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Introduction

OVER a thousand years, Pure Land Buddhism spread extensively from
India to all parts of East Asia. One of the reasons for its great popularity 

and influence consisted in its special system of practice, especially the so- 
called ch’eng-ming (Jp. shomyo), the chanting of the holy name of the 
Buddha Amitabha. In comparison with other practices of a Bodhisattva which 
are called “difficult practice” (nangyd ®fr), chanting the Buddha’s name is 
often called “easy practice” (z'gyo Bff), which, as a famous example states, 
is just like traveling in a ship guided by the Buddha’s power, a pleasant jour
ney as compared to walking up a steep path on foot. Due to the simplicity of 
this practice, Pure Land Buddhism opened the door for laypersons to seek the 
salvation of the Buddha Amitabha. However, this simplistic dichotomy of 
easy/difficult practice is frequently misleading, as it implies that everybody 
can easily attain enlightenment just by chanting the Buddha’s name. Of 
course, the masters of Pure Land Buddhism such as Shinran £1® (1173-1262) 
did not hold such an absurd opinion. For instance, if we read through his 
masterpiece, the Kydgyoshinsho ftfffitaE, we will notice that he repeatedly

* This paper is based on my lecture given at the symposium on shoomyoo (Anrufungen 
heiliger Namen) held at the Japanese Culture Center (EKO) in Dusseldorf/Germany in Autumn 
2005.1 would like to express my thanks to Prof. Funayama Toru, University of Kyoto, and Dr. 
Eda Akimichi for sending me some important articles on the present theme.
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emphasizes true faith as an important precondition for such chanting. This 
remarkable scholar of the Kamakura period tried to return to the origins of 
Buddhism as a mind-oriented religion, and his attempt to change the focus 
from practice itself to its motivation is verified by the number of quotations 
from authoritative works of Pure Land Buddhism from India, China, and 
Japan. Of them, one of the most influential treatises forming the backbone of 
Shinran’s particular concept of Pure Land practice is the Sukhavativyuhopadesa 
(Ch. Wu-liang-shou ching yu po-t ’i-she hereafter SVyU)
which is ascribed to Vasubandhu.1

1 In the Kyogydshinshd, Shinran argues over Vasubandhu’s intention of the term zssfa’n — 
L (single-mind) in the initial verse of his SVyU, specifically in connection with the three minds 
in Amitabha’s Eighteenth Vow. Shinran regards this single-mind as being only one cause for 
birth in the Pure Land. Cf. T. 83, 604al ff.

This treatise, consisting of a verse text and prose auto-commentary, deals 
mainly with meditative practices used in order to be born in the Pure Land by 
the power of Amitabha’s compassionate vow. In virtue of its well-system
atized description, the treatise has been considered a basic manual for Pure 
Land practice in general. For instance, in his renowned work, Ojoyoshu (TA 
gM, Genshin ig-ft (942-1017) adopted the framework of the S VyU to explain 
the nembutsu, i.e., the mindfulness of the Buddha, the central issue of the text. 
Also Shinran often quotes the SVyU together with its authoritative commen
tary by T’an-luan (476-542) in order to clarify that the chanting of the 
Buddha’s name needs to be accompanied by true faith. As these examples 
suggest, this unique manual of meditation by V asubandhu has fascinated Pure 
Land Buddhists in many different periods and cultures. Accordingly, by 
examining its contents and comparing it with other Pure Land concepts from 
China and Japan, an interesting picture of the historical and transcultural 
development of the ch ’eng-ming-concept emerges.

In spite of its significance, however, few philological attempts have been 
made to analyze the SVyU due to certain methodological difficulties. First, 
there is a linguistic problem: The original Sanskrit text of the SVyU is now 
lost, and its Tibetan translation has not yet been found. It is available for us 
only in its Chinese translation. Second, for scholars who belong to the 
tradition of Pure Land Buddhism, its dogmatism is a barrier to the critical 
approach to this scripture. For instance, even in Yamaguchi’s epoch-making 
monograph of 1963, Seshin no Jodoron (A Study of
Vasubandhu’s Sukhavativyuhopadesa), in which the author tries to separate
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the treatise from its dogmatic context, and to reconsider its philosophical-his
torical position in the broader context of Indian Buddhism, we can find that 
he read the text frequently relying on T’an-luan’s commentary and Shinran’s 
interpretations on its passages. Third, there is also the more complicated prob
lem of the text’s authorship in relation to Frauwallner’s hypothesis that there 
were two persons named Vasubandhu.2

2 Yamaguchi (1963, p. 1) refers to this monograph by Frauwallner, but he expresses neither 
approval nor disapproval.

3 For biographies of Vasubandhu and his works, Mejor (1991, pp. 3-13) has added more 
information to Frauwallner’s research.

Accordingly, an inquiry into the SVyU is necessarily confronted with these 
linguistic, dogmatic, and historical problems. Keeping these difficulties in 
mind, in what follows, I will clarify Vasubandhu’s ideas on chanting the 
Buddha’s name by examining a passage relevant to the present theme in the 
context of Indian Buddhism.

Vasubandhu as Commentator on Mahayana Sutras

In his monograph (1951), through a careful examination of the information 
concerning the life and dates of Vasubandhu, Frauwallner reaches the striking 
conclusion that there were two persons of this name, an elder and a younger 
one. According to his working hypothesis, c. 400-480 C.E. are given as the 
dates of Vasubandhu the younger, the author of the Abhidharmakosabhasya 
(hereafter AKBh), while c. 320-380 C.E. are those for Vasubandhu the elder, 
who was converted by his elder brother Asanga to Mahayana and composed 
numerous Mahayana works thereafter.3

Frauwallner’s hypothesis was reinforced by Schmithausen, who ex
pounded that the Karmasiddhi, the Vimsatikd and the Trimsikd must be 
attributed to the author of the AKBh, since among these works the “one
layered” mental series of the Sautrantikas is commonly accepted. According 
to his criterion, therefore, other works based on the eightfold complex of men
tal series taught by the Yogacarins (esp. Asanga), such as the Madhyanta- 
vibhdgabhasya and the Mahdydnasutrdlamkdrabhasya (hereafter MSABh), 
can only be ascribed to Vasubandhu the elder.

Contrary to Frauwallner-Schmithausen’s theoretical reconstruction of the 
history of Vasubandhu, Korean and Japanese scholars have kept the tradi
tional opinion that the author of the AKBh is identical with the brother of 
Asanga. Most recently, Lee has presented a noteworthy reconsideration of the 
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issue that focuses mainly on the Vyakhyayukti (hereafter VyY) and its close 
linkage with other works ascribed to Vasubandhu, and has concluded that the 
VyY, MSABh and Madhyantavibhagabhasya can only be attributed to the 
same author of the AKBh. As for the dates of Vasubandhu, Lee has consent
ed to Ui’s opinion, i.e., c. 320-400 C.E.4

4 A crucial point for deciding the date of the author of AKBh relates to the identification of 
King Vikramaditya. Though Frauwallner identifies the king as Skandhagupta (455-467 C.E.), 
Lee (2001, p. 61) refers to Anacker as holding a different opinion, that the king is Candragupta 
II (375-415 C.E.).

5 See Yamaguchi 1963, pp. 3-14; Sakurabe 1975, p. 99. As Sakurabe comments, there are 
other commentarial texts ascribed to Vasubandhu, for instance, that on the Nivanasutra (T. 
1529), and Arya-Bhadracaryapranidhanatika (P. 5516), but their authorship is still uncertain. 
Furthermore, although the commentary on the Vajracchedika Prajndpdramita is also ascribed 
to Vasubandhu, the text is a commentary on Asaiiga’s commentary on the Vajracchedika. Thus, 
Sakurabe 1975 does not count it as a direct commentary on a Mahayana sutra.

6 See Muroji 1993.

Although it is beyond the scope of this presentation to comment extensively 
on the controversy surrounding the authorship problem of Vasubandhu, at 
least to me, Lee’s conclusion is most convincing. However, aside from the 
authorship of Vasubandhu’s independent works dealing with the Abhidharma 
and Yogacara, equally problematic is the authorship of the commentarial texts 
that survive mainly in Chinese translations. Despite their significance for 
grasping the entirety of Vasubandhu’s philosophy, little attention has been 
paid to this large Chinese corpus because of its linguistic difficulties. The list 
of Vasubandhu’s commentaries on Mahayana sutras is as follows:5

1. The commentary on the Pratityasamutpadadivibhahganirdesasutra 
(Tib. rTen cing ’brel par ’byung ba dang po dan mam par dbye ba 
bshadpa, P. No. 5496)6

2. The upadesa on the Saddharmapuhdankasutra (T. 1519 [Tr. 
Bodhiruci]; T 1520 [Tr. Ratnamati])

3. The commentary on the Dasabhumikasutra (T. 1522 [Tr. Bodhiruci]; 
’Phags pa sa bcu’i mam par bshadpa, P. No. 5494 [Tr. Manjusri- 
garbha, Prajnavarman, Ye-shes sde, Dpal brtsegs])

4. The upadesa on the Sukhavativyuha (T. 1524 [Tr. Bodhiruci])
5. The upadesa on the four dharmas, of the Pao ki king (T. 1526 [Tr. 

Vimuktisena])
6. The commentary on the Gayasirsasiitra (T. 1531 [Tr. Bodhiruci]; Tib. 

’ Phags pa gaya mgo ’i ri shs bya ba ’i mdo ’i mam par bshad pa, P. No. 
5492 [Tr. Surendrabodhi, Ye-shes sde])
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7. The commentary on the Visesacintabrahmapariprcchasutra (T. 1532 
[Tr. Bodhiruci])

8. The upadesa on the Dharmacakraparivartasutra (T. 1533 [Tr. 
Vimuktisena])

9. The upadesa on the San kin tsou king (T. 1534 [Tr. Vimuktisena])

In the list above, as Sakurabe (1975) mentions, there are several points to 
be noted. First of all, of the nine commentaries, five (2, 4, 5, 8, 9) include the 
word upadesa, as does the SVyU, while three (1,3,6) include vyakhya or 
vyakhyana. Moreover, all the Chinese texts in the list were translated by two 
people who were contemporaries in the first half of the sixth century, 
Bodhiruci (WiSijtt (W) 51, n.d.-527) and *Vimuktisena (Ch. P’i-mu-chin- 
hsien ft. g With).7 Of the two, Bodhiruci is well known through his translations 
of the Lankavatarasiitra and Samdhinirmocanasutra. However, it seems 
strange that he translated only Vasubandhu’s commentaries on Mahayana 
sutras, but not his independent works concerning Abhidharma and Yogacara, 
which were translated by Paramartha (Ch. Chen-ti MK) and Hsiian-Tsang S

7 For the two translators, see Kamata 1990, pp. 145-52; 164 ff.
8 Cf. Frauwallner 1951, pp. 42 ff.
9 Otake 2003 is one of the most recent attempts to compare Vasubandhu’s commentarial 

texts with his Yogacara works.
10 This method was first employed by Sakurabe for determining the Sanskrit term corre

sponding to ju-shih-hsiu-hsing in the SVyU. Cf. Sakurabe 1975. In the same man
ner, Otake 2003 has examined Vasubandhu’s commentaries that were translated by Bodhiruci, 
namely, SPU, SVyU, and the commentary on Visesacintabrahmapariprcchasiitra more com
prehensively.

If, as a traditional description states, this Indian translator, Bodhiruci, 
belonged to the transmission lineage leading directly from Vasubandhu,8 why 
did he not bring Vasubandhu’s masterpieces such as the Trimsika to China? 
Should we consider this Vasubandhu to be a different person from the famous 
Yogacara master, once again relying upon Frauwallner’s hypothesis? These 
questions are interesting for understanding the history of the Chinese accep
tance of Vasubandhu’s thought, but the exploration of these will require 
another study.9 An important fact for our present study is, however, that some 
of the texts he translated have corresponding Sanskrit texts and Tibetan trans
lations. Thus, by using these materials, we can restore some passages and 
words of Vasubandhu’s texts that survive only in Bodhiruci’s Chinese trans
lations.10 A passage we will examine in this presentation is one such case.
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The Structure of the Sukhavativyuhopadesa

It is still obscure with whom and when the genre of “the commentary on 
Mahayana sutra” first appeared in the history of Indian Buddhism. Certainly, 
we know of, for instance, the *Mahdprajndpdramitdsastra (Ch. Ta-chih-tu- 
lun A®®!™) and the *Dasabhumikdvibhdsasastra (Ch. Shih-chu-p’i-p’o- 
sha-lun ascribed to Nagarjuna, and Asanga’s commentary on
the Vajracchedika Prajndpdramita, though the authorship of these texts is 
still under discussion. However, if one restricts the issue to upadesa-styXe. 
commentaries, the first text to be considered is Asanga’s AM Amnoyd/ahfaira, 
which is also known as the Prajhapdramitopadesasdstra. This text consists 
of homage verses, explanations of the doctrine of the Prajndpdramitasutra in 
eight chapters, and closing verses. The Prajnaparamita doctrine is summa
rized systematically in eight subjects, namely, three kinds of omniscience, 
four kinds of practices to become omniscient, and the Buddha’s Dharma body, 
and these eight are further divided into seventy points. Therefore, a charac
teristic of the text consists in the systematic summary of a sutra by employ
ing numbers to categorize the doctrine.

We find the same characteristic in Vasubandhu’s upadesa texts. For 
instance, the Saddharmapuhdarikopadesa (hereafter SPU), translated by 
Bodhiruci, summarizes the contents of the Saddharmapuhdarika into the fol
lowing topics: seven sorts of accomplishments of merits of the supreme 
Dharma (ch ’i-chung-kung-te-ch ’eng-chiu five parts of teach
ings (wu-fen-shih-hsien seven sorts of metaphors (ch ’i-chung-p 'i-
yii three sorts of equalities (san-chung-p ’in-teng Z2IS4W), ten sorts
of meanings of supremacy (shih-wu-shang-yi In this case, too, num
bers are efficiently used in order to classify the contents of a sutra. In fact, in 
his VyY, Vasubandhu himself defines upadesa, one type of the Buddha’s 
twelve sorts of teachings, as follows:

Upadesa is that in which those who see true nature and others (i.e., 
ordinary people) expose the meaning of a sutra in accordance with 
the Dharma. This [upadesa] ascertains the meaning of the [sutra], 
and is called matrkd, because [it] is the basis for exposing the 
meanings of other sutras [as well]. [It] is also called abhidharma
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because by correctly exposing the characteristics [of the Dharma],
[it] directs [one] to the characteristics of the Dharma.11

11 VyY 160, 5 ff.: gtan la dbab par bstan pa 'i sde ni gang las de kho na mthong ba rnams 
dang | gzhan rnams kyis mdo sde ’i don chos kyi rjes su mthun par gtan la dbab par bstan pa 
’o\\ de nyid de ’i don mam par ’chad pas ma mo zhes by a ste | de las gzhan pa ’i mdo sde ’i 
don bshadpa 'i rtenyin pa 'i phyir ro || chos mngon pa zhes kyang bya ste | mtshan nyidphyin 
ci ma log par ston pa nyid kyis chos kyi mtshcm nyid la mngon du phyogs par byed pa ’i phyir 
ro || For translation, see Lee 2001, pp. 69 ff.

12 For the two meanings of matr, viz., jananl andparicchetr, see Lee 2001, p. 70, n. 129.
13 The third and fourth gates relate to the traditional practices, viz., concentration (samatha') 

and contemplation (vipasyana), respectively. Otake has found a similarity between the descrip
tion of these practices in the SVyU and that in MSA XIV 20-21. Cf. Otake 2003, pp. 32-35.

As its synonym mdtrka denotes, upadesa is defined as condensed statements 
of a sutra’s contents, and plays the role of ascertaining its meaning, becom
ing the basis of expositions of other sutras.11 12 The definition is suitable for 
Asanga’s Abhisamaydlankara and Vasubandhu’s SPU, both of which sum
marize the contents of their root sutras by employing numbers of character
istics of the Dharma. Now, turning to our main text, the SVyU, we can find 
the same format, in the summary of the content of both the Larger and Smaller 
Sukhavativyuhas, where various merits of the Buddha Amitabha, his Pure 
Land, and its inhabitants are described as the results of the Buddha’s com
passionate vows.

In the verses of the SVyU, Vasubandhu poetically describes these charac
teristics of Pure Land as the vision reflected in the meditative mind of an aspi
rant for birth in that land: the land is full of illuminating pure light; various 
kinds of flowers on the lake are in full bloom; the great palace is surrounded 
by various trees with bells ringing beautiful Dharma-sounds; the Buddha 
Amitabha sits on a lotus-seat from which people are bom as Pure Land inhab
itants, who can enjoy both the Buddha-Dharma and various meditations; 
Amitabha’s face shines with light; his voice reaches in all directions, and so 
on. In contrast, the systematization of Pure Land practices is offered in the 
prose commentary, which begins with an account of the primary purposes of 
Pure Land aspirants, namely, to cognize the Buddha Amitabha, to visualize 
his land and to wish to be bom there. To attain these three, Vasubandhu 
describes the Five Contemplative Gates (yvu-nien-men which consti
tute the main body of this text: (1) the Gate of Worship (li-pei-men ILJTFI),
(2) the Gate of Praise (tsan-t ’an-men (3) the Gate of Aspiration (tso-
yilen-men IT® M), (4) the Gate of Visualization (kuan-ch ’a-men 13 and 
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(5) the Gate of Transfer of Merit (hui-hsiang-men @[p]f1). Of them, the fourth 
gate, the visualization of Amitabha and his land is the most important part of 
the text, which is divided into three parts: (4-1) the visualization of the 
seventeen merits of his land, (4-2) the visualization of the eight merits of 
Amitabha and (4-3) the visualization of the four merits of Bodhisattvas.14

14 Some scholars have pointed out that these twenty-nine merits of Amitabha, his land, and 
Bodhisattvas in his land, are closely related to the eighteen perfections of the pure lands of 
Buddhas, which are mentioned in the introductions of the Samdhimrmoccmasutra and the 
Buddhabhumisutra as well as Asanga’s Mahayanasamgraha. Cf. Yamaguchi 1966, pp. 
92-100.

Thus, it is clear that the SVyU, which summarizes the practical essence of 
the Sukhavativyuhas into these Five Contemplative Gates, belongs concep
tually to upadesa texts. Next, we will examine how the chanting of the 
Buddha’s name is treated in Vasubandhu’s summarized exposition of Pure 
Land practice.

The Textual Problems of the Gate of Praise in the Sukhavativyuhopadesa

In the context of Indian Pure Land Buddhism, the distinction between chant
ing the Buddha’s name (ch’eng-ming') and the mindfulness of the Buddha 
(nien-fu is not clear, and therefore, among modem scholars, there are 
two different opinions as to the status of the former: Kagawa maintains that 
no textual evidence is found to prove that the Indian Pure Land Buddhists 
chanted the Buddha’s name; what is found in texts is only that they practiced 
the mindfulness of the Buddha, while Fujita tries to provide textual evidence 
of its existence in the Indian context. In his article (1963), Kagawa collects 
Sanskrit terms that could possibly denote the chanting of the Buddha’s name, 
viz., (1) namadheyam GRAH- “to receive the name into the mind,” (2) 
namadheyam DHR- “to hold the name,” (3) (sam-) akrandam KR- “to call 
for help,” (4) namadheyam SRU- “to hear the name,” and (5)pari-KIRT- “to 
praise,” and points out the difference in meanings between the Sanskrit terms 
and their Chinese renderings. Among them, (1) and (2) are not the chanting 
of the Buddha’s name, but are rather similar to the mindfulness of the Buddha,
(3) is used in certain emergency situations to call the Buddha’s name for help,
(4) is clearly different from chanting, and (5) is used to describe Buddhas in 
other worlds praising the Buddha Amitabha, and does not describe the prac
tice of a Pure Land aspirant. From these facts, Kagawa assumes that the term 
“chanting the Buddha’s name,” which frequently appears in Chinese transla
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tions, is an interpolation by translators, such as Kumarajlva, who were famil
iar with the newly-developed Buddhist practice in Central Asia, where the so- 
called visualization sutras that proclaim the significance of the practice of 
reciting the Buddha’s name, as in the Kuan wu-liang-shou ching 
were compiled.

Contrary to Kagawa’s highly interesting hypothesis, Fujita, a specialist in 
Pure Land Buddhism, provides a different opinion in his article (1989), 
“Nembutsu to shbmyo” Using almost the same sources as
Kagawa, he also comes to the conclusion that the Chinese translation “ch ’eng- 
ming” possibly denotes namadheyam GRAH-, namadheyam DHR- or (sam-) 
akrandam KR-.15 His major argument asserts that mindfulness (men Skt. 
buddhanusmrti) is frequently identified with chanting (ch ’eng, namadheya- 
grahana) in Pali and Sanskrit texts, and thus, it can be assumed that the prac
tice of chanting the Buddha’s name existed in Indian Buddhism.

15 Of these three terms, namadheyam GRAH-, as Fujita (1989, p. 17) points out, is usually 
used in the sense of oral recitation of the name. However, it is still unclear whether namadheya- 
DHR- and (sam-) akrandam KR- can also be understood in the same way.

16 Fujita 1989, p. 13.
17 Fujita 1989, p. 17.
18 Although the practice of chanting the Buddha’s name is also mentioned in the 

*Dasabhumikavibhdsasdstra ascribed to Nagarjuna, it is uncertain whether the author wrote 
of the practice or its translator, Kumarajlva, mixed his own thought in the translation. Cf. 
Kagawa 1963, pp. 45 ff.

