The Brillianceof Emptiness: T’an-luan as a Mystic of Light

by Roger J. Corless, Department of Religion, Duke University, Durham, NC

SAYING NOTHING MEANINGFULLY

T he problem in teaching Buddhism is how to
speak of reality as it truly is. Reality, simply,
is Reality. But, if we knew that, we would not need
to be told. We would be Buddhas. If we are not
Buddhas, then whatever we see or hear is about
Reality. It is a model, not Reality itself.

After Sakyamuni became a Buddha, it is
said, he decided not to teach. It seemed Lhat no-one
would understand. “But,” said the king of the gods,
“there are beings with little dust on their eyes. They
will listen, and be able to understand.” And so, the
Buddha spoke, using skilful means, saying one
thing to one audience and another thing to another,
like a wise physician adapling his treatment to
different discases.

This attempt to make the Dharma com-
prehensible to different beings at different times
and places is open to misunderstanding. When
medicine gets into the wrong hands, it may do
more harm than good. When a method of teaching
the Dharma which is effective for one being is
heard by another it may lead, instead of to libera-
tion, to further entrapment, particularly the entrap-
ment in philosophies, that is, in conceptual models
of reality.

Western scholars of Buddhism, who until
recently have not themselves been Buddhists, have
tended to get trapped in one of two models. The
forms of Buddhism which use the skilful means of
saying nothing (or very little) have been misunder-
stood as teaching moral apatheia and the philo-
sophical nihilism of “The Void," and the forms of
Buddhism which use the skilful means of saying
something have been identified either as corrupt (a
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necessary concession to human weakness in the
face of “The Void”) or as quasi-Christian, calling
on God by names such as Amitabha.

In this esssay I will examine the tension
in Buddhism between teaching Dharma by saying
nothing and teaching Dharma by saying some-
thing, and I will suggest that there are two sorts of
Buddhist mysticism which correspond to “saying
nothing” and “saying something™: a mysticism of
darkness or vacuity and a mysticism of light or
fullness, and that Dharma Master T'an-luan, the
third partiarch of Shin Buddhism, is a mystic of
light. I will then argue that Pure Land Buddhism,
according to the teachings of T'an-luan, is a way
of saying something that incorporates and trans-
forms the tendency of the mind to avoid Reality
itself by constructing models of Reality.
Sukhavati, according to T"an-luan, appears tobe a
prop [or the mind, but, in fact, it transforms rather
than supports dualistic mind: it is a “sacrament” of
Emptiness. Finally, I will suggest that a study of
T’an-luan’s mysticism, and its development by
Shinran, indicates a way of living vis & vis samsdric
reality that has implications (which I cannot here
elaborate) for the development of a Buddhist
ecology.

THE PLACE OF IMAGES IN BUDDHISM

The physical center of any Buddhist
practice is the shrine. How it is arranged says a lot
about the form of Buddhism which is being
followed. In Vajrayana, there will be many im-
ages, and in Zen, there will be few. Why is there
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this difference? It appears to stem from the teach-
ing methods of either saying something or saying
nothing about the Buddha.

It is now a commonplace to note that early
Buddhism, though it had art, did not have human
representations of the Buddha. The scenes of the
Buddha’s life center on an implied presence, illus-
trated by a symbol such as an empty chair, a pillar
of fire, a wheel, or a pair of footprints. All around
this symbol we usually see a lively and complex
scene in which there is no noticeable restraint on ar-
tistic expression. Only the Buddha is “not there”
although he is “there.” With the rise of the Maha-
yana, however, the Buddha image (ripa) comes
into existence.

The reason for this difference is still not
clearly understood, but it is often supposed (o be
related to doctrinal development. I wish to suggest,
however, that it has to do not so much with a
difference of doctrine but of skilful means! For the
purposes of my suggestion I shall pretend that early
Buddhism was more like modem Theravada than
modern Mahayana. This is, be it noted, an opera-
tional assumption which passes no judgement on
whether early Buddhism can actually be said 1o be
like any modem form of Buddhism.

