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Atonement of Parajika Transgressions
in Fifth-Century Chinese Buddhism!

Eric M. Greene

Introduction

All forms of Buddhism have a deep and abiding concern with the problem
of transgressions and their purification. Such matters indeed lie at the heart
of the various Buddhist monastic law-codes, the vinayas. Although many of
the rules for monks and nuns listed in such codes can be seen as promoting
general Buddhist ethical principles, taken as a whole the vinayas are
arguable most concerned not with ethics as such, but with defining trans-
gression and stipulating its legal and ritual consequences. The rules of the
pratimoksa—the basic obligations of monks and nuns—are thus grouped
into different categories according to the ritual methods needed to purify
their violation and restore the transgressor to his or her full institutional
rank and status (as opposed to, for example, according to the quantity of
evil karma that a given transgression produces). The question of atone-
ment—doing something such that it becomes in at least some respects as if
the transgression had never taken place—is thus fundamental to the struc-
ture and purpose of the vinaya.

In this paper I will examine certain rituals that seem to have developed
in China during the fifth century for overcoming the most serious of all
pratimoksa transgressions, the so-called parajikas (for monks, having sexu-
al relations, stealing, killing a human being, and falsely claiming spiritual
attainment, with nuns subject to four additional rules also classified as
pardjika). In Western scholarship on Buddhism, the parajikas have often
been described as transgressions that lead to permanent and irrevocable ex-
pulsion from the monastic order. This, however, is an oversimplification.

' Iwould like to thank Shayne Clarke and the Venerable Analayo for their helpful comments
and corrections to earlier versions of this essay.
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Most surviving Indian vinaya traditions do in fact provide methods allowing
those who violate at least some of the pardjikas to atone and thereby remain
within the clerical fold, albeit in a position of permanently reduced status
usually called a siksadattaka (or Siksadatta-sramaneriin the case of a nun).?

The procedures for atoning for transgressions of the pardjikas are dis-
cussed in all of the complete Indian vinayas that were translated into Chinese,
and for this reason they have long been known to Chinese and Japanese
scholars.? Western scholars, in contrast, have often overlooked this element
of Buddhist monastic law, no doubt in part because it is absent from the
more widely studied Pali vinaya.* Only with Shayne Clarke’s recent studies
have the procedures associated with the Siksdadattaka as they were known
and understood in Indian Buddhism begun to attract significant attention in
Western-language publications.’

Building on Clarke’s work, and drawing further from some additional
Chinese sources that he did not investigate, in this chapter I will look
specifically at the rituals for becoming a Siksadattaka that became known
in China beginning from the late fourth century CE, when the major vinaya
texts first began to be translated into Chinese. I will then examine what
appear to be new rituals that were created in China as Chinese Buddhists
tried to overcome certain perceived shortcomings of the methods found in
the vinaya. This was done, in part, by integrating key elements of the rituals
of atonement found in vinaya texts into the broader tradition of so-called
Mahayana repentance rites, which had long been widely practiced among
Chinese Buddhists.

The new rituals that appear in fifth-century Chinese Buddhist sources
demonstrate that vinaya-based rites of atonement exerted a certain amount

2 The Siksadatta-sramanert is known only from the Sarvastivada-vinaya (Clarke 2000).

3 Hirakawa 1964: 246-254; Satd 1986: 146—152; Kuo 1994: 30-31.

4 The siksadattaka was discussed briefly by Louis de La Vallée Poussin in the early part of
the twentieth century, but seems to have been subsequently ignored (La Vallée Poussin
1927: 208). As concerns the matter of clerical celibacy, there are several well-known
examples of (officially) non-celibate Buddhist clerics, both in modern times (Japan and
Nepal), as well as in Central Asia during the third and fourth centuries of the Common Era
(on the Central Asian cases, see Agrawala 1954; Ichikawa 1999; Hansen 2004: 293-296).
‘While it thus has been known that, in practice, violations of the first pardjika do not always
result in a return to the life of a layperson, it has usually been assumed that any such system
operated in tacit contradiction with the vinaya.

5 Clarke 1999; 2000; 2009a; and 2009b. See also now Analayo 2016, who disputes some of
Clarke’s conclusions. Analayo’s new study appeared just as this book was going to press,
and I have not had time to incorporate all of its insights.
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of influence on medieval Chinese Buddhist practice, at least for a time.
Modern studies of repentance in Chinese Buddhism have generally
discussed vinaya atonement rituals only in passing.® This silence is at first
glance understandable, as there has been little evidence to suggest that these
practices were ever of much interest in China. Even medieval Chinese Bud-
dhists themselves often frankly admitted that, in China, vinaya atonements
were usually ignored in favour of purely Mahayana repentance (chan hui
fi85).” Nevertheless as we will see, vinaya ritual traditions for the atone-
ment of transgressions were not always as entirely neglected by Chinese
Buddhists as has often been supposed.

The Siksadattaka Penance

Five of the six extant complete vinayas—the Sarvastivada-vinaya, the
Miilasarvastivada-vinaya, the Dharmaguptaka-vinaya, the Mahisasaka-
vinaya, and the Mahasanghika-vinaya—allow for one who transgresses the
first parajika (at least)® to become what is called a siksadattaka.’ These

6 This is true of the major book-length studies of repentance in Chinese Buddhism such as
Kuo 1994 and Shengkai 2004.

7 The famous vinaya scholar Daoxuan i& 5 (596-667) thus commented that the Chinese
monks of his day generally ignored the stipulations of the vinaya concerning atonement,
and instead relied repentance liturgies based on Mahayana scriptures (Si fen lii shan fan bu
que xing shi chao U5y B EAHRITT 6D, T.1804, 40:99b12-17).

8 Within extant Indian vinaya texts or their translations, the possibility of becoming a
Siksadattaka is mentioned explicitly only in connection with violations of the first parajika
(celibacy). Chinese commentators sometimes came to the conclusion that it is permitted
for all parajika transgressions (see note 34 below). Precisely how these provisions were
interpreted in different times and places is not always clear (see also Clarke 2000: 145—
157; 2009a: 22).

®  Though absent from the Pali vinaya, ethnographic data from modern Theravada countries
reveals a similar system of partial restitution for those who transgress the parajikas, or at
least, the first parajika (Clarke 2009a: 31-35). Such a system may have a long history. The
Samantapasadika (Buddhaghosa’s commentary to the Pali vinaya) thus allows those who
violate a parajika to avoid returning to lay life by becoming a “novice-stage dweller”
(samanerabhiimi), a position that seems functionally and conceptually similar to the
Siksadattaka (Yamagiwa 1996). Though its true antiquity is unclear, the Pali commentaries
do manage to find canonical support for this idea. According to a passage from the
Anguttara-nikaya: “Of him [who has fear of transgressions] the following is expected—
that, not guilty of a parajika he will not transgress one, and that guilty of a parajika he will
atone for it in accord with the Dharma.” tass’ etam patikanikham — anapanno va parajikam
dhammam na apajjissati, apanno va parajikam dhammam yathadhammam patikarissati
(AN, 2.241). The word translated here as “atone” is patikaroti, the term that in vinaya
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provisions are introduced through the story of a monk, usually named
Nandika (sometimes called “Nandika the Meditator”),!° who breaks his
celibacy having been seduced by a goddess while meditating in the forest.!!
Fearful that he has committed a pardjika, Nandika immediately confesses.
The Buddha then declares that since Nandika did not conceal his trans-
gression even for a moment, he is eligible to avoid returning to lay life if he
undertakes a life-long “penance”'? as a Siksadartaka.

A Siksadattaka, we are told, occupies a special rank within the monastic
hierarchy, below the fully ordained monks but above the novices. While
thus potentially remaining within the monastery, in keeping with this rank
the siksadattaka is denied access to the ritual functions characteristic of the
fully ordained—he cannot, for example, participate in the posadha (the
fortnightly recitation of the monastic rules listed in the pratimoksa), and he
is barred from positions of administrative or ecclesiastical responsibility.'?
In what is perhaps the most symbolically potent element of these rules, the
Siksadattaka is also not allowed to sleep in the same building as the other
monks for more than three nights in a row. By not permanently sharing a
roof with them, the siksadattaka remains officially “not in communion”
(asamvasa) with the other fully ordained monks.

literature refers to the “remedies” (a more literal translation of the word) necessary to
purify transgressions (see note 24 and p. 403 below; cf. Analayo 2016: 5-6). And, indeed,
the commentary to the Anguttara-nikaya explains patikaroti, in this sentence, to mean
becoming a “novice-stage dweller” (samanerabhiimi; see Mp, 3.216). Whether or not we
can infer from this passage that some means of atonement for pardjika violations was
recognized even by the authors/compilers of the Ariguttara-nikaya is unclear (unfortunately,
there does not seem to be any known parallel to this passage in the Chinese translations or
Sanskrit fragments of the Agamas). But at the least it would seem that from the time of the
Pali commentaries, those who violated the pardjikas—or perhaps just some of the
parajikas—had the option to remain with the Sangha in the rank of a novice.

10 Chan Nanti %42 in Chinese translations. As far as I know, no Indic language version of
this title has survived.

I The details of the story vary somewhat between the versions. For a complete analysis of
the different versions of the story, see Clarke 1999 (see in particular pp. 206-208).

12 YaSomitra’s Abhidharmakosa-vyakhya uses the term dandakarman, which Clarke translates
as “act of punishment,” to describe what the siksadattaka must undertake (Clarke 2009a:
7). I follow Clarke in using the general term “penance” to describe this situation.

13 As with the stories of Nandika, the precise provisions that the siksadattaka must follow
vary somewhat between the different vinayas. For a description of the daily schedule of a
Siksadattaka as given in the Miilasarvastivada-vinaya, see Schopen 1998: 157-80. For a
comparative table of the differences between the extant vinayas in this regard, see Clarke
1999: 212-215.
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The expression “not in communion,” used in the vinaya to describe what
necessarily happens to those who violate a pardjika, has often been
interpreted by modern scholars to mean that any such transgression results
in being literally expelled from the monastery and returned to life as a
layperson.!* Nevertheless as Shayne Clarke points out, the regulations for
the siksadattaka clearly show that to be “not in communion” did not neces-
sarily have this meaning. The Siksadattaka was “not in communion” simply
by virtue of living in a separate building from the other monks.! The
Siksadattaka is thus “expelled” from the Sangha, but we must understand
this expulsion to be of a legal (and hence ritual) nature, not a physical expul-
sion. The siksadattaka loses certain privileges of rank, and is legally no lon-
ger considered a fully ordained monk, but he nonetheless does not become
a layperson, and also remains ritually superior to the novices.

Soteriological Consequences of Pardjika Transgression

The vinaya accounts thus make clear that transgression of the pardajika
precepts (or at the very least, violations of celibacy) did not always mean a
total and irrevocable expulsion from the monastic order broadly defined.
Still, it is also clear that the Siksadattaka occupies a liminal space—he is not
made a lay person, but he is also no longer a full monk, and we might well
wonder what other negative consequences were believed to go along with
this. One point that Shayne Clarke has made in his recent studies is that
Siksadattakas were not deemed complete religious failures. In the account
found in the Miilasarvastivada-vinaya, after becoming a Siksadattaka Nan-
dika continues to practice meditation and eventually achieves final libera-
tion from rebirth by becoming an arhat. From this Clarke concludes that
Siksadattakas were generally thought to suffer no lasting harm to their
spiritual potential. The story of Nandika, Clarke suggests, is in the end “not
a story of monastic failure, but of religious success.”!¢

However this understanding of the soteriological potential of siksa-
dattakas was probably not as widely shared as Clarke implies. At the very
least, it would appear that in the Indian vinaya traditions made known in
China during the fifth century, violation of the pardajika precepts was held

4 Gyatso 2005: 273.
15 Clarke 1999: 117.
16 Clarke 2009a: 30.
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to have a permanently (that is to say, life-long) detrimental effect on one’s
spiritual potential, regardless of any institutional restitution afforded by the
Siksadattaka penance. This understanding is seen, first of all, within a
somewhat unlikely source: meditation manuals. In the opening passages of
the Meditation Scripture (Zuo chan sanmei jing i —BK#E), an influential
treatise translated into Chinese (and perhaps partly composed) by Kumara-
jiva in the early fifth century, we thus read that:

When a person desiring to practice dhyana first goes to a master [for
instruction], the master must ask: “Have you maintained the precepts purely?
Do you have any heavy sins or evil perversions?” If [the practitioner] says
that he is pure in regard to the five classes of precepts [of the pratimoksa]'’
and has no heavy sins or evil perversions, [the master] may next instruct him
in the practice. If, however, he says that he has violated the precepts, [the
master] must ask further: “What precepts have you violated?” If he says he
has violated any of the grave [pardjika] precepts,' the master must say: “A
person with a mutilated face should not look in the mirror! Go! Chant
scriptures, proselytize, or do good deeds, and in this way you may plant the
conditions for attaining the path in a future life. For the present life you must
give up [any practice of dhyana]. [You are now] like a withered tree that will
no more sprout flowers, leaves, or fruits however much it is watered.” If [the
practitioner] has violated any of the other [less serious] precepts, [the master]
should instruct him to atone using the appropriate method."

The “five classes of precepts” (F./fi7i) are the five major divisions of the precepts of the
pratimoksa, the first of which is the parajika (there also exists a division of the pratimoksa
into seven categories). The term wu zhong jie Tl is quite rare in this meaning (the
more usual term in Chinese is wu pian jie F.5E7%), though we also find it in Kumarajiva’s
translation of the Treatise on Great Wisdom (Da zhi du lun K75 E 7, T.1509, 25:226a2-3).
Both the Meditation Scripture and the Treatise on Great Wisdom were translated before the
introduction of standardized vinaya terminology beginning with Kumarajiva’s translation
of the Sarvastivada-vinaya (Shi song lii +7HfL), so it makes sense that these two works
would contain shared but also nonstandard translations of technical vinaya terminology.

Given the earlier reference to the “five classes of precepts” of the pratimoksa, it is almost
certain that “grave precepts” (EE ) here means the pardgjikas. This interpretation is
strengthened by the similar passage in the Vimuttimagga (see note 21 below), where the
pardjikas are explicitly mentioned, as well as by the use of this same term zhong jie (“grave
precepts”), otherwise rare in technical vinaya literature in Chinese, in this meaning in the
Treatise on Great Wisdom, a text that as discussed above (note 17) shares certain non-
standard technical vinaya terms with the Meditation Scripture (Da zhi du lun K% T,
T.1509, 25:226a2-3).

Bz N MR, MEM S, GEPEEAR, FEEIRRCIAR, 35S LRURIE, MEE
FREIR, wHOEE, HEWok, EEMS, Wi, ASER, S, mARERE
8. FAMREE, wHiER, BEEE, B, (R, TTRELIEERK, WAKE,
EOUREA . REAERHE. NAEZERENCHURTE, WA, JEREBUNIEENE, (Zuo chan
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Another meditation text translated by Kumarajiva around this same time,
the Explanations of Meditation (Chan fa yao jie it 2 f#), contains a
similar statement about the impossibility of successfully practicing
meditation after transgressing a parajika.”® Further afield, this same idea is
also mentioned in the Vimuttimagga, the Pali treatise that served as a main
source for the more famous Visuddhimagga.?' That violations of the para-
Jjika create life-long obstructions to the successful practice of meditation
thus seems to have been a reasonably common understanding in Indian
Buddhism during the first centuries of the Common Era.

It is significant that these meditation texts seem to presuppose that there
might be, within the Sangha, those who have indeed violated one or more
of the parajikas. The Vimuttimagga here even explicitly uses the word
“monk” (bi giu kb 1) when it describes such a person. In other words these
passages implicitly acknowledge that it would not have been unheard of to
encounter someone who had violated one of the pardajika precepts but who
could still be described as a “monk.” This may, perhaps, be a small indica-
tion that the Siksadattaka penance, or something equivalent to it, was indeed
used within at least some Indian Buddhist communities at this time.?

But given my present purposes what is even more important about these
passages is that they imply that despite the existence of the Siksadattaka
penance or its equivalent, violation of the parajika precepts still carried with

sanmei jing HTH = RAKS, T.614, 15:270¢28-271a5).

2 Chan fa yao jie TR, T616, 15:287a27-b3.

2t Jie tuo dao lun fEFIERR, T1648, 32:404a10-14 (note that the translation of this passage
given by Ehara et. al. 1961: 24, is not accurate). The Vimuttimagga is generally held to be
a direct precursor to the Visuddhimagga. The full text survives only in a sixth-century
Chinese translation, though some portions are also extant in Tibetan. Despite their shared
structure and content, there do appear to be some doctrinal differences between the
Vimuttimagga and the Visuddhimagga, and some scholars have postulated that the
Vimuttimagga derives from the Abhayagiri lineage (as opposed to the Mahavihara lineage,
from which comes the majority of extant Pali literature). Further uncertainties concern
whether the text was originally written in Sanskrit or Pali, and whether it was composed in
Sri Lanka or imported from North India. See Crosby 1999.

22 That reference to such matters appears in texts associated with Kumarajiva is especially
interesting in light of Clarke’s observation that Kumarajiva himself might have eventually
become a siksadattaka (Clarke 1999a: 34n117). According to his biography, Kumarajiva
was at one point “forced” by a local ruler to accept ten concubines so that he might father
a son. After this point Kumarajiva continued his work as a translator and teacher, and is
never said to have become a layman, but is also said to have no longer lived in the monks’
quarters (Gao seng zhuan & {81H#, T.2059, 50:332c1). Clarke wonders whether this might
refer to the stipulation that siksadattakas not share quarters with fully ordained monks.
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it life-long soteriological consequences. The logic here seems to be based
on the traditional understanding that meditative attainment (dhyana) de-
pends on purity with respect to the precepts (sila). In these meditation texts,
this fundamental but potentially abstract relationship between meditation
and morality is given a precise explanation: that successful meditation
requires one to first atone for any transgressions in the appropriate manner
stipulated in the vinaya.”® Technically, however, the parajika transgressions
“cannot be atoned for,”?* and their violation thus makes meditative
attainment impossible during one’s present lifetime.

This understanding of the soteriological consequences of parajika
violations is explicitly presented in many of the Indian vinaya texts that
would have been known to Chinese Buddhists in the early fifth century. The
*Sarvastivada-vinaya-vibhasa (Sapoduo pini piposha WE%:% B JE BEEW),
a commentary to the Sarvastivada-vinaya most likely translated into
Chinese in the early fifth century,? thus says of one who violates the first
pardjika:

23 This more concrete, ritually-based understanding of the dependence of dhyana on Sila

should be contrasted with how this relationship is often presented by modern scholars,
where it is usually phrased in primarily psychological terms (King 1980: 28; Gethin 1998:
170). Read psychologically, refraining from unethical actions is a kind of preliminary
meditation practice, the restraint of the mental tendencies that lead to unwholesome actions
of body and speech. Although it is absolutely true that sila is frequently discussed within
Buddhist texts in such a manner, to focus on this aspect alone risks ignoring the connection
between having pure sila and publically verifiable, legally valid rituals of receiving the
precepts and atoning for their transgression.

% Bu ke chan K7l (Chan fa yao jie W15, T616, 15:287a27). This expression likely
translates what in Pali vinaya texts and commentaries is called appatikamma,
“[transgressions] for which there is no atonement,” in contrast to sappatikamma, ‘“for
which there is atonement” (Mp, 1.94). For a comprehensive analysis of the verb prati+/ kr
(“to atone”), usually translated in Chinese vinaya texts as chan hui {1, see Mori 1999.
Principally referring to the pardjikas, other violations of the pratimoksa could become
“without atonement” in certain cases. The Pini mu jing F2JRFHE (*Vinaya-matrka-sitra),
a text I will discuss in more detail below, thus classifies as “without atonement” (4~ AJ{#)
shedding the blood of a buddha, merely wishing to kill a buddha, or the offense of a novice
monk violating a pardjika (Pini mu jing B J& £f:#8, T.1463, 24:813b22-28). These
transgressions, none of which are technically a pardjika, are said to be similar to the
pardjikas in that one who violates them will be unable to obtain any soteriological fruits in
the present life.

% On this text, see Hirakawa 1960: 259—260. Funayama Toru has raised some important
questions about the status of this text. He points to a number of passages suggesting that it
is not a straightforward translation of an Indic text, and argues that it may be a commentary

on the Sarvastivada-vinaya delivered or written in China by an Indian vinaya master
(Funayama 1998: 280-282).
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When crops are crushed by hail they do not then yield fruit. In the same way
one who violates this [first pardjika] precept will not obtain any of the four
fruits of the sramana [the four attainments from stream-enterer to arhat]. For
when a seed has been burnt, though one might plant it in fertile soil, provide
it with fertilizer, and irrigate it, it will neither sprout nor fruit. Similarly one
who violates this precept, even while striving diligently will never [in this
lifetime] be able to produce the sprouts and fruits [consisting in] the fruits of
the path. [... In short] one who violates this precept, even while remaining a
member of the pure clerical assembly, will not be able to achieve the four
fruits of a sramana.?®

In its earlier discussion of the first pardjika, the *Sarvastivada-vinaya-
vibhasa did not explicitly mention the provisions for the Siksadattaka.
Clearly, however, this procedure was known and accepted by the authors of
this text, for it is allowed that one who so transgresses might somehow still
remain “a member of the pure clerical assembly.””” But it is also stated, in
no uncertain terms, that despite remaining “pure” in some sense, and despite
remaining within the “clerical assembly,” violation of this precept prevents
the attainment, in the present lifetime, of any of traditional four levels of
awakening (the “four fruits of a sramana”).