As such, the two opinions are antagonistic with regard to this, however, of 
the two, Fujita’s position has two weak points. First, as Kagawa maintains, 
chanting the Buddha’s name was more popular in Central Asia, and its influ
ence upon the translators’ thinking is undeniable. Second, as Fujita himself 
remarks, since nien and ch 'eng are usually considered to belong to different 
activities, viz., mental and verbal, respectively,16 their identification is diffi
cult to accept. In spite of these weak points, however, I basically agree with 
Fujita’s main claim of the existence of chanting the Buddha’s name in Indian 
Buddhism for two reasons: first, the usual meaning of at least the term 
namadheyam GRAHis “to utter the name,”17 therefore, it is possible to trans
late it as “ch’eng-ming.” Second, as we will see below, Vasubandhu inte
grates this chanting into his system of Pure Land practices. On the premise 
that the SVyU was written in India, its content proves the existence of such 
chanting there.18

Now, let us consider pertinent passages of the SVyU. After having 
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expounded upon the purpose of his treatise, Vasubandhu explains the Five 
Contemplative Gates, the necessary conditions for rebirth in the Pure Land, 
as follows:19 20

19 T. 26, 231bl3—24.
20 T. 26,23 lbl4: Foran assumption of the corresponding Sanskrit, see

Otake 2003, p. 39, n. 3.
21 According to Otake 2003, p. 41, n. 12, Bodhiruci uses the term ku to denote not only 

ablative case-endings, but also instrumental ones and iti. In the present sentence, I would like 
to assume iti, as corresponding to the question katham (Ch. yiln-he sfj), as well. Moreover, 
if one compares the sentence with the description of the result of this First Contemplative Gate, 
it is clear that ku in the present sentence does not denote the ablative case-ending. Cf. T. 26, 
233a8 ff.

22 'Forju-shih-hsiu-hsmgiW^.^'fr, see Sakurabe 1975 which assumes anudharmapratipatti 
as its original Skt. However, I surmise that yathavat is equivalent to ju-shih &DJT.

23 ForT. 26,23 lbl 7 ff.: LAIFKWL'W-ASiatTAS'SiHzb, a similar passage can be found 
in MSABh 83, 4 ff.: ye sukhavatydm pranidhanam karisyanti te tatropapatsyanta iti 
kalantarenety abhiprayah.

(1) How does one worship? With physical action, one worships Amitabha 
[who is] a Tathagata, an arhat, [as well as] correctly and completely 
enlightened (samyaksambuddha')?0 and aspires to be bom in his 
Land.21

(2) How does one praise? With verbal action, one praises [the Buddha]: 
One chants the name of the Buddha and wishes to connect oneself 
with the proper practice22 in accordance with the Buddha’s light, 
which is characterized by wisdom, and the meaning of his name.

(3) How does one aspire? With single-mindedness, one constantly aspires 
(pranidhanam KR-) to be necessarily bom in the Land of Bliss 
(sukhdvati)23 and wishes to practice concentration (samatha) prop
erly.

(4) How does one visualize? With wisdom, one visualizes [Amitabha]: 
One visualizes him with a correct mind and wishes to practice con
templation (vipasyana) properly. There are three types of visualiza
tions: the visualization of the virtues of the adornments of his land, 
the visualization of the virtues of the adornments of Amitabha, and 
the visualization of the virtues of the adornments of Bodhisattvas [in 
the land].

(5) How does one transfer merits? Without abandoning any suffering 
living being, one aspires constantly [for their salvation] and accom
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plishes great compassion, regarding the transfer of merits as the fore
most important [practice].24

24 ForT. 26, 231b24: ls|[n]^M, I assume the following Sanskrit: parinamapurvamgamam/- 
puraskrtatvad. Cf. DBh 11, 23: mahakarunapurvamgamam . . . = T. 26, 135b2: L'.AAAff; 
DBh 13, 14 ff.: mahakarunapiiraskrtatvad = T. 26, 137al2:

25 My addition.

Here, physical, verbal, and two kinds of mental actions correspond to the 
first four kinds of practices. It clearly shows that Vasubandhu makes a dis
tinction between the chanting of the Buddha’s name (the second gate) and the 
mindfulness of the Buddha (the third/fourth gates). Strictly speaking, in this 
system, chanting of the Buddha’s name is considered to be a preliminary stage 
for the mindfulness of the Buddha.

In this respect, then, how and for what purpose does one chant the name of 
Amitabha? Let us look in detail at the account of the Gate of Praise. 
Vasubandhu portrays the praise of the Buddha Amitabha as a verbal activity, 
and subsequently paraphrases it as “chanting the Buddha’s name” (ch ’engpi 
ju-lei ming Following this phrase, Vasubandhu explains the pur
pose of such chanting, which is one of the most problematic portions in the 
SVyU. I present the text and some of its modem translations below:

Text 1 (T. 26, 231bl5 ff.):

Kiyota (1978: p. 278): We praise [his name] through vocal action 
\yak-karmdY we chant the name of the Tathagata, because, by ob
serving these practices as truly as they should be, we seek to bring 
about the unity [between those practices] and what his name
essence and illumination-wisdom [stands for], (Cf. n. 66.: This sen
tence means that the practice of chanting the name of Buddha 
Amitayus, referred to nien-fo in Chinese and nembutsu in Japanese, 
brings about a response from Buddha Amitayus.)
Matsumoto (1986: p. 107): One praises with one’s words. One calls 
the Name of that Tathagata in accordance with that Tathagata’s 
Light, which is the embodiment of Wisdom, and in accordance with 
the significance of the Name, for one wishes to practice in accor
dance with reality and attain unity with it.
Fujimaru (2002: p. 77) [my translation from the Japanese]: [With 
verbal action, one praises the Buddha25]. One chants the name of 
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that Tathagata, and wishes to practice properly and to attain unity 
with the aspect of wisdom [that is called] the light of that Tathagata, 
and with the meaning of his name.

The differences among these translations may be summarized as follows:

(a) The understanding of the structure of the sentence.
(b) The translation of ju #□, which appears three times in this phrase.
(c) The interpretation of “unity” (hsiang-ying and how the related 

items are referred to.

Before investigating these points, let us look at Vasubandhu’s exposition of 
the results of the practice of praising the Buddha, which is helpful to the under
standing of this passage, as suggested by Fujimaru.26 In the final section of 
the SVyU, Vasubandhu explains the results of the Five Contemplative 
Gates:27

26 Fujimaru 2002, pp. 78-80.
27 Cf. T. 26, 233a9-22.

(1) Asa result of worshipping the Buddha Amitabha, one is reborn in the 
Pure Land. This is called the “Gate of Approach” (chin-men IfiPI).

(2) As a result of praising the Buddha Amitabha, one is numbered in the 
great assemblage of Buddhas. This is called the “Gate of the Great 
Assemblages” (ta-hui-chung-men A475SH).

(3) Asa result of aspiring to be bom in the Pure Land, one enters the Lotus 
World. This is called the “Gate of the Palace” (chai-men

(4) As a result of visualizing the Buddha and his Land, one reaches his 
Land and enjoys various Dharma-flavors. This is called the “Gate of 
the Room” (wu-men UM).

(5) As a result of the transfer of merits, one freely acts for the salvation 
of all living beings. This is called the “Gate for Playing in the Garden 
and Forest” (yiien-lin-yo-hsi-ti-men Hff

In this way, Vasubandhu describes the results of the Five Contemplative Gates 
as a metaphor for entering the palace of the Buddha Amitabha and leaving it 
to enter its garden and forest. That is to say, through the perfection of these 
five kinds of practices, one will be bom in the Pure Land, see the Buddha 
Amitabha, and act for the salvation of all living beings. It is significant, how
ever, that Vasubandhu describes these results with expressions that are very 
similar to those of the passages of the Five Contemplative Gates. For instance, 
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the second gate, which corresponds to the Gate of Praise, is described as 
follows:

Text 2 (T. 26, 233a, 11-13): A^-HW «««

The entrance to the second gate means that one can be numbered 
in the great assemblage [of Buddhas], because one praises 
Amitabha, [namely] chants the name of the Buddha to practice in 
accordance with the meaning of [his] name, relying on the Buddha ’ s 
light, which is characterized by wisdom.

If one compares the two passages (Texts 1 and 2), both similarities and dis
similarities can easily be seen. Both passages contain the phrases, “to praise 
/ chant the name of the Buddha” (tsan-t’an ftlR / ch 'eng pi ju-lei ming ffi® 

“the Buddha’s light, which is characterized by wisdom” {ju-lei 
kuang-ming chih-hsiang ® AATTWffl), “the meaning of the name” (ming-yi 
^H), and “practice” (hsiu-hsing XT). However, changes can be seen in the 
particle, the adverb, the verb, and the word order. While Text 1 contains the 
particle ju three times, it does not appear in Text 2. Instead, particles indi
cating “in accordance with/relying on” (smz-sAmw ffiJB / yi ft) are used in the 
latter. Moreover, the adverb “properly” (ju-shih #D^) and the verb “to be
come unified” (hsiang-ying) are lacking in Text 2. Lastly, the word orders are 
different in both texts, seen specifically in the reversed position of ming-yi 
and ju-lei kuang-ming chih-hsiang. What has happened between these two 
parts? Should we assume two different texts? Or did Bodhiruci translate the 
same or almost the same text in two different ways?

First of all, let us try to restore Text 1. Here, we find conspicuous usages 
of the particle ju, which is usually equivalent to the Sanskrit yathd. Thus,yzz 
pi ju-lei kuang-ming chih-hsiang and jupi ming-yi
might be restored as *yathdtadtathagataprajhalaksanaloka and 
*yathdtadndmdrtha/-ndmadheydrtha/yathatadruta, respectively. Now, if we 
consider these compounds to be avyayzA/zdva-compounds, then, as Apte (s.v., 
yathd) states, “yathd- is usually translated by ‘according to, according as, in 
accordance with, in conformity to, in proportion to, not exceeding.’ ” On this 
assumption, turning to Text 2, in which “in accordance with” (sui-shuri)2i and

28 The term sui-shun (agreeable to/conformity with/following) is probably equivalent to 
*anubandha/anugata/anuloma. Cf. DBh 17,4 ff.: kamabhavavidyasravanubandhais - T. 26, 
142a6: DBh 94, 26: bodhisattva evamjhandmigato = T. 26, 200a20: #
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“relying on” (yz) are used instead of ju, one can find the conceptual similar
ity between the two phrases in Text 1 (yzz pi ju-lei kuang-ming chih-hsiang 
andjupi ming-yi) and those in Text 2 (yipi ju-lei kuang-ming chih-hsiang ft 
ODJfev'cEWffl and sui-shun ming-yi Therefore, these both have a
similar basic structure so as to connect the practice of chanting the Buddha’s 
name with the subsequent practice, in accordance with the Buddha’s light of 
wisdom and the meaning of his name.

