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The Contemplation of Suchness

Jacqueline 1. Stone

The Contemplation of Suchness (Shinnyo kan) is attributed to the great scholar and
teacher of the Tendai school of Buddhism, the prelate Genshin (942-1017). How-
- ever, it actually dates from around the twelfth century. Tendai writings of medi-
- eval times were often compiled by unidentified authors who attributed them to
earlier Tendai masters. By the early medieval period, a few Buddhist thinkers had
begun to write in vernacular Japanese rather than the literary Chinese that formed
- the accepted scholarly medium for works on Buddhist doctrine. The Contemplation
of Suchness is an example of this new development. It may have been written for
an educated lay person, rather than a monastic reader, and reflects a number of
significant developments within early medieval Japanese Buddhist thought.

One important intellectual trend to develop within Tendai Buddhism of the
medieval period is known as original enlightenment thought (hongaku shisg). This
doctrine denies that enlightenment is achieved as the result of a long process of
eligious cultivation; rather, it holds that all beings are, from the outset, entight-
ened by their very nature, that is, “originally.” From this perspective, Buddhist
practice is to be approached, not as a means to “attain” a future result, but to
realize that oneself is Buddha aiready. The present writing describes this in terms
of knowing, or believing, that “oneself is precisely suchness.” “Suchness” or “thus-
ness” (Skt., tathatd, J., shinnyo) is a Buddhist term for the true nature of reality,
or what an enlightened person is said to realize. Like many such terms, it is
intended to designate without describing, for the Buddha wisdom can be neither
described nor grasped conceptually but only indicated as being “such.”

In this text, the idea of original enlightenment is explained in terms of tradi-
tional Tendai {C. T'ien-tai} forms of doctrinal classification and meditative prac-
tice, as well as the Tendai school’s particular reverence for the Lotus Sutra. The
historical Buddha, Sakyamuni, was said to have preached for fifty years. According
the Tendai systernatization of doctrine, for the first forty-two years the Buddha
taught provisional teachings that were accommodated te his listeners’ understand-
g, while in the final eight years of his life he taught the true teaching, the Lotus
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Suira, said to be the direct expression of his own enlightenment. The Contemplation
of Suchness assimilates this distinction between true and provisional teachings to
ewo different views of enlightenment. The provisional teachings preached before
the Lotus Sutra, it says. teach that one can attain Buddhahood only after many
kalpas (aeons) of austete practices, while the Lotus Sutrd uniquely reveals that all
beings are entightened inherently.
in terms of meditative practice, the “coniemplation of suchness” discussed in
this text is equated with the “contermplation of the Middie Way” or the “threefold
contemplation in a single thought” set forth in the Great Calming and Contempla-
sion (Mo-ho chih-kuan), the influential treatise recording the teachings on medi-
tation of Chih-i (538-597), founder of the Tien-rai school, the Chinese precursor
of Japanese Tendai. Thien-r'ai meditation aims at perceiving all things from the
threefold perspective of emptiness, provisional existence, and the Middie, known
25 the threefold truth. By contemplating all phenomena as empty-—that is, a5
dependent upon conditions and without permanence or underlying essence—
one is freed from delusive attachments. This is said 0 correspond to the practice
and insight of persons of the two vehicles (the Hinaydna teachings) and bodhi-
sattvas of elementary Mahayana. However, merely to be freed from attachment is
not enough. Therefore, while knowing all things t0 be empty, one also contemn-
plates them s provisionally existing. In this way, on¢ s able to understand them
correctly as conditioned aspects of conventional reality, without imputing to them
false notions of essence, and so act wisely and compassionately in the world. This
is said to correspond to the insight and practice of bodhisattvas of the higher
Mahayana teachings. Lasty. by contemplating all things as both empty and pro-
visionally existing, one maintains both views simultanecusly, the two perspectives
holding one another in perfect balance and preventing one-sided adherence ©
either. This is said to correspond to the practice and instght of Buddhas. In ex-
plaining the threefold truth, one must unavoidably explain its three aspects se-
quentially, and novice practitioners were also taught to contemplate the three
truths of emptiness, provisional existence, and the Middle as @ progressive S
quence. However, this sequential meditation was regarded as a lesser form of the

hreefold contemplation. lts ultimate form is to cognize all three truths simulta-

neously, “in a single thought.”
Within the traditional THen-ral/Tendat structure of meditative discipline, the

threefold contempiation, 0F the contemplation of the Middle Way, required for- :
mal meditative practice, usually performed ina monastic context and often carried

out in seclusion fora specified mamber of days, weeks, or months. The “contem-

plation of suchness” discussed in this writing, howevet, is Tiot & formally struc-

tured meditation but rather the cultivation, in the midst of daily activities, ofa

particular mental attitude——namely, of seeing oneself and all others as identical

to suchness. As the text says,
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appears o have been one of the simple practices regarded as particulatly suited
to those people born in the Final Dharma age.