The views expressed here by the *Sarvastivada-vinaya-vibhasa appear
to have been widely shared, and similar statements are found in the
*Vinaya-matrka-sitra (Pini mu jing FJEFHE), an Indian vinaya text of
uncertain lineage that also appeared in China in the early fifth century.?
Unlike the *Sarvastivada-vinaya-vibhasa, the *Vinaya-matrka-sitra
includes the full story of Nandika’s atonement of his parajika violation. It
also provides the legal utterances (karmavdcand) to accompany the ec-
clesiastical act (karman) that officially removes or purifies the parajika
transgression:

% ERMGFHE, ERREERITER . NIRRT, MBI, BEROEE . RSN
Heo EWANERAE, MERER . 36, B, RAEWE. SLULHORAT. BEEAINRSE.
AR IR B, WMETZ s, NAERE, JLIHONE., RS EP PR, Hik
ANETAAR . ASNRGAT, AL, EARRIR [ B0, BEAE RIS . RRE
RABEIHIP PR, (Sapoduo pini piposha WEZ F2Je B ED, T1440, 23:515b4-15).

27 1 translate HFH5 ) as “pure clerical assembly” because chu jia 15 (“those who have
left the household,” often a translation of pravrajaka) usually refers to all those who have
ordained into the monastic institution, including novice monks. The *Sarvastivada-vinaya-
vibhasa is thus not necessarily claiming that one who transgresses a pardajika could retain
the status of a full monk or nun, merely that he or she will not have to return to lay life.

2 As with the *Sarvastivada-vinaya-vibhasa, we have no reliable information about the

translator(s) of the *Vinaya-matrka-sitra. For a survey of the opinions concerning its
origin, nature and possible school affiliation, see Hirakawa 1960: 263-264.
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This monk, from today forth, having performed this legal act (karman), is to
be known as one who holds the precepts purely. Despite this, in this lifetime
he will not be able to transcend birth and death through the attainment of
[any of the] four fruits. Nor will he be able to attain any undefiled merit [of
meditative attainments].? It is merely that his obstruction [of having violated
a parajika] will not cause him to fall into hell. That is all. Just as a leaf fallen
from a tree does not grow again, so too is it utterly impossible for someone
who has violated a parajika precept to attain the four fruits [or] accumulate
any undefiled merit [in this lifetime].*°

As in the *Sarvastivada-vinaya-vibhasa, it is clear that here the transgressor
of a pardjika is returned to some kind of monastic status, as he will once
again be counted as “one who holds the precepts purely,” but also that,
despite such restitution, higher meditative and soteriological attainments
are deemed henceforth inaccessible.

Finally, although the discussion is much briefer, a passage in the
Bi’naiye 57%H5, another Indian vinaya text of uncertain provenance trans-
lated into Chinese in the late fourth or early fifth century, similarly suggests
that parajika violators are disqualified from higher attainments even though
they may remain part of the monastic order.™!

Precisely how these passages might nuance our picture of which
understanding of the spiritual potential of the Ssiksadattaka was most
common in Indian Buddhism is a larger question that cannot be addressed
in the present context. In any case, we must remember that the four com-
plete vinayas translated into Chinese in the early fifth century (the Sarvasti-
vada-vinaya, the Dharmaguptaka-vinaya, the Mahisasaka-vinaya, and the
Mahasanghika-vinaya) do not themselves say anything one way or another
about whether a Siksadattaka might go on to attain awakening or other
higher soteriological fruits. The only extant and complete vinaya text to ex-
plicitly discuss this question is one that was not translated into Chinese until
the seventh century: the Milasarvastivada-vinaya, in whose account, as

»  “Undefiled merit” (wu lou gong de #F2)1%) may refer to a concept such as andsrava-
kusala, “undefiled good deeds,” which is to say wholesome actions or states of mind that
lead towards liberation (rather than merely towards better rebirth). Loosely, we may
understand such things to refer to something like “soteriologically relevant meditative
attainments.”

0B EAES. MHREBL. 4REPRRE . (B I R AERE, AR, SRR
IR, REARAMRE, WasEEC, SAR L |aRE, HL0R. 5
FEIUSR, MEMEIRThE . IREERER, (Pini mujing FRJE RIS, T1463, 24:813b12-17).

3 Binaiye 54318, T1464, 24:860b6—12.
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Clarke has noted, Nandika eventually becomes an arhat even as a siksa-
dattaka.

Nevertheless any fifth-century Chinese Buddhists who searched the
then-available (and almost entirely newly translated) vinaya literature for
an answer to this question would not have found mere silence. They would
have found, rather, various other vinaya texts and commentaries, such as
those discussed above, that explicitly denied future spiritual potential to the
Siksadattaka. This understanding would have been confirmed in the
meditation texts translated by Kumarajiva, where even the attainment of
advanced meditative states (dhyana) is declared impossible for such a
person. In short, as it would have appeared to someone in China during the
fifth century, the methods given in the vinaya permit the atonement of
pardjika transgressions only in the sense that one can remain a monk or nun
(of sorts) and can avoid other negative fruits such as rebirth in hell. What
someone in such a situation cannot do, it would have seemed, is reach any
of the higher stages along the path to liberation in their present lifetime.

Vinaya-Style Rituals of Atonement:
The Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness

The mere fact that Buddhist texts translated into Chinese in the early fifth
century discuss the spiritual potential of the siksadattaka (in negative terms,
as we have seen) does not necessarily mean that Chinese Buddhists them-
selves were interested in this question, or that, even if they were, they would
have been concerned with what these Indian texts had to say. Indeed much
within the sprawling corpus of Chinese translations of Indian Buddhist texts
went unnoticed, unremarked, or simply ignored by later Chinese Buddhists.
But questions about the nature and scope of atonement in the case of
violations of the pardjikas did not share this fate. Soon after the texts
examined above were translated into Chinese, there appeared in China a
number of new methods for the atonement of these otherwise intractably
grave transgressions. These methods were, on the one hand, deeply inde-
bted to the traditions of Mahayana confession and repentance that had been
widely practiced in China for centuries. But they were also in part modelled
on, and were seemingly responding to, the traditional siksadattaka penance
known from Indian vinaya texts. Compared with what was allowed for
within the Indian vinaya literature known in fifth-century China, these new
rituals promised something more—a complete purification that included not
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only total restoration of monastic status, but also the recovery of
soteriological potential (indeed these two things seem to have been seen as
intrinsically connected). These rituals also seem, more broadly, to have
attempted to extend the benefits of certain vinaya-style atonements—which
in their original context were, by definition, relevant only to monks or
nuns—to wider audiences.

One example of these new rituals appears in the Secret Methods for
Curing Meditation Sickness (Zhi chan bing mi yao fa 1GTHRLEE), a text
most likely at least in part composed in China. Though the precise origins
of this text are unclear, it seems to have first begun to circulate widely in or
near the Southern capital of Jiankang & 5¢ during the middle of the Song
dynasty (420-479).%

The Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness presents a number
of different methods for dealing with impediments to meditation practice,
including, in the case at hand, the impediment caused by violation of the
precepts. Notably, in addition to dealing with the effects of more mundane
transgressions, the method here explicitly claims to be capable of destroy-
ing the otherwise indestructible soteriological impediments that, according
to the vinaya, will necessarily accompany pardajika violations. At the same
time, it also promises to restore those who violate such precepts to their
original status of fully-ordained monks or nuns.

The ritual here bears a simple title: “method for healing violations of the
precepts” (767L781£).3 Despite its generic name, what stands out about this
ritual is that it offers a powerful way of dealing with pardjika transgressions,
and it was indeed in this context in particular that the text was often invoked
by later Chinese Buddhists. The prolific vinaya commentator Daoxuan i
‘H (596-667), in his discussion of the Siksadattaka penance, thus specifi-
cally cites it as the most effective method in such cases.**

32 For a detailed analysis of this text, see Greene 2012: 92—-100; 109-136. See also Yamabe
1999: 108-111.

3 The full passage is Zhi chan bing mi yao fa 16T, T.15, 620:336¢16-337¢17.

3 Sifen lii shan fan bu que xing shi chao V953 A EAHBITTF£), 71804, 40:97a7-26. In this
passage, Daoxuan also argues that atonement is possible for all four pardajikas, not just for
breaches of celibacy. Daoxuan first cites the karmavacana for the siksadattaka penance
from the Dharmaguptaka-vinaya (Si fen li V9557, T1428, 22:972¢2-15), which speci-
fically indicates that it applies only for violations of the first parajika. But he then explains
that the Siksadattaka penance is actually applicable for all four pardjikas, and that one
should not follow the interpretation of “men of old” (‘¥ \) who claimed otherwise. The
identity of these “men of old” is not clear. It does seem clear, however, that Daoxuan recog-
nized that the vinayas themselves only explicitly allow atonement of the first parajika. His
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As I will show, elements of the ritual from the Secret Methods for Curing
Meditation Sickness are clearly modelled on vinaya atonements. This is sig-
nalled already in its introduction, which presents what follows specifically
as a means of healing violations of the pratimoksa. This invocation of the
pratimoksa contrasts with the claims typically found in Mahayana repen-
tance rites, which I will discuss in more detail below, where the object of
attention is usually evil karma in general. In this way, the ritual in the Secret
Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness is framed from its beginning as
what we could call a “vinaya-style” rite.

Interestingly, however, despite invoking the rules of the monastic
pratimoksa, the text also explains that this ritual can and should be used by
anyone, including laypersons:

There may be monks, nuns, probationary nuns, novice monks, novice nuns,
laymen, or laywomen who have received the Buddhist precepts and who [...]
violate Buddhist precepts ranging from duskrta offenses up to parajika
offenses. Like a drunken elephant who, paying no attention to the good or
evil of what it does and unable to realize where it is going, tramples and
destroys all manners of good things, so too does this practitioner trample and
destroy the blue lotus pond of the pure precepts, thereby becoming a most
abject precept-breaker.?

The main consequence of violating the precepts—here presented as the
precepts of the pratimoksa, ranging from the lowest grade (duskrta) up to
the highest (parajika)—is then said to be that the transgressor will be unable
to attain advanced states of meditation. The ensuing method for removing
these transgressions is thus explicitly introduced as a means of restoring the
precept-breaker’s meditative potential, one of the things that, as we have

reference here to the Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness thus seems to be an
attempt to provide canonical (as Daoxuan would have seen it) support for a different
interpretation. We should note, however, that other Chinese commentators sometimes read
this text differently. Zhiyi 55 (538-597), for example, explicitly states that the procedure
from the Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness applies only for violations of celi-
bacy (Jin guang ming jing wen ju & YHIRE S A), T1785, 39:60c4-5). (Note, however, that
Zhiyi elsewhere points to other sources that, he claims, provide vinaya-style methods for
atoning any and all pardjika transgressions; see Shi chan boluomi ci di fa men FETES 7%
WERIEM, T1916, 46:485¢13-17.)

B OFE, R, NXER, Wil ille. B, mER, WAk . 0EE
FETIEWE R, MRS, RBHFRL, RAkEE . IR URE S, WU [read £] M
JRFE. BERRIE T SEAE M, AR, (Zhi chan bing mi yao fa 1RIEFR AT, T.15,
620:336 c17-23).
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seen, are denied to the Siksadattaka in both the vinaya texts and key Indian
meditation texts available at this time in China.