The problem that remains is the interpretation of hsiang-ying, which 
appears only in Text 1. This term usually corresponds to the Sanskrit (sam- 
pra-) YUJ (to connect, to unite, to join).29 Concerning this term, Fujimaru 
points out that in Bodhiruci’s translation, ju is rarely linked to hsiang-ying 
Moreover, Kiyota’s translation shows a similar understanding. According to 
both interpretations, one chants the Buddha’s name because one wishes to be 
united with its meaning, namely, to be united with the illumination character
ized by wisdom.31 In this case, however, it is difficult to explain the similar
ity between Texts 1 and 2, since “uniting” (hsiang-ying) and “in accordance 
with I relying on” (sui-shun /yi) cannot be identified. Instead, taking into 
consideration that Text 2 refers only to hsiu-hsing, I would like to interpret 
the term “to unite I to connect” as relating to “proper practice” (ju-shih hsiu- 
hsing Thus, the phrase ju-shih hsiu-hsing hsiang-ying means “to
connect oneself to the proper practice,” that is, “to practice properly,” which 
corresponds to Text 2. On the above assumptions, I would propose the fol
lowing translation for Text 1:

DBh 53, 27 ff.: esam dharmanam yathavad amdomataya = T. 26, I72c20: 
EWTCmA. Of them, ami-GAM has also the meaning of “to comprehend,” and Kiyota (1978, 
p. 289) gives the translation “understanding” to the term sui-shun. However, since its original 
Sanskrit is not identified, I take the common meaning of these three Sanskrit terms, “in accor
dance with.”

29 Cf. DBh 8, 6: paramarthasamyuktam = T. 26, 130a3: RUffttBO; DBhu 11, 4:
drstantayuktam = T. 26,132b27: DBhu 17,4: viparyasasamprayuktaih = T. 26,142a4
ff.:

30 Cf. Fujimaru (2002, p. 77, n. 1) refers to a passage in Vasubandhu’s SPU (T. 26, 1 c27).
31 Certainly, as one of the purposes of chanting the Buddha’s name, one can count attaining 

unity with the meaning of the Buddha’s name, namely his virtue. For instance, concerning the 
twenty-fourth chapter of the SP, in his SPU, Vasubandhu claims that there are two effects of wor
shipping and holding the name of Avalokitesvara, viz., the power of faith If T and absolute 
knowledge (SWi£n). Of the two, the former is explained in two ways, viz., (a) one who calls his 
name believes himself to be Avalokitesvara, and (b) one worships him in order to obtain his 
virtue. Cf. T. 26, lObl 1 ff. In my opinion, however, this aim is not intended in Text 1 of the 
SVyU.

248



MORIYAMA: THE GATE OF PRAISE

With verbal action, one praises [the Buddha:] One chants the name 
of the Buddha and wishes to connect oneself with the proper prac
tice in accordance with the Buddha’s light, which is characterized 
by wisdom, and the meaning of his name.

In this short passage, Vasubandhu’s basic concept concerning the chanting of 
the Buddha’s name is summarized concisely. The point is to consider the 
chanting of Amitabha’s name to be the preliminary stage for its subsequent 
practice that requires the help of the Buddha’s light of wisdom and learning 
the meaning of his name. This is comparable to the general process of the 
Buddhist practice consisting of learning the Buddha’s teaching (sruti), re
flecting upon its meaning (cznta) and meditating on it (bhavana). In the fol
lowing, I will show several passages in order to support this interpretation, in 
the Dasabhumikasiitra (hereafter DBh) and Vasubandhu’s commentary on it.

Chanting the Bndclha’s Name as a Preliminary Practice

An important background to the passage in the SVyU is the DBh. As Haseoka 
has already pointed out in his article (1958), this sutra had a certain influence 
on Vasubandhu’s SVyU, especially in his description of the merits of the 
adornments of the Pure Land and Bodhisattvas in that land, the Five Con
templative Gates and Five Merit Gates. As for the basis of the Gate of Praise, 
Haseoka assumes the following description of the fifth stage of the DBh:

DBh 46, 7 ff.: tarns ca tathdgatan arhatah samyaksambuddhan 
paryupdste tesdm ca sakdsddgauravacitrikdrena satkrtya dharma- 
desanam srnoty udgrhndti dhcirayati.

However, since this sentence appears repeatedly as a stock-phrase in the DBh, 
it is meaningless to restrict the quotation to just the fifth stage of Bodhisattvas. 
Moreover, in the above sentence, we can find no word that corresponds to 
Vasubandhu’s exposition of the Gate of Praise. Despite this, the DBh is not 
irrelevant to the SVyU. In fact, we can find, for instance, the following pas
sage in the sixth and seventh stages:

DBh 53, 31 ff.: srutva ca yathdvat samdpattiprajhdjndndlokataya 
prayujyate. pratipattitas cddhdrayati (= T. 26, 173al 8 ff: MsUA 
E WIIW UEtftS).
DBh 62, 19 ff.: srutva ca yathdvat samdpattiprajndjnanalokena 
prayujyate. pratipattitas cddhdrayati (= T. 26, 178b 1 ff.:
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Tr. And after having heard [the Dharma], [a Bodhisattva] applies 
himself properly to [the Dharma] by means of the light of knowl
edge [that has arisen from] concentration and wisdom. And after 
practicing, he holds [the Dharma in his mind].32

32 For the translation, see Aramaki 2003, pp. 197 and 230.

Here, we see the close relationship between the proper practice and the light 
of knowledge. The superior knowledge of the Dharma arises in a Bodhisattva 
who hears the Buddha’s teaching. Under the guidance of this knowledge, 
which is like a light illuminating a path, he goes forward to higher stages. As 
was mentioned before, the same process is paraphrased in Vasubandhu’s 
SVyU, where, instead of hearing the Dharma, one chants the Buddha’s name, 
and practices properly in accordance with Amitabha’s light of wisdom. The 
similarity of both processes is clear. Only one difference is that in the SVyU, 
one practices while relying on Amitabha’s wisdom, whereas in the DBh, a 
Bodhisattva walks on a path that is illuminated by his own wisdom.