While the simple practices were on the one hand touted as appropriate to
people of limited capacity unable to undertake traditional Buddhist disciplines,
they were at the same time extolled as being superior to those disciplines, in that
they were said to encompass all merit in a single religious act and thus offer direct
access to the Buddha's enlightenment withour lifetimes of austere practice. For
example, Honen {1133-1212), founder of the Japanese [6do or Pure Land sect,
praised the nembutsu as encompassing the Three Bodies, Ten Powers, and Four
Fearlessnesses-—in short, all the virtues of the Buddha Amida. Nichiren (1222-
1282}, who preached a doctrine of exciusive devotion to the Lotus Sutra, similarly
taught that the daimoku contains the merit of all the virtuous practices carried out
by Sakyamuni Buddha in his quest, over countless lifetimes, for supreme enlight-
enment; by chanting the daimolu of the Lotus Sutra, Nichiren said, one can im-
mediately access the Buddha's merits. Here, at a slightly earlier date, we find
simitar claims made for the “contemplation of suchness,” which is said to encom-

pass all merit within itself.

Related to the notion of simple practices was the idea that sincere devotion to
the particular religious act in question was more important to one’s salvation than
the cultivation of moral conduct. In the present writing, even those who “violate
the precepts without shame” are nonetheless said to be able to realize enlight-
enment and achieve birth in the Pure Land by diligently contemplating suchness.
Such passages link this text 1o broader medieval concerns about the possibility of
the salvation of evil persons. For many, the Final Dharma age was a time when
proper observance of the Buddhist precepts was thought to be impossible. These
concermns also reflected the rise to power of the warrior class, people whose he-
reditary profession required them to violate the traditional Buddhist precept
against killing.

When Saicho (767-822), who established Tendai Buddhism in Japan, studied
in China, he received instruction not only in the Tien-Cai Lotus teachings but also
in Fsoteric Buddhism, Ch'an (Zen), and the bodhisattva precepts. Building upen
this foundation, his successors sought to develop a comprehensive religious sys-
tem that wouid encompass all practices within the “one vehicle” of the Lotus Sutra.
This all-encompassing approach would become characteristic of Japanese Tendai,
and strands of Buddhist thought other than the original Tendai/Lotus teachings

are accordingly evident in The Contemplation of Suchness. The most obvious of

these is Pure Land Buddhism, centering on contemplation of and devotion to the

Buddha Amida {Ski. Amitabha), said to live in a pure land called Utmost Bliss
(Sukhavatl, Gokuraku) in the western quarter of the universe. Birth after death
in Amida's Pure Land, the goal of many Pure Land practitioners, was seen 2
liberation from the sufferings of the round of rebirth and equated with the stage
of nonretrogression on the path of achieving Buddhahood. Pure Land practices ;
in premodern Japan were extremely widespread, iranscending sectarian divisions, -
and assumed a number of forms. These ranged from various Pure Land medita- ;
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If you wish to attain Buddhahood quickly or be born without fail in [the
pure land] of Utmost Bliss, you must think: “My own mind is precisely the
principle of suchness.” If you think that suchness, which pervades the universe,
is your own essence, you are at once the universe; do not think that there is
anything apart from this. When one is awakened, the Buddhas in the worlds
of the ten directions of the universe and also all bodhisattvas each dwell within
oneself. To seek a separate Buddha apart from oneself is {the action of} a time
when one does not know that oneself is precisely suchness. When one knows
that suchness and oneself are the same thing, then, of Shaka (Sakyamuni),
[A]lmida (Amitabha), Yakushi (Bhaisajya-guru) and the other Buddhas of the
ten directions, as well as Fugen (Samantabhadra), Monju (Mafijus:1), Kannon
(Avalokitegvara), Miroku (Maitreya), and the other bodhisattvas, there is none
that is separate from oneself. Moreover, the Lotus Sutra and the others of eighty
thousand repositories of teachings and the twelve kinds of scriptures, as well
as the myriad practices of all Buddhas and bodhisattvas undertaken as the cause
for their enlightenment, the myriad virtues they achieved as a result, and the
boundless merit they gained through self-cultivation and through teaching oth-
ers—of all this, what is there that is not within oneself?