In order to destroy his transgression and restore his meditative abilities,
the practitioner must first confess to his preceptor. He must then “bring to
mind” (nian /) a litany of deities and other objects of worship: Sakyamuni
Buddha and the other six buddhas of the past, the thirty-five buddhas, the
“various bodhisattvas” (& &%), and the “Great Vehicle” (K3E). He then
“contemplates emptiness” (#1 2 2%1£), and imagines each of these buddhas
and bodhisattvas pouring water over his head. He then further imagines that
he has fallen into the Avici hell, whereupon he again brings to mind the
Buddha and prays to be rescued.

These practices—which even in the mere kinds of deities they invoke,
such as the thirty-five buddhas, show the influence of Mahayana ritual
traditions—are deemed successful when the practitioner has an auspicious
dream: “The various buddhas [he has invoked will appear] in his dreams,
emitting light from the white tuft of hair between their eyebrows that re-
lieves his hellish suffering.””*® Full of shame, the practitioner then removes
his outer monks robe, and going before the other monks:

Like the crumbling of a great mountain he casts his body to the ground. His
heart filled with shame, he repents all his sins, and [as a means of atonement]
for eight hundred days he performs various menial duties for the other monks
[such as] cleaning and emptying the toilets. At the conclusion of the eight
hundred days he should bathe, put on his sarnghdti [outer robe], enter the
sanctuary, concentrate his mind, place his palms together, and for between
one and seven days carefully contemplate the light of the white tuft of hair
between the Buddha’s eyebrows, one of the marks of a great man. He then
goes back to see his preceptor and [again] seeks to repent.’’

His preceptor then assigns various meditation practices, in particular the
contemplation of bodily impurity (4~5#{), and when these meditation
practices are successful (success that is marked by the occurrence of a
vision) the practitioner can make a formal request to the other monks to
rejoin the order. Here, the text provides the words the practitioner should

% FhEfhanzle, REEET A, B, (Zhi chan bing mi yao fa 16T L EE,
T.15,620:337a23-24).

3 RSB ANORILAR, OMEMTIR. HRMERETR. RS, (ERAEES. REMEE, FEN
HH., SRERESRESHE, BEMAME, AREF, —O0A%E, mBlagkE AR
ANFE, —HELR., BEFEDT. KR, (Zhi chan bing mi yao fa 16T B,
T.15,620:337a26-b2).
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speak, in a style closely modelled on the karmavacana scripts used in the
monastic legal rituals of the vinaya:

I, the monk so-and-so (or, the nun so-and-so), have finished eight hundred
days of menial labour. I have contemplated the white tuft of hair between the
Buddha’s eyebrows for seven days. I have performed the contemplation of
the poisonous snakes, have completed the meditation on hell, and have fur-
ther contemplated a single buddha and recited the repentance text. In the
contemlation of impurity I have again reached the stage of the non-existence
of self and other, where I have had a vision of the Buddha pouring a pitcher
of water over my head. And in my dreams a god has appeared to me and said
that I am pure. That I am now fully humble is something that I know for
certain. Thus may you please accept this.?

The penitent must then recite the pratimoksa eight hundred times,
corresponding perhaps to the eight hundred days of penance, at which point:
“it is allowed that he has regained the state of being no different than a pure
monk” (A5 Lk 454 %) and that he may again “recite the precepts
together with the community of [fully-ordained] monks” (7 EL{# FRER ).
Although the method here claims to be effective (and indeed necessary)
for any transgression of the pratimoksa, a particular debt to the vinaya pro-
cedures for Siksadattakas is evident in the second section of the ritual, which
structurally seems to be where the practitioner’s monastic status is re-
stored.* Here, the practitioner “removes his outer robe (sarighati) and
wears his under-robe (antarvasa)” (BR{EMIALE 2% &), and in this condi-
tion goes before the “pure monks” (J&V3##) to confess. The point is clear—
by removing his outer robe the penitent monk symbolically renounces his
monastic status. Indeed this is likely an allusion to the vinaya stories

B OBREUERE, MERRREFE WL, ERER. CNFER, TR, L RBE R
B2, (FEIEEl, HRER, W, Sk, RNPBPTEER A [read 5], &
il SR, LA, EILETH, RAREIEE, BEER. 4 O, BtE
o, MEFEFEET, (Zhi chan bing mi yao fa 18R LB, T.15, 620:337b15-20).

The ritual as a whole seems to comprise three parts, each addressing a different negative
consequence of violation of the precepts: rebirth in hell, loss of monastic status, and ina-
bility to reach meditative attainment. These sections are marked by three different times
when the practitioner “repents” (f#;#): first privately to his preceptor, then to the congre-
gation of “pure monks,” and finally again to his preceptor. In the first section, the practi-
tioner imagines his own rebirth in hell, and then experiences a vision of being rescued by
the Buddha’s light. In the second sequence, the practitioner goes before the other monks
and performs tasks modelled on the siksadattaka penance (as discussed below), and which
hence seem to relate primarily to monastic status. In the final sequence the practitioner
must succeed in a series of meditation practices, and this section thus demonstrates that the
practitioner has fully regained his meditative potential.
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introducing the siksadattaka penance, where Nandika, upon committing his
misdeeds, declares himself unfit to wear his formal outer robe (sarnghati), a
symbol of monkhood, and confesses before the other monks wearing only
his under-robe (antarvasa).*

Further parallels with the vinaya accounts of the Siksadattaka penance
occur in what follows. Having confessed to the other monks, for eight
hundred days the penitent must “serve the other monks” (% fE¥#{5) by
“performing menial duties” (& # #%). Most notably, he “cleans and
empties the toilets” (7 JHi#f53£). These tasks seem to correspond to, or at the
very least to allude to, the vinaya penance of parivasa, “separate dwelling”
(bie zhu B1f¥), a punishment assigned for the six-day probation required of
those who transgress the second most serious class of rules after the para-
Jjikas (the so-called sarighavasesa offenses).*' And it is the restrictions and
duties assigned during parivasa (translated henceforth as “probation”) that
form the basis of the Siksadattaka penance, where they are maintained on a
permanent, rather than temporary basis.

As discussed above, according to the vinayas, Siksadattakas and others
undergoing temporary periods of probation are denied the status of full
members of the monastic community—they cannot accept food served by
other monks, they cannot have their feet washed by other monks, they can-
not preach, and so forth. According to the Miilasarvastivada-vinaya, the
most complete description of these rules in a surviving Indic-language text:

Then, after all those who are fully ordained (upasampannanam) but before
those who are not fully ordained, he, with a pliant demeanour and keeping
firmly in mind the awareness that he is not a monk (abhiksusamjiiam upas-
thapya), must eat.*?

40 This is how the matter in described in the Sarvastivada-vinaya (Shi song lii +#Hft, T.1435,
23:3a12). In the Mahasanghika-vinaya, Nandika actually removes all his robes and goes
before the other monks naked, “covering his genitals with his left hand” (Mohesengqi lii |
R, T.1425, 22:232b6).

4l The basic six-day punishment in such cases is known as manatva (Pali, manatta), with the
title parivasa being used when the period of punishment is extended in those cases where
the initial offense was concealed (the precise usage of these terms varies somewhat be-
tween the different vinayas). On these provisions, see Nolot 1996: 116-36; Satd 1963: 411—
32; Hirakawa 1964: 246-54.

42 Schopen 1998: 158. T have changed Schopen’s translation of upasampanna from “ordained”
to “fully ordained,” since what is being specified here is that the siksadattaka is ritually
ranked bellow the fully ordained bhiksus but above the novice monks. Schopen here trans-
lates the rules for parivasa from the Parivasika-vastu; he reports that the chores of the
Siksadattaka, given in the Ksudraka-vastu, are identical.
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On a practical and symbolic level the probationer thus occupies an interme-
diary space between the fully ordained monks and the “not fully ordained,”
which is to say the novice monks (Sramaneras), who have received only a
preliminary set of precepts.* In keeping with his reduced rank, the
probationer must furthermore perform the same menial duties that, in other
sources, are discussed as the typical tasks of novice monks.* Again
following the Mulasarvastivada-vinaya:

Having risen at the very break of day, the door must be opened. The lamp-
pot must be removed. The vihara must be watered down, swept, and a coat
of fresh cow dung applied [for cleaning and purification]. The privy must be
cleaned. Earth and leaves [for cleaning after using the toilet] must be set out,
or cool water, depending on the season.*

In the sources that would have been known in fifth-century China, the main
tasks associated with the probationer seem to have been cleaning the monas-
tery and emptying the toilets. According to the *Vinaya-matrka-sitra (Pini
mu jing FJEREFE):

[The probationer] must sit in a lower position than all other fully ordained
monks, and when eating, his mat must not touch theirs. Moreover he is to
perform all kinds of menial chores (T #%) for the other monks, such as
sweeping the stupa and the monks’ quarters, and he must thoroughly clean
the toilets. Further when he goes among the other monks, they must not talk

with him. If someone asks him a question, he must not answer.*

In fifth-century China it would thus have been well known that the major
task of the probationer, and by extension the siksadattaka, was cleaning,

43

45

46

That the Siksadattaka is to be ranked “below the monks but above the novices” is also
mentioned in the Sarvastivada- and Mahasanghika-vinayas (Clarke 1999: 212).

That the Siksadattaka, consigned to life-long probation, was indeed considered a kind of
novice is seen in that the Sarvastivada-vinaya actually terms such a person a siksadattaka-
sramanera (B:{EVVf; Clarke 1999: 70). And while the other known vinayas do not use
this term, the menial tasks assigned to probationers and siksadattakas do seem to form part
of the standard duties of novices and junior monks (Sapoduo pini piposha WE%% BE R
BEy), T.1440, 23:514b28—c1; Si fen i PU5y A, T.1428, 22:801¢5-6). In his commentaries,
Daoxuan also explicitly makes the connection between how the probationer must serve the
other monks and the way that a sramanera serves his preceptor (upadhyaya). See Si fen lii
shan fan bu que xing shi chao W53 HEMIZEAHEIIT S, T.1804, 40:98¢27-99a4.

Schopen 1998: 158, with some added explanations.

—UIRME A TRER R, SUE OISk, R, TEMERMTAR, &
BHE . AEREARG D, RISEMEHGER. HAME . A, (Pini mujing BLJE BEHE,
T.1463, 24:811a29-b6).
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specifically cleaning the toilets, the stupa, and the monks quarters.*’ It is
precisely these tasks that are mentioned in the ritual from the Secret
Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness as the “menial chores” (F1%)—
the same word used in the *Vinaya-matrka-sitra—that the penitent must
perform.

The eight hundred days of humbling service mandated by the Secret
Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness can thus be seen as a middle ground
between the lifelong sentence of a traditional Siksadattaka, and the
relatively short “probation” (parivasa) that, according to the vinaya, is suf-
ficient for transgressions less serious than the pardjikas. At the same time,
the benefits promised by the Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness
go beyond anything that would have been found in the vinaya texts available
in China at this time, where siksadattakas, despite remaining monastics of
a sort, are permanently hobbled, unable to succeed in meditation or reach
higher attainments along the path to liberation. Restoration of meditative
potential indeed seems to be central to the ritual from Secret Methods for
Curing Meditation Sickness. It is stipulated explicitly that success in the
contemplation of impurity is needed in order to verify that the practitioner
has been fully purified, and when formally asking the community for re-
admittance, the practitioner must publicly declare his successful meditative
attainment.

