Avadina-vada and the Pure Land Faith

by Whalen Lai, Religious Studies Department, University of California, Davis

One of the disagreements between American
Buddhologists and Japanese Buddhist
scholars is how the origin of Mahayana should be
dated. This is crucial enough to a number of
scholars on opposite sides of the Pacific, because
there is still a shared assumption that what is good
and true lies in the origin. Mahayanists might not
accept that value judgment so long and still being
championed by the Pili scholars. (They usually
point to the belatedness of Pili canonization such
that a number of Mahayana sutras might be seen
as being contemporaneous with the Pali materi-
als.) But among Mahayanists, there is still the old
concern that one's favorite Mahayana text might
not be ancient enough. Buddhas should be ancient
(ku-fo), so Truth should be old, especially in a
climate where innovation might be charged to
being a heresy and not the word of the Buddha,
buddhavacana.

Since most Western scholars would
follow Edward Conze in regarding the Asfa-
saharik4-prajiZparamiti-sitra to be the first of
Mahayana sutras, those of the Pure Land faith,
following the Sukh4vativyiiha corpus, are some-
what anxious to date these as old if not even older
than the Agta. Thus, it is common praclice in
Japan to consider the Pure Land sutras 10 belong
to the period of the “Early Mahayana Sutras” —
meaning, works from the first century B.C.E. to
the first century C.E. or before the time of
Niagarjuna, Diligent Pure Land scholars would go
even further. Fujita K&tatsu would even labor to
push the Pure Land faith in some seminal form to
the primitive days of Buddhism itself.

But is this the only way or even the
proper way to respond o the modemist require-
ment Lo date scriptures so exactly in terms of
relative priority? Is the time-scale of modern man
the infallible standard to measure other temporal
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horizons in other times and other faiths? Are there
not presumptions about history and ideclogy that
need to be placed in the open for a fairer critique
so that we do not unknowingly free ourselves from
one dogma only to fall into another? This essay
will address some of these issues, especially the
issue of the origin of the Pure Land faith and
secondarily the issue of the “historicity” — the
usual Christian critics will say "ahistoricity” — of
Amitibha himself.

A FLAW IN THE WESTERN THESIS

If the Japanese Buddhist scholars can be
faulted for always relrojecting their sectarian
traditions to the founding days of Mahayana —
such that, by a miraculous count of sorts, we have
usually as many streams of Mahayana as there are
the standard schools (a Sukhavativyiiha corpus, a
Saddharmapundarika corpus, an Avatamsaka
[Dasabhiimika] corpus, alongside the Prajfii-
pAramita corpus) — the Western Buddhologists
may err in 5o single-mindedly focusing only on
the last set.

The truth is that Mahayana was never a
single or even a homogeneous movement, but a
number of cults coexisting at the same time, some
of which developed into the Far Eastern schools as
we know it now while some never did or simply
disappeared from history. It was never a matter of
a Four (corpera) or a One (single genesis). Since
it is not possible to attend to the Many, I shall fall
back out of expediency in this essay to speak of a
Pure Land tradilion as one stream distinct from the
tradition of the Prajiiaparamitis in order o make
a case for looking to an inspiration which I tenta-
tively call “avadina-vada.” In this way, we may
identify a different line of development leading to
the rise of Mahayana.
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The Conze thesis that Mahayana
emerged with the Asa is notincorrect. Itis correct
in that Asta reveals the origin of the self-
conscious yina (vehicle) which knew and called
itself Mahayana. This wisdom (prajid) text
coined the term "Mahayana" to characterize its
bodhisattvaydna. (The term ‘“bodhisattvayfina”
was already known in the sectarian Buddhist
circle as one of the three yanas or vehicles, The
wisdom text actually used a more unique term
“mahdsattva” [great being] or its compound
“mahisattva bodhisattva” to characterize its he-
roic ideal.) To contrast itself with the two other
yinas it sought to displace, it called the
§rivakaydna and pratyekabuddhaydna ‘‘Hina-
yana." If we are interested in the genesis of
Mahayana as the genesis of a self-conception
called Mahayana, then indeed the Agsfa is the
earliest of Mahayana text,

The problem is whether that criterion,
one favored naturally by people who work on
texts — philologists who pour over the use of
words — is the only criterion we can use. Philolo-
gists have the idea that everybody else should be
philologists and, even more inapproprialely, that
the Buddhists whose tradition they study should
also be people who have nothing less than a good
and consislent sense in their use of words. The
latter assumption is simply unreasonable and
untrue to human reality. Academics might have to
dot every i and cross every { but only the very
credal of religions — and even therein, only those
guardians of creeds — would insist that salvation
be based on a very exact use of words and
concepts.