When one forms this thought, because all things are the functions of the
mind, all practices are encompassed within one mind, and in a single moment
of thought, one comprehends all things: This is called “sitting in the place of
practice” (zad@ja). It is called “achieving right awakening” (jashogaku). Because
one [thus] realizes Buddhahood without abandoning this Ipresent bodyl], it is
also called realizing Buddhahood with this very body. This is like the case of
the eight-year-old dragon girl who, on hearing the principle of the Lotus Sutra
that all things are a single suchness, immediately aroused the aspiration for
enlightenment and, in the space of 2 moment, achieved right awakening [Hurv-
itz, 199-201]. Moreover, for one who contemplates suchness and aspires to
be born [in the pure land] of Utmost Bliss, there is no doubt that one shall
surely be born there in accordance with one’s wish. The reason is: Attaining

Buddhahood is extremely difficult, because one becomes a Buddha by self-

cultivation and by teaching others and thus accumnulating unfathomable merit,
enough to fill the universe. But achieving birth in [the land of} Perfect Bliss is

very easy. Even those who commit evil deeds, if, at life’s end, they wholeheart-

edly chant Namu Amida-butsu ten times, are certain to be born there.
Thus, when one contemplates suchness, one can quickly realize even Bud-

dhahood, which is difficult to attain. How much more is one certain beyond
doubt to achieve birth in {the pure land of] Utmost Bliss, which is easy! This
being the case, those who wish by all means to be born in the Pure Land should
simply contemplate suchness. A hundred people out of a hundred are certain
to be born there, surely and without doubt. But if one does not believe [that
onesell is suchness], that person slanders all Buddhas of the ten directions in

the past, present, and future periods of time. This is because the Buddhas of
 the ten directions, as well as the Lotus Sutra, all take suchness as their essence.
One who has slandered the Buddhas of the ten directions or the Lofus Sutra
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falls into the Hell without Respite (muken jigoku, avici) and will not [readily}
emerge. The “Parable” chapter expounds the karmic retribution for the sin of
slandering the Lotus Sutra, saying: “Such a person, at life’s end, shall enter the
Avici hell, where he shall fulfill one kalpa. When the kalpa is exhausted, he
shall be reborn there, transmigrating in this way for kalpas without number”
{Miao-fa lien-hua ching, T 9:15b—c].

How awesome! Whether we fall into the Hell without Respite or are born in
the land of Utmost Bliss depends solely on our {attitude of] mind in this life-
time. We ourselves are precisely suchness. One who does not believe this will
surely fall into hell. But one who believes it deeply without doubting will be
born in the Pure Land. Wherther we are born in {the land of] Perfect Bliss or
fall into hell depends on whether or not we believe in [our identity with]
suchness. How pointless that by not believing that one can be born in [the
land of} Perfect Bliss by the power of the contemplation of suchness, one falls
into the Hell without Respite and suffers for countless kalpas, when, simply
by believing deeply, one may be born in [the pure land} of Perfect Bliss and
experience happiness that shall not be exhausted in kalpas without number!
Therefore we must each firmly believe in the contemplation of suchness. In
lifetime after lifetime and age after age, what greater joy could there be than
to learn in this life of this way by which one may so easily become a Buddha
and be born in [the pure land of] Utmost Bliss? Even if one should break the
precepts without shame, one should simply—without the slightest negligence,
even while lying down with one’s sash unloosed, even for a moment—think,
“1 am suchness.” How extremely easy and reliable [a mode of practicel!
Bodhisattvas of the provisional teachings, who did not know this contem-
plation of suchness, for countless kalpas broke their bones and discarded bodily
life; without even a moment’s neglect, they engaged in difficult and painful
practices {(nangys kugyd), undertaking them because they valued the path of
attaining Buddhahood. And in the case of our great teacher, the Thus Come
One Sakyamuni, there is no place even the size of a mustard seed where,
throughout countless kalpas in the past, he did not throw away his life [for
the beings’ sake]. Precisely by cultivating such difficult and painful practices,
he was able to become a Buddha. But in our case, we have learned of the way
of realizing Buddhahood and achieving birth in [the pure land] of Utmost Bliss
in a very short time, without cultivating such difficult and painful practices for
countless kalpas and without practicing the six perfections {the paramitas of
giving, keeping the precepts, forbearance, assiduousness, meditation, and wis-
dom]}, simply by a single thought with which we think, “T am suchness.” Inall
the world, {encountering this teaching] is the thing most rare and to be ap-

preciated.

