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Sentient beings must still have some merit if there are people as skilled and dedicated as Peter Skilling. The release of this remarkable anthology is a sign that the compassion of the Buddha is still with us.”


—DZONGSAR JAMYANG KHYENTSE
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CHANGE AND LOSS have always been part of the human condition, but in today’s world, the pace and intensity of uncertainty has reached new extremes. The Buddha observed the truth of impermanence more than 2,500 years ago and diagnosed the anxiety it engenders so incisively that his prescription still resonates and heals here and now. In Buddha’s Words for Tough Times, Peter Skilling, one of the world’s foremost authorities on Buddhist scripture, brings the reader face to face with the wealth of Buddhist literature, from a teaching in a single word, to a seminal collection of verses on impermanence, to narrations of the Buddha’s teaching journeys across the Gangetic Plain. Translating from sources in Tibetan, Sanskrit, and Pāli, he uncovers the complex history of the vast writings of the Buddhist canons, and his skill in revealing the meaning of twenty gems from within those riches brings them alive for English readers. We could have no better guide for this exploration, an exploration whose value is more urgent than ever














Frontispiece: Colossal statue of the standing Buddha, cast in bronze in about the seventh century. It is 2.3 meters tall and weighs over 500 kilograms, and it must once have been one of the principal cult images at an important monastery lying on the south bank of the Gaṅgā River. There is, however, no inscription to give us any clues to its identity. At some point, we don’t know when, the monastery was destroyed or fell into ruins, and the site lay neglected until the nineteenth century, when, in 1862, during the construction of the East Indian Railway, this and other statues and antiquities were uncovered at Sultanganj (सुल्तानगंज, [image: Image] Bhagalpur District, Bihar). The then-resident engineer for the East Indian Railway, E. B. Harris, had the image shipped to Birmingham, and it was donated to the newly opened museum in 1864. It is now on display at the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery (acc. no. 1885A1116).


Other images from Sultanganj are kept in the British Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum in London and the Asian Art Museum, San Francisco. See in this volume figures 9, 10, 11, and 53. 
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Figure 1. Archival photos show, on the left, the frontispiece Buddha after excavation in Sultanganj in 1862 and, on the right, E. B. Harris with some of the Sultanganj images.














Since brass nor stone nor earth nor boundless sea


But sad mortality o’er-sways their power,


How with this rage shall beauty hold a plea,


Whose action is no stronger than a flower?


O, how shall summer’s honey breath hold out


Against the wrackful siege of batt’ring days,


When rocks impregnable are not so stout,


Nor gates of steel so strong, but time decays?


O fearful meditation! Where, alack,


Shall Time’s best jewel from Time’s chest lie hid?


Or what strong hand can hold his swift foot back?


Or who his spoil of beauty can forbid?


O none, unless this miracle have might,


That in black ink my love may still shine bright.


William Shakespeare, Sonnet 65


(RSC, p. 2426)











Although its scent still lingers on


the form of a flower has scattered away


For whom will the glory


of this world remain unchanged?


Arriving today at the yonder side


of the deep mountains of evanescent existence


We shall never allow ourselves to drift away


intoxicated, in the world of shallow dreams.


Attributed to Kōbō Daishi


(See Abé, The Weaving of Mantra, pp. 391–98)











Dedicated to the fond memory of E. Gene Smith


’Jam dbyangs rnam rgyal


འཇམ་དབྱངས་རྣམ་རྒྱལ།


Peerless sage


Powerhouse of wisdom


Omniscient guide


Everlasting inspiration


These translations have no use-by date.
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Figure 2. Contemplation of the foul: mural painting with standing gilt Buddha image in foreground. To the left, a monk sits cross-legged with a monastic fan in hand, contemplating a dead body sprawled in front of him. To the right, a monk stands, holding a staff as he gazes down on a corpse. Uposatha hall, Wat Uposatharam, Uthai Thani province, Thailand.














Foreword


AS A BUDDHIST MYSELF for the past half century, I still to this day get surprised and even shocked by how amazingly progressive, accu-rate, and utterly relevant the Buddha’s teachings are in this day and age. The teachings are like perfect acupuncture points, always piercing to the core of what we need to hear and what the world needs, and always completely timely.


In those moments, I can’t help thinking—why don’t people read this? Why don’t people abide by these simple, direct, empirical, hands-on teachings that provide the most practical advice and guidance on how to live our lives?


And in those same moments, I am also totally puzzled why we insist on entangling ourselves and turning our backs ever further on the simple truths that stare us in the face. If only we and the world could learn and deal with those truths that the Buddha taught, we would readily free ourselves from so much unnecessary stress, tension, conflict, and harm.


Peter Skilling has dedicated so much of his life, time, and energy to treasuring these profound wisdom teachings of the Buddha, written down in ancient times on palm leaves and paper in Pāli, Prakrit, Sanskrit, and Tibetan. And for our benefit, he has lovingly and carefully chosen, translated, and presented selections of these teachings for this remarkable anthology—at the just the right time and hour of this difficult period, Buddha’s Words for Tough Times. 


I see it as an encouraging sign that sentient beings must still have some merit if there are people as skilled and dedicated as Peter Skilling doing what he does for the benefit of the world. The release of this remarkable anthology is a sign that the compassion of the Buddha is still with us.


Dzongsar Jamyang Khyentse











Preamble


THIS BOOK IS NONSECTARIAN and at the same time it is polysectarian and pansectarian. It balances on the fine but firm rope of the middle way between all extremes. In Tibetan, it might be described as rimé (ris med), which means to value all Buddhist traditions and regard them all as worthy of respect and consideration. Rimé began in nineteenth-century eastern Tibet as an intellectual and spiritual movement to value and cherish all teachings within the Tibetan tradition and to collect and to preserve them. Today, to suit the expanding horizons of our times, rimé goes beyond Tibetan traditions to embrace all forms of Buddhism. At a deeper level, rimé means to leave one’s identity behind: urago jiṇṇam iva tacaṃ purāṇaṃ, as a snake casts off its worn-out skin. This refrain from the ancient Uragasutta—Sutta on the Serpent—urges us to leave our shopworn and antiquated identities and agendas behind. Rereading this evergreen two-thousand-year-old poem today reminds me that it is high time for a change.1


In the early centuries after Gautama the Buddha passed away in final nirvāṇa, the community of monks and nuns that he had founded developed into eighteen and more orders or schools—as many as twenty, twenty-four, or even thirty over the longue durée.2 These were not produced by “schisms,” and the saṅgha did not split into exclusive and incompatible schools; it was an organic process, more like a banyan tree that sprouts a rich profusion of trunks and branches in all directions.3 The original schools may have eventually died out in India itself, but what is now “world Buddhism” has transformed into a many-colored array of who knows how many old and new schools, sects, and movements.


The modern study of the eighteen schools has usually been couched in terms of skepticism and a methodological triumphalism that draws up lines of evolution to show what the researcher thinks is the “most authentic” school. But traditional accounts were less exclusive and more tolerant. One example is the Questions of Mañjuśrī, a Mahāyāna sūtra translated into Chinese by *Saṅghabhara/Saṅghabhadra, a monk of Funan (Southeast Asia) in 518. Here the bodhisatva Mañjuśrī asks the Buddha:4


World-Honored One, after you enter nirvāṇa, how will your disciples in the future be able to discriminate between the various schools? What will be the fundamental school?


The Buddha tells Mañjuśrī:


There will be twenty schools that will keep the Dharma in existence for my future disciples. Members of all those twenty schools will attain the four realizations, and their tripiṭakas will be equal, without being inferior, intermediate, or superior. It is like the water of the ocean that is undifferentiated in taste. It is as if a man had twenty sons. This is truly what the Tathāgata has preached! Mañjuśrī, the two original schools derive from the Mahāyāna and from the perfection of wisdom. Mañjuśrī, just as earth, water, fire, wind, and space are that upon which all sentient beings reside, so is the perfection of wisdom. The Mahāyāna is the place from which all the śrāvakas, pratyekabuddhas, and buddhas derive.


Ananda Coomaraswamy quotes from the same passage in Samuel Beal’s venerable 1880 translation, remarking, “If these are not the actual words of the Buddha, they testify at least to what the Buddhists at a later period considered that he might well have said.”5 This is an astute assessment. We scholars are too ready to think in terms of an ideal and exclusive authenticity, of what the Buddha “actually said,” to champion reality over fiction, defining the terms as we like. But are texts ever fixed and final, or are they creative accomodations and artful interventions that express “what Buddhists at a later period considered that the Awakened One might well have said”? As part of the fabric of Buddhist creativity, are not the “later” texts as worthy of consideration as the “early” ones? And how do we know with any certainty what is early, what is middle, what is later?
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In this book, I present translations of texts that were transmitted by several Buddhist orders or schools. These schools were custodians of the Buddha’s teachings, which they cherished and polished over the centuries. One result of their editorial care was, naturally enough, that the recensions of the different schools came to diverge. Buddhism is not the voice of any one of the orders. No school, sect, system, or vehicle has any monopoly on the Buddha’s teachings. The scriptures—the dharmapadas and dharmaparyāyas, suttas and sūtras, vyākaraṇas and nirdeśas, vepullas and vaipulyas—are not the voice of the Sarvāstivāda, Theravāda, Dharmaguptaka, Sāṃmitīya, Mahāsāṃghika, or Mahāyāna schools: they are the stereophonic multitrack voice of the Awakened One. 


The scriptures are products of meditative minds; they were compiled for the benefit and enjoyment of meditative minds. They are uneven in quality as spiritual and literary documents, but the best of them capture the intellectual acumen of Gautama Buddha and his interlocutors. The originality, depth, and energy of the Buddha’s thought are preserved in the different recensions. Otherwise, they would have sunk under their dead weight into the slough of oblivion, as did the teachings of many of Gautama the Buddha’s contemporaries, who are active in the early texts but before long disappear from the record.


Dharmaparyāyas are shared Dharma. The voice of the Buddha is nonsectarian and unsectarian; it is nondenominational, undenominational, interdenominational, and extradenominational. The Dharma is like the sky, like empty space, and this space cannot be appropriated. The Dharma is non-national, non-tribal, and non-ethnic; it is public, and open to all. In the same way that you remove your shoes and leave them at the door when you go into a temple, shrine, or home, I hope you will leave your masks, identities, and -isms behind when you take this book in your hands.


When Buddhism declined and eventually died out in South Asia—with the important exceptions of Nepal, the Himalayan regions, the Chittagong coast of Bengal, and Sri Lanka—the scriptural collections of most of the schools were lost, many without leaving any trace. The backgound of Buddhist studies is cultural loss: a massive loss of texts, practices, and memory that took place gradually, in stages, over two millennia. Through the nineteenth to twenty-first centuries, experts have tried to reconstruct fragmentary manuscripts with patience and dedication. Buddhist literature may be damaged and fractured, but the Buddhist scriptures are still a stupendous collection. Buddhist literature is alive and well: it is not a dead but a living literature. If I were writing advertising copy, I might write:


Buddhist literature is a lively living literature that can bring light and life into your living room.


Let us gaze anew at Buddhist literature “with a wild surmise” and silent hearts. Let us let go of the handrails of familiar hermeneutic systems and think afresh. Do we really need to “build on the theories of Z, Y, and X,” or to chug along in the wake of the latest trend? Let us remember William Blake’s udāna of independent thinking: “I must Create a System, or be enslav’d by another Mans. I will not Reason & Compare: my business is to Create.”6




DEATH’S DOOR IS ALWAYS OPEN


One of the important things in life is to be ready to die. This is hard to see when we’re young, but it gets clearer as we grow older. Whether I believe in an afterlife or not, I will die. Whether I believe in an intermediate state between this life and the next—an antarābhava or a bardo—I will die. Whether I believe that the human (or any other form of) being is annihilated at death, I will die. I may live on for a while as a memory or nebulous presence in the collective bardo of family and friends, but this memorialized existence will dissipate sooner rather than later, like a cloud on a windy day. Rituals and prayers guide the collective consciousness through the transition period. When we recognize that, in life and death and in between, our own mind is the star player, this shines a fresh and restorative light on the painful reality of loss. The sincerity of vows and prayers strengthens the living and the dead alike. When personal concern dissolves into love for all beings, it severs the bonds of attachment.


The question is, can I die gracefully and compassionately, without fear? How can I die without fear? We have to confront fear every day, we have to overcome fear every moment, and we have to be ready. Ready, on standby—alert, balanced, and aware. Let us try to be like a Buddha—akutobhaya, fearless and unthreatened, with not even a shadow of fear from any quarter. What, after all, is fear? The Abhidharmas do not itemize fear (bhaya) as one of the forty-six, fifty-two, seventy-five, or however many mental factors (caitta, caitasika, or cetasika) they may posit in their systems, but nonetheless fear is a state of mind.7 In the Sūtra on Multiple Elements, the Buddha points out that fear arises for the foolish, not for the wise.8 That is, fear is overcome by cultivating wisdom: to remove, suppress, or avoid external factors is not the solution. Fear arises in the mind, breeds in the mind, and dies away in the mind. Fear of what we have done, fear of what we haven’t done, fear of leaving everything behind, fear of not having been to any of the “hundred places to visit before you die”—there are whole industries that exploit the postmodern citizen’s anxieties.


Humanity faces a lot of problems, most them self-engineered. Today, might it not make more sense to develop a culture of fearlessness?9


Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;


Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,


The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 


The ceremony of innocence is drowned;


The best lack all conviction, while the worst 


Are full of passionate intensity.


One of our main problems is clinging. It is fair to say that clinging, grasping, and attachment lie at the crux of the human problem. Clinging is humanity’s hang-up. The Buddha’s advice is clear: let it go, let it be, drop it, as he says in this short and succint dictum: 


Sabbe dhammā nālaṃ abhinivesāya.


In Pāli the short phrase is transparent and to the point. There are only four words, but I find it hard or impossible to express their message in direct and natural English. It can be, No thing whatsoever is worth clinging to. Or, Nothing whatsoever is worth clinging to. Or simply, Don’t be attached to anything. Or, Don’t cling to anything.


This phrase provides a good example of the vagaries, one might say caprices, of translation over a period of nearly a century. One of the earliest renderings, published by Lord Chalmers (1858–1938) in London in 1927, reads, “there should never be an inclination towards any mental states whatsoever.”10 I. B. Horner (1896–1981), president of the Pali Text Society from 1959 to 1981, has, “It is not fitting that there should be inclination towards any (psycho-physical) conditions.”11 For the Saṃyuttanikāya, F. L. Woodward (1871–1952) has, “All things ought not to be adhered to”; for the Aṅguttaranikāya, E. M. Hare (1893–1955) has, “It befits not to be engrossed in the things of this world.”12 Somehow these all lack punch. Accomplished translator Bhikkhu Bodhi is more to the point with “nothing is worth adhering to”13 and “nothing is worth holding to.”14 Thai thinker Buddhadāsa Indapañño (1906–93) rendered the phrase in Thai as ธรรมทั้งหลายไม่ควรยึดมั่นถือมั่น, tham thanglai mai khuan yeutman theuman. As they stand, the English translations are all correct, but some are more effective than others. The force of the simple admonition gets lost in the fog of rendition. The stumbling block is grammatical: it lies in the expression nālaṃ (na alaṃ), translated as “should never be,” “not fitting that there should be,” “not worth,” “ought not,” “befits not.” Nālaṃ constructions do not make for comfortable English style.


The notion of nonclinging is difficult to understand. We are conditioned to cling; we are trained to associate our ideas and emotions with our constructed selves, our personalities, our identities. Our ego is our sanctuary, our refuge, our hideout. The Buddha’s critique of the self encourages us to let go. Buddhism offers three refuges, the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Saṅgha. Going for refuge to these three is the springboard to realizing emptiness and letting go. 


Clinging brings suffering: nonclinging means to not cling to anything, even attractive things. We make beautiful things to offer to the Buddha and to deities and spirits, and in the end, when they have served their purposes, we let them go. The beauty is not for us: we dedicate it to the Buddha, the deities, and the spirits. During the autumn Loi Krathong festival in Thailand, we make beautiful floats from segments of banana tree trunks set in banana leaf cups, mostly in the form of a lotus, and place within them flowers, candles, and incense—symbols of offering. We raise our float up to our foreheads, make our prayers, lower them into the water—and let them go. Our lovely and ephemeral offerings float away, bobbing up and down amidst the flotilla of banana floats until they melt away into the darkness.


These are tough times, tossed by turmoil and turbulence. Beset by immense social and ecological change, we are living through an age of angst: the change is flowing and swirling through us, through the collective realities that stream together in the storehouse consciousness of the Anthropocene. We humans face a massive and mind-boggling crisis. We are stumped: planet Earth is lurching into uncharted territories, and nobody knows what is going on. Society, humanity, and the environment are tattered and deeply wounded. To live and die in dignity should be a fundamental human right, but more and more it is honored in the breach.




[image: Image]


Figure 3. Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu at Suan Mokkh, 1975.





But haven’t we always lived in a state of crisis? Already in the last century, Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu reminded us that crisis is perpetual, permanent, and enduring, using the phrase วิกฤตการณ์ถาวร, wikritakan thawon, an expression I describe as hybrid Thai Indic (or hybrid Indic Thai). These are phrases made up of unusual combinations of Indic and Thai elements in fusions you would never find in pukka Indic literature. If we transcribe the Thai according to Indic rules, we see that it is made up of two words, vikṛtakāṛaṇa and thāvara. The Sanskrit noun vikṛta means many things, including transformation and modification as well as apparition, spectre, and product. The words vikṛta or vikṛti are, however, not used for crisis in Sanskrit, Marathi, or Hindi, in which the most popular words for crisis are vipadā, āpada, and saṅkaṭa. Vikaṭa, a Prakritized form of vikṛta, is used in the sense of terrible or horrifying.15 And yes, these are horrifying times.


Kāraṇa is situation or circumstance: vikṛtakāraṇa is a state of crisis. Thāvara is a Pāli adjective that means standing still, immovable, firm, strong. It is from the root sthā, which is cognate with Latin stō stare. So here we are: wikritakan thawon, a state of standing crisis. Crisis is stable, crisis is our staple fare. Buddhadāsa discusses different aspects of crisis, such as personal crisis, social crisis, and world or universal crisis. He contrasts the crises that humans generate with the natural world, and talks about mental and spiritual disease, which are getting worse, whether they are individual or communal. Because everyone suffers from spiritual illness, the perpetual crisis takes over and usurps the natural space of abiding peace (santibhāba thāvara).


We may be in perpetual crisis, but we are not stuck and we are not defenseless. In this age that bristles with weapons, we can take up our own weapons—the instruments of erudition, solitude, and wisdom.16 Above all, in this age of moral and intellectual bankruptcy, as intolerance rises and the world becomes increasingly polarized, we can cash in on innate goodness and universal buddha nature for the benefit and advantage of all creatures. Buddha nature is our inexhaustible treasure and everlasting endowment.


FREEDOM FROM FEAR


This book is a collection of translations. The verses and dharmaparyāyas were spoken by Gautama the Buddha over two thousand years ago, but they are anything but inert historical artifacts. (Artifacts are never inert, but that is another tale.) They may well remain in suspended animation for centuries and even millennia, but they spring to life as soon as they are translated or read out or recited. They are undying remedies for spiritual discontents, and they are unfailing aids on the path to liberation.


Liberation: this word has had a checkered history since the nineteenth century, becoming highly charged and increasingly polemical as liberation movements swirled around the world—liberation from colonialism, liberation from capitalism, liberation from communism, liberation from oppression, liberation from this or that form of domination—and spawned liberation fronts and liberation theologies, to the point that the word “liberation” scares people.17 Buddhist liberation is even more radical than political or social liberation because it means freedom within ourselves and freedom from ourselves. Buddhist “liberation theology” is internal and personal; it means freedom of mind and freedom from anguish and discomfort. Freedom of mind is nothing to be afraid of. The first thing to fear is fear itself; the last thing to fear is freedom from fear.


This is an age of demonization and demoralization. We demonize the Other, which is a moving target according to the whim of the week, and cheer each other along. Mob thought swamps individual thought. We are conditioned to blame outsiders and outside forces for our problems, to outsource moral responsibility, and to avoid turning the lens on ourselves. This is an epoch of demoralization. The social environment conditions us to lose faith in humanity, in the dignity of the human spirit, in ideals. A specter looms large over humanity. We are discouraged from having or following moral codes. The result is social and spiritual listlessness, a paralysis of the soul.


Today the world is divided by religion, ideology, social barriers, and entrenched social inequities. Buddhism itself is divided into Buddhisms, schools, and vehicles, into Buddhists, half-Buddhists, and quarter- and quasi-Buddhists. Can a divided Buddhism help us achieve wholeness as individuals? Can a divided Buddhism help a divided world? We say that we are “nonsectarian,” but this is an abstract term. For me, nonsectarian means to recognize the teachings and practices that all Buddhists share, no matter what school they follow or profess. These are core values, core practices, core meanings because they come from the coeur, the heart. They are not dogmas or creeds.


“Nonsectarian” Buddhism is shared Buddhism. Shared Buddhism is cosmopolitan Buddhism, shared by one and all, whatever language they speak, whatever culture they have grown up in, whatever religion they adhere to, whatever religion they don’t adhere to. The deepest Dharma goes beyond textbook Buddhism. How can we seek the benefit of all beings (sabbe sattā) if we limit the community of beings to “Buddhists,” if we exclude some beings on the grounds that they are Muslim, Zoroastrian, Christian, communist, or atheist? All beings means all beings: it is a universal propostion that is not easy to live out in practice.18


We share the air and we share breath. All of us breathe. The breath is central to many contemplative practices: awareness of breath, concentration on breath, control of breath. We humans are breathing machines. Our lives depend on breath and breath depends on the space within and without us. Human space, living space, free space, empty space. This space is emptiness: as breathers we depend on emptiness. When we practice mindfulness of breath, we cultivate emptiness. 


As Buddhists, we share. We share anecdotes and stories, stanzas and mantras, gestures and postures, rites and ceremonies. We share dharmaparyāyas, sūtras, jātakas, terminologies, and modes of classification. We share shrines and objects of veneration—icons and images, caityas and sacred sites. At the same time we recognize that our heritage and practices are diverse. Our heritage, our culture, our civilization is an inexhaustible treasure that is as diverse as we are. Human culture is awesome and unimaginably diverse. Isn’t it time to celebrate diversities of thought and practice rather than cling to our own limited traditions? Traditions are constructed and concocted, invented and improvised, always on the move. Modern Buddhism seems to be moving towards a soundbite Buddhism, a cuddly “feel-good” Buddhism, a one-size-fits all Buddhism. In academia the Dharma is diluted until it becomes a politically, ecologically, and everything-correct-just-in-case-someone-might-frown-at-us Buddhism, ready to be cut and chopped into easily digestible pieces and fed into the curricula of the knowledge factories. A bite-size, safe, sterile, and pasteurized Buddhism without much sparkle left. Meanwhile, “Buddhism” and “Buddhists” are being reduced to computer-engineered profiles in the burgeoning marketplace. Buddhist studies aims to cruise along on autopilot.


This book is full of blessings—the blessings of the word of the Buddha. Some readers may balk at this—buy this book and you get bundles of blessings? But where are these blessings? You can’t see them, even with a microscope, and you can’t hear, taste, smell, or touch them. What good are they? Do blessings work? Subjective questions invite subjective answers, and the answer depends a lot on how you choose to define the word blessing. Anyway, to cut this short, the answer is “yes.” Blessings are actions: do positive things, do not do negative things, train your mind—this is the teaching of the buddhas, the way to well-being and blessing. This works. Do not scan the skies for signs, hoping for a miracle. Breathing in and out is a miracle, waking up is a miracle, taking a single step is a miracle. Blessings are innate benefits; they sprout within us like miraculous inner gardens of well-being. Well-being cannot be tested externally by gadgets or gizmos, and you can’t download it from the web. 


It is the message in the miracle that counts; the miracle is the medium. Ask what the miracle means for you. Reading sūtras requires a balanced suspension of disbelief. These ancient texts preserve the teachings of Gautama the Enlightened One, the Awakened One. To read them is to embark on an inner journey, a journey back in time and a grand leap forward in ideas. It is good to sit down and pursue wholeness. By this I mean not to jump from screen to screen, not to change channels every other second. To read whole sūtras, to read whole books, to recite whole sūtras—and, above all, to take your time. Slow cooking, slow reading, and slow practice are the quickest ways to success and satisfaction. Here I am, writing advertizing copy again.


This book is about grave matters like impermanence and death. The Buddha did not invent impermanence: impermanence pervades everything. Insights into impermanence permeate poetry everywhere, as in this seventeenth-century poem:19


The seas are quiet, when the winds give o’er, 


So calm are we, when passions are no more: 




For then we know how vain it was to boast 


Of fleeting things, so certain to be lost. 


Clouds of affection from our younger eyes 


Conceal that emptiness, which age descries. 


The translations collected here contain some of the most influential ideas and widespread formulas and verses in Buddhist literature. This happened by accident: I did not plan it this way, and I did not have this in mind when I took up my pen forty-odd years ago and began to translate. I translated the texts haphazardly, one by one, without any plan to publish them. Nor did I have this idea in mind when I chose what to include in this volume. I am not sure whether I chose the texts translated here or whether they chose me, but that is another question, and it could not have happened entirely by accident since everything is interrelated and nothing can be utterly random. These widely disseminated passages, these great hits, include the emphasis on heedfulness (translations 1, 2, 3), the stanza on impermanence (translations 4 and 6), the recollection formulas of the Buddha and the Three Precious Gems (translations 12 to 14), the All you beings gathered here verses (translations 15 and 16), and the ye dharmā stanza, the formula of causation (translation 20).


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Who is this book for?


This book is a collection of translations and studies. They translate and reflect on a few pages drawn from the great book of the Dharma—they are snapshots of Buddhism’s vast scriptural universe. The book is for informed readers who are ready to think outside the box, who have an appetite for the intellectual and spiritual history of Buddhism, India, and the peoples of the world.


This book is for everyone. Everyone means everybody, and everyone includes you. No matter what religion you belong to, no matter whether you are religious or irreligious, it is for you. This is a book is for believers and for nonbelievers. This is a book is for the faithful and the faithless, for the pious and the impious, for the devout and the indevout. This book is for Buddhists, Jains, Parsis, Muslims, Sikhs, Hindus, Jews, and Christians, for devotees, doubters, and disbelievers, for scoffers and skeptics, for freethinkers and latitudinarians. It is for atheists, agnostics, and nullifidians, for nones, nonconformists, and dissenters. This book is nonpartisan, nonconventional, and unconventional. It is a book for the orthodox, the unorthodox, the heterodox, and the allodox, for the orthopraxic and the heteropraxic, for bohemians, offbeats, extraterrestials, poltergeists, malingerers, and heretics. It is for theists, monotheists, pantheists, polytheists, and allotheists; it is for deists, heathens, idolators, and pagans.


I hope I have made my point. This book is for one and all and anyone in between.


The title 


The title should be self-explanatory. The past few years have been hard on everyone, owing to the Covid pandemic and the jumble of social and political upheavals that have left the world gasping, almost literally, for breath. I am reminded of the plight of the fish in the “Chapter on Jalavāhana” in the Sūtra of Golden Light.20 In this parable, the disruption of natural resources has caused the waters of the wilds to dry up and left the fish stranded in the shallows, where they gasp for water and breath. The Bodhisatva as Prince Jalavāhana (“Water Carrier”) fetches water and food and at the same time he teaches the fish the dharma of conditioned arising.


This book cannot provide material sustenance, but I hope it can offer spiritual sustenance, food for thought and reflection. The texts translated here are not remedies for the rough ride over bumps and brambles that has jolted all of us, but perhaps they can bring needed solace.21 Our mental worlds are crowded with worry and fear, anxiety and uncertainty; reading opens spaces for thought, reflection, and inspiration. Reading soothes. The resurgence of reading, the realization that reading is a human need, has been expressed in public resistance to the closure of bookstores and the public demand to treat books as essential commodities. These are encouraging signs of intellectual renaissance in the face of the massive onslaught of the monocultural screen culture that is trying to capture human energies and channel them into narrow predetermined paths, drying up the sources of the water of the human spirit. It seems we are losing our ways in the webs of deception, sitting blithely in the midst of a wholesale commercial and ideological takeover that is set on scripting the stageplay of human society.


In short, these times are tough and terrible, and humanity is in dire straits.


The structure


This book has four parts. Part I is a general introduction that attempts a brief account of how the Buddhist scriptures were transmitted from the Buddha’s time to the present, highlighting the linguistic background and diversity of our scriptural heritage. Part II presents translations of twenty texts of varying length. Part III gives historical and literary studies of each of the texts individually. Part IV is a “Treasury of Terminology”—that is, a glossary of proper names, technical terms, and titles for readers of Buddhist texts. My choice of terminology and my translations of titles (many of which are not especially well known) sometimes differ from mainstream custom, and the glossary is meant to help the reader understand what I write.


I hope the collection will be intellectually stimulating and spiritually uplifting. The translations are the words of the Buddha in English, a (relatively) new language of Buddhism. Texts do not fall from golden lips or float down from the heavens like divine mandārava flowers; they are products of the human agency and care that have cherished and transmitted them through the thick and thin of oral, written, print, and digital technologies. The technology of technologies, on which all of these depend, is the awesome craft of our own minds:22


cittena nīyati loko, cittena parikassati


cittassa ekadhammassa sabbe va vasam-anvagū. 


The world is led by mind,


the world is driven by mind;


everything falls under the sway


of this one thing, the mind.




They all follow the authority of that one thing: thought or mind. Mind and thought precede the text. Mind and thought are intangible, and texts are their tangible traces.


The studies in part III present glimpses of the individual histories of the chosen texts, and show how both transmission and translation depend on networks of knowledge that extend well beyond the individual textual units. The texts themselves have deep and deeply sedimented histories. Their Dharma is profound, difficult to understand, and difficult to realize (gambhīro duddaso duranubodho); this is their spiritual profundity. Historically they are redactions of redactions of redactions: this is their historical depth, their textual stratigraphy. What we read is the textus receptus, an end product that depends on the evolution of language and the happenstance of choice: the choices of vocabulary and formatting made by redactors through redactions and cross-redactions in conjunction with choice of scripts and technologies of textual preservation. On top of all this, language is ever capricious and delights in taking unpredictable turns.


The pictures


“And what is the use of a book . . . without pictures or conversations?”


—ALICE, IN LEWIS CARROLL, Alice in Wonderland


This book is filled with conversations and ruminations, and it gives prominence to pictures as well. This is in deference to Alice and in gratitude to David Hockney and Martin Gayford for their conversations in which they point out that “we see with memory” and that “all pictures are, in one way or another, time machines.”23 The pictures are the aesthetic and emotional dimension of the book. They are not illustrations in the conventional sense of narrative representations that the reader is meant to consult. They are “just” pictures—they are statements in their own right, they are visual thoughts, they are channels of aesthetics where the medium is the message, the massage, and the mediator. They are time machines to worlds of past and future imaginings. They augment the contemplative tenor of the volume by reflecting the difficult times in which the book has been written, the long and anxious age of pandemic—of death, disease, dysfunction, and disjuncture. The images are redolent with the rasa of calm in the heart of the social and spiritual storm, of circumspection and tranquillity in an eternity of protracted tragedy.


Pictures run throughout the volume, interweaving with translation and reflection. The several images of Buddha Śākyamuni include a micro-series in which a stone image of the Master has a carved sketch of a stūpa on the reverse, accompanied by the ye dharmā stanza. One might call these “three-in-one” or “trinitarian” images because they unite three aspects of Buddhology: the Buddha is the rūpa-kāya or tathāgata-vigraha, the physical Buddha, the figure or form of the Buddha; the stūpa or caitya is the dhātu-kāya, the relic embodiment, and the stanza is the dharma-kāya, the heart of the teachings. This particular type of image is precious and rare. Not many of them are known to me, and I place them here as icons, as blessings of the integral Buddha.


Most of the paintings are from an illuminated Thai manuscript, a paper leporello or accordion book. Its exact date is not known, but on grounds of style it has been placed in the late Ayutthaya period—that is, the first half of the eighteenth century during the heyday of the kingdom of Siam. The names of the artist(s) and calligrapher(s) are unknown. The manuscript belongs to Wat Pak Khlong in Phetchburi province, central Thailand.24 It contains Pāli-language liturgical texts written in a calligraphic khom bali (ขอมบาลี) script known in Thai as khom yo (ขอมย่อ). The paintings are interspersed throughout the manuscript, and they bear no obvious relation to the texts—they are, rather, complementary visual texts—juxtapositions, parallel planes, parallel moments. One series depicts monks engaged in the practice known as “contemplation of the foul” (Pāli: asubha-kammaṭṭhāna), of the “repulsive” or, more literally but more mildly, the “ugly,” “unattractive,” or “unbeautiful”—that is, decomposing corpses in a charnel ground. Another series depicts flowering shrubs and frolicking animals and birds. In this volume, the pictures comment on the theme of tough times and illustrate the mood or rasa that is the backdrop of the volume: death, decay, and impermanence. The delicate flowers and delightful creatures point to the beauty and joy that persist in the face of the sorrows of saṃsāra. The artists juxtapose frames of serene contemplation with bright, brisk pastels of blossoming flowers and gamboling creatures, the birds and the bees of the living world. Even the vision of contemplation suggests calm and spirited balance in the midst of inexorable decay and death, exemplified by the radiant demeanor of the contemplative monks and the vibrancy and delicacy of the natural surroundings, and contrasted with the exaggerated ugliness of the corpses, painted in a symbolistic style to the point that they are nearly caricatures. The pictures portray the stages of the meditation on the foul, the stages of decomposition of the human corpse. The frames are not labeled, and I do not introduce any explanations from the classical texts. This, I feel, would be an intrusion.25


The presence of the pictures signifies that the material object, the manuscript, is also an icon. The Buddha’s words themselves are imbued with protective power, and the pictures augment this power. Frequently depicted are jātakas, which evoke the bodhisatta’s pāramitās or barami (Thai บารมี). In Siamese discourse, these are positive physical-cum-spiritual potencies that enhance an individual’s social and spiritual character. The ten and other jātakas permeate the walls of the vihāras and uposatha halls with barami. They do the same for the manuscripts.


The pictures are drawn from India, Thailand, Bhutan, and Japan, and from antiquity to yesteryear. They celebrate the universal and nonsectarian nature of the Buddha’s teachings.
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Ancient Buddhist protocols recognize rules of composition; none of the style sheets survive, but we can recover some of the rules indirectly. Writers of śāstras remark that they will not develop a topic in further detail bahu-grantha-bhayāt—for fear the book will get too big (“I’d better shut up now or the book will burst its seams”). In other words, they know when to stop. This protocol holds for formal technical compositions, for authored works, but not for the magnificent arrays of ideas that were called vaipulya—for example, the Perfection of Wisdom, Buddhāvataṃsaka, or Lotus Flower of the True Dharma.26 Best I apply the rules to my own work:




Here and now this author takes his leave


to hide behind the folding screen of words.


To all he wishes happy, healthful lives


and a fruitful and instructive read. 
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Map. Places mentioned in the volume.
The map is geographically and temporally hybrid, juxtaposing place names from different periods and different registers of cartographic/historiographic value. It is a conventional tool to help readers identify and locate places mentioned in the different sections and chapters of the book. It does not represent a historical aggregate of sites in geographical or historical/evolutionary trends: it is an aid to orient readers.
Map by Pierre Pichard, March 2022.


_______________


1. See “The Serpent” in Bodhi, Suttanipāta, pp. 157–59. An excerpt is included in the prelude below.


2. Eighteen “was a frequently used number, almost notional, with little attempt at accuracy”: Thapar, The Past before Us, p. 185, n. 141, with reference to the Mahābhārata.


3. Bheda, a technical term in Buddhist legal literature, means “split,” “break (off),” and in English is usually rendered as “schism.” The Sarvāstivāda tradition describes bheda as twofold, cakrabheda and karmabheda. Cakrabheda concerns views because it breaks the wheel of the Dharma. In the absence of any contemporaneous records, it is difficult to delineate what really happened or how these concepts were applied in practice, since available documents largely concern the theory and not practice or historical events: see Hong, “Cakrabhedavastu of Guṇaprabha’s Vinayasūtra.” Abhidharmakośabhāṣya, chap. 4, vv. 98–102, gives a detailed explanation of “schism”: for karmabheda, see Lodrö Sangpo, vol. 2, pp. 1452–56. “Schism connected with formal ecclesiastical actions” (karmabheda) is “when, within a single parish or boundary (sīmā), the monastics divide themselves in order to perform [separate] ecclesiastical actions, poṣadha, etc.”


4. Taishō 468 (K 412), Wen shu shi li weng jing 文殊師利問經: after John McRae, trans., The Sutra of Mañjuśrī’s Questions, chap 15, p. 97 = Taishō 14, no. 468, 501a. I first encountered the passage in the excerpt translated by the Rev. Samuel Beal, “The Eighteen Schools of Buddhism,” Indian Antiquary 9 (1880): 299–302. For a translation from a different part of this interesting sūtra, see Paul Swanson, “The Questions of Mañjuśrī,” in his Clear Serenity, Quiet Insight, vol. 3, pp. 1630–32 (= McRae, pp. 127–31). There is no Tibetan translation.


5. Coomaraswamy, Buddha and the Gospel of Buddhism, p. 156.


6. Blake, “Jerusalem: The Emanation of the Giant Albion,” p. 153 (chap. 1, plate 10, lines 20–21). 


7. I often wondered why “fear” (bhaya in both Pāli and Sanskrit) does not figure in the lists of mental states drawn up by the masters of Abhidharma, the Ābhidharmikas. When I asked Theravāda masters, some said that it is included under aversion, while others told me that it belongs under attachment. Indeed, both aversion and attachment do contribute to fear, but fear is a distinctive complex of mental and physical interactions. My understanding may be inadequate: the Abhidharma is, after all, an attempt to strip human experience down to its bare epistemological bones, to its ultimate elements, and perhaps fear vanishes under its stern microscope.


8. Bahudhātukasutta, Majjhimanikāya no. 115. See further, Giustarini, “The Role of Fear (Bhaya) in the Nikāyas and in the Abhidhamma”; Anālayo, “Overcoming Fear by Recollecting the Buddha: His Role in Early Buddhist Texts.”


9. William Butler Yeats, The Second Coming, after Bloom, The Best Poems of the English Language, p. 770. I wonder, though, about the last two lines. I might have written, “The worst lack all conviction, while the best / Are full of passionate intensity.”


10. Chalmers, Further Dialogues of the Buddha, vol. 1, p. 180.


11. Horner, Collection of the Middle Length Sayings, vol. 1, p. 306.


12. Woodward, Book of Kindred Sayings, p. 26; Hare, Book of Gradual Sayings, p. 53.


13. Majjhimanikāya, Cūlataṇhāsaṅkhayasutta, no. 37, vol. 1, p. 251.21, trans. Ñāṇamoli and Bodhi, p. 344; Saṃyuttanikāya, Saḷāyatanasaṃyutta, Gilānavaggo tatiyo, vol. 4, p. 50.15; Aṅguttaranikāya, Sattakanipāta, Avyākatavagga, vol. 4, p. 88.12. Bodhi, Connected Discourses, p. 1161.


14. Bodhi, Numerical Discourses, p. 1061.


15. I thank Mahesh Deokar for his comments on these words in Indian languages.


16. Saṅgītisutta, Dīghanikāya vol. 3, p. 219.7, tīṇ’ āvudhāni. Sutāvudhaṃ, pavivekāvudhaṃ, paññāvudhaṃ. The same three are listed in the Sarvāstivāda Saṃgītiparyāya.


17. Liberation: for the shifts in meaning of this word, which entered English in the fifteenth century, see Raymond Williams, Keywords, pp. 181–83. Ideas of spiritual or psychological liberation are absent from the political and social discourse that Williams describes. Alternate terms like “release” and “emancipation” also seem to have limited horizons in English; spiritual connotations are absent except, it seems, in translations from Indian or Buddhist literature. One might argue that the lack of clear and practical methods of spiritual liberation in Western religious and philosophical systems has encouraged an incremental enthusiasm for Eastern religions, which are perceived to offer attractive techniques to free oneself from the fetters of the materialistic social theologies of the Enlightenment and other Enlightened systems—are these not all what Blake calls “mind-forged manacles”? (Blake, “London,” from Songs of Experience, after Bloom, Best Poems, pp. 310–11). All of this is fraught with faddism and strewn with the pitfalls of self-deception and opportunism.


18. See Skilling, “The Buddhist Cosmopolis.”


19. From Of the Last Verses in the Book by Edmund Waller (1606–87): Fowler, The New Oxford Book of Seventeenth-Century Verse, p. 403.


20. Chap. 17 in Emmerick’s translation, pp. 80–88.


21. For an informed presentation of Western writing on consolation across time, see Ignatieff, On Consolation: Finding Solace in Dark Times.


22. Saṃyuttanikāya vol. 1, p. 39. A Sanskrit version is cited by Yaśomitra in his Abhidharmakośavyākhyā (ad Kośa 2.1, ed. Wogihara, p. 95.22): cittena nīyate lokaś cittena parikṛṣyate, ekadharmasya cittasya sarvadharmā vaśānugā.


23. Hockney and Gayford, A History of Pictures, p. 78.


24. For the temple and its collection, see Skilling and Santi Pakdeekham, “Manuscripts in Central Thailand.”


25. Ācariya Buddhaghosa deals in detail with the contemplations in chapter 6 of his Path of Purification.


26. There do not seem to have been any similar constraints on nineteenth- and early twentieth-century writers in the West, where works of fiction were often published in installments and ended up as massive tomes, and philosophical and other writings were produced in multivolume sets. This might have something to do with the invention of leisure and luxury and developments in print technology and commercial entrepreneurship.











Part I
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From the Buddha to You:
A 2,500-Year Journey 











Figures 4 and 5. The image represents the Buddha seated on a lotus. Estimated to date from the seventh century, it comes from an unrecorded site in Bihar, northeast India. The British Museum purchased it in 1854 from Robert Montgomery Martin (ca. 1801–68), an Anglo-Irish British civil servant who published extensively on colonial history and Indian antiquities. On the back of the slab is an outline of a stūpa. Banners, offerings of merit, hang from the topmost parasol. And below the stūpa, the ye dharmā stanza is inscribed in Sanskrit (see appendix 2, fig. 54).


The statue was displayed at the exhibition Buddhism: Art and Faith at the museum in 1985 and illustrated in the superb catalogue of the same title edited by Wladimir Zwalf, § 141.


Images of the Buddha with a stūpa on the back are known from several sites in Bihar. Three of them are illustrated as icons in this volume: In the Indian Museum (acc. no. 6290) there is a Buddha protected by the serpent king Mucilinda; on the back is a low-relief stūpa with the ye dharmā stanza below (below, figs. 6 and 7). The image is from Bodh Gaya, but its precise findspot is not recorded. Asher writes that it is “probably datable just after the middle of the sixth century.”27 There is a standing Buddha with a stūpa and ye dharmā inscription on the back in the Asian Art Museum, San Francisco. This is from Sultanganj, probably the site of a monastery, and the same image is in fact seen in the archival photo with the giant Sultanganj Buddha (AAM B60S571) (figs. 9 and 10 below).
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Figure 4. First sermon: image of the Buddha teaching. He is seated on a throne set on a lotus pedestal and framed by a large halo ringed by flames. Below is a wheel of the Dharma flanked by a pair of deer and a pair of donors. British Museum, no. 1854,0214.1.
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Figure 5. On the reverse is an outline of a stūpa, with the ye dharmā stanza in the standard Sanskrit recension. For the inscription, see appendix 2, figure 54.





_______________


27. Asher, Art of Eastern India, plates 60 and 61, pp. 42–43.











Transmitting the Scriptures


TWO THOUSAND AND FIVE HUNDRED years ago, Gautama the Buddha taught the middle way for universal benefit in the Deer Park at Sarnath near Vārāṇasī.28 There he set the wheel of the Dharma rolling, and it is rolling still. By the late nineteenth century, archaeologists had identified and begun to excavate Sarnath, and today it is a spacious park beyond Vārāṇasī’s congested urban sprawl. It is a pilgrimage destination and a space for Dharma gatherings; modern paintings often romanticize it by depicting the Buddha amidst bright flowers and shrubs, surrounded by tranquil monks and gentle deer. The multiple layers of meaning are wondrous, but the layers that really count are intangible: the wheel is a metaphor for the realization of Dharma, and the wheel is within us, within the visitors’ own minds.29


Where do the Buddhist scriptures that we know today come from? Where do the texts that I have translated here come from? How did they get from the Buddha, who lived rather a long while ago, to the pages of this book?


In Thai, quotations of the Buddha’s words are sometimes introduced with the elegant expression, “from [the Master’s] lips,” a phrase popularized by Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu.30 This raises the question: did the words of Gautama the Buddha that we read in the Tripiṭakas drop directly from the Fortunate One’s lips onto the page? Or do they drop discreetly onto the pages of the reader’s minds? Or is it more complicated than that? The good news is that “yes indeed, they did.” The bad news is that “yes indeed, it is more complicated than that.” But perhaps this is good news as well because it encourages us to ponder imponderables like the inconceivable scope of the teachings of the buddhas.


Gautama the Buddha did not write any books or pen any essays. His followers did not take down notes or record his speech. Do the Buddhist scriptures have an author—or are they anonymous? Is it appropriate to classify them as “anonymous literature”? The evolution of Buddhist (and early Indian) literature diverges from the literary practices delineated by modern literary theory. What does “anonymous” mean in this context? Is the word meaningful in ancient South Asian literary practice? What is an author? What sort of authorship do we expect to find during a long oral age that took place over two thousand years ago?