A Theravadin shrine will contain a Bud-
dha image. It may, indeed, have a number of
Buddha images.? There will not be any images of
Bodhisattvas and, if there are any images of deities,
they will normally be found in parts of the shrine,
such as the doorway, that are clearly subordinate
to the space reserved for the Buddha. The Buddha
image will have been consecrated at a formal lit-
urgy, and practitioners, on entering the shrine, will
bow or prostrate before it,

A Theravadin Buddha image, however, is
nota Buddha. The standard explanation seems to be
in line with Nagasena's statment that, following his
parinibbina, “the Buddha cannot be pointed to as
being here or there, but he can be pointed to in his
teaching (dhamma).” That is, when one contacts
the Dhamma one contacts the other two facets of the
Triple Jewel; and then, as Buddhaghosa says, by the
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practice of “recollection of the Buddha”
(buddhinussati) the meditator “comes to feel as if
he were living in the Master's presence.”*

This is a way of “saying nothing™ about
the present ontological status, nature, and location
of the Buddha. It is in harmony with Pali record of
the Buddha's silence, or his response, "It is inco-
herent” (nopeti), when asked “Where does a
Tathfigata go after death?” The answers, “He is
dead (i.e., annihilated)” or “He still lives (in some
heaven or other)” (than which there would seem to
be no other options) are, he tells us, equally wrong.
Therefore, Theravdda sets up an image of the
Buddha (to teach that the Buddha is not dead) but
does not regard the image as a Buddha (to teach
that the Buddha is not alive.)

If, then, it is legitimate to interpret early
Buddhism by extrapolation backwards from
modern Theravada, we might guess that it allowed
symbols of the Buddha in order to teach that the
Buddha was not dead, but disallowed anthropo-
morphic symbols in order to teach that the Buddha
was not alive.

A Mahayanist shrine, especially a Ti-
betan one, is so full of images that the untrained
eye can make little of it. The central and highest
image, however, is usually Sakyamuni Buddha.
Around him and beneath him, arranged somewhat
in the manner of a royal court, are Bodhisattvas,
other Buddhas, Tantric figures and various sym-
bolic objects,

The consecration of a Mahayanist image
is, like that of a Theravadin image, a liturgical
ceremony, but its effects are somcwhat more
substantive. After the “enlivening” or “opening of
the eyes,” the image is regarded as itsel/fa Buddha
(or whatever other entity it represents) and it is
worshipped as such.® This is a way of “saying
something” about the present ontological status,
nature, and location of the Buddha. Itis in harmony
with the Mahayana teaching that the Buddhas have
not gone into final nirvana for, if they had, they
would have shown less than perfect compassion by
leaving the rest of us to our own devices. There-
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fore, contrary to Nigasena's statement, the
(Mahayana) Buddha can be pointed t0.” It is also
consonant with Chapter 6 of the 20,000 line Per-
fection of Wisdom Sutra where Subhiiti says
“Whatever, Sariputra, the Lord’s Disciples teach,
demonstrate, and expound, all that is to be known
as the Tathdgata's work,™ that is, for the Maha-
yana, a teacher of Dharma is the Buddha — for
which reason, Tibetan lamas are accorded the
respect due to the Buddha himself,

The difference between the Theravadin
“saying nothing” through an image that is*‘not” the
Buddha, and the Mahayanist “saying something”
through an image that “is” the Buddha is a matter
of skilful means. The Theravadin is afraid that the
Buddha will be regarded as existing, and so denies
that the image is a real Buddha. The Mahayanist is
afraid that the Buddha will be regarded as non-ex-
istent, and so teaches that the image is a real
Buddha,

The difference also indicates, I suggest,
how Reality is differentially experienced and
expressed (at the dualistic level necesssary for
teaching) in Buddhist mysticism.

