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On the Decline of Buddhist Vinaya In ChinaFrom a

Historical and Cultural Perspective

Tso Sxe-bong.
Associate Researcher,Chung-hwa Institute of Buddhist Studies.

Summary

Since different Vinayas were introduced intoChina, their rules were adopted
by the ChineseBuddhist establishments of different areas forgoverning the
conduct of monks and nuns from a longperiod of 3rd Century to 10th
Century A.D. In thislong period, eminent Buddhist clerics who practisedthe
Vinaya rules very faithfully are being recordedin the monastic histories.
Unfortunately, Buddhistdisciplinary tradition under the Vinaya was
finallydeclined and being replaced by thePo-chang Ch'ingKuei (14 /&4
or The Pure Rule by the Master ofPo-chang Shan) of Ch'an Buddhism.

Why the Vinaya would have been declined inChina? Except from the
reasons given in the author'spaper "The Conflict Between Vinaya and the
ChineseMonastic Rule: The Dilemma of DisciplinarianVenerable Hung-1"
that read in the last Conference,he should like to give some other reasons:

Firstly, the Chinese clerics, whoever monks ornuns, recognizing that they
are "Mahayanists",but the Vinaya rules are derived from differentHinayana
Schools. Even though they were told toobserve the Hinayana $ilas by the
Chinese MonasticOrder,they still felt contempt for the Vinaya intheir minds.
Therefore, some of the clerics usedto say: "The infernal flames will not
cremate a wiseman, while the caldron containing boiled water inthe hell is
not prepared for cooking a person whohas Prajna (wisdom)". Or, they were
condemned as"Some of them observing one single percept onadultery say
that they are free from sin, and do notat all care for the study of the Vinaya
rules".Besides, the Chinese Buddhist hagiographies used totell that the
monk-saints who strayed from Vinaya inone hand, but performed their
supernatural powers onthe other hand. The above-
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mentioned examples indicating strongly thecontemptuous attitude of the
Chinese Mahayanistclerics to the Vinaya.

Secondly, all the Vinaya rules are legislatedaccording to the Indian tropical
environment, theyare not so suitable for the monastic life of anation in the
Northern Temperate Zone like China.Besides, in the long period that
mentioned above,most of Chinese clerics, especially thedisciplinarians, had
never made their pilgrimage tolndia. In these circumstances, a
Chinesedisciplinarian would found it difficult to explainwhy a certain rule
should have to observe and how toobserve, when he sermoning the
disciplinary rules.For he did not really know the cultural andenviromental
background of the Vinaya. So, even acleric who desired to observe the rules
would alsofound his difficulty, as the instruction he receivedfrom the
disciplinarian was not clear.

Thirdly, in the same period, all the Chinesecleric had already received a
good Confucianeducation. In case one who wish to devote intomonkhood or
to lead a nun's career, the firstquestion by the Monastic Order would
be:"Have youever received a Confucian education?" If the answeris negative,
the Order taught that person withConfucian classics before the Buddhist
scriptures. Therefore, each clerics had already influencedstrongly by the
Confucian tradition since enteredthe Order. In the imperial period, the
Chineseseeing themselves an highest civilized people of a"Celestial
Dynasty." They were taking as objectiveattitude towarded the introduced
foreigncivilizations. Therefore, the Chinese Buddhistclerics were tolerantly
to lead a monastic life inIndian style. Moreover, as the author's former
paperhad already indicated, the Chinese Monastic Orderadopted two sets of
contradictive monasticrules--the Vinaya and the Chinese Monastic Rule
atthe same time to govern the conduct of their clericmembers. This
disciplinary policy would spirituallybe encouraging the resistance of the
monks and nunsto the Vinaya.

Foruthly, based on the above given Second andThird reasons, the Chinese
clerics employing arandom attitude when observing the Vinaya
rules,regardless of the exact instruction of each rule.For instance, the Vinaya
instructs that atransgressor who violated the rule of "No triflingor joking"
only committed a pardonable sin ofPataka and would be forgiven after
havingconfessed in an assembly, but Venerable Ching-ai (?%"F?g'{, 534-578)



expelled his monk-disciple for this
p. 71

transgression. Even the later begged forforgiveness. Again, in accordance
with the Vinaya,one who kills vegetable lives committed Pataka,and one
who persuades the others to kill a livingbeing also involved in the
transgression of killing.Besides, one who eats leek committed only
Duskrta,a venial sin that would be forgiven after havingconfessed to another
cleric only. And VenerableLing-yii ( &%, 519-605) persuades a landlord
todestroy the later's forty acre leek grove as a wayof advoiding DuSkrta.
After the numerous leeks inthe grove losed their lives,Ling-yiis persuasion
had already brought him tocommit the griveous sin of Pataka .

Fifthly, after having grasped the problem, someof the clerics made their
pilgrmages to go to theWest in order to learn the Vinaya as well as
toobserve the daily life of the Monastic Order in theTropical Zone. Among

them, Tripitaka Masterl-ching ( #1351, 635-713) played an important role

inthe promulgation of the Vinaya for the Chinese. Notonly he recruited
some Chinese disciplinarians to goto the West to learn, but also he records
theforeign monastic daily life in his workNan-haiChi-kuei Nei-fa Chuan ( P
YA 4 35 (1 6, or Record ofthe Inner Law sent home from Southern Sea',
wellknown to the Western World asA Record of theBuddhist Religion as
Practised in India and theMalay Archipelago) as a reference for guiding
theChinese clerics how to observe the monastic life inaccordance with the
Vinaya. Unfortunately, