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Buddhism in China reached the first apex of its development some 1,500 years ago, during the
Northern and Southern Dynasties period.
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Many renowned monks and savants traveled from India and the Western Regions (Central Asia)

to China. One of the best known was Bodhidharma, who crossed the Yangzi River. He established
Ch'an Buddhism in China.
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China itself produced many eminent monastics.

Most influential among them was Master Tanluan, a lineage master of the Pure Land School.
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Master Tanluan was a man of the Northern Wei Dynasty during the Southern and Northern
Dynasties. Born in Yanmen, Shanxi Province, he lived near Mt. Wutai, one of Buddhism's sacred

mountains.
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Since childhood, he had been hearing mystical tales about Mt. Wutai. He looked forward to going
there.
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Tanluan left home at 14 to tour Mt. Wutai. He sought the footsteps of immortals. Before long, he took monastic vows at Foguang Monastery.
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The Master was well versed in the classics and the principles of the Buddha-nature. His knowledge Later, as he was writing a commentary on the Great Collection Sutra, Tanluan fell ill. So he went
was advanced. The emperor dubbed him "the divine Luan." outside to see a doctor.
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As Tanluan passed the tomb of the First Emperor, he
saw a panorama of the Six Heavens of the Realm of
Desire, with clear details. Miraculously, he recovered
right away.
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The experience made the Master feel that the body
was only a tool. He resolved to find the secret
of immortality, practice accordingly, and then
propagate the Dharma.
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He heard that Tao Hongjing, a sage of the Southern Dynasty, was living in the Mao mountains near
the Yangzi River. He travelled a long way to meet him.
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The two enjoyed their discussions. Tao the hermit gave Tanluan the ten scrolls of the Immortality
Classic.
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Returning to the north, the Master sought renowned mountains where he could cultivate B il Iz 775 e L L&
immortality.

In Luoyang, he encountered Tripitaka Master Bodhiruci, who had arrived from India. Bodhiruchi
@ scoffed at the idea of cultivating immortality.
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The Indian master gave Tanluan a copy of Treatise on Rebirth in the Pure Land. The Master was jolted awake. He burned the Immortality Classic and turned his mind towards the

Buddha's teachings. @
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Treatise on Rebirth was an important work by Bodhisattva Vasubandhu
of India. This is the “treatise” in the Three Sutras and One Treatise of
Pure Land Buddhism.
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Tanluan studied it repeatedly. After mastering its meanings, he wrote a
commentary titled Commentary on the Treatise on Rebirth in the Pure
Land.
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It was the first work in China to explicate systematically the Pure Land path. Later, it was hailed as a L TR F Tx %& e Hrs 0 0 s %"c“&_ﬁ* SRS (ZEY'
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The Master extensively taught the Pure Land path in the Shanxi region. He urged his followers to
recite the name of Amitabha Buddha and be reborn in the Western Pure Land. @
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There were worldly gentlemen who did not understand his meaning and reproached him
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Tanluan replied, "I am an ordinary person Iacklng in wisdom. I must fasten my mind to something
How could I have no goal, no sense of direction?"
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Metaphorically speaking, it's like a person feeding a cow. If the grass is placed in a fixed spot every Others may regard him as "the divine Luan," but the Master considered himself an ordinary being
time, the animal would focus its attention there. with heavy karmic offenses. @
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In his mind, while sentient beings all had Buddha-nature, it was clouded by ignorance and
afflictions. They were still ordinary beings.
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So Tanluan chose the Pure Land path, as it was the one Shakyamuni Buddha taught to ordinary
beings. Through it, they could achieve nirvana without having to eradicate their afflictions.
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Skeptics asked: "Lifetime after lifetime, ordinary beings

accumulate lots of negative karma. How could they, just by

, leave the Three Realms and be reborn

reciting Amitabha's name

in the Pure Land?"




> ¢ *M—: ‘mw& «
LA )
U J - X Tehwl - W - EHTR -

T8 | R 4w~ A bl o K 0E B OIS —

I

JRLZE

=[BHs 1™ -

e HA

7
VA

T e Ak
Dr I fii R RA R

KXR
R
MM s
=
"C oY
N g
LN
® 4
M,Mu ER
& B
Uh Ux
8 K
=3 U
E =
N L
I mmw
N
2
& o
5@
fls T

iE

A

i LAk

3

5

’f'—f

T BME
\

/N5 A

A
E=3

=8
e B Be el B — KL IR

» (g 2

—[H]

A
VFH
HEX

IR
S~ w\
~I'K .
4.
" &
X b ,_L\%
bbm
LIRTE =
3 Ay
=z
E X
Sl e
) N
4\ o
N
= o
(S]]~
Cuidng Eu
& Au
-\
K8

. 5N
VA
=

7
X

oot B

)
Lx

JQ« , /[_j_]:

IS



‘*"---I-—.'.m-»y,-, = T

e DL s s (e A2z 3 50k s 3 > KBl i 12 B
Byt Sz o Bl FAl~ ofge BE s ks ghd Ko e 2 )2 -

So the Master explained the principle behind the rebirth of ordinary beings as their reliance on

other-power -- that is, the karmic power of Amitabha Buddha's great vows.
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Tanluan drew another metaphor, focused on a physical weakling who could not even mount a
donkey. Even so, if he followed a Cakravarti King he would be able to tour the world on his jewelled
wheel.
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When he was teaching the Dharma, the Master urged listeners to believe in Buddha-power and

to rely on it. They should have faith that would determine their rebirth in the Pure Land and not
undercut themselves.
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One night, Bodhisattva Nagarjuna appeared in mid-air to Tanluan, in the form of a sacred monk.

He told the Master his life was near an end.
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So the Master bathed and changed his robes. Assembling his 300-odd monastic and lay disciples The assembly recited the name of Amitabha Buddha. As the sun rose, Master Tanluan was reborn
that very night, he gave his final discourse. in the Pure Land. He was 67. @
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Those present saw flower-covered banners in the air, and heard music coming from the West.

Tanluan was an extremely important lineage master in the history of the Pure Land School. For the
first time, he brought the Pure Land path into the lives of ordinary people.
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Master Daochuo was a man of the Northern Chi Dynasty, which flourished towards the end of the Northern China at the time was divided between two political authorities -- Northern Zhou and
Northern and Southern Dynasties. He was born in 562, in Jinyang, Bingzhou, to an ordinary family Northern Chi. They fought many wars. Daochuo's home was at the battle front.

surnamed Wei.
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The Master had a precarious youth, spent amid natural disasters and man-made calamities -- war
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famine, pestilence.

At 14, he felt deeply the fragility of life and the impermanence of worldly things. He resolved to
become a monk and seek the truth.
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Having taken his vows, Daochuo studied the Nirvana Sutra. He gained an in-depth understanding
of Buddhist principles. Twenty-four times he expounded the Nirvana Sutra, in the process making a
name for himself.
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Later the Master encountered a problem: All beings had Buddha-nature, in theory. But achieving
Buddhahood wasn't easy. Many conditions had to be met. Consider a seed. Without a favorable
environment or the nurture of sunshine and rain, it would never grow into a large tree.
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And in his time, the world had entered the Age of Dharma Decline. Many monastics hankered
after fame and fortune, and wanted to be close to the rich and powerful. Spirituality was receding. In the Hebei region, there was a sangha in the remote mountain forest, led by Ch’an Master
Practicing in such an environment, how long would it take to achieve Buddhahood? Quietly, [

Huizan. They maintained many of the finer traditions from the time of Shakyamuni Buddha, such as
Daochuo left his original monastery to search for the right path. strict observance of precepts and the ways of itinerant monks. They were a breath of fresh air.
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His heart full of resolve, Daochuo arrived there. He began to practice Ch'an, hoping to realize the

nature of emptiness.
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After two decades of diligent practice, he discovered the subtle profundity of the Ch'an path. It @
wasn't something that could be grasped by an ordinary being in the Age of Dharma Decline.
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Of Buddhism's 84,000 paths, which can be practiced and realized by an ordinary being? With that
question in mind, 48-year-old Master Daochuo again set out in search of the way.
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This time, he went to Xuanzhong Monastery in Shibi, Shanxi Province. This was the Dharma center
that was home to Pure Land lineage master Tanluan in the last stage of his life. The earlier master
had passed away 69 years before.
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Inside the monastery was an inscription that recorded the life of Master Tanluan. After reading it,
Daochuo seemed jolted awake and had mixed feelings. The Pure Land path that Tanluan taught --
wasn't that what he was so painstakingly seeking?
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Standing before Tanluan's memorial pagoda, Daochuo vowed to become a disciple of the late
master. Thenceforth Master Daochuo stopped practicing according the the Sacred Path. He turned
heart & mind towards Pure Land, reciting Amitabha Buddha's name 70,000 times daily.
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The Master inherited Tanluan's teaching. He discoursed on the Contemplation of Infinite Life Sutra
more than 200 times, and attracted many followers of the Pure Land path.
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Later he improved the method by using a string of beads -- which we still employ today.