Buddhist dharmaparyāyas are complex and layered; they are self-referential structures that respond to the intellectual and spiritual needs and the zeitgeist of the times. The written texts available to us today are artifacts of orality, and their architecture preserves traces of oral composition’s craft. We may compare this to the wooden rafters set into the ceilings and facades of the earliest Buddhist rock-cut monuments, or the stone replicas of wooden structural forms that are reproduced in the living rock. Whether made of wood or made of stone, the rafters are structurally redundant, but they do have a function: they cater to the aesthetic needs of designers, patrons, and users. We might compare this to timbered inns or pubs in England or Europe. The timbers are not actual structural elements: they are decorative elements in a nostalgic programme designed to appeal to the public. In the same way, archaism in literature both responds to aesthetic needs and bolsters claims of authenticity.


The written and translated Āgamas/Nikāyas are not anthologies in the latter-day sense of collections of texts authored by a single person or group of people as written documents. They are not “gospels” named after their authors like the four books of the Christian Bible.31 They are, rather, collective compilations of the words and ideas of Gautama Buddha set within formulaic narrative and metaphysical frames. They record strands of a grand discourse that originated with the Buddha. As collections, the Āgamas formed gradually and organically within the saṅghas. They could not possibly have been one-time compilations as the time-honored Vinaya accounts would have it. Questions of whether the canons were still open and fluid during the early stages of the transition to writing continue to be debated.32 How far had the work of editing and structural organization advanced before the collections began to be written down? To what degree did oral and written editorial practices converge and overlap? There can be no definitive answer to questions like these, but they are well worth the asking.


Scriptures before script and vocabularies of transmission


How did Gautama the Buddha’s words get from his living teachings to oral collections to manuscripts, from orality to printed books and eventually to translation into the languages of the world? This is a long and complicated story. The resources of transmission are memory, language, letters, and writing. Orality relies on memory, and writing relies on memory and script. A script is an alphabet, a system of notation, a family of letters.33 The Sanskrit term for “word” is the term for sound, śabda (Pāli: sadda). Words start as sounds and only later become written signs. Sanskrit, Prakrit, and Pāli developed in the nonliterate, oral period and do not have their “own” scripts. The alphabet is memorized as sounds, not as the visual symbols of written letters.


It is time to reenvision the production of texts to give oral practices due weight. Their original Middle Indic “drafts” were oral recensions agreed upon and recited communally by recitation specialists (bhāṇaka). These early versions would have been transmitted by memorization and joint recitations that were orchestrated by individual Buddhist monastic communities. As Buddhism’s reach spread and the saṅgha’s networks extended, new dialectical influences and editorial tendencies would have led to the periodic need for major recensional overhauls of the received corpora. In order to maintain uniform redactions, the different communities would have had to hold regular recitations or editorial gatherings. The outcome would be influenced, as Vinaya master Vinītadeva (late seventh to early eighth century) pointed out, by place or region, by exegesis or interpretation, and by teachers or authorities—that is, leading representatives of the tradition in question—and of course by choice of language.34


If all of this took place during the oral period, in the absence of any records how can we know how it happened? We cannot know with any certainty; all we can do is hypothesize based on the rules of linguistic change and on the scrutiny of linguistic stratification embedded in extant written versions. As Allon points out, without agreed, fixed oral texts, communal recitation, memorization, and transmission would not have been possible. This suggests that the formation of individual canons, or distinctive proto-canons, by the different nikāyas must have taken place fairly rapidly, during periods when the different groups were logistically able to assemble together, recite and redact, and agree on the redaction. Otherwise, by the time they were widely dispersed, they would have been unable to agree on and transmit consolidated oral collections. In this context, the idea that there were eighteen or more Tripiṭakas is reasonable and not in the least unlikely. The nikāyas themselves were not stable and unchanging groups, and their editorial activities would have had to keep pace with their own changes and revisions and additions to their canons.


Sūtras were not born in the form that we see today in written or print editions or in modern translations. They have passed through centuries and even two millennia of oral, spoken, and written drafts. The texts we see are palimpsests viewed through a long hall of mirrors. They are not stable texts but “enactments of a mobile consciousness.” All texts are works in flux and progress, constantly revised and corrected.35


Teams of trained reciters transmitted the “unwritten scriptures,” the scriptures before scripts, and consolidated them as mature collections. As noted, there are no such things as Sanskrit, Prakrit, or Pāli scripts. The scriptures can be, and are, written in any script that has a sufficient number and variety of letters to express their sounds. This book, for example, uses the roman script as adapted by Indologists for the writing of Sanskrit, Prakrits including Pāli, and even for writing non-Indic languages like Tibetan, Burmese, Khmer, Lao, or Thai. Letters or sounds not represented in the standard roman alphabet are indicated through the use of special accents or diacritics. The principles that define the systems of writing are constant through the centuries, but the form and shape of the letters develop across time. How we represent the Indic sounds in the roman alphabet has changed with the evolution of our understanding and of print technologies.


LANGUAGE AND LANGUAGES


Does language matter? Yes and no. Yes, language matters because the texts presented here are translated from four languages—Sanskrit, Prakrit, Pāli, and Tibetan—into one very different language, the English of the twentieth to twenty-first centuries, and it is helpful to know something about these languages. No, language does not matter if we maintain that reality transcends speech and realization is inexpressible, and if we adhere to lines of thought like the following:36


Between the night, O Śāntamati, on which the Tathāgata awakened to unsurpassed, true and full awakening, and the night on which he passed away in the remainderless nirvāṇa element—in between the Tathāgata did not utter, announce, or proclaim even a single syllable.


This concept was neatly summarized by Nāgārjuna:37


Not a single syllable has been uttered by you, O Lord,


[yet] all people fit to be trained


have been gladdened by the rain of your doctrine.


Here I am translating the language of sūtras, not venturing into the mysteries of the ineffable, so let’s stick to language. The languages used by South Asian Buddhist traditions belong to the Indo-Aryan or Indo-Iranian families and are related to the Indo-European language group—that is, to the same family as most of the languages of Europe, including English.


Early Buddhist texts were preserved in Indic languages. “Indic,” from Latin indicus, Greek indikos, means “of or belonging to India; Indian, Hindu. Also, designating the Indian branch of the Indo-Iranian languages, including the dead languages Sanskrit, Prakrit, and Pāli and the living languages Hindi, Bengali, Marathi, etc.”38 Hindi, Bengali, and Marathi are lively living languages, but rumors of the death of Sanskrit, Prakrit, and Pāli are decidedly exaggerated, and the time to publish their necrologies has certainly not yet come.39 If these languages are dead, then their Buddhist iterations live on not only as “exquisite corpses” (cadavres exquis) in the shape of dharmaśarīra and dhammacetiya but also in the day-to-day liturgies of South and Southeast Asia.


Recognizing diversity: Buddhism and the four scriptural languages


By the Gupta age,40 the mainstream of north Indian Buddhism recognized four languages used by the four main monastic schools of the time: Sanskrit of the Sarvāstivādins, Hybrid Sanskrit of the Mahāsāṃghikas, Paiśācī of the Sthaviras, and Apabhraṃśa of the Sāṃmitīyas.41 The first two are Sanskrit or Sanskritic, and the last two are Middle Indic Prakrits. Surviving documentation is insufficient for us to say much about the early literary or canonical evolution of these languages. The classification reflects contemporaneous Indian ideas of four languages, showing that the Buddhist categorization drew on broader Indian notions of language. Prakrit’s role in Indian culture has been obscured by the predominance of Sanskrit.


This includes notions that are widespread in the academy and in general literature, that formal texts ought to be in Sanskrit and that the transition from Prakrit to Sanskrit was inevitable. Prakrit continued to be a language of literature and culture side by side with Sanskrit well into the late medieval period. This may be seen in works of Sāṃmitīya Buddhist author Sarvarakṣita like the birthstory of Maṇicūḍa, or an anonymous work, a preacher’s manual to which Péter-Dániel Szántó assigns the provisional title *Saddharmaparikathā, that regularly quotes canonical passages in (apparently Sāṃmitīya) Prakrit,42 or, beyond the Buddhist frame, works like the romance Lilavai attributed to the poet Kouhala and written circa 800 CE. At times the same authors composed philosophical and belle-lettristic texts, treatises, and romances, in both Sanskrit and Prakrits including Pāli.43


Vedic Sanskrit is said to be the most ancient language of Brahmanic ritual and religion, but its circulation was restricted to limited circles of brahmans. It was not the language of the man in the bazaar, and where and to what degree it was spoken cannot be gauged. For centuries, the mainstream languages used for records, religion, and ritual were Prakrits. The cultural role of Prakrit as the chosen language of early Indian non-Brahmanical religion is increasingly being recognized, and this reflects the role of Pāli in ancient India. Paiśācī has long been seen as having close affinities with Pāli, and modern scholars interpret the Prakrit dialect “Paiśācī” of the Sthavira nikāya in the fourfold grouping as the Pāli of the Theravaṃsa, giving birth to the modern term “Pāli-Paiśācī dialects.”44 The name Pāli is used in Theravāda exegesis, but there is no evidence that the label was current outside of educational circuits or that “Pāli” was a “public” name of the language in either Lanka or India.45 For centuries Pāli, under the name Paiśācī and doubtless other names, was grouped with the four main languages of Indian Buddhism on equal terms: the idea of that Pāli was oldest or exclusively original is absent in the available ancient texts. 