Next, a relevant passage to “in accordance with the meaning of his name” 
(ju pi ming-yi /sui-shun pi ming-yi) is found in ’Phags pa sa bcu ’i rnam par 
bshadpa (hereafter DBhV), Vasubandhu’s commentary on the DBh:

DBhV (P. nGi. 152a2 = D. nGi 119b5 ff.): de bzhin du thos pa 
dang bsam pa dang Idan pa’i don sgrub pa bsgom pa la brtson 
na . . .
Tr. In this manner, he commences to meditate for realizing the 
object which he has learned [from the Buddha’s teaching] and upon 
which he has reflected, . . .
= T. 26, 130b25 ff.: . .
Tr. In this manner, he has learned and reflected upon [the Buddha’s 
teaching], he follows [its] correct meaning and practices in accor
dance with the Dharma, . . .

Here, Bodhiruci’s Chinese translation is different from that of its Tibetan 
counterpart. While translating the process of practice consisting of learning, 
reflecting and meditating, Bodhiruci probably added the term sui-shun, which 
has no equivalent in the Tibetan translation, in order to emphasize a condi
tion of practice, namely, “following the correct meaning of the teaching.” The 
same process of practice can be assumed in SVyU’s two passages translated 
by the same hand: Replacing the Buddha’s teaching with Amitabha’s name, 
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the author of the SVyU aimed to incorporate the practice of chanting the 
Buddha’s name into the traditional system of Buddhist practice, and the trans
lator Bodhiruci clarified the point by using the terms ju and sui-shun. In this 
case, chanting the Buddha’s name is considered to be nothing but learning 
and reflecting upon the Buddha’s teaching, which is represented here by 
Amitabha’s name. In line with what his name signifies, one can properly prac
tice for birth in the Pure Land.

Conclusion

To conclude, I will once again turn to the traditional interpretations of the 
Gate of Praise in East Asia, and attempt to clarify certain philosophical and 
cultural differences between South and East Asia in understanding the role of 
chanting the Buddha’s name. The earliest and most authoritative commenta
tor on the SVyU, T’an-luan, connects the Gate of Praise with the single-mind 
(isshirij in Vasubandhu’s homage verse in the SVyU, and claims that such a 
pure mind needs to precede the chanting of the Buddha’s name, in order to 
distinguish mere chanting without true faith from that of true chanting. 
Furthermore, T’an-luan explains that chanting the Buddha’s name removes 
ignorance and fulfills the wishes of living beings. According to T’an-luan’s 
expositions, such chanting can be considered to be an independent practice 
without any connection to other practices such as samatha or vipasyana, in 
contrast to the context of Indian Buddhism in which chanting the Buddha’s 
name is just a preliminary stage for the primary practice of visualization.33 
The tendency to isolate this chanting from other practices grew among the 
Chinese and Japanese heirs of Pure Land Buddhism such as Shan-tao Il’S and 
Honen and finally Shinran, who even rejected the chanting of the 
Buddha’s name and emphasized only the true faith of the Buddha Amitabha.34 
As for the relationship between the former and the latter, Shinran clearly 
states: “True faith is necessarily accompanied by [chanting] the name, though 

33 If one agrees with T’an-luan’s exposition, the passage of the Gate of Praise will be con
strued as follows: One chants the Buddha’s name [and removes the ignorance], as the Buddha’s 
light characterized by wisdom [removes our ignorance], for one wishes to practice properly 
(i.e., to obtain true faith), and to become unified with the meaning of that [Amitabha’s] name 
(i.e., to know the Buddha’s two bodies). For more details of T’an-luan’s interpretation of the 
Gate of Praise, see Fujimaru 2002.

34 Vasubandhu also admitted faith was a significant element for birth in the Pure Land, but 
unlike Shinran, he assumed faith to be a result of the Five Contemplative Gates. Cf. T. 26, 
233al ff.
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[chanting] the name is not necessarily accompanied by true faith based on the 
power of Amitabha’s Vow.”35 In this way, in Vasubandhu, T’an-luan, and 
Shinran, we find three different concepts concerning chanting the Buddha’s 
name. For Vasubandhu, it is a preliminary practice enabling the mind to fol
low the path of samatha and vipasyana:, for T’an-luan, chanting the Buddha’s 
name has the value of an independent practice; Shinran sought strictly true 
faith and saw no practical value in the chanting of the Buddha’s name. The 
shift in their interests can also be seen as the three different practices of Pure 
Land Buddhism, viz., (a) the visualization of the Pure Land/the mindfulness 
of the Buddha Amitabha, (b) the chanting of the name of the Buddha 
Amitabha, and (c) the pure faith of the Buddha Amitabha. Among them, 
Vasubandhu’s SVyU takes an important role in the integration of chanting 
the Buddha Amitabha’s name into the system of Pure Land practice, in which 
one chants the Buddha’s name in order to motivate oneself to practice, being 
illuminated by the Buddha’s light of wisdom. Vasubandhu’s original idea was 
gradually changed by later Pure Land thinkers who lived in cultures far 
removed from India. Of course, I cannot judge whether these changes can be 
called developments or not, but it may at least be said that an aspiration to be 
bom in the Amitabha’s Land underlies the arising and changing of ch ’eng
ining thought in Pure Land Buddhism.

35 T. 83, 606b25 ff.
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