TWO VARIETIES OF BUDDHIST
MYSTICISM

As there are two ways of teaching
Dharma, one through saying nothing and one
through saying something, so there appear to be
two ways of experiencing Dharma: a mysticism of
darkness and a mysticism of light.

The Buddhist mysticism of darkness I
will call "apohic”, from the Sanskrit word apoha,
"taking away.” Apoha is one of the major dialec-
tical techniques of Madhyamika, in which a philo-
sophical position (drsti, viewpoint) is shown to be
self-inconsistent and is therefore “taken away™ and
Reality as it truly is, §dnyat4, is exposed. Nothing,
however, is said about $inyatd. It is simply al-
lowed to present itself.
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This approach is clearly that of Zen,
where the techniques of sitting and kdan are used
1o strip the practitioner of philosophical positions,
ar models of Reality, and allow $iinyat to become
manifest. One cannot speak about Reality as it
truly is any more than a dumb man can describe the
taste of a bitter cucumber he has eaten.’® It is also
the approach of Theravdda. Although Theravada
does not have such picturesque techniques as Zen,
it lakes the apohic approach of the “undecided
topics™° quite seriously and strives, in the praclice
of “choiceless awareness”!! to allow the mind to
observe the mind, and so to see Reality as it truly
is, but not to say anything about it,

Tuhn Ajahn Maha Boowa, a highly re-
spected Thai teacher, wriles of his practice in a
manner resembling Rinzai Zen:

Sometimes I just threw every-
thing I had into it: “Hm! If I die
I die, this is the moment of
decision.” There was no tuming
back, only either to die or to
break through. Like a drill, one
has to drill, one has to drill tilll
it breaks through, or like a per-
son who is tangled in the brush,
he must break through.'?

And now, he reports “I'm just
as I am. What more can I
say7"13

The Buddhist mysticism of light I will
call "alamkaric", from the Sanskrit alamkdra, “or-
nament.” Whereas apohic mysticism can be
thought of as supported by MiAdhyamika,
alamkaric mysticism can be thought of as sup-
ported by Yogicira and texts such as the
Avatamsaka Sitra and Fa-tang's “Essay on the
Golden Lion." In this system, Empliness is spoken
of and it is described as full, brilliant, sparkling.
This is the universe as seen by Vajrayina; the
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world as a mandala of a deity; samsdra, viewed
from what Vajrayina calls “pure perspective,” as
nirvana:

Shunyata is ... an experience of
bursting into openness which is
rich, rather than a sense of
throwing everything out until all
that is left is a blank kind of
nothing. So shunyata includes
rather than excludes.

The apohic and alamkaric mystical expe-
riences are not indications of different doctrines.
Midhyamikaand Yogacara are, within Mahayana,
different skilful means for the demonstration of
Emptiness: in Central Asian Mahayana they are
balanced, appearing as “wings” on either side of
the Refuge Tree,' and in Far Eastern Mahayana
they are blended so that it is often impossible to say
that a teacher is using one or the other system.
Theravada can be regarded, due to its reliance on
the nopeti of the “undecided topics,” as consonant
with the MAdhyamika aspect of Mahayana,'¢

And, of course, if there is one aspect of
Sukhivati which is beyond question, it is that it is
full of alamk3ra.”

THE ALAMKARIC MYSTICISM OF THE
PURE LAND

It was fortunate fruiting of karma that, for
the exercise known as the Ph.D. dissertation (a rite
de passage admitting one into the professorial
club), I happened upon T'an-luan’s Commentary
on the Pure Land Discourse (Wang-shéng-lun
Chu)."® Instead of laboring away at a boring neces-
sity, as do so many aspiring academics, I found
myself, every time I wrestled with T”an-luan’s not
always straightforward Chinese, bathed in light. I
was, perhaps, becoming an alamkaric mini-mystic.

