
The “Three Holy Ones” of the Huayen school

What we should consider now is whether in awakening to your own nature you
have already attained your goal and discovered the ultimate truth. Unfortunately, in
most books that provide a general introduction to Buddhism, discussion of this
point remains almost entirely at the verbal level, and so it is never made clear what
Awakening or Enlightenment actually is, how one achieves it, or what it is that one
becomes enlightened to. Yet these three questions are of fundamental importance
for those who are practicing Buddhism. So, I would suggest that we clarify all this
at the outset. The capacity to become awakened is represented by the bodhisattva
Manjushri, while the ultimate truth that is thereby comprehended is indicated by
the bodhisattva Samantabhadra. At the immediate moment when Manjushri
becomes united with Samantabhadra, there is the buddha Vairocana. This is the
“Three Holy Ones” of the Huayen school, Vairocana being traditionally
represented in the center, with Manjushri on his left and Samantabhadra on his
right. What this means is that, as a practitioner, you will become a buddha at the
very moment you can perceive the entire truth with total awareness. Once you have
committed yourself to taking refuge in the Triple Gem and started practicing
diligently, you will have already gone beyond the zero point, even though complete
success may still lie in the future. It may be that you become more sensitive and
experience stronger feelings about the Dharma, which is a sign that you have made
good progress in developing your own wisdom and understanding of Emptiness.
Or sometimes you may become profoundly aware of the ultimate truth and the real
nature of the universe. These experiences may alternate as you proceed on the path,
although inevitably your progress will be somewhat uneven. Since all of us here
today are searching for this ultimate truth, I do hope that we will all be able to
begin with a clear understanding of its essential meaning and of the real
background to our search.

Completely suppressing the physical appetites wouldn’t bring about the
Enlightenment

In the opening paragraph we have already discussed the development of Buddhist
history after Prince Siddhartha was born. From a historical point of view, India in
the era when the Buddha became enlightened can be described as a place where
mendicants and sages were very popular. In fact, Shakyamuni was already famous
before his attainment of supreme Enlightenment, for he had already reached the
state of Naivasamjnanasamjnayatana (neither perception nor non-perception),
acknowledged as the highest level a practitioner could achieve at that time. That



the Buddha-to-be could accomplish this feat while still in his early twenties came
as a shock to all the other practitioners. However, he next turned to the practice of
extreme asceticism for another six years, severely disciplining himself until he
eventually became too weak to continue. But fortunately, a shepherd girl then came
along and nourished him with a bowlful of goat’s milk.

As a result of this experience, Shakyamuni came to realize that completely
suppressing the physical appetites wouldn’t bring about the Enlightenment he
sought, since the physical body was needed as an instrument through which to
reach his goal. As soon as he had recognized this fact, he decided to adjust his
discipline accordingly and once more pursue his goal by taking a middle way. In
this manner he discovered the Seven Factors of Enlightenment and the Eightfold
Path, teachings which set Buddhism far apart from other religious traditions. By
continuing according to this method and practicing steadily he was certain that he
would definitely succeed in attaining Enlightenment. Making a fresh vow not to
allow himself to be interrupted in any way until he had achieved the state of
supreme Enlightenment, the Buddha-to-be thus seated himself once again in the
lotus posture under the Bodhi tree and proceeded with his new but more profound
means of meditation. His vow was no idle boast: it was indeed the true path which
the Buddha-to-be had discovered by his own efforts, for he was already familiar
with all the methods employed by other mendicants, and now, if he could simply
keep improving and deepening his understanding of the truths he was exploring, he
was bound to succeed.

What enabled Siddhartha to achieve Enlightenment

Here, in our discussion of what enabled Siddhartha to achieve Enlightenment, we
come to a crucial question of great importance: his previous success in attaining
the state of “neither perception nor non-perception” (Naivasaminanasamjnayatana)
was, as we have said, an event that caused a great stir in the world, so what
distinguished his present achievement from his earlier one? As far as the former is
concerned, although not every mendicant was able to reach the same state as he
did, there were still plenty of practitioners who had reached a high level of
achievement at that period, people who were almost at the point of advancing to
higher states, so that most of them attained the state of an Arhat immediately, as
soon as the Buddha enlightened them with his replies to their inquiries about
Dharma. Buddhists today, on the other hand, are full of complaints about their lack
of strength. Instead of examining the reason for our insufficient effort in
cultivation, we tend to excuse ourselves on the grounds that we have not been
blessed with the merit that would enable us to see the Buddha, to say nothing about



becoming enlightened. But without solidly grounding oneself in the practice of
meditation, one may remain unaware of things that various buddhas have, in all
kinds of ways, Manifested to him or her, such as indicating the true meaning of the
Dharma, giving initiation, or predicting one’s fixture Enlightenment So it is only
when you are honestly and correctly practicing the Dharma that the buddhas can
give you a hand.