An analogy might help to clarify this.
There were Bostonians in Boston before there was
the charter to create the Commonwealth of Mas-
sachusetts. There were people from the Old World
in America who were acting alrcady like a people
of a new land before the signing of the Declara-
tion of Independence. It is textually correct, and
in the practice of a History of Ideas, only too
proper to date the birth of a self-conscious entity

The Pacific World

called the United States of America with that de-
claration. But there is no reason to presume that a
Thomas Jefferson is a different man before and
after the ink was dry. Only a very legalistic
definition of America — when and where such
legality is proper — would be right in insisting on
that divide. Otherwise, any responsible history of
the United Siates would have to include all the
important goings on since the Pilgrims landed on
the Rock.

To date the genesis of Mahayana by the
date of the Agfa is a legalist’s dating, which is
doubly questionable. Unlike the Declaration of In-
dependence, we do not have a date on the docu-
ment, we do not even have the first written manu-
script of said text that presumably was just orally
transmitted at one point. Nothing is perfect in his-
toriography, so it is perfectly legitimate to do the
best with what we have. We can still accept with
some leeway (a century or two off if need be) the
dating Conze would see for the Agfa and see it as
the charier of Mahayana independence from the
Old Country, the old sectarian Buddhist landscape
now called Hinayana,

This does not mean the ideas making up
this Mahayanist declaration — concepts like
Siinyals, prapafica, bodhisattva, etc. — did not
have a prehistory like “liberty, equality” (if not
exactly the legal freedom to pursue happiness) had
a prehistory. The prehistory of those concepts
have been traced back to the sectarians, especially
1o their abhidharmas, and traced back so well that
if there is any fault, it is the fault of excess, i.e., of
reducing Mahayana to especially the Mahi-
sanghika school as if one is only the natural out-
growth of the other. That is not entirely correct for
it would fail to locate the items that account for the
discontinuity. It is like nostalgic Englishman
secing America as an extension of its empire, an
old colony that “just happened” to get a bit out of
hand. But what that catalytic element responsible
for Lhe break of Mahayana is something better left
for another occasion to ponder. Old assumptions
there need io be questioned, too.
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Our more immediate problem is this: we
do not know who signed the Agfa’s declaration of
independence. We do not know what particular
community supported this break. We still are
divided on the geographical location of this tradi-
tion — is it better placed in Northwest India, or in
South India, What is inferable and educational is
that it is recognized by the tradition as a “local”
tradition, one that became “para-local” (spreading
north/south, east/west) only in time, such that
what we now sometimes simplistically called a
single Mahayana movement is a result of the slow
spread of this Agsfa gospel and its gradual assimi-
lation of, as well as by, other coexisting cults and
“proto-Mahayana” traditions such that in time a
certain consensus of people calling themselves
Mahayanists did rise. (There is no reason (o
assume that the message got to everyone or that
everyone felt obliged to decide one way or the
other.)

To extend our analogy: this declaration
of independence came, as it were, not out of some
thirteen New England states who decided to call
themselves the United States of America. One
state, the one with the Asfa identity, somewhere
decided to call itself the Great Vehicle (Maha-
yana) and dissociated itself from the Small Ve-
hicle (Hinayana) and the idea caught on in some
other states who joined the bandwagon, even
though it is entirely possible that many of those
communities were not founded on the Agfa prin-
ciple. The end result is a hotch-potch, not really
very united, Mahayana front that gives the sem-
blance — especially to the recipients of this mixed
bag, i.e., the Chinese — that there is one entity
called “Mahayana.” The Chinese ended up trying
to make sense of the Unity-in-the-Diversity in
their p’an-chigo (tenet classifying) system. The
West just more recently was exposed to this wave
of religion, had some hard time figuring out how
it can be so diversified, and, blessed (or cursed) by
its insistence on a neat objective history, is trying
now 1o find its own way (o a not-so-organic clas-
sification of the tenets. Itis only that the West gen-
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erally still often operates on a unilateral model of
Mahayana genesis and cannot get away from the
idea of dating the rise of a singular Mahayana in
the Agfa.