To facilitate practitioners' recitation, the Master invented the bead-counting method. With each
recitation, the reciter would put a bead into a vessel as a tally.




Under the Master's tutelage, everyone over the age of 7 in the counties of Jinyang, Taiyuan and
Wensui was familiar with Amitabha-recitation. The sounds of recitation could be heard in the
streets and alleyways.
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Master Daochuo wrote Collection on the Land of Peace and Joy, in two scrolls. After Tanluan
classified the Dharma into self-power and other-power traditions, Daochuo divided it into the
Schools of the Sacred Path and the Pure Land Path.
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The Pure Land Path is guaranteed by the vows of Amitabha Buddha. All sentient beings, including
grievous karmic offenders, can be reborn in the Pure Land via Buddha-power so long as they make
ten recitations of Amitabha's name.
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There were those at the time who looked down on the Pure Land Path. They thought being reborn
in the Pure Land wasn't particularly impressive, and that we should imitate Bodhisattva Ksitigarbha
and deliver beings in defiled realms. In response, the Master used a metaphor.
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Non-retrogressive Bodhisattvas such as Ksitigarbha could not become defiled even in impure

lands, he said. In that respect, they were like ducks and geese whose feathers remained dry even as
they entered the water.
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However, ordinary beings in the Age of Dharma Decline would be corrupted by the Five Turbidities
in defiled realms -- just as chickens become soaking wet in the water.
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People with erroneous views also wanted to slander the Master. But they were subdued when they
laid eyes on his compassionate face.

By the Tang era, Master Daochuo's virtuous reputation had spread far and wide. As they passed
Taiyuan, Emperor Taizong and Empress Wende called on him at Xuanzhong Monastery, making
@ offerings. 0
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In his 68" year, the Master had foreknowledge of his own passing. He told his disciples and they
gathered to bid him farewell. Several hundred followers assembled at the hillside.
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On the 8" day of the fourth lunar month, the assembly saw the late Master Tanluan arriving from
the air by a seven-jewelled boat. He said to Master Daochuo: "Your Pure Land hall in the Land of
Bliss has been built. But there remains a task for you to complete in the Saha world." @
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The assembly saw the transformation Buddha in the air and flowers falling from the sky. That

strengthened the faith of many among them.
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What was the task requiring Daochuo to stay in the world? The mystery was revealed 12 years later,
when a monk in his twenties came calling.
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The young monk was Master Shandao, who would later establish the Pure Land School. Hearing By then, Shandao had without supervision achieved samadhi by Amitabha-visualization. It was the

@ that Daochuo was teaching the Contemplation Sutra at Xuanzhong Monastery, he had come to first, and last, time anyone had done that. @
learn.
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A single glance told Master
Daochuo, then aged 80, that Master
Shandao was an extraordinary
person. He knew that the Pure Land
teaching had a successor. Daochuo
was both comforted and happy.
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Tanluan, Daochuo and Shandao. In a little over a century, the three core Pure Land masters had
completed the transmission of the lineage at Xuanzhong Monastery. They set the stage for the full
flowering of the Pure Land School.
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@ Four years later, having completed his mission, Master Daochuo passed away and was reborn in
the Pure Land on the 27th day of the fourth lunar month. He was 84.
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The Story of Master Shandao

x7: T, B w8 KBS
Text: Dharma Master Zongdao & Householder Foci  I/lustrations: Wu Lixue
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Master Shandao, whose lay surname was Zhu, was born in 613 CE. He was a native of Sizhou, Anhui During the Master's youth, Emperor Yang of the Sui Dynasty thrice tried to conquer Korea, but
Province. failed. Wars broke out in different places and the dynasty soon collapsed.
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When he was 11, Shandao witnessed the sufferings of this world. The wish sprouted in his heart
to find a way to transcend it. He travelled far to Mizhou in Shandong Province, where he took
monastic vows under Master Mingsheng.
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Master Mingsheng was a lineage master of the Sanlun School. He was fond of this boy of unusual
bearing and gave him the Dharma name of Shandao ( “to guide skilfully” ). Mingsheng earnestly
taught his young disciple such Mahayana scriptures as the Lotus Sutra and the Vimalakirti Sutra.
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. . o o The Master took full monastic vows at the age of 20. He formally became a bhikku.
By chance, Master Shandao came across "Portrait of the Western Land of Bliss," a painting