T’an-luan’s sutric base is what has be-
come known as the “Triple Sutra of Pure Land
Buddhism” (Jodo sambukyd), (hat is, the larger
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and smaller Sukhdvativyiiha and the “Amitibha
Visualization Sutra” (Kuan-ching), extant only in
Chinese and given an invented Sanskrit title, A
common element in these three sutras is the des-
cription of Sukhavati as vyilha and/or alamkdra,
which T’an-luan renders as chuang-yen.”® Vyitha
is a powerfully suggestive term in Sanskrit. In full,
it means the sight of, and feeling of awe at, an army
drawn up in battle formation on the horizon, with
the sun glinting and sparkling on the weapons. The
English word “array” is perhaps fairly close.

Except for the terror that such a scene
might evoke, this word excellently described how
a Pure Land practitioner begins to visualize
Sukhdvati, It is, as the Pali texts say of nirvana,
ehipassiko, “come-and-see-ish.” Glimpsing it, we
want to approach and enter it. Once inside, how-
ever (having died here and been reborn there), we
find that our wants have disappeared, and we even
have no sense of having arrived there from some-
where else: dualistic ideas of “leaving,” “trav-
elling” and “arriving” are given up in “that Land
of Non-Arising.” T'an-luan says that this is like
fire (our desires) meeting ice (the array of
Sukh#vati): fire converts the ice to water, the water
puts out the fire, and Lhe fire evaporates the water
(T.40.839b3-7). From two “somethings” there
arises a *‘nothing.” Or, it is like a river flowing into
the sea: Lhe river takes on the sea’s nature, not vice-
versa (T.40.828¢5-10).

Most importantly, T'an-luan, in two
places, compares the array of Sukhdvati to a
cintdmani or “wishing jewel.” First, he says that
the array of Sukhdvat is “like a wishing-jewel
whose nawmre resembles and accords with
Dharma” (T.40.836b14-c5). That is, a wishing-
jewel can grant the owner anything desired, so
long as the thing desired is intra-samsaric.
Sukhival, however, grants what we truly desire:
nirvana, This occurs, he then says (taking his cue
from the 8,000 line Perfection of Wisdom Sutra®)
because of wishing-jewel thrown into muddy
water cleanses it. So, the array of Sukhavati, espe-
cially the Name of Amitibha, being an extra-
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samsaric wishing- jewel, when thrown into the
impure mind of a sentient being, purifies it of the
passions (kle$a) (T.40.839a21-b3).

A wishing-jewel is often pictured as
emitting light, and it is, finally, the light of
Sukhzvat which does the transforming. It is not
like physical light, which stops at the surface of an
object. The light of Sukhfivad penetrates, or suf-
fuses, objects (so that, apparently, they seem to
catch fire) and removes ignorance from the mind:

When that brilliance (kuang-
yao) suffuses objects, it pene-
trates from the outside to the
inside; when that brilliance suf-
fuses the mind, it puts an end to
ignorance. (T.40.837a19-20)

What has happened, then, is that our
defiled mind’s natural tendency to avoid Reality
itself by constructing models and images of it has
been, as it were, captivated by a skilful means. But
instead of the straightforward “bait-and-switch”
trick of the Parable of the Buming House in
chapter 3 of the Lotus Sutra (where the children
expect one object and get another) Amitabha gives
us an image of an apparently intra-samsaric para-
dise which has a medicinal effect: rather than in-
creasing our attachment (rfga), as an actual para-
dise (or deva-loka) would, it transformsour defiled
mind and cures it. The object which we desire is the
object we get, but its effect is to destroy the
dualistic process of wanting it and getting it.