I understand the urge, perhaps the passion, to identify the Buddha’s language, on the part of both the pious and the curious (sentiments that often mingle). But the long and drawn-out quest to identify and locate the “language of the Buddha” strikes me nonetheless as somewhat misdirected. Do we need to identify a “root language,” a mūlabhāsā, and raise it up it on a pedestal? Is it not more sensible and more practical to learn to live with the realities of language change? Can we not embrace variety of language as marks of strength, as badges of Buddhism’s rich linguistic heritage? Rather than proclaim a single language to be the base or basic language, is it not more meaningful to recognize Buddhism’s cultural diversity? The Buddhist schools developed and transmitted several Tripiṭakas. Is there much point, or is there any point at all, in taking one single Tripiṭaka, one single recension in one single language, as genuine or fundamental and relegating the others to the periphery?


Some of the dharmaparyāyas translated here are in the Tibetan language, which belongs to the Trans-Himalayan (Tibeto-Burman, Sino-Tibetan) language family. The Tibetan Kanjur was rendered into Mongolian to make a Mongolian Kanjur, and then, at the behest of the Qianlong emperor, it was translated from Tibetan into Manchu. The large corpus of Buddhist texts in Chinese was translated over more than a thousand years and is still expanding.46 The characters of written Chinese were adopted as the principal writing system not only of China but also of Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. Chinese translations written in Chinese characters were adopted by Korean, Japanese, and Vietnamese Buddhists as the core corpus of their own canons. The translation and dissemination of Buddhist scriptures is a vast topic, and a great portion of them—the majority?—are found in translation rather than original Indic languages. Often enough the same text survives in one or more translations into Chinese plus a Tibetan version and perhaps others. All I can do here is to attempt a very general sketch that from necessity has to leave out many of the lesser languages and scripts that Buddhists have used for over two millennia.47




Pāli and Sanskrit: A long legacy of confusion


Early European research treated Theravāda as “primitive” or “original” Buddhism and Pāli as the language spoken by the Buddha himself. Where, in fact, does Sanskrit stand in the development of Buddhist thought? Decades of misunderstanding have misrepresented Sanskrit’s role in the history of Buddhism in general and in Mahāyāna scriptures and śāstras in particular; this has muddled the language question by encouraging the persistent and pervasive idea that the use of Sanskrit signals Mahāyānist, or, if not, then, Brahmanical influence. This line of thought gave rise to the notion that the Mahāyāna is a Brahmanization of primitive Buddhism, an idea coupled with that of the “Mahāyānist divinization” of Gautama the Buddha.


Notions like these have no linguistic or historical basis. Recent evidence shows that some Vaitulya/Mahāyāna texts started out in Prakrit, including Gāndhārī and Prakritized “Buddhist Sanskrit,”48 and were only gradually made to conform to “proper” or classical Sanskrit norms as part of a broader India-wide movement towards Sanskritization by the third or fourth century CE. Sanskritization was the trend of the times: Prakrits including Pāli were Sanskritized, processed and “smoothed” to approach certain Sanskritic standards; the “intermediate language” or “dialect” (the so-called Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit) is a product of non-sytematic Sanskritization.49 Classical Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit consists of verses in a Prakritic “gāthā language” that are set in a Sanskrit prose, and is really only a recasting of Buddhist Prakrit in syntax and vocabulary.


There is a prevalent notion that Buddhists “adopted” Sanskrit or “switched to” Sanskrit.50 I find this misleading. Buddhism was never a monolith, and the Sanskrit language itself was never monolithic: rather, it allowed considerable scope for variation and innovation. Two out of the four major Buddhist schools maintained their canons in Middle Indic from the earliest phases of canon formation: these are the Sāṃmitīyas and the Theravāda, who used “Saindhavī” Prakrit and Pāli, respectively. The Mahāsāṃghikas used a deeply Prakritic “intermediate language” or “Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit” that is far from proper or classical Sanskrit. Only, or especially, the Sarvāstivāda or Mūlasarvāstivāda recast their canons in something close to Sanskrit. The (probably) eighth-century master Śākyaprabha’s autocommentary on his Ārya-[mūla]sarvāstivāda-śramaṇera-kārikā, Prabhāvatī (’Od ldan), explains this as follows:51


The Sarvāstivādins are like the foundation (gzhi, mūla: substratum, fundament, basis) . . . because they speak a cultivated language (legs par sbyar ba’i skad, Tibetan translation of saṃskṛta). In the same way that members of the upper classes, who speak a cultivated language, are like the foundation of the [social] world, because they establish the laws and customary practices, so the Sarvāstivādins are called the foundation—in contrast to the adepts of the other schools, who speak Prakrit, Apabhraṃśa, and the “intermediate dialect” (bring du ’don pa’i tshig).


Śākyaprabha goes on to say,


After King Dharmāśoka died, and the arhats, to curtail the use of Prakrit, Apabhraṃśa, and the intermediate dialect, after resorting to various procedures, made a compilation like those of the sūtrānta and so on redacted in Sanskrit, and from then on Buddhism took on eighteen different forms. In this way the Sarvāstivādins are described as the “foundation.”


Śākyaprabha, partisan of the (Mūla)sarvāstivāda, presents an insider’s view of the school’s adoption of Sanskrit and discounts the Prakrits used by other schools. He directs his criticism at three languages and hence three schools: Prakrit, Apabhraṃśa, and the intermediate dialect, representing the Sthaviras, the Sāṃmitīyas, and the Mahāsāṃghikas. These are the three orders that were active in the northern India of his time. The Sāṃmitīyas were the main school of northern and western India when Xuanzang traveled across India in the first half of the seventh century. There is little epigraphic or other contemporaneous evidence for the presence of the Sthaviras, but the testimony of Xuanzang and other literary sources provide sufficient evidence for them and for the Mahāsāṃghikas as well. Of these three schools, the Sthaviras and the Sāṃmitīyas never turned away from their Middle Indic canonical traditions. The Sthaviras, in the shape of the Theravaṃsa of Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia, continue to maintain a canon in Pāli, to compose literature in Pāli, and to use Pāli daily in liturgy and ritual, in tandem with the vernaculars of South and Southeast Asia. When we count the use of Pāli in daily rituals morning, noon, and night across South and Southeast Asia, this is a massive use of canonical and liturgical Pāli and a monumental use of a Buddhist Prakrit. One may say that by far the largest living use of a classical Prakrit today is that of the Theravāda Buddhists.


The Sāṃmitīyas maintained a Prakrit canon—known so far only through recent manuscript studies—but they also used Sanskrit for scientific and technical compositions such as the cosmological treatise Mahāsaṃvartanīkathā by Mahākāvī Sarvarakṣita52 or the scholastic manual in verse Abhidharmasamuccaya by Saṅghatrāta.53 We know very little about the school because it died out and its scriptures were largely lost.


Sanskrit was an intellectual tool, a vehicle for thought that was used as appropriate to communicate ideas to a broad audience. The idea that the “Buddhists” switched to Sanskrit was based on simplistic notions of a monolithic and ahistorical orthodox Buddhism. The majority of Buddhists did not switch to Sanskrit at all; the majority kept their scriptures in Middle Indic.


What languages didn’t Gautama the Buddha speak?


Why do we always ask, “What language did the Buddha speak?” Why don’t we ask, “What languages did the Buddha speak?” “What languages didn’t the Buddha speak?” “What languages did the Buddha use?” or “What languages might Gautama the Buddha have used or might the Buddha have spoken?” Certainly Śākyamuni didn’t speak Tibetan or Mongolian or Chinese, Thai, Mon, Lao, or Khmer, and just as certainly he didn’t teach the Saddharma in Sanskrit. As far as I know, no nikāya claims that the Buddha spoke Sanskrit. Later works like the Sarvāstivāda or Mūlasarvāstivāda Tripiṭakas or the poems of Aśvaghoṣa portray the Awakened One as speaking Sanskrit—but the texts are composed in Sanskrit, and everyone else is speaking Sanskrit as well.54 These are literary documents, the work of redactors and poets, who followed linguistic trends and the dictates of literary imagination and catered to the perceived capacities and needs of their audiences. The monastic schools developed consistent and coherent bodies of narrative, liturgical, and philosophical writings as their cultural thought-world, and their chosen language defined their history and marked their heritage and identities. It might be advisable here to speak of dialect rather than language, since the languages adopted by the schools were all related as dialects or varieties of early Middle Indic. In addition to their canonical dialect, many of the schools—at least those who continued to be active into and beyond the Gupta age—used scholastic Sanskrit to present their doctrinal theories in the public domain. Script choice was another facet of the construction of identity: the schools recorded their texts in the scripts of their chosing, according to their region of activity or to specialized uses like Bhaikṣukī/Saindhavī by the Sāṃmitīyas or the Khom script by the Central Thai. Each school used more than a single script according to circumstances and convenience, to best suit the needs of preservation, education, propagation, and aesthetics.


Language and authenticity


What is the relation between language and authenticity? Does a text have to be in the Buddha’s own language to be authentic? If that’s the case, is there any point in trying to translate it? If we have a text in several Indic versions, which is the most authentic? Do questions like these make sense? Might it not be better to accept all of them as authentic in their own contexts, within their own school and linguistic and historical communities? From the outset, we need to have a clear idea of what we mean by “authenticity.” Is there any such thing as absolute authenticity that stands outside of history? The very idea strikes me as decidedly dubious.