This restoration of meditative ability goes hand in hand with the
penitent’s complete restoration of monastic status. Unlike the Siksadattaka
as described in the vinaya, who is denied access to symbolically important
aspects of monastic life such as the bi-monthly recitation of the pratimoksa,
one who completes the penance of the Secret Methods for Curing Medita-
tion Sickness is explicitly allowed to once again recite the pratimoksa with
the other monks, an act that ritually affirms the restoration of the practi-
tioner’s status as a fully ordained monk or nun.

47 In China, the *Vinaya-matrka-sitra seems to have become the locus classicus for the
description of these duties, and in his vinaya commentaries Daoxuan draws almost
exclusively from this text when discussing vinaya methods for the atonement of
sanghavasesa offenses (Si fen lii shan fan bu que xing shi chao V953 HEMHEAH AT 8D,
T.1804, 40:97a27-b1).
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Expanding Audiences: The Oceanic Scripture
on the Samadhi of the Contemplation of the Buddha

As we have seen, the Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness promi-
ses to transgressors of the parajikas benefits that the Indian vinaya texts
known in fifth-century China explicitly declared impossible. This text also
seems to represent a conscious effort to make vinaya rituals of atonement,
which in their original context are by definition intended for monks or nuns,
relevant to a broader audience, and as seen above the introduction to the
ritual states clearly that it can and should be used by all Buddhists, monastic
or lay. Curiously, despite this seeming universalism, within the ritual itself
the actor is presumed to be a monk or nun with a sanghati robe which must
be removed at a key moment of the ritual. The formal declarations that
conclude the rite also mention only monks or nuns. If the Secret Methods
for Curing Meditation Sickness is attempting to apply the “technology” of
vinaya atonement to a broader audience, this effort seems to be compara-
tively immature, as this broader audience is mentioned only in the frame,
not the ritual itself. In other fifth-century Chinese texts, however, we see
evidence that further efforts were eventually made to more coherently
present non-monastic versions of these rituals.

One such example occurs in the Oceanic Scripture on the Samadhi of the
Contemplation of the Buddha (Guan fo sanmei hai jing 85 = RIS,
Ocean Scripture hereafter),*® a text closely related to the Secret Methods for
Curing Meditation Sickness and one that seems to have been composed in a
similar time and place.* Although the Ocean Scripture mentions these ritu-
als only in passing (as if with the expectation that more complete methods

4 The title Guan fo sanmei hai jing can be interpreted in different ways. I suspect, however,
that within the title of this text the words hai, “ocean,” and jing, “scripture,” both refer to
the text itself. Indeed the Sanskrit word sagara (“ocean”) is frequently used in the titles of
texts to mean something like “comprehensive collection.” The earliest bibliographic
records pertaining to this text also seem to use these two words interchangeably. The Chu
san zang ji ji thus records the title of the text as Guan fo sanmei jing (T.2145:5511c11),
while the Gao seng zhuan lists it simply as Guan fo sanmei hai (T.2059:50.335¢c11).

4 On the close linguistic connections between the Secret Methods for Curing Meditation

Sickness and the Ocean Scripture, see Tsukinowa 1971: 102—109. On the Ocean Scripture,
see Yamabe 1999.
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for carrying them out were either known to its readers or available else-
where), even from the brief descriptions we can note a connection with the
ritual from the Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness.

The first passage to mention these matters begins by explaining that
there exists a special method of “contemplating” (guan #{) the Buddha’s
iirna, the “white tuft of hair between the eyebrows” (JE[] HZ2) as the
Chinese translations here give it. This method will, we are told, eliminate
all grave transgressions, including the four parajikas.> It will be recalled
that the first section of the ritual from the Secret Methods for Curing Medi-
tation Sickness, which seemed to address the karmic consequences of the
practitioner’s transgressions, similarly involved various “contemplations”
and ended with a vision of light emerging from the Buddha’s irna. The
Ocean Scripture continues by noting that: “following this [contemplation of
the irna] there is a formal ritual procedure (karman) which is given in
another scripture” GREHBE, FALMAL). It is not implausible to interpret
this as a reference to either the ritual in the Secret Methods for Curing
Meditation Sickness itself, or something very similar.

In a later passage we find a more explicit description of the necessary
ritual procedures. These procedures are indeed similar to those in the Secret
Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness. Yet compared to that text, they
also appear to have been tailored to specifically include the possibility of
laypersons performing the rite. The complete passage runs as follows:

First, [the practitioner] must enter the sanctuary and clean the floor using
fragrant mud and earth. To the extent that he is able [to afford it], he must
burn incense and scatter flowers in offering to the image of the Buddha.
Having then confessed his evil deeds, he must bow before the Buddha and
repent. Humbling his mind in this manner for between one and seven days,
he must next return to the assembly [of monks], clean and sweep the floor of
the monks’ quarters, empty the toilets, and repent () before the monks,
bowing to their feet. He must serve [the monks] like this for seven days
without slacking. If he is a monk, he must then recite the vinaya with utmost
fluency. If he is a householder, he must serve his parents with filial devotion
and honour his teachers. [...Then], dwelling in a pure place, he must burn
various kinds of precious incense, bow to gﬁkyamuni Buddha, and say the
following: “Homage to the great worthy one, my preceptor, of right and
universal knowledge, the greatly compassionate World-honoured One! May
you cover and protect your disciple with your cloud-like compassion.”

50 Guan fo sanmei hai jing Bl = HHHAE, T.643, 15:.655.b6-24.
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Having spoken these words, he must cry forth tears and throw himself to the
ground before the image [of the Buddha].!

As in the Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness, the heart of the
ritual is a period of humbling servitude in which the practitioner performs
menial chores for the other monks. Yet we also see here some important
differences. Firstly, in the Ocean Scripture the role of the preceptor is filled
by the Buddha, not the practitioner’s human teacher, and it is to the Buddha
(in the form of an icon) that the practitioner confesses his transgressions
(though confession to the community of monks is also mentioned). More
importantly, perhaps, we see that some elements from the ritual in the Secret
Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness that could only apply to monks or
nuns—such as the removing of the sanghati robe—are absent. Finally, in
some cases there are specific references to alternative procedures for lay-
persons—in place of reciting the vinaya, laypersons should instead “serve
their parents with filial devotion.”?

Mahayana Repentance and Vinaya Atonement: The Scripture
on the Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha

The rituals discussed above seem to have been composed in response to, or
at least in conscious dialog with, vinaya rituals for probation (parivasa) and
the Siksadattaka penance, both in terms of their specific procedures, but also
in terms of the benefits they claim to offer. But we can also see in them
influence from Mahayana ritual traditions.*® The ritual from the Secret

SU e NS, DU ETR KGR L, MR, BEHOURE, BEEHGE, Mg, SREE
R b, ARG, R EERED. BiEE, REEER. .
TR, AL R, R, DAEIR, FHEA. EmRR. Mamel, H1E
FN FRLRE, BRETR [L] AR, B4 S, RSO EE S, MR
BRA L, MEIEm A, RAGHRE, FHUIERSE. FEREeh . (FRRD. mii, Wi
%W, (Guan fo sanmei hai jing B =BRUEHE, T.643, 15:690c2-14).

52 There is at least one other relevant passages in this text where we also find ritual pro-
cedures similar to those in the Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness, along with
slight additions that might be interpreted as attempts to make the ritual more appropriate
for laypersons (Guan fo sanmei hai jing Bl = BRHHE, T.643, 15:691a7-10).

33 In contrasting vinaya rituals with Mahayana ones, I of course do not intend to imply that
the Mahayana is something that should be defined, in general, in opposition to the vinaya.
I am merely signaling the distinction between the kinds of rituals that are described in
Mahayana scriptures and those found in vinaya texts.
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Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness thus began by instructing the prac-
titioner to invoke the thirty-five buddhas, various bodhisattvas, and the
“Great Vehicle.” Reference to the “thirty-five buddhas” here is particularly
significant because this set of deities is closely associated with the so-called
Triskandha ritual, an ancient liturgical sequence known from many
different Mahayana scriptures and one that that forms the basis for the vast
majority of medieval Chinese repentance (chan hui 1) rites.* The practi-
tioner of the ritual from the Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness
must also “contemplate the truth of emptiness” (#1/A 221%), something that
would appear to invoke, at least implicitly, the common Mahayana idea that
by contemplating their ultimate emptiness one can potentially destroy even
the gravest transgressions.” And, finally, we may note that in the Ocean
Scripture, the practitioner addresses his confession not only to the
community of monks and nuns, the Sangha, but also to the Buddha. The
contrast between confession to the Sangha and confession to the Buddha is
generally seen as a key conceptual and structural difference between vinaya
rituals of atonement and Mahayana repentance rites respectively, and it is
significant that in this text both of these are found together.*

Thus despite certain roots in vinaya procedures for atonement of grave
transgression of the pratimoksa, the rituals seen in texts such as the Secret
Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness and the Ocean Scripture evidently
took form in an environment where Mahayana rituals of repentance were
also known and practiced.

3% On the Triskandha ritual as the foundation of Mahayana liturgical practice, see Shizutani
1974: 133-47; Barnes 1993 and 1999; Williams 2002; Nattier 2003: 117-21. The influence
of this ritual form on medieval Chinese repentance liturgies (and indeed medieval Chinese
Buddhist ritual more broadly) has been studied extensively by Daniel Stevenson (1987).

35 Perhaps the most famous early example of this is the Ajatasatru-kaukrtya-vinodana, which
judging from the existence of a second-century Chinese translation of it (7.626) must be
among the earliest of Mahayana sutras (early Sanskrit fragments of this text have also now
been found; see Hartmann and Harrison 1998). This text is a reimagining of the famous
episode from the early sutras in which the king Ajatasatru confesses his crime of patricide
to the Buddha. In the Nikaya/Agama version of this story, the Buddha accepts this confes-
sion but declares to his monks that Ajatasatru will still be reborn in hell after death, since
killing one’s father is a so-called anantarya transgression, an evil deed that necessarily
leads to hell in one’s immediately subsequent rebirth. In the Mahayana version, however,
Ajatasatru escapes this fate through the contemplation of the ultimate emptiness of karma
(more precisely, it is said that he will enter hell but not suffer, and will then immediately
escape from it). For more on the various versions of this story, see Radich 2011; Wu 2014.