The joy of stroking [the feathers
of the delightfully soft
Kicilindikam bird] leads to
craving (trsnd); but in this case
[i.e., stroking the “soft jewels”
in Sukhzvati] it is a furtherance
of the Way (adhipati).
(T.40.837a24-5)
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APPENDIX:
AN ALLEGORY FOR THE TIMES

While I was preparing this article my
altention was directed to Prairie: Images of Ground
and Sky (University Press of Kansas, 1986), a
photo essay by Terry Evans.® Folks back east
perceive the prairie as dull and empty, and drive
through it rapidly, with tapes playing, in order to
get to Denver, Ms Evans, by her magnificent pho-
tographs and commentary, shows us that the
prairie is actually full of life and diversity. Seen
from a distance, the prairie appears barren. Seen
close up, in minute detail, it reveals itself as fertile.
I thought of T'an-luan saying that although
Sukhdvati is “without that which differentiates, it
is not without differentiation” (T.40.829c5-6).
That is, the inhabitants of Sukhdvati are not
divided into classes or castes, and the land is *‘as
flat as the palm of a hand” (ibid.). Being “without
that which differentiates” is an apohic symbol of
Siinyatd. But, because $inyatd is nol “empty” in
dualistic opposition to “full,” Sukhdvati can be
said 10 be, alamkarically, “bursting into [an] open-
ness which is rich,” as Judith Lief puts it (see note
13): that is, it is not dull or “without differentia-
tion.”

As SukhZvati is, for T'an-luan, “the bril-
liance of Emptiness” the prairie is “the richness of
spaciousness.” When I contemplated the prairie I
began 1o understand T'an-luan's description of
Sukhavati better,

Further, what happened to the prairie
became for me a symbol of what we do when we
try to eam our liberation through what Shinran
called hakarai, “calculation,” actions which regard
liberation from samsZra as an end of the same order
as, and inevitably achieved by, samsdric means.

The prairie as il is, before human inter-
vention, appears empty, but it is actually full, It is
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a robust polyculture that produces and sustains
itself. It is like Reality as it truly is, “bursting into
rich openness™ but which appears as “nothing” to
cloudy mind. When humans destroy the prairie in
order to sow the wheatlands, they appear to have
converted a desert into a garden or to have created
“something” out of “nothing,” as cloudy mind
constructs substantive images of Reality. They
have, however, created a monoculture which is
fragile (impermanent) and dependent upon hu-
mans as its slave. So, it would seem, cloudy mind
appears to create a utopia (a Pure Land) but in fact
creates samsdra.

What has happened to the prairie is now
happening to the tropical rain forest and to other
natural features of our planet. It is a commonplace
to say that the devastation is caused by greed. But
greed (rdga) is, in Buddhism, merely a symptom of
confusion (moha). The confusion which is causing
us to insult our planet is, I would suggest, the
assumption that by hakarai, by forcing events, by
the use of our own (deluded) power (jiriki) we can
make a utopia, or a Pure Land, here within
Samsara.

T'an-luan tells us that Sukhdvad is a gift
of Amitabha. Shinran explains that this giftcannot,
in the nature of the case, be eamed. We cannot use
hakarai to obtain it.

There are implications here, I think, for a
Buddhist ecology. But their examination will have
to wait for a subsequent essay.

FOOTNOTES

1. It is suspiciously crypto-Christian to
assume that doctrine is the fundamental, rather
than secondary, or a consequential, issue. In
Buddhism, doctrine is of course important, but it
is rarely as primary as it is in Christianily.

2. These may be images of the Buddhas
who preceded Sakyamuni, or they may just be
multiple images of $Zkyamuni which have been
donated from time to time.
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3. Milindapanha III, 5, 10. (cf. S. B. E.
translation, part I, p. 113 ff)

4, Visuddhimagga, V1I: 67 (The Path of
Purification by Bhadanticariya Buddhaghosa,
translated by Bhikkhu NyZnamoli [Semage:
Colombo, 2nd ed., 1964] p. 230 [italics added]).

5. We should note that this is a Buddhist
explanation of the status of the image, and that to
say (as some non-Buddhists have indeed said) that
it is “merely a symbol” or “just a focus for
meditation” would be an invalid translation of a
Buddhist phenomenon into a non-Buddhist
worldview such as modem westem psychology.