AN ALTERNATIVE VIEW:
A MULTICENTERED GENESIS

To give the Agfa such prominence is to
tilt the balance of Mahayana in favor of gnosis,
prajfif, wisdom. Understandable for academics
who love to work with ideas, it is not that under-
standable for the common folk. (Pardon the inten-
tional oversimplification; in a different context, I
will as readily correct myself.) To the extent that
the Prajfiparamitd is anti-intellectual, it is de-
pendent on the excess intellectualism it perceives
in the target of its criticism. Whether this new
gnosis is anti-intellectual or anti-intellect — if I
may so borrow from Merion White who distin-
guishes the former from the latter by noting how
the anti-intellectual is still an intellectual whereas
the other is plainly iconoclastic — it is reacting to
the intellectualism in their opponents,

It is true that the early Prajiidpdramitd
corpus was not as much concemed with critiquing
the details of abhidharma as the latter ones closer
in time to (or possibly even influenced by)
Nagarjuna, an anti-intellectual more than he was
anti-intellect, but that increase in anti-
abhidharmic polemics can simply be credited to a
parallel increase in time of abhidharmic scholas-
tics in the sectarian circle. In short, light or heavy
in dosage, abhidharma constitutes the presupposi-
tion in the rise of the §finyavada critique. Before
there was the realism of the former, there would
be no need for the negative critique of the latter,
To declare as emply the Four Noble Truths when
the historical Buddha just finished preaching them
is unthinkable, out of place, and serves no pur-
pose. The relative dating of the realist and the
negativist traditions here lends support to this
thesis.
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Itis believed that unlike the first schism
at the Second Council a hundred years after the
Buddha's parinirvdna, the later sub-schisms
within the Theravida and the Mahasanghika
wings were along abhidharmic lines. Developed
out of the matrk4 lists used in memorizing teach-
ings of the Buddhas (by numbers), the abhi-
dharma — the third and latest basket in the Pali
canon — is a meta-reflective system developed
after King Afoka. Imperial patronage at endowed
temples made such leaming possible and indi-
rectly fostered the further schisms among the sec-
tarians. The rise of the Prajfidparamila has to fur-
ther postdate this. I would associate this with the
resurgence/protest of the forest-dweller tradition,
symbolized by Subhiti — the lover of mountain
and lakes made the hero in the new corpus— but
it will take more time and work to prove this.
Minus that sociological correlate fforest-dwclling
Subhtti against village-serving Sariputra) which
is my thesis, Emst Troeltsch’s characterization of
the “mystic” has already pointed to the same di-
rection. The radical, religious individualist ofien
dialectically lives off the very mainline tradition
(the “church” type) he consciously antagonizes,
In short, man opts for the irmational only as man
becomes overly rational. And conscientious
monks escaped to the forest in noticeable numbers
only when the village monasiery had become too
worldly under ASokan patronage.

How true that is may be open for debate.
The point we want to make lies somewhere else.
The Prajii tradition belongs to a sub-strand in the
development of the Dharma side of the Buddha-
Dharma ecquation. The bodhisaftvaydna rose
consciously out of a definition of the Dharma and
prided itself specifically in the new wisdom of
Emptiness captured in the key slogan in the new
corpus of work as the gift of anufpattika-dharma-
ksanti. Although that line of development is very
important, because only with a new Dharma could
a new set of sutras (one distinct from the su-
tradharma of the Theravidins) appear, itis not the
only line possible. With the mark of a (Mahayana)
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Dharma, Mahayana could declare its independ-
ence from the old canon or Tripitaka. But this in
the end is only one of two major lines of develop-
ment,

SEPARATE DEVELOPMENTS OF TWO
SEPARATE JEWELS

The second line of development is fo-
cused on the Buddha. Instead of having sutras
taught by the Buddha, it claims at first only non-
sutric (paracanonical) teaching about the Buddha
— the stories of his past lives or prebirths. More
of a folk origin though no doubt edited by some
custodian of leaming, these stories were attributed
to being also words of the Buddha, buddhavacana,
because in theory only the Buddha could have
recalled his past lives and have them told to his
following. The jitakas still stand in ambivalence
to the proper buddhavacana of the sutra basket in
the Pili canon.