Many early teachings were transmitted in verse (gāthā). Different schools may share the same verses, but they often put them to different uses or employ them in different contexts. It seems more rewarding to read variant verses in tandem, to understand their commonalities and differences in terms of philology, rather than to declare a priori that one or the other is original and the rest secondary. It makes more sense to ask whether they convey different meanings, and if so, why, and how? The verses in box 1, above, are available in three Indic versions.55 I cite them in the order Sanskrit (from the Udānavarga), Pāli (from Saṃyuttanikāya and Theragāthā), and Northwestern Prakrit (from the Khotan Dharmapada), followed by their Tibetan and Chinese translations from the Vinayavibhaṅga.56 


BOX 1. “Arise, go forth, devote yourselves”: comparison of versions


Each version conveys its meaning in its own context to its own language community.










	

Udānavarga 
(Sanskrit)


ārabhadhvaṃ niṣkramadhvaṃ


yujyadhvaṃ buddhāśāsane


dhunidhvaṃ mṛtyunaḥ sainyaṃ


naḍāgāraṃ iva kuñjaraḥ.


yo hy asmiṃ dharmaviṇaye


tv apramatto bhaviṣyati


prahāya jātisaṃsāraṃ


duḥkhasyāntaṃ sa yāsyati.




	

Saṃyuttanikāy 
(Pāli)


ārabbhatha nikkhamatha


yuñjatha buddhasāsane


dunātha maccuno senaṃ


naḷāgāraṃ va kuñjaro.


yo imasmiṃ dhammavinaye


appamatto vihessati


pahāya jātisaṃsāraṃ


dukkhass’ antaṃ karissati.




	

Dhammapad 
(Gāndhārī)


arahadha nikhamadha


yujatha budha-sasane


dhuṇatha mucuṇo seṇa


nadakara ba kuñaru.


yo imasma dhamaviṇa’i


apramatu vihaṣidi


praha’i jadi-satsara


dukhusada kariṣadi.









	

Avadānaśataka (Sanskrit)


आरभध्वं निष्क्रामत युज्यध्वं बुद्धशासने |  ārabhadhvaṃ niṣkrāmata yujyadhvaṃ buddhaśāsane 


धुनीत मृत्युनः सैन्यं नडागारमिव कुञ्जरः || dhunīta mṛtyunaḥ sainyaṃ naḍāgāram iva kuñjaraḥ 


यो ह्यस्मिन् धर्मविनये अप्रमत्तश्चरिष्यति |  yo hy asmin dharmavinaye apramattaś cariṣyati 


प्रहाय जातिसंसारं दुःखस्यान्तं करिष्यति || prahāya jātisaṃsāraṃ duḥkhasyāntaṃ kariṣyati 









	

Tibetan, Vinayavibhaṅga


བརྩམ་པར་བྱ་ཞིང་དབྱུང་བར་བྱ། ། brtsam par bya zhing dbyung bar bya ||


སངས་རྒྱས་བསྟན་ལ་འཇུག་པར་བྱ། ། sangs rgyas bstan la ’jug par bya || 


འདམ་བུའི་ཁྱིམ་ལ་གླང་ཆེན་བཞིན། ། ’dam bu’i khyim la glang chen bzhin || 


འཆི་བདག་སྡེ་ནི་གཞོམ་པར་བྱ། ། ’chi bdag sde ni gzhom par bya || 


གང་ཞིག་རབ་ཏུ་བག་ཡོད་པར། ། gang zhig rab tu bag yod par ||


ཆོས་འདུལ་འདི་ལ་སྤྱོད་འགྱུར་བ། ། chos ’dul ’di la spyod ’gyur ba || 


སྐྱེ་བའི་འཁོར་བ་རབ་སྤངས་ནས། ། skye ba’i ’khor ba rab spangs nas || 


སྡུག་བསྔལ་ཐ་མར་བྱེད་པར་འགྱུར། ། sdug bsngal tha mar byed par ’gyur ||









	

Chinese, Mūlasarvāstivādavinaya


汝當求出離，於佛教勤修，Rǔ dāng qiú chū lí, yú fójiào qín xiū, 


降伏生死軍，如象摧草舍。xiángfú shēngsǐ jūn, rú xiàng cuī cǎo shě.


於此法律中，常為不放逸，Yú cǐ fǎlǜ zhōng, cháng wéi bù fàng yì, 


能竭煩惱海，當盡苦邊際。néng jié fánnǎo hǎi, dāng jǐn kǔ biānjì.














Did Gautama the Buddha speak Pāli?


To return to the Buddha. What language did he speak? If you happen to meet the Buddha on the road, don’t forget to ask him how many languages he speaks and which he prefers. But don’t we know already? Didn’t the Buddha speak Pāli? Shouldn’t you address him straightaway in Pāli?


This question has been around for a long time, but one crucial point often gets lost. This is that the Buddha himself never tells us what language he is speaking. And why should he?—I ask rhetorically (in English). None of the canonical Pāli texts themselves tell us what language they’re in, and the Buddha himself advises us not to get attached to dialects or regional languages.57 He advises us to adapt our speech to local custom and to express ourselves accordingly without attachment.58


We need to wait nearly a thousand years (that is, till around 400 to 500 CE) until the Theravāda commentaries give a name to the language of their collections, and they call it Māgadhī, the “language of Magadha.” The idea that Gautama spoke Māgadhī, the language of Magadha, the heartland of his career, is logical. Could he go from place to place and communicate his ideas speaking in an unfamiliar tongue? Schools other than Theravāda may have had the same idea, but their texts are long lost; in the surviving literature the idea that the scriptures were redacted in Māgadhī is rare outside of Theravāda commentarial sources. There are several mentions in Śrī Puṇḍarīka’s Stainless Light (Vimalaprabhā) commentary on the Kālacakratantra, written perhaps about five hundred years after the Pāli commentaries. Puṇḍarīka follows a very different set of exegetical principles than those of Buddhaghosa and the Aṭṭhakathā masters—that is, he belongs to the transregional intellectual milieu of the Kālacakratantra, about 1,500 years after the Buddha’s nirvāṇa. Puṇḍarīka is even more elusive than most other premodern South Asian writers: he is said to be the second Kalki king of Shambala, and where and when he lived are not known. He deftly dodges the nets of historicist investigation, but his writing demonstrates that he is an erudite authority with an extraordinarily wide geographical and cultural scope of knowledge.


Puṇḍarīka points out that from the first, in or according to the Śrāvaka system (śrāvakanaya), the teaching of the Dharma (dharmadeśanā) and the three Piṭakas were in the language of Magadha. Here he quotes, regrettably not completely, the iti pi so bhagavā formula in a form that agrees almost perfectly with Pāli: ityapi so bhagavā sammāsambuddho vijjācaraṇasampanno sugato lokavidū anuttaro ityādinā dharmadeśanā. Puṇḍarīka’s exegetical thought is fascinating but hard to grasp either socially or historically.59


BOX 2. The language of Omniscience, by Mattia Salvini60








	

Introduction


The Kālacakratantra is a very extensive system of thought and practice; besides its unique methods of meditation, it offers an entire cosmology of its own, with an astrological landscape that matches the inner physiology of the person.


Amongst the many special features of the Kālacakra is a presentation of the languages of the Buddhist teachings found in its most influential commentary, the “Stainless Light” (Vimalaprabhā). Here we find a unique distinction between “the language of the Omniscient Ones” (sarvajña-bhāṣā) versus the language of sentient beings. The subdivision of different parts of the Buddhavacana into different languages (Magadha, Sanskrit, Prākr̥t, Apabhraṁśa, etc.) is also uncommon, as other Mahāyāna masters offer rather different versions regarding the transmission of the Buddhist teachings. It is also remarkable that the commentary seems to refer to the river Nile, as well as to Persian language, and to Rahya/Rahma language (Arabic?). 


“Makers of the communal chanting” here translates saṁgītikāra; the term “communal chanting” is more commonly translated as “council,” but I prefer a rendering that may better capture what the event was mainly about—i.e., chanting together a set of texts in a form agreed upon by all. The Vimalaprabhā, somewhat surprisingly, regards those who translated and collected the teachings into languages beyond “the land of the Noble Ones” as “makers of the communal chanting,” which is perhaps not how today’s scholars would primarily or usually understand the term (for example: Ārya Ānanda is the Saṁgītikāra for the Śrāvaka sūtras).


It is clear that in the following passage “the language of the Omniscient Ones” is not a specific language; language becomes specified only in the process of preserving and transmitting the teachings.


Translation


In these three realms, those Dharmas which have been taught by the Omniscient One in the language of the Omniscient Ones, were written in a book by the makers of the communal chanting in many different languages of sentient beings; they explain the mundane meanings such as the Veda, etc., they explain the meaning of the three vehicles, they are taught in accordance with the truth of worldly conventions and in accordance with ultimate truth, for the sake of all sentient beings’ listening and study. Sentient beings who have conviction in regard to these Dharmas, when it comes to the eighty-four thousand Dharma-aggregates taught by the Omniscient One and explaining mundane and supramundane meanings, listen to them, study them, speak of them, retain them in their memory, and elucidate them extensively to others; they establish them, and worship them; with many flowers, with many scents, with many types of incense, with many powders, with many clothes, with many bells, with many standards, with many chowries, with many parasols, with many canopies, with many strings of pearls, with many jewels, with many lamps, with many jewel-ornaments; having worshiped them, they perform five-limbed prostrations towards them.


In this way, the Dharmas taught by the Omniscient One are helpful to others; they have been enjoined or prohibited by the Tathāgata on the basis of convictions, for the sake of helping others, and not on the basis of anyone’s birth or lack of a certain birth. Thus, even today, they have not disappeared.
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