Some examples for what it is like to be enlightened

The following practical examples may give you some ideas of what it is like to be
enlightened. I suppose some of you may have had the experience of feeling
frightened by a nasty tumble as a result stepping on a banana skin; at this very
moment, you could have experienced the sense of being “paralyzed”, a feeling that
all the six senses had suddenly ceased to function. This momentary sense of
paralysis is in fact a state of non-self. Hadn’t you all wanted to attain this state of
non-self before you stepped on the banana skin? And yet, now that there was a
chance for your wish to come true, you instantly tried hard to gather your lost wits
instead, and to reassure yourself so that you would no longer be frightened. In
order to feel safe and confident again, you recollected yourself and restored the
poise you associate with being a lady or a gentleman. So you quickly returned to
your old self, how can you expect to become enlightened like that?

Or think of another experience you might have had while standing at the curb
waiting for the traffic light to turn green. Suddenly a passing car splashes water all
over your face and clothes. This is a good chance for you to become enlightened,
but it doesn’t happen. The same sort of opportunity occurred in ancient times, for
those who instantly became enlightened when a stone struck some bamboos, or a
shoelace suddenly snapped. Remember the saying “Turning around to look back at
the scene, I suddenly noticed that spring was already in the tree”? How about us?
How many times have we looked back and yet failed to notice the spring? Why is
this? It’s because those people in ancient times had already developed their
“feeling of doubt” (I-ch’ing) to the point of maturity, so that they were able to slip
into’ a state of Enlightenment at the right moment, when something unexpected
happened to them. Just as we explained earlier regarding the transformation of the
six senses into the “Ocean of Omniscience”, so here too the key point rests on
engaging in regular practice by focusing on the rejection of illusion and entry into
the state of Awakening. If one does so, one will enter into the realm of reality as
soon as the time is ripe. This then is what practitioners should concentrate their
minds on, rather than keeping on asking Dharma-masters all sorts of questions,
which will prove to be of no use in the end. Therefore, successful cultivation



comes from putting theory into practice. It neither comes from giving Dharma talks
nor from listening to them. Instead, you should nourish the “feeling of doubt”
during your cultivation until it becomes sufficiently mature to trigger
Enlightenment at the right moment. This is true for all approaches to
Enlightenment: the key lies in the maturity of the circumstances.

The great decision to teach the Way

After achieving his supreme goal, the Buddha made the great decision to teach the
way that he had comprehended as a result of his successful cultivation, and it was
not long before he had many devoted followers. One of them, Mahakashyapa, was
a master of strict discipline and well known for his eccentric temper and long life,
and it was he who undertook the task of collecting and fixing the Buddhist canon
after Shakyamuni entered final Nirvana. However, the first Buddhist council
merely focused on the question of how to achieve the state of an Arhat, and the
teachings - concerning the way to benefit all sentient beings were not included in
this collection, which came to be called the “Agama” (a general term for sacred
writings or scriptures). Accordingly, I call this group of disciples the “Kashyapa
School”, and they were the dominant party at that time. Later on, when the Ven.
Purna returned from the Himalayan region, he was displeased to find that many
teachings he had heard from the Buddha had not been included in the collection of
sutras, so he decided to make his own collection and preach the Dharma as he had
heard it. This group I call the “Purna School”, and they formed the dissenting
party. The collection compiled by the Puma School was more extensive, for it
included whatever the Mahakashyapa School had left out. The Buddhist Canon as
compiled by the Mahakashyapa School, including such scriptures as the Four
Agamas, although it now diverges considerably from the original Buddhist
doctrines as a result of having been revised several times, still retains the spirit and
primary meaning of the first teachings. The Puma School, however, preached
doctrines that had not been collected in the ‘orthodox’ canon. Although the two
schools have been flourishing or declining alternately ever since, the dissenting
party eventually became more popular than the ‘orthodox’ party. That is to say, in
terms of Buddhist history, Mahayana Buddhism came to play the leading role
instead of the Shravakayana.

Discriminative Wisdom

It should be noted that most Mahayana Buddhist scriptures are based on the
practice of dhyana (meditation), which will eventually give rise to
Pratyavekshana-jnana (Discriminative Wisdom). Just think: how could



practitioners achieve this kind of wisdom without a basis in dhyana? Let’s take the
method of Anapanasmrti (mindfulness of breathing) as an example. In this practice
there are what are called “six sublime gateways”: counting, following, stopping,
contemplating, returning and purifying. Among these, contemplating, which
corresponds to insight or wisdom, is the fourth stage, and it cannot function
effectively until the previous stage, stopping, i.e. stilling the restless mind, has
been accomplished. From this we can see that Mahayana scriptures are based on
the Shravakayana teachings, and with this understanding we can distinguish the
two vehicles from one another. The Shravakayana scriptures compiled by the
Kashyapa School should be regarded as teaching basic Buddhism, while the
Mahayana scriptures of the Puma School can be classed as applied Buddhism. If
the teachings of basic Buddhism are fully put into practice, it will then be possible
to achieve the ultimate goal of the Mayahana. Otherwise, if Mahayana practice
lacks a foundation in the Shravakayana teachings, it will turn out to be something
perfunctory and mechanical. In that case the Six Paramitas and all the other
practices will merely serve to take one to the stage of fortunate rebirth as a human
being or a god (deva). But this doesn’t imply that a mediator, living in seclusion,
absorbed in the practice of meditation according to the teachings of the Two
Vehicles and cultivating his or her understanding of the marvelous teachings of
basic Buddhism without any thought of going out to teach and benefit other
sentient beings, can necessarily be accused of culpable attachment to these two
vehicles.
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