% On the contrast between confession to the Buddha and confession to the Sangha, see Wil-
liams 2002: 25-27.
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That vinaya-style atonements would have been practiced in such
environments is not, in itself, unexpected. Indeed the vinaya, or more
specifically the pratimoksa, was always the core of Buddhist monastic
institutional identity, and neither in India nor in medieval China was it
simply abandoned or ignored by those who followed the Mahayana path.>’

What may be more notable, however, is the way that the rituals we have
examined seem to be attempting to actively integrate these two nominally
distinct traditions—vinaya rituals that offer institutional restitution for
transgressions of the pratimoksa, and Mahayana repentance rituals whose
principal benefit is usually the elimination of evil karma, not restoration of
monastic status. In the examples discussed above it is not clear whether this
attempt to join vinaya rituals of atonement with Mahayana repentance was
a self-conscious one, or whether the rituals in question were simply created
in a context where both sets of practices were common. However there is
at least one further example that does seem to show that the question of how
one might integrate these two traditions was an active topic of concern, and
which furthermore proposes itself as a solution to the potential conflict
between the differing treatment of parajika violations found in vinaya
atonements on the one hand, and Mahayana repentance rituals on the other.

This example is the ritual for the elimination of transgressions found in
the Scripture on the Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha (Guan
Xukongzang Pusa jing B 28 i p&fE), another of the so-called “Contem-
plation Scriptures” which, like the Ocean Scripture, were all most likely
composed or compiled in China in the early fifth century. The repentance
ritual from this text enjoyed considerable popularity in fifth-, sixth-, and
seventh-century China.>® Its close connection to the ritual described in the
Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness in particular can be seen in

37 As recent scholarship now routinely points out, in Indian Buddhism the Mahayana never
formed a new nikaya (ordination lineage) distinct from the traditional vinayas. This did
occur in later Japanese Buddhism, however, where the precepts of the vinaya were often
rejected in favour of the so-called bodhisattva precepts (Groner 1984).

3 A variety of sources attest to the popularity of the ritual from the Scripture on the Contem-
plation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha in medieval China. One key early source is an essay
(which may have originally been a liturgical text) composed by Emperor Wen 3L (r.559—
566) of the Chen [l dynasty on the occasion of a repentance rite devoted to Akasagarbha
(Guang hong ming ji FE5LBA4E, T.2013, 52:333¢29-334a21). Excerpts from the Scripture
on the Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha also figure prominently in medieval
encyclopedias in reference to the practice of repentance (see, e.g., Fa yuan zhu lin 568k
#K, T.2122, 53:913b13—26).
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that its heart consists in an eight-hundred-day penance of toilet-cleaning,
the same distinctive procedure seen in that text.>

Given its importance in medieval China, it is no surprise that the Scrip-
ture on the Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha has been well
studied by modern scholars.’ Nevertheless previous studies of this text and
its associated ritual have not addressed what may be its most significant
feature: its direct engagement with the potential conflict between how
pardjika transgressions are handled in vinaya rites of atonement on the one
hand, and Mahayana repentance rituals on the other.

That this is the principal concern of the text is evident from its opening
passages. Upali, the disciple of the Buddha foremost in knowledge of the
vinaya, here questions the Buddha about a contradiction he perceives be-
tween the Akasagarbha-bodhisattva-siitra, which, as is common in Maha-
yana sutras, promises remission from the very gravest of sins, and “the
vinaya,” which, as Upali says, demands that those who transgress the grave
(zhong ) precepts be “expelled” or at the very least lose some of the
privileges of their monastic status:®!

[Upali said to the Buddha:] Previously, in a holy scripture [the Akasagarbha-
bodhisattva-sitra], you said that [chanting] the name of the bodhisattva
Akadagarbha can remove all evil karma and can cure outcaste kings and
outcaste monks of their evil conduct.? How should those who wish to be
cured of such evils go about contemplating the bodhisattva Akasagarbha?
Supposing that they do eventually see him [as the Akasagarbha-bodhisattva-
siitra says they will],%* how should they [resume their former status in which

% Medieval commentators too sometimes noted the close connection between these two texts
(Kuo 1994: 69).

%0 de Visser 1931; Kuo 1994: 136—138; Yamabe 2005: 32-33. For a comparison of the various
repentance texts featuring worship of the 35 buddhas, including the Scripture on the
Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha, see Shioiri 2007: 281-288.

6 For a different translation of this passage see Yamabe 2005: 32-33.

62 Here the text seems to explicitly reference T.405 (Xukongzang Pusa jing i 2SS HEAE),
a late fourth- or early fifth-century translation of the Akdsagarbha-bodhisattva-siitra. In
that text, those who have committed “grave” transgressions are likened to candalas, the
“outcastes” of Brahmanical religion who have lost their caste status as a result of grievous
sin (Xukongzang Pusa jing, T.405, 13:653c11-23). A large portion of this text is devoted
to listing what constitutes a “grave” transgression in the cases of kings, ministers, monks,
and “beginning bodhisattvas” (ibid., 651c9—-654a5). Various ritual procedures are then
prescribed for worshiping the bodhisattva so as to destroy one’s transgressions. Among the
methods given, “chanting [Akasagarbhas] name” (#i44) figures prominently, and this
seems to be what Upali is referring to here.

6 The Akasagarbha-bodhisattva-sitra states that the bodhisattva Akasagarbha will appear
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they were allowed to] dwell together [with the other monks], [perform the]
posadha, [and take on] monastic responsibilities?

In the vinaya the Buddha has said that the following people must definitely
be expelled, like broken rocks [that cannot be made whole again]:* laymen
who have broken the five precepts or transgressed the eight fast-day precepts,
monks, nuns, novice monks, novice nuns, and nuns-in-training who have
transgressed the four grave injunctions [pardjikas], lay bodhisattvas who
have violated the six grave rules, and monastic bodhisattvas who have
transgressed the eight grave injunctions. But, [in contradiction to this,] in that
scripture [the Akasagarbha-bodhisattva-siitra] you have said that the merci-
ful bodhisattva Akasagarbha can relieve all suffering, and you have further
provided a spell that can remove [all] sins.® If there really is someone [who
manages to purify their sins in this manner], how can this be known [to
others]? How can it be confirmed?%

As we can see from the second paragraph above, the Scripture on the Con-
templation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha is concerned not only with
violations of the pardjikas by monks and nuns, but with a number of other
kinds of transgressions as well, including transgressions of the so-called

65

66

before those who have sinned and instruct them in the purification of their sins (see, e.g.,
T.405, 13:654bc9—654a5). It is interesting to note that in the passage here from the
Scripture on the Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha, what it is that practitioners
need do is “contemplate” (guan #l) the bodhisattva Akasagarbha. This word “contemplate,”
a key term in all the Contemplation Scriptures, is not used in this manner in the Akasa-
garbha-bodhisattva-siitra itself, and its presence here seems to reflect the new cultic milieu
in which the Contemplation Scriptures were written, one in which the verb guan ¥l came
to be used to refer to the entire procedure for worshiping and invoking certain deities such
as Akasagarbha in the hopes of obtaining a vision of them (see Mai 2009).

The image of the broken rock is often used in the vinaya to describe the manner in which
transgressions of the parajikas permanently destroy one’s status as a full monk or nun. The
specific phrasing here may be indebted to the Chinese translation of the Dharmaguptaka-
vinaya, wherein, as part of the ritual script used for conferring the full precepts during an
ordination ceremony, it is stated that: “Just as when a rock breaks it splits into two parts
and cannot be made whole again, so too a monk who violates a pardjika can never again
accomplish the practice of a monk” (K AHEA 5y, KARGES, EIFNE, I
WeRER L, ARANE AL AT Sifen li W43HE, T.1428, 22:815¢15-16).

This presumably refers to one of the dharant given in the Akasagarbha-bodhisattva-siitra,
the recitation of which is said to purify all sins.

SR OVERE D, B AR REEEATRES . RERR VR IR EMIRERET =V M
Peigas A, AILREEAGR, W TBUR 29 E e, RAGRE . b, bk,
e, FEEER IR, LA, HELE, e, Wi, wiije. XERL
POEAL, (EFRFREBONEE, MFFEL/NEEE, aEiE A, HE25e RR PRk E
Bif# [read $]. WKRARE, 4R ISR RAR 22 iRE a5, MERVLLIBRIRAS, B
A, BfifEe, LM%, (Guan Xukongzang Pusa jing B 28 Zners, T.409:13.
677b10-19).
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bodhisattva precepts.®” Indeed, the particulars of the worship of the 35
buddhas—the method that the text ultimately proposes for eliminating the
stain of these transgressions—are drawn from the version of the Triskandha
ritual found in the Vinaya-viniscaya-upali-pariprccha, a text that from at
least the early fifth century had begun to be used in conjunction with rituals
for receiving the bodhisattva precepts.®

Previous scholars have noted this connection between the Scripture on
the Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha and the then-nascent
bodhisattva-precept tradition. What seems to have hitherto escaped
attention, however, is the way that this text also seems to take as a principal
concern the relationship between vinaya atonement practices and Mahayana
ritual.

Thus Upali, noting that the Akasagarbha-bodhisattva-siitra promises
remission from even the worst of sins, wonders how those who avail
themselves of such methods can “dwell together, [perform the] posadha,
[and take on] monastic responsibilities.” To understand the meaning of this
question we must remember that “not dwelling together” (bu gong zhu 1~
354¥) is a technical term from the vinaya, where it translates asamvasa, “not
in communion,” the state acquired by a monk or nun who violates a pardajika
(or more broadly, by anyone who has lost, temporarily or permanently, his
or her status as a fully ordained monk or nun). And as discussed above,
according to the procedures found in the vinaya texts known in fifth-century
China, those who become Siksadattakas, even while remaining members of
the monastic community in some sense, are nonetheless forever “not in
communion” (meaning both that they lack the status of fully ordained
monks or nuns, and also, more concretely, that they are not allowed to share

%7 The bodhisattva precepts developed in India sometime in the late fourth century, and
beginning from this time we find a number of texts translated into Chinese that contain
outlines for different systems of such precepts, and different methods for receiving them.
Their relative novelty at this time can be seen in that, for example, they do not appear in
any of Kumarjivas translations, but they are mentioned prominently in the works of
numerous translators who arrived in China in the subsequent decades. In China, these
various lists and rituals would, in the late fifth century, eventually coalesce in the (Chinese-
authored) Brahma Net Scripture (Fan wan jing %E#8#%). On the spread of rituals for
receiving the bodhisattva precepts in fifth- and sixth-century China, see Funayama 1995.

% As noted by Yamabe (2005: 28-34), the earliest versions of the Vinaya-viniscaya-upali-
pariprccha (as attested in Chinese translations) do not contain a ritual for receiving the
bodhisattva precepts. Nevertheless in the early fifth century, we find this text combined
with a bodhisattva-precept ordination ritual (derived from the Bodhisattva-bhiimi) in Guna-
varman’s Chinese translation of the Pusa shan jie jing b # K AE (T.1582).
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sleeping quarters with the rest of the Sangha). The other two activities
mentioned by Upali in his questions to the Buddha—performing the
posadha and taking on monastic office—are also privileges that the vinayas
known in China at this time permanently deny to Siksadattakas.

