or Buddha's compassion to their followers. His
deeper interpretation of those four phrases was that our soul and our body
encompass wisdom and Buddha’s compassion. Other people are composed of
this. So, am 1. Therefore, we are all blessed with wisdom and Buddha’s

compassion.

In the Heart Siitra, the term [# ] “mu”, which means ‘nothingness’,
appears twenty one times ; the term [ ~] “fu” which has a similar meaning,
appears nine times; and the term [Z7] “K4” (emptiness) appears seven
times. Of the 276 characters that appear in the Heart Sutra, these three
terms [ | [ 1< | [ 22 | with negative connotations are used altogether thirty-
seven times. Whoever tries to comprehend the Heart Satra will no doubt
have difficulty in interpreting these terms. However, Dogen did not intend
for them to be viewed simply with negative meanings. Instead, he elucidated
them as a wisdom which can be expressed in various ways so that anyone

can understand.

Unfortunately, I don’t have time to give you a detailed explanation about
why Dogen thought that way, but overall what he meant is that this wisdom
is nothing more than the compassion of Buddha who is omnipresent like a
shadow. As I have explained, in the Heart Statra by repeatedly denying
everything, Dogen believed that the seed of wisdom and Buddha’s compas-

sion would take root, sprout, grow and finally bloom and bear fruit. What
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the Heart Sitra, is trying to tell us is that we must live in a world of
relativity which sets us free from being bound by conventions and precon-
ceived ideas. No matter how hard we work, we shouldn’t be too proud of our
efforts. In addition, we shouldn’t boast of, be too elated with or corrupted
by our successes. Therefore, we must live by always trying to expand our
own horizons without blindly believing and accepting what we have thought

is right.

In closing, let me cite a lesson from the Heart Siatra Dogen gave us. Like
a wind bell ringing innocently, we should actively participate in life, hand in

hand with others, no matter when or where we are.

How do you feel about this?

Translation of a lecture given by Professor Ikeda at the MAJIT
Program Live Interpreting Forum, University of Queensland, Bris-

bane Australia on 5 March 1998. English translation by chihiro

Everett, Kakuji Kamitani, Motoko Kawai and Masami Paton.
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