depicting the magnificence of Amitabha's Land of Bliss. Fascinated and absorbed, he developed a
resolve to be reborn there.
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Shandao then travelled widely in search of Dharma teachers. He painstakingly sought a way to be
reborn in the Land of Bliss.
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On one occasion, Master Shandao studied the Contemplation of Infinite Life Sutra with a monk
named Miaokai. He learned that by visualizing contemplatively Amitabha Buddha and the
splendors of the Pure Land, he could fulfill his wish to be reborn there.
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At the age of 23, the Master went to Wuzhen Monastery in the Zhongnan mountains, near
Chang'an. The quiet, serene environment was most conducive to contemplation.
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Using the contemplative methods of the Contemplation Sutra, Shandao practiced diligently for
several years. He realized contemplative samadhi and, in a state of deep concentration, was able to
view the Land of Bliss. It was like seeing objects before him, so clear were the views.
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Alone and without instruction, Master Shandao as able in his 20s to attain contemplative samadhi.
This achievement was unprecedented -- and never equaled. It wasn't hard to understand why
Master Daoxuan, founder of the Vinaya (Precepts) School, included Shandao -- his junior by 17
years -- in his Biographies of Prominent Monastics, Continued.
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Though he had achieved samadhi, the Master was not complacent. He diligently explored
teachings about the Pure Land. At the age of 29, Shandao heard that Master Daochuo was
teaching the deeper meanings of the Contemplation Sutra at Xuanzhong Monastery in Bingzhou,
Shanxi Province.
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Master Daochuo had a lofty reputation for virtue. He was
the senior monk with the most thorough grasp of Pure Land
principles. Daochuo expounded the Contemplation Sutra 200
times and urged his disciples to recite Amitabha's name and be
reborn in the Pure Land. He wrote the two-scroll Collection on
the Land of Peace and Joy. Having inherited the pristine Pure
Land thought of Masters Nagarjuna, Vasubandhu and Tanluan,
he laid the foundations for the establishment of the Pure Land
School.
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Master Daochuo, then 80, was delighted to see Master Shandao. He taught and passed on to the

younger monk everything he'd learned over a lifetime. The knowledge would have a deep impact
on the development of Master Shandao's thinking.
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After Daochuo's explanation, Shandao understood that visualization wasn't the only way to gain
rebirth in the Land of Bliss. It was also possible to so through the vocal recitation of Amitabha
Buddha's name. The former was difficult and the latter easy. Shandao learned that everyone was

certain to be reborn so long as they relied on the power of Amitabha's great vow and recited the
Buddha's name exclusively.



Four years later, Master Daochuo passed away and Master Shandao returned to Wuzhen Even so, the texts' contents were as deep as the oceans and most people could only lament their
Monastery. That same year Master Xuanzang returned to Chang'an with scriptures from India. inability to fathom them. Moreover, there were 84,000 Dharma paths. Most practitioners were
Buddhism approached its apex in China. vexed by the question of where to begin.
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After entering China, Buddhism underwent several centuries of exploration and development. In
the late Sui and early Tang period, lineage masters set up the eight major schools of Mahayana
Buddhism. One of them, the Pure Land School, was established by Master Shandao.
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Pure Land practice was completely different from that of the other paths. It had been
misunderstood since antiquity. Different traditions interpreted it differently, as there wasn't a
unified yardstick.
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This prompted Master Shandao, after returning to Wuzhen
Monastery, to write his Commentary on the Contemplation
Sutra, so as to provide a benchmark for all time. He advocated
the special characteristics of: recitation of Amitabha's name,
relying on his Fundamental Vow; rebirth of ordinary beings in
the Pure Land's Realm of Rewards; rebirth assured in the present
lifetime; and non-retrogression achieved in this lifetime.
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After that, Master Shandao for a long time travelled between
Wuzhen Monastery and Chang'an. In the capital he taught the
Dharma at major monasteries such as Guangming, Ci'en and
Shiji. After three years, Chang'an residents virtually stopped
eating meat. In the city, "every family knew Avalokitesvara and
every household was familiar with Amitabha." Shandao truly
helped ordinary people assimilate the Buddha's teachings into
their lives.