The Scripture on the Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha is
thus here posing a very specific question: does the complete purification of
sins promised by the Akasagarbha-bodhisattva-sitra (and perhaps, by
extension, other Mahayana sutras and rituals as well) include the restoration
of institutional monastic status?%

This question is indeed worth asking. For while the Akasagarbha-
bodhisattva-siitra promises that monks and nuns who violate what it calls
the “parajika’™ can be freed of their sins by worshiping Akasagarbha, this
purification is discussed solely in terms of avoiding rebirth in hell and pre-
serving their “roots of good” (shan gen i), that is to say, their spiritual
potential.”! As is the norm in Mahayana discussions of repentance, though
the Akasagarbha-bodhisattva-sitra claims its methods will destroy even the
most heinous sins, it fails to directly address the institutional consequences
of such transgressions.

Nor are clear answers to such questions provided in the other main
source for the Scripture on the Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasa-
garbha, the Vinaya-viniscaya-upali-pariprccha, which in fact disclaims any
connection between the kind of purification it offers, through the worship

% Medieval Chinese commentators also noticed the specificity of what the Scripture on the
Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha ultimately promises. Daoxuan, for example,
mentions it as one of the only Mahayana repentance rituals that can undo the institutional
consequences of parajika transgressions (Si fen bi giu ni chao W77t e, X.724,
40:762a9-12). In other words Daoxuan not only recognized that the text is here making
explicit reference to the question of monastic status, but also that this question is one that
other Mahayana texts and rituals do not address.

70 Although they are called “parajikas,” the transgressions listed here —Xkilling, theft,
violation of celibacy, lying, and shedding the blood of a buddha (Xukongzang Pusa jing I
28R ERERS, T.405, 13:652b21)—add to the traditional four pardjikas the sin of shedding
the blood of a Buddha, a crime normally included only among the so-called anantarya sins,
acts of evil karma so heinous they inevitably produce their negative retribution in the im-
mediately following lifetime (Silk 2007). We thus find here a slightly extended meaning
of the word parajika. It is worth noting that this is something also frequently seen in other
texts that discuss the bodhisattva precepts (of which the Akasagarbha-bodhisattva-siitra is
one of the earliest examples), where the word pardjika is often deployed to describes the
most serious bodhisattva precepts, a list that often overlaps with, but usually goes
considerably beyond, the traditional parajikas of the vinaya.

U Xukongzang Pusa jing & ZERERERE, T.405, 13:652b19—c4.
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of the 35 buddhas, and the concerns of the vinaya. Thus when, in that text,
Upali asks about the relationship between the bodhisattva precepts and the
traditional monastic precepts of the vinaya, the Buddha replies that they are
entirely different things. Upholding the precepts of the vinaya (here called
the “sravaka-pratimoksa”), the Buddha says, might mean breaking the
bodhisattva precepts and vice versa, and in general being pure with respect
to the bodhisattva precepts does not mean being pure with respect to the
precepts of the vinaya.”™

Given this background, Upali’s questions at the beginning of the
Scripture on the Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha can be seen
as framing the ritual that follows as a method that is better and more power-
ful than those otherwise available precisely because it provides not only the
karmic purification offered by the Akasagarbha-bodhisattva-sitra and
other Mahayana texts and rituals, but also the kind of institutional purifica-
tion more usually associated with vinaya atonements. The structure of the
ritual itself also reflects this dual purpose in that it combines the 35-buddha
repentance derived from the Triskandha ritual, worship of Akasagarbha
bodhisattva derived loosely from the fourth-century Chinese translation of
the Akasagarbha-bodhisattva-sitra (T.405), and an eight-hundred-day
penance of menial chores that, like the one in the Secret Methods for Curing
Meditation Sickness, derives from, or at least invokes the concerns of,
vinaya regulations for probationers and Siksadattakas.

Let us now look at each of these parts in turn. The Buddha begins his
exposition of the ritual by instructing Upali to preach for those who wish to
be “upholders of the vinaya” (FE#FE2JEF#) a special method for “curing
sins” ({&3%) known as the “determination of the vinaya” (& E E/2).” This
method involves worshiping the thirty-five buddhas, chanting their names
for seven days, and at the same time chanting the name of the bodhisattva
Akasagarbha Then, “either in a dream or when in meditation” (#5548 H

AL ), the bodhisattva Akasagarbha will appear before the practitioner,
and using a “mani-jewel seal” (B JEZKkF]) will stamp the practitioner’s arm
with the words “sin removed” (F&3E).”* One who has been branded with

2 Pusa shan jie jing EREEAAE, T1582, 30:961c14-24; Jue ding pini jing EMEFE,
7.325, 12:39¢2-40c11.

73 The full presentation of the ritual can be found at Guan Xukongzang pusa jing ik 25 35
BEAE, T.13, 409: 677b20—¢23.

7+ The therapeutic use of seals applied to the body has been studied extensively by Michel
Strickmann, in texts nominally both Buddhist and Daoist dating from the late fifth and
early sixth centuries (Strickmann 2002: 123-193). Strickmann traces the Chinese notion
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these characters may then “return among the monks and recite the precepts
as before” (& A& NAE ), while in the case of a layman he will not
be hindered from ordaining” (“Rf&115Z). A monk or nun who carries out
these purifications will thus once again be allowed to participate in the com-
munal recitation of the pratimoksa, which demonstrates that full monastic
status has been regained.

However if the practitioner does not receive this vision of the

bodhisattva and the corresponding sign of the seal stamped on his arm, he
must continue to perform repentance rituals for another forty-nine days. His
sins will thereby be “weakened” (££f%), at which point:”

His preceptor must instruct him to clean the toilets for eight hundred days.
Each day [the preceptor] should announce: “You have done an impure thing.
You must now wholeheartedly clean all the toilets without letting anyone
else know about it.” After he has cleaned the toilets [for 800 days], he should
bathe, and then venerate the thirty-five buddhas, chant the name of Akasa-
garbha, throw himself to the ground before the twelve-fold collection of
scriptures and confess his past sins. He should for twenty-one days repent in
this manner. Then his preceptor should assemble his friends and intimates,
and standing before a statue of the Buddha they should chant the names of
the thirty-five buddhas and Akasagarbha, and call on Maiijusri and all the
bodhisattvas of the present eon’ to be witnesses. [The penitent] must then
again speak the same formal utterance (jie mo ¥3%; karmavdacana) that was
used when he originally received the precepts.

75

76

of the apotropaic powers of seals back to the Han dynasty, with more detailed examples
first appearing in the early fourth century in Ge Hong’s %51k (283-343) Bao pu zi #34h--.
The early non-Buddhist examples given by Strickmann do not involve seals applied to the
body, and the Scripture on the Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha may be the
earliest known Chinese text, Buddhist or otherwise, where we find this idea. Yet it also
differs from the slightly later Buddho-Daoist examples studied by Strickmann in empha-
sizing not the power of the seal to drive away illness, but the visible trace left by the seal
on the body, which serves as a sign of purification. This use of visible bodily marks to
indicate purity, or in their absence, impurity, is reminiscent (in an inverse way) of the an-
cient Chinese use of tattoos as a judicial punishment (Hulsewé 1955: 124-125).

There are thus two possibilities. Either the practitioner has a vision of Akasagarbha that
attests to the destruction of his sins or, through the performance of repentance rituals, his
sins are weakened, following which he must perform the “ascetic practice” (+71T) of clea-
ning the toilets for eight hundred days.

Literally, “the auspicious eon” (xian jie % %h; bhadra-kalpa). This term is a proper name
for the present eon of the universe, named so because during it there will supposedly
appear a particularly large number of buddhas.
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[Having done the above,] this person, by the power of his ascetic practice (3&
17), has now entirely and forever removed his sin, and he will not be
obstructed in his pursuit of any of the three kinds of awakening.”’

In the method for curing violations of the precepts from the Secret Methods
for Curing Meditation Sickness, we observed that while the frame of the
ritual spoke of both monastics and lay persons, only monks and nuns were
mentioned explicitly within the ritual, and that furthermore certain elements
of the ritual (such as the removing of one’s outer robe) were inapplicable in
the case of a lay practitioner. This suggested that the ritual in question was
perhaps one originally intended for monks and nuns that had been recently
adapted, without much alteration, for use by the laity as well. Although it is
quite difficult (and perhaps ultimately fruitless) to speculate on the precise
evolution of these rituals, it is interesting to note that the ritual outlined
above in the Scripture on the Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasa-
garbha shows evidence of a similar history. Upali’s initial questions were
aimed at reconciling statements made in Mahayana sutras and repentance
texts with vinaya restrictions that limit the level of purification available in
the case of parajika transgressions. This is a problem that, by definition,
could be of concern only for monks and nuns. Yet the intended audience of
the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha Contemplation is clearly broader than this,
and in this case within the ritual itself there are alternative options depen-
ding on whether the practitioner is monastic or lay.

Indeed compared with those in the Secret Methods for Curing Meditation
Sickness, the procedures in the Scripture on the Contemplation of the Bodhi-
sattva Akasagarbha seem even further removed from the world of vinaya
ritual. Thus while in the Secret Methods for Curing Meditation Sickness the
penitent must eventually confess his sins before a gathering of monks (here
we are reminded of the vinaya rules which mandate twenty fully-ordained
witnesses to certify the atonement of serious transgressions, the largest
gathering required for any formal act of the Sangha), in the Scripture on the
Contemplation of the Bodhisattva Akasagarbha the penitent merely gathers
a group of “friends and intimates” ($1/%) to help pray to the buddhas and
bodhisattvas, and it is these deities that “act as witnesses” ({EZ&).”® This

7 EEFEEBTRBEL, ENEH. BHES, RIERNRE, kS LB YRS
NH, BEMS, R, TR, - AR TR, SRVl A
AR LR, MREEEERE, RO, BT Tfhd . MR, B0k
R, FREEEDERE, 2 HARRE, EAMEEMATME, AREAT Il SR3EKER,
R =R 2R Y, (Guan Xukongzang Pusa jing Bl ZSEHERE, T.409, 13:677¢16-23).

78 This understanding is in keeping with the ritual traditions for receiving the bodhisattva
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kind of procedure would certainly have been at least theoretically relevant
and applicable to anyone.

Conclusions

In the early fifth century Chinese Buddhists were witness to a massive
increase in the availability of Indian Buddhist monastic rules. Prior to
Kumarajiva’s translation of the Sarvastivada-vinaya (Shi song lii +Hf)
between 404 and 409 CE, only few Indian vinaya texts existed in Chinese.”
Yet by the middle of the fifth century, there were Chinese translations of
hundreds of fascicles of canonical vinaya texts and their commentaries,
representing at least four distinct Indian schools of vinaya practice and
interpretation.

It is difficult to judge the extent to which these newly available
documents directly influenced basic monastic life for Chinese monks and
nuns. What is clear, however, is that among many Chinese Buddhists there
was a growing sense, perhaps even an anxiety, that the rules and regulations
these texts contained should ideally be taken into account in some manner
or another.