During the time when we did not know that our own mind is precisely th
principle of suchness, we thought that the Buddha and ourselves differed
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principle that is without discrimination, we give rise to various discriminations.
Thinking of suchness or the universe merely in terms of our individual self,
we draw the distinctions of self and other, this and that, arousing the passions
of the five aggregates {the physical and mental constituents of existence: forms,
perceptions, conceptions, mental volitions, and consciousness] and six dusts
[the objects of the senses of sight, sound, smell, taste, touch, and thought].
[Toward objects that accord with our wishes, we arouse the defilement that is
greed;] toward objects ¢hat do not accord with our wishes, we arouse the de-
filement that is anger; and toward objects that we neither like nor dislike, we
arouse the defilement that is folly. On the basis of the three poisons—greed,
anger, and folly—we arouse the eighty-four thousand defilements. At the
prompting of these various defilements, we perform a variety of actions. Asa
result of good actions, we experience the recompense of [birth in] the three
good realms of heavenly beings, humans, and asuras. And as a result of evil
actions, we invite the retribution of [birth] in the three evil realms of the hells,
hungry ghosts, and animals.

In this way, [living] beings and [their insentient] environments of the six
paths emerge. While transmigrating through these six realms, we arbitrarily
regard as self what is not really the self, Therefore, toward those who go against
s, We arouse anger and we abuse and strike or even kill them; thus we cannot
put an end to the round of birth and death. Or toward those who accord with
us, we arouse a possessive love, forming rmutual bonds of obligation and affec-
tion thoughout lifetime after lifetime and age after age. In this case as well,
there is no stopping of transmigration. In other words, transmigrating through
the realm of birth and death is simply the result of not knowing that suchness
is oneself, and thus of arbitrarily drawing distinctions between self and other,
this and that. When one thinks, “Suchness is my own essence,” then there is
nothing that is not oneself. How could oneself and others not be the same?
And if [one realized that] self and others are not different, who would give rise
to defilements and evil actions and continue the round of rebirth?

Thus, if while walking, standing, sitting, o7 lying down, or while performing
any kind of action, you think, “I am suchness,” then that is realizing Buddha-
hood. What could be an obstruction [to such contemplation]? You should
know that suchness is to be contemplated with respect to all things. Clergy or
Jaity, male or female~-all should contemplate in this way. When you provide
for your wife, children, and retainers, or even feed oxen, horses, and the others
of the six kinds of domestic animals [that is, horses, oxen, sheep, dogs, pigs,
and chickens], because the myriad things are all suchness, if you think that

these others are precisely suchness, you have in effect made offerings to all

Buddhas and bodhisattvas of the ten directions and three periods of time, as
well as to all living beings, without a single exception. This is because nothing
is outside the single principle of suchness. Because the myriad creatures such
as ants and mole crickets are all suchness, even giving food to a single ant is
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5;;13?562 g:f:ompassmg] the merit of making offerings to all Buddhas of the
Not only is this true of offerings made 1o others. Because we ourselves are
giso suchness [with each thought-moment being mutually identified with and
1nsep-arabie from all phenomenal, one’s own person includes all Buddhas and
bodhisattvas of the ten directions and three time periods and is endowed with
the hundred realms, thousand suchnesses, and three thousand realms, lackin
none. Thus, when you yourself eat, if you carry out this contempiat,ion thi
ment. of the perfection of giving at once fills the universe, and because, one
practice is equivalent to all practices, the single practice o% the perfection of
giving contains the other perfections. And because cause and effect are non-
fiuai, all practices, which represent the causal stage, are simultanously the myr-
iad virtues of the stage of realization. Thus you are a bodhisattva of [});e hi hy t
stage, a Thus Come One of perfect enlightenment. o
And not only are living beings suchness. Insentient beings such as grasses
and trees are also suchness. Therefore, when one offers a single Sower of lights
one st%c:k of incense to a single Buddha—because, “of every form and fragraice
the’re is none that is not the Middle Way”—that single {lower or single stick,
of incense is precisely suchness and therefore pervades the universe. And be-
canse the single Buddha [to whom it is offered] is precisely suc}mess. that one
Buddha is all Buddhas, and the countless Buddhas of the ten directi()n; without
excepti_on all at once receive that offering. . . . When one contemplates such-
ness with even a small offering, such as a single flower or stick of incense
one’s merit shall be thus great. How much more so, if one chants the Bud&ha’;
name €ven once, o reads or copies a single phrase or verse of the sutra! [In
so doing], the merit gained by thinking that each character is the princi -Ie of
suchness [is so vast that it] cannot be explained in full. P F
In this way, because all living beings, both self and others, are suchness
th.ey are precisely Buddhas. Because grasses and trees, tiles and I;ebbles moun:
tains a’nd rivers, the great earth, the vast sea, and the empty sky are all su’chness
there‘as none that is not Buddha. Looking up at the sky, the sky is Buddha,
Looking down at the earth, the earth is Buddha. Turning toward the easterﬁ
quarter, the east is Buddha. And the same is true with the south, west, north
the {our intermediate directions, up and down. , e