The term avadina is an extension of the
term jitaka. Jatakas tell of the past lives of the
Buddha when he was a wisdom seeker, bodhi-
sattva. Avadinas tell of other past lives of other
Buddhas such as the Six Past Buddhas and the
Future Buddha Maitreya already admitted into the
Theravida count of Buddhas. Being focused on
the Buddha and not the Dharma, avadinas are not
known for their philosophical sophistication. All
the Buddhas listed above tend to be born son of
kings (cakravartin for Maitreya), princes among
men who left home, sat under a bodhi tree (a
number of species are available), and gained en-
lightenment into the Four Noble Truths, the Eight
Noble Paths, and the Twelve Chains of Causation.
Early Buddhology has Buddhas virtual clones of
one another. The Buddhas also tended to teach
men like those who followed §ﬁkyamuni, ie.,
§rivakas who would later become arhals,
Maitreya's “threefold assembly” under the N3ga
Flower Tree are frdvakas.

Because this avadana tradition centered
on the Buddha jewel was developing outside the
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Tripitaka proper and because it was not enticed at
first into new abhidharmic reflections or anti-
abhidharmic polemics, we do not see in the early
examples of this genre the mention of the higher
teachings of bodhisattvayina, §iinyati, anulpal-
tika-dharma-kginti. Lying outside of sectarian
Buddhism proper, these early texts do not even
know themselves as — if they were ever indeed
destined to become — part of the eventual Maha-
yana corpus, Maitreya is one example of a figure
that is ambivalent. He barely appears in the Pali
canon; he has a more developed mythology in the
Mahdsanghika and the northwestern Sarvastivada
material. He is to be a Hinayana carryover into
later Mahayana,

When bodhisaitva-avadanas are told of
Buddhas not admitied in the Theravdda count,
Buddhas like Aksobhya and later Amitabha, we
can be sure that they would not make the seciarian

Dharma Buddha
v \
sutra Jataka
v ¥

abhidharma avadina
v v
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canon, but we should not assume that they belong
from the start to the so-called Mahayana school.
Neither the Aksobhya Sitra nor the Shorter
Sukh3vativyiiha (Amitabha, Pure Land) Sitra
knew or used the term Mahayana to designate
itself. Neither bothered with teaching Emptiness.
Aksobhya still teaches basically Hinayana teach-
ing and his Pure Land is still a monastic paradise
for ascetics. Its subsequent development will be
discussed later,
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The picture we see emerging in this
discussion is that we have to count at least two
strands toward the future Mahayana: the Dhar-
macentric and the Buddhacentric. The Dhar-
macentric broke away consciously from the sec-
tarians with the Agsfa, and coined a new identity
called Mahayana. The Buddhacentric, some of
which were already nonsectarian, only joined or
were recruited into Mahayana later, The indicator
of when they came into the Mahayana circle of in-
fluence, if I may follow Shizutani Masao’s thesis,
lies at “what point their avadina literature (now
called sutras) include the self-designate ‘Maha-
yana' and the teaching of the anutpattika-dharma-
ksanti formula.”

THE DISTINCTIVENESS OF THE
AMITABHA VISION

To be exact, we have to divide the
Buddhacentric line into two: that developing out
of $akyamuni and that developing out of Buddhas
other than §akyamuni. The line developing from
Sakyamuni relied first on the relic cuit for an
emblem of the Buddha. The persistence of the
Buddha Jewel was seen in the stipa itself. It is
from this line that the Lotus Siitra the Saddharma-
pundarika would nise in lime,