This seems to have been especially true among the Buddhist groups
based near the southern Chinese capital of Jiankang 5%, where many of
the new vinaya texts were translated, and where there was a comparatively
large population of foreign-born monks. It is known, for example, that
during the early years of the Song (420—479) dynasty the famous Zhihuan
k78 (Jetavana) monastery, a temple with close connections to the emperor

precepts, which similarly replace the human witnesses (monks and nuns) that the vinaya
declares necessary for monastic ordinations with buddhas and bodhisattvas, present either
in spirit on in the form of icons. That the bodhisattva precepts were ultimately conferred
by the buddhas, rather than by a human assembly of monks or nuns, meant that one could,
if necessary, receive them on one’s own, without the assistance of other human beings. This
notion of “self-ordination” was an important part of the early manuals for receiving the
bodhisattva precepts (Funayama 1995: 23-24).

Hirakawa (1960: 155—-162) notes that only two surviving Chinese vinaya texts can be firmly
dated to before this time, the Bi'naiye 5:Z3Hl5 (T1464), seemingly translated in 383, and a
version of the pratimoksa of the Sarvastivadins found at Dunhuang whose colophon
indicates it was copied in January of 406 (Stein no. 797; Giles 1935: 810). Because Ku-
marajiva’s translation of the Sarvastivada-vinaya introduced standardized terminology that
was followed by most subsequent translators of vinaya literature, it is relatively easy to
determine when a Chinese vinaya text dates from before or after this time, even in the
absence of reliable historical bibliographic information.

79
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and home to many foreign monks, attempted to conform to all of the
regulations found in the newly translated Mahdasarnghika-vinaya. This
proved no easy task, and controversy even ensued when Chinese monks,
including some with ties to the imperial family, wanted to take on certain
practices stipulated in the vinaya that offended both Chinese sensibilities
and long-established Chinese clerical precedents, such as eating with the
hands in what was perceived as an ungainly squatting posture.’® Although
this effort to make Chinese Buddhism precisely tally with monastic life as
described in the Indian vinayas was not successful in the long run, this
episode shows that, at least on the ideological level, in the early fifth century
the authority of the new Indian vinaya texts loomed large in the minds of
the Chinese clergy, and that some people had begun to notice areas where
established Chinese precedents were potentially in conflict with what was
seen as the authoritative Indian tradition.

Compared with the question of eating posture and utensils or their
absence, proper ordination procedures for monks and nuns had the potential
to be a far more important area where Chinese Buddhist customs might have
been found wanting relative to the newly apparent demands of vinaya law.
Traces of such concern can be discerned, among other places, in the records
of an early fifth-century controversy concerning the status of Chinese
Buddhist nuns.

Although communities of Chinese Buddhist nuns had existed since the
early fourth century, in the early fifth century doubts about the validity of
the initial ordination of nuns in China seem to have emerged. Historical
sources attribute the initial concerns to the nun Huiguo & (364-433),
already the abbess of a large convent. Huiguo’s biography in the early sixth-
century Lives of the Nuns (Bigiuni zhuan Ft.ItJEf%) reports that she had
become troubled after reading, in the “texts on the monastic rules” (f£30),
that a preceptor would commit a fault by ordaining a woman without the
attendance, as whitnesses, of the required number of fully ordained nuns,
as had apparently been the case when the first Chinese nuns were
ordained.?! Huiguo is reported to have raised her concerns with the foreign
missionary and ritual specialist Gunavarman who, according to the bio-
graphies of both Huiguo and Gunavarman himself, offered his reassurances
that the original ordination was valid because the vinaya rules make an

80 Kamata 1982: 3: 97-100.
81 Bigiuni zhuan bt J2f&, T.2063: 50:937b27-28.
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exception when an ordination takes place in a “distant land” such as China.®
Despite these assurances, in the end Huiguo and other nuns still wanted to
receive the full precepts again, and for this purpose a contingent of nuns
were invited from Sri Lanka.

Though this story is crafted so as to reassure readers that there had never
really been any problem with nuns’ original ordinations, it is implausible
that the time and expense of bringing a large group of foreign nuns to China
would have been undertaken had there not been, at the time, serious doubts
and concerns. But what is most important given our present topic is simply
that in the early fifth century at least some Chinese Buddhists had apparent-
ly begun re-evaluating Chinese Buddhist ordination practices in light of the
formal legal requirements spelled out in the newly available vinaya texts.

Such matters indeed touch upon core issues of identity—failing to
properly follow the nuances of the regulations found in Indian vinaya texts
could mean that some people who thought they were monks and nuns were
in fact nothing of the sort. Other stories from medieval hagiographies depict
Chinese Buddhists troubling over precisely this worry and going to great
lengths to resolve it, and it would seem to have been, during this time at
least, a reasonably common anxiety.®®

It is here that we can get some sense of why vinaya rituals of atonement
might have be a topic of some concern. Like most other aspects of formal
Indian monastic law, these rituals had been previously largely unknown in
China (or at least, there had not existed an authoritative collection of texts
describing such rituals and their scope). Yet the consequences for failing to
properly purify violations of the pratimoksa were potentially just as catas-
trophic as failing to follow proper procedures for ordination. Such, I would
suggest, is the context that may explain why, during the early- to mid-fifth
century, we find within Chinese Buddhism the emergence of new rituals
that drew inspiration from vinaya penance literature, both formally in terms
of incorporating acts and punishments modelled on vinaya provisions for
probationers and Siksadattakas, and conceptually in terms of being explicit-
ly framed as methods to help transgressors regain both monastic status and
the soteriological potential linked to such status.

82 Gao seng zhuan ={E{2, T.2059, 50:341a28-b7.

8 See, for example, the story of the Chinese monk Zhiyan %%, who in order to verify that
he actually “had” (de #5) the precepts (and hence was truly a monk) eventually travelled
to India (for the second time in his life) to seek the counsel of an arhat (Gao seng zhuan /5
(g, T.2059, 50:339¢5-12).
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Although it is difficult to speculate why Chinese Buddhists felt the need
to make new rituals, rather than simply using the procedures found in the
freshly translated vinaya texts (and they may, of course, have also done that),
we cannot avoid noticing that the rituals of atonement found in the then-
available translated Indian vinaya texts did not offer a complete solution in
the case of the very gravest violations, the pardjikas. Whatever else they
accomplished, the fifth-century Chinese rituals examined above stand out
in granting a level of purification for violations of the parajikas far greater
than what was allowed by the available Indian vinaya literature. Although
necessarily something of an oversimplification, this greater potential power
in the case of extremely serious transgressions seems to represent the influ-
ence of “Mahayana” ritual practice, in which it was routine to declare that,
from a karmic point of view, it was possible to destroy nearly any concei-
vable sin.

We must, of course, be careful when speaking about such “influence” to
avoid hypostatizing, as discreet institutions or even ideologies, “Mahayana”
practices on the one hand and “vinaya” practices on the other. Indeed,
neither in Indian nor Chinese Buddhism did the Mahayana ever constitute
a separate institution. The rules of the vinaya applied, in theory if not in
practice, to all monks and nuns, those with Mahayana inclinations or other-
wise. Yet it is nonetheless true that Indian vinaya texts are, to the best of my
knowledge, entirely devoid of overt references to the Mahayana (either its
doctrines, texts, or deities), and Indian Mahayana texts similarly do not
usually address the question of how Mahayana notions of transgression and
repentance might relate to the legal concerns of the vinaya. In other words,
while we must imagine that those Indian Buddhist monks and nuns who
wrote, read, or used Mahayana scriptures were also fully conversant with,
and immersed in, the concerns of the vinaya, the relationship between
vinaya atonement and Mahayana repentance seems to have been rarely, if
ever, explicitly discussed or seen as problematic.

Yet in fifth-century China this issue was being raised. This is most
explicit in the ritual from the Scripture on the Contemplation of the Bodhi-
sattva Akasagarbha, which as we have seen presents itself as a reconciling
of the total karmic purification promised in certain Mahayana sutras with
the vinaya understanding that those who violate the pardajikas will irrevoca-
bly lose at least a portion of their monastic status. And in order to accom-
plish this, the text draws material from both sides, integrating key features
of the siksadattaka penance from the vinaya into the 35-buddha repentance
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of the Triskandha ritual that formed the core of the Mahayana repentance
liturgies then popular in China. Meanwhile the ritual from Secret Methods
for Curing Meditation Sickness seems to represent a slightly different
joining of these same parts—making passing reference to the 35-buddha
repentance, on the whole it retains most of the features of a vinaya
atonement and, perhaps equally significantly, is incorporated into a text that
betrays few Mahayana elements or language.3* In both cases, however, in
terms of the history and evolution of Buddhist literature more generally and
vinaya literature in particular, these texts and the rituals they propose are
similarly notable in that they transgress, as it were, the conventions of well-
established genres.

It might further be worth considering the way that Chinese translation
practices may have made these two potentially distinct realms seem closer
than they would have otherwise. For while the confession (Skt. pratidesana)
of transgressions was a key component of Mahayana liturgies, vinaya texts
use the technical term pratikaroti—literally to “counteract” or “remedy”—
to refer to the rituals that allow formal re-entry into the Sangha after
violations of the pratimoksa.®> These measures for “counteracting” trans-
gressions of the pratimoksa do often, or even usually, include confession as
one element (and in some cases, confession is the only element). But as we
have seen, in the case of the elaborate requirements for probationers and
Siksadattakas, what it took to “atone” (as I think it is best to translate prati-
karoti so as to capture its wider range of meanings) potentially involved
much more than mere confession.

Interestingly, however, this verb pratikaroti was, in Chinese vinaya texts,
generally translated using the same word that in Mahayana liturgies
translated the expression “confession of sins” (apatti-pratidesana), namely
chan hui 1, a Chinese term that has been most often rendered into
English as “repentance.”®® Multiple slightly different Indian ideas pertai-
ning to confession, atonement, or the destruction of evil karma were, in this
way, often seen in China under the catch-all category of “repentance” (chan

Later Chinese commentators also recognized that these two texts mix the genres of
Mahayana scripture and vinaya text in an unusual way (see Zhiyis comments in his Jin
guang ming jing wen ju 4 YtBAFESCA], T.1785, 39:60b28—7).

85 This same verb is used in Jain texts in a similar meaning (Derrett 1997: 60).

86 Japanese scholars have long noted that the Chinese word chan hui was used to translate
multiple Indic terms, and hence that the Chinese Buddhist concept of “repentance” does
not necessarily correspond to a single Indian Buddhist concept (Hirakawa 1990; Mori 1998
and 1999).
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hui). It is possible—though at present this can be no more than specu-
lation—that this helped prompt Chinese Buddhists to ask questions about
how these different ideas fit together, questions that were perhaps less prone
to occur to their Indian contemporaries.

But in the end it is difficult to know for certain whether the rituals
examined above were distinctly Chinese attempts to come to terms with the
new vinaya literature of the early fifth century in a context where Mahayana
repentance rituals had previously held sway, or if, alternatively, similarly
rituals also existed in Indian Buddhist texts that no longer survive (or if not
in texts, then perhaps in the living traditions of practice to which Chinese
Buddhists were exposed). Nevertheless, that the examples we do have all
come from texts that most scholars suspect were composed or compiled in
China suggests the possibility that these rituals were indeed a Chinese
attempt to resolve a perceived conflict between two rather different genres
of literature that, in India, may have rarely been put into mutual dialog.
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