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Buddhism in China: _
The Disposition of Error, Fifth or Sixth Centy

When Buddhist monks traveled from India to China, they came to
culture with differens philosophical and refigious traditions. In Chin
ancestor worship, which did nor exist for Indians who balieved irj
reincarnarion, was a very important religious tradition. The leadin
- Chinese philosopher Confucius said very little about religion but®
stressed the need for respect: sons to fathers {filial piery), wives to
husbands, children to parents, students to teachers, yoUungsters ro
elders, everyone to the emperor, the living to the deceased. More
spiritual and meditative was the religion developed by rhe follower
- ofa contemporary of Confucius, Lao Tze,* whose Dao De fing (The
Book of the Way) prescribed the peace that came from an accep
tance of narural flows and rhythms, “Pracrice nonaction” was the
Daoist methed. R
The Disposition of Error is a Buddhist guide for converting the
Chinese. While the author and date are uncertain, this kind of tr;
was common under the Southern Dynasties {420-589 c.e.). The
author uses frequently-asked-questions (FAQ) format thar .
enables us to see what the Chinese — mainly Confucian - objection
were to Buddhism, as well as whar they considered good Buddhis
answers. :
What were the main Chinese objections ro Buddhism? Why were
Buddhist ideas of death and rebirth such a sturmbling block far :
Chinese Confucians? Were Confucian ideas about care of the body’
and hair only superficial concerns, or did they reflect basic differences
between Confucianism and Buddhism? What did the Buddhists
expect to be the main appeal of their religion?

THINKING HISTORICALLY

This Buddhist missionary’s guide to converting the Chinese offers a_
unique window on both the continuities of Chinese tradition and the:
possibilities of change, We can see continuities in those Chinese .

beliefs and styles that the Buddhist monks accept, adop, or artempr
to work within. Note the style of presenzation in this guide, forii
instance. Compare it to the Analects of Confucius and the Buddhist

documents you have read. is an FAQ formar closer to Confucian or

“low TSAY

Souree: Hung-mmg Chi, in Taishé daizokya, LiL 1-7, quoted in William Theodore de Bary; 2
The Buddbist Tradition in India, Ching and Japar (New York: Random House, 1969), 13
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ddhist style? Note also the different ways in which Confucian and
ddhist documents refer to an authority to solve a problem. Does
ocument follow Confucian or Buddhist style?

s"zBuddhism Not Mentioned
_hmese Classxcs’

questaoner sa:ci If the wa} of the Buddha is the greatest and most
ble of ways, why did Yao, Shun, the Duke of Chou, and Confucius
ctice it? In the Five Classics one sees no mention of it. You, sir,
ond of the Book of Odes and the Book of History, and you take
¢ in rites and music. Why, then, do you love the way of the
ha and rejoice in outlandish arts? Can they exceed the Classics and
nentaries and beautify the accompi;shmsn{s of the sages? Permit me
berty, sir, of advising you to reject them.

{ou Tz said: All written works need not necessarily be the words
nfucius, and all 'medicine does not necessarily consist of the for-
. of [the famous physician] Plien-ch’iich. What accords with prin-
leis to be followed, what heals the sick is good. The gentleman-scholar
s widely on all forms of good, and thereby benefits his character.
-king [a disciple of Confucius] said, “Did the Master have a perma-
rteacher?” Yao served Yin Shou, Shun served Wuch’eng, the Duke
hou learned from Lit Wang, and Confucius learned from Lao Tzu.
| none of these teachers is mentioned in the Five Classics. Although
e four teachers were sages, to compare them to the Buddha would
ike'comparing a white deer to a unicorn, or a swallow to a phoenix.
; Shun, the Duke of Chou, and Confuc:us learned even from such
achers as these. How much less, then, may one reject the Buddha,
ose distinguishing marks are extraordinary and whose superhuman
ywers know no-bounds! How may one reject him and refuse to
rn from him? The records and reachings of the Five Classics do not
m'every thing. Even if the Buddha is not mentmned in them, what
sion Is there fer suspxcaoﬁ‘

: _Y.:Do Bu&ﬂhis’t 'Mc'r'iks Do Injury to Their Bodies?

qﬁesnoner sald The C lassm of Filial Piety says, “Our torso, limbs,
-and skan we receive from our fathers and mothers, We dare not do
ther injury,” When Tseng Tzu was about to die, he bared his hands and
! But now the monks shave their heads. How this violates the sayings
i:he sages and is out of keepmg with the way of the filially pious! ..

"To s{’mw‘ he hnd prnscned tht.m intact from all harm.
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Mou Tzu said: . . . Confucius has said, “He with whom 6p,
follow a course is not necessarily he with whom one may weigh e
its.” This is what is meant by doing what is best ar the time: Fy
more, the Classic of Filial Piety says, “The kings of yore posses
ultimate virtue and the essential Way.” Tal-po cut his hair ¢k
tattooed his body, thus following of his own accord the CUSTOmS
and Yaeh and going against the spirit of the “torso, limbs, h;
skin” passage.? And ver Confucius praised him, saying thar
well be called the ultimare virrue,

Why Do Monks Not Marry?