This sutra glorifies the continual exis-
tence of Sakyamuni beyond his parinirvna (now
declared a charade) and tumed the Buddha stipa
with ils transferable merits or gumas into the
hypostatic Buddha known as Prabhiitaratna, the
Buddha of Many Jewels or Abundant Treasures.
The name describes not just the adomment lav-
ished on the stiipa but also the superior status of
the Buddha Jewel and the salvific power assigned
to its Treasure Store. Though with ancient mate-
rials (that predated the Asfa), the Lotus Sutra as
sutra (claiming now the Buddha as the True
Dharma, saddharma, for its being a sutra) crystal-
lized only after the Asfa had championed Maha-
yana and stirred up the conflict then between
Mahayana and Hinayana, Witnessing the tension
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driven into that three yana divide, the Lotuscalled
for a compromise — a union of the Three Vehicle
under its own BuddhayZna label of a One Vehicle,
or Ekayana. Though cognizant of the Emptiness
doctrine, this sutra, like any good mythopoeic
avadina scripture, has actually little use of Emp-
liness.

But conlemporaneously there was an-
other line of avadina developing, one that is not
dependent on the relic cult and with no particular
investment in sfipas — because they were not
centered on the historical Buddha that passed
away. We cannot even be sure of their sectarian
or nonsectarian affiliation. The worshippers at the
stiipa of SZkyamuni could still be counted as the
“sons of the Sakya clan.” (From that came the
notion, I believe, of the buddha-gotra [one be-
longing to the Buddha clan] later called the Bud-
dha-nature in all sentient beings.) But followers of
Buddhas other than $akyamuni are strictly speak-
ing not even in the $akya lineage of followers. To
the extent that the sectarian canon would not
admit of these other Buddhas (than the set they
have), it is not even sure how the followers of
Aksobhya and Amitibha and a host of other
Buddhas and trasmundane bodhisaltvas were
related to the sectarians.

What is sure, however, is that the
Aksobhya tradition is very early. It has to predate
the Agfato the extent that the present Agfa already
acknowledges the existence of this Buddha, And
again, as Shizutani has done, considering the very
early date when some of these avadina type of
sutras were franslated into Chinese, the genre has
to predate the rise of the Asfa. It is not hard to
imagine how these other Buddhas rose. The
Theravada tradition has already accepted the
count of six past Buddhas just as the Jain has a
similar count of Past Jinas. That seems to be an
astrological count. Maitreya symbolizing the vir-
tue of metta is the Friendly One 10 come in the
future, Some time after King ASoka, the calegory
of pratyekabuddha was created to handle, as the
old thesis would say, the reality of other enlight-
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ened masters in India — men not of the
Sakyamuni lineage though. So it is very plausible
that the same cognizance was given to other
Buddhas (beyond the six) in time past and to other
Buddhas, (coexisting in the Present) inhabiting
different worlds in the various directions of the
universe. Many of these transmundane Buddhas
seem (o be hypostases of the same core of Enlight-
enment that visited upon S§3kyamuni. Amitibha as
Etemal Life (Amitdyus) is the concretization of a
hope that an enlightened Buddha would live on for
great length of time instead of disappearing after
forty years as S3kyamuni has done. Amitabha of
Eternal Light can well be, Zoroastrian allegations
aside, the Light Eternal of the essence of enlight-
enment itself and so on.

The production of avadinas, past life
histories, for these Buddhas has already been
perfected in the Buddha-jatakas, in which the past
lives of other players in the Buddha's drama (such

Buddha other Buddhas
stilpa no relic
i no sfipa
buddha- bodhisattva-
Jjaiaka avadinas
Saddharma- Aksobhya,
pundarka- Ami{ibha,
Siltra etc.
Sitra
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as Ananda) has also been worked oul.
Moggallana’s tragic death requires a retrojection
of a karmic cause. Ka§yapa's leadership role in
preserving the Dharma till the arrival of Maitreya
had to be dramatized. And prophetic literature —
the vydkarana assurance rendered by the Buddha
to men and gods about their future fate — has
tutored the imagination of the followers of these
other transhistorical Buddhas. It is not likely that
these followers were (otally separate from the
sectarian circles per se. It is more likely that
certain sectors of the general body of the people
following Sakyamuni had, on the side, perhaps in
certain localities, confraternal ties to cults of other
Buddhas perceived as teaching the same (Hina-
yanist) truth as $Zkyamuni himself, The cult drew
its strength not from relic worship but the spiritual
space (land of bliss) they were seen to have created
for their own self-enjoyment as well as the enjoy-
ment of those who wish to join them in their
domain,