.

h e +f’ RRiH

Not only did the Master achieve outstanding results propagating the Dharma, his own practice was
very rigorous. On entering a Dharma center, he would press palms together and kneel before the
Buddha. He singlemindedly recited the name of Amitabha Buddha, never stopping until he was
exhausted. Having attained contemplation samadhi, he went to to achieve recitation samadhi. The
accomplishment was extremely rare in the annals of monasticism.
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Master Shandao observed monastic discipline down to the finest detail. Never did he gaze upon
women.
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Occupied all day with propagating the Dharma and benefiting others, the Master always washed
his own robes and alms bowl, never asking others to do it.
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Shandao never talked frivolities with others, or indulged in meaningless speech or activities. He
strictly avoided all thoughts of fame and profit. He always travelled alone, never with an assembly.
He was reluctant to discuss worldly affairs, lest they interfered with his practice.
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Wherever he went, when the Master saw dilapidated monasteries, he would have them renovated
or repaired.
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Shandao was also known as "Master Light." When he recited the name of Amitabha Buddha, a
beam of light would emanate from his mouth. Emperor Gaozong of the Tang Dynasty heard about
this and bestowed the name "Master Light" on Shandao.
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Monastics far and wide admired Shandao's great virtue and assembled to learn the Dharma from
him. Wuzhen Monastery continued to expand. By the time the Master was 43, it had six clusters of
temples and pagodas and several thousand monastics. Its halls numbered over 4,000. The upper
and lower sections stretched continuously for four kilometers. Master Shandao taught the Dharma
there and Wuzhen Monastery became the ancestral temple of the Pure Land School.
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The Master was not only well versed in the Dharma, he also possessed outstanding artistic skills. In
672, when he was 60, Emperor Gaozong wanted to make merit by building a Buddha image at the
Longmen Grottoes. Master Shandao was appointed chief architect and construction supervisor. He
oversaw the creation of the Great Buddha at Longmen, a globally recognized artistic masterpiece.
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Besides sculpture, the Master left to posterity many chants as
well as works of music, calligraphy and painting. They include
In Praise of Dharma Matters, In Praise of Pratyutpanna and In
Praise of the Rite of Rebirth -- in the form of chants, explicating
Pure Land teachings. They contained beautiful sung verses.
Shandao also copied 100,000 scrolls of the Amitabha Sutra, with
a specimen being discovered in contemporary times. And he
created 300-odd portraits of the Pure Land. A Contemplation
Sutra-related mandala by the Master was found in the Cave of a
Thousand Buddhas at Dunhuang.
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In 681, Shandao was directing the creation of a Pure Land portrait in Shiji Monastery. One day he
suddenly asked the artists to hurry and finish their work. He told his followers that he would be
reborn imminently.
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Several days later, Master Shandao passed away peacefully amid Amitabha-recitation by the
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assembly. He returned to the Western Pure Land, aged 69.
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Shandao's senior disciple, Master Huaihui, chose Shenheyuan at the foothills of the Zhongnan
mountains as an auspicious spot at which to erect a memorial stupa. It was named Chongling
Pagoda. Disciples built a temple around it, called Xiangji Monastery.
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Decades later, Master Shaokang (known as the "latter-day Shandao") went specially to visit
Shandao's memorial hall at Guangming Monastery in Chang'an. After paying respects before an
image of Shandao, he asked earnestly to see the late master one time. The portrait of Shandao

thereupon transformed into a golden Buddha, suspended in the air. Word of the manifestation
spread quickly. Posterity came to regard Master Shandao as an emanation of Amitabha Buddha.
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As founder of the Pure Land School, Master Shandao should
have had an eternal, uninterrupted transmission to posterity.
Regrettably, the Huichang Persecution of Buddhism in the late
Tang and the wartime turmoil of the Five Dynasties and Ten
Kingdoms resulted in the loss of most of Shandao's works in
China. They included Commentary on the Contemplation Sutra,
the founding text of the Pure Land School. The authentic Pure
Land lineage disappeared.
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In the following thousand-odd years, Pure Land practitioners
lacked guidance from the pure, original texts. They could only
rely on the self-power interpretations of other Buddhist schools.
The other-power essence of the Pure Land School was turned
upside down, and its greatest benefits were lost.
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It wasn't until the late 20" century that the works of Masters
Tanluan, Daochuo and Shandao were collated and edited
from the Tripitaka by Masters Huijing and Jingzong, then
published and circulated widely. The contemporary masters'
vigorous promotion enabled the lineage established by Master
Shandao to shine anew. Once again, successive generations
of practitioners are able to step onto the bright pathway to
assured rebirth in the Pure Land.
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