The questioner said: Now of felicities there is none greater 't
continuation of one’s line, of unfilial conduct there is none wo
childlessness. The monks forsake wife and children, reject proper
wealth. Some do not marry all their lives. How opposed this co
to felicity and filial piery! ., .
Mou Tzu said: . . . Wives, children, and property are the luxuries
world, but simple living and inaction are the wonders of the Way,
has said, “Of reputation and life, which is dearer? Of life and :pre
which is worth more?” . . . Hsii Yu and Ch’ao-fu dwelt in a tree, Po
Shu Ch'i starved in Shou-yang, but Confucius praised their worth,
“They sought to act in accordance with humanity and they succe
acting s0.” One does not hear of their being illspoken of because they
childless and propertvless. The monk practices the Way and sub
that for the pleasures of disporting himself in the world. He accum
goodness and wisdom in exchange for the joys of wife and children

Death and Rebirth

The questioner said: The Buddhists say that after a man dies he will
reborn. [ do not believe in the truth of these words. . . .
Mou Tzu said: . . . The spirit never perishes. Only the body
The body is like the roots and leaves of the five grains, the spiriti
the seeds and kernels of the five grains. When the roots and leave;
forth they inevitably die. But do the seeds and kernels perish? Qn!
body of one who has achieved the Way perishes. . .. G
Someone said: If one follows the Way one dies. If one does notfo
the Way one dies. What difference is there?

“Uncle of King Wen of the Chou who retired 1o the barbarian fand of Wu'a
hair and tarteoed his body in harbarian fashion, thus vielding his claim to the throne
Wen,
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11 said: You are the sort of person who, having not a single
5, yet secks a lifetime of fame. If one has the Way, even if
;_;'soul goes to an abode of happiness. If one does not have
hen one is dead one’s soul suffers misfortune.

Id_a ‘Chinese Allow Himself to Be Influenced

oner said: Confucius said, “The barbarians with a ruler are
as the Chinese w1rhout one.” Mencius criticized Ch’en
ejecting his own education to adopt the ways of [the foreign
Hsing, saying, “I have heard of using what is Chinese to
- is barbarian, but I have never heard of using what is bar-
hange what is Chinese.” You, sir, at the age of twenty learned
o, Shun, Confucius, and the Duke of Chou. But now you
ed them, and instead have taken up the arts of the barbarians.
great error?
15aid: . .. What Confucius said was meant to rectify the way
and what Mencius said was meant to deplore one-sidedness.
e Confucius was thinking of raking residence among the nine
tlbns he said, “If a gentleman-scholar dwells in their midst,
ess can there be among them?” . . . The Commentary says,
th polar star is in the center of heaven and to the north of man.”
can see that the fand of China is not necessarily situated
nter of heaven. According to the Buddhist scriprures, above,
all around, all beings containing blood belong to the Buddha-
refore T revere and study these scriptures. Why should I reject
Yao, Shun, Confucius, and the Duke of Chou? Gold and jade
m each other, crystal and amber do not cheapen each other,
hat another is in error when it is you yourself who err.

ta Monk Renounce Worldly Pleasures?

ner said: Of those who live in the world, there is none who
-wealth and position and hate poverty and baseness, none
0t enjoy pleasure and idleness and shrink from labor and
ut now the monks wear red cloth, they eat one meal a day,
up. the six emotions, and thus they live out their lives. Whart
ere in such an emstem:e>
zu:said: Wealth and rank are what man desires, but if he can-
1them in a moral way, he should not enjoy them Poverty and
re what man hates, but if he can enly avoid them by departing
Way, he should not avoid them. Lao Tzu has said, “The five
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colors make men’s eyes blind, the five sounds make men’s ears dag
five flavors dull the palare, chasing abour and hunting make men’s
mad, possessions difficult to acquire bring men’s conduct to an_ﬁnp
The sage acts for his belly, not for his eyes.” Can these words possi;
vain? Liu-hsia Hui would not exchange his way of life for the rank g
three highest princes of the realm. Tuankan Mu would not exchap
for the wealth of Prince Wen of Wei. . . . All of them followed their
and cared for nothing more. Is there no value in such an existency

Does Buddhism Have No Recipe for Immortality?

The quesrioner said: The Taoists say that Yao, Shun, the Duke of C
and Confucius and his seventy-two disciples did not die, but bec
mortals. The Buddhists say that men must all die, and that none
cape. Whar does this mean? :

Mou Tzu said: Talk of immortality is superstitious and unfoun,
1s not the word of the sages. Lao Tzu says, “Even Heaven and earth cap
be eternal. How much the less can man!” Confucius says, “The wis;
leaves the world, but humanity and filial piety last forever.” | hay
served the six arts and examined the commentaries and records. Accord
to them, Yao died, Shun had his [death place at] Mount Ts'ang-wu, Yi
his romb on K’nai-chi, Po I and Shu Ch'j have their grave in Shou-
King Wen died before he could chastise Chou, King Wu died without
ing for King Ch’eng to grow up. We read of the Duke of Chou that hy
reburied, and of Confucius that [shortly before his death) he dreamed
two pillars. [As for the disciples of Confucius), Po-yii died before his fat
of Tzu Lu it is said that his flesh was chopped up and pickled.

S

Source: Chaprers 1, 91, 109, and 112: Approacking the Qur'an: The Early Revelations,
Michae Sells (Ashland, OR: White Cloud Press, 1999), 42, 108, 128, 136, Chapters 2 and
The New On-Line Translation of the Qur'an, the Noor Foundation, hnp://is]arnusa.o_rg’