Such cults were already flourishing be-
fore the rise of the Agfa, and the rise of the new
banner called *“Mahayana mahd&sativa” or
“bodhisattvayina” The Asfa tapped into one such
cult, that of Aksobhya. There is a conflation of the
bodhisattva-on-the-way and the accomplished-
transmundane-bodhisattva ideals. Though the
Dharmacentric and the Buddhacentric lines were
ideally separate and structurally distinct, there
was as much traffic going back from the latter to
the former. In the Larger Sukhadvativyitha Sutra
we see the inclusion of the self-label Mahayana
and the Emptiness philosophy. (Even so, the
blending of Birth in Pure Land as a Non-Birth is
something achieved more in the commentary tra-
dition, by Vasubandhu if the work as attributed to
him can be seen as an authentic Sanskrit work at
one point — but definitely in the writings of T"an-
luan in whom wisdom and faith became one.)

There is no reason, therefore, not to
consider the Sukhdvativydha, or Amitabha, tradi-
tion as an early tradition. Though the Agta still re-
wins the claim to being the first Mahayana sutra
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(what Shizutani calls the shoki daijd, early Ma-
hayana, tradition), there are reasons to postulate
an earlier proto-Mahayana phase (genshi daijd).
The term prolo-Mahayana might be misleading,
since it could suggest that the seminal elements of
Mahayana were already present in this stage. So
perhaps it is best to call it “trans- or nonsectarian,”
movements that were present within the sectarian
Buddhist circle and cutting across them all (as in
the trans-sectarian ur-Lotus tradition), or move-
ments that lie officially outside the sectarian
canon and probably were more regionalized (such
as the cult of Aksobhya and Amitabha), These
very early movements recruiled themselves into
or are recruited into the then expanding Mahayana
bodhisattvayina circle so that today it is custom-
ary to consider them fully Mahayana — despite
the fact that some of their earliest texts were pre-
Maha-yana in both date and ideology.

CONCLUSION

Intellectuals and anti-intellectuals have
dominated the understanding and self-under-
standing of traditions, past and present. But the
Dharmic path is not the only path; the Dharma is
not the only Jewel. Now, as then, we need as much
attention on myths, the poeiry of jifakas and the
imaginativeness of the avadinas. Man does not
live by bread alone. Man is not liberated simply by
gnosis either. The language of faith, the narrative
of personalities, is as much, if not in the long run,
the more influential of communications. The Pure
Land tradition has from the beginning relied on
that personalist vocabulary, not the analysis of ele-
ments of reality (dharmas) nor their destruction
(by $iiny4). Study of Mahayana genesis to date in
the West has been biased toward the history of
ideas and therefore not enough attention has been
paid to the rich vocabulary of the avadanas.

The Japanese scholars have paid some
attention to this whole tradition of seisuwa
bungaku, or avadina narrative literature. And
even here perhaps more by literary historians and
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folklorists than by Buddhologists per se. Yet the
line of this tradition cuts through all time, from the
early jatakas, through the medieval collection of
miracle stories of the Lotus Sutra or the Ojdden
(Birth in Pure Land) tales in the Amitabha tradi-
tion, down to Lthe shoninden and the mydkdninden
and the testimonials of faith in our time. Deemed
secondary literature, they are seldom put on par
with the creeds and the dogmas of the tradition.
Perhaps that bias should be reversed, because the
Sukhdvativyitha corpus — if we put away our in-
tellectual eyeglasses for a while — has less to do
with creed and dogma, Emptiness and dialectics,
and more with the expression of simple human
hope and divine compassion, the soul of the best
of the setsuwa faith literalure in any period of
history.,

As a last note, in this essay I have fol-
lowed the modem historian’s criterion in trying to
set the Pure Land genre in historical lime. I will
try in the near future to deconstruct the sense of
history and attempt a recovery of the sense of the
timelessness that is an attribute of Amitabha
himself in an article tentatively titled “The Chris-
tian Myth of History, the Buddhist History of
Myth.”
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