6. This is explicitly taught in the Tibetan
Buddhist tradition, and is commonly accepted by
many Far East Asian Mahayana traditions. Pacific
World readers should note that the teachings of
Jodo Shinshii on this point is closer to that of
Theravida than to that of general Mahayana; that
is, Shinshil regards the image as a symbol of the
Buddha, not as itself a Buddha.

7. Occasionally a Tibetan teacher will
say, “The image is just a projection of our Buddha
Nature.” This appears to be a skilful means di-
rected at western Buddhists who may regard the
Buddha image as a “thing,” whereas, according to
the teaching of Emptiness, there are no “things” at
all, whether Buddha images or violin cases,

8. The Larger Sutra on Perfect Wisdom,
translactd by Edward Conze (University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1975), p. 89.

9. From the Zenrin Kushif. "' Asu kuka o
kissu.” A Zen Forest: Sayings of the Zen Masters,
compiled and translated by S3iku Shigematsu
(New York: Weatherhill, 1981), pp. 35 (English)
and 125 (Japanese).

10. That the universe is temporally or
spatially either unbounded or bounded; that the
mind and the body are the same or different; that
something can be said about the postmortem
condition of an Arhat. Majjhima-Nik4ya 63 and
elsewhere. For an English translation, see Bud-
dhism in Translations; selected and translated by

New Series, No. 5, 1989



Henry Clarke Warren (New York: Atheneum,
1962 and subsequently. Reprint of the Harvard
University Press edition of 1896), pp. 117-128.

11. Introduction to Insight Meditation
(Great Gaddesden, Hertfordshire, England:
Amaravati Buddhist Centre, 1988), p. 13/

12. “The Desire that Ends Desire,” se-
lected trranscripts of talks by Tuhn Ajahn Maha
Boowa translated into English. Forest Sangha
Newsletter, no. 7 (Jan. 1989).

13, Ibid.

14, Judith Lief, "Shunyata & Linguistics
1," Speaking of Silence: Christians and Buddhists
on the Contemplative Way, edited by Susan
Walker (Paulist Press, 1987), p. 134(f.

15. Some lineages, such as Gelugpa,
regard Prasafgika Madhyamika as the “final
teaching.” But, again, the distinction is “upayic™
(on the basis of skilful means) not doctrinal.

16. I have examined the similarity be-
tween Mahayana and Theravada, and the confu-
sion which results from identifying Theravida
with Hinayana, in “The Hermeneutics of Polemic:
The Creation of ‘Hinayana' and ‘Old Testament'”
(paper read at “Buddhism and Christianity: To-
wards the Human Future,” Berkeley, Aug. 1987,
unpublished). Although Theravadins do not ex-
plicitly teach that the dharmas are $iinya, Dham-
mapada 279 says sabbe dhamm4 anat( "ti “all the
dhammas are without inherent self” which, surely,
is the same thing.
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17. Some structural similarities between
Pure Land Buddhism and Vajraydna have been
examined by me in “Pure Land and Pure Perspec-
tive; A Tantric Hermeneutic of Sukhdvati " (paper
read at the 4th Biennial Conference on the Interna-
tional Association of Shin Buddhist Studies,
Honolulu, Aug. 1989).

18. T'an-luan’s Commentiary on the Pure
Land Discourse (Ph.D., University of Wisconsin-
Madison, 1973). Available from University Mi-
crofilms, Ann Arbor,

19. For a discussion of the textual prob-
lems with this term, and the varying solutions
proposed by myself and Professor Hisao Inagaki,
see my dissertation (op. cit), p. 111f, note 2.

20. Aglasdhasrikdprajidparamitisiitra.
Vaidya edition, p. 49, lines 25-30. I am indebted
for this reference to Professor Yuichi Kjiyama.

21,1 am indebted 10 Stephen Daney, who
lives in Kansas on what remains of the true prairie,
for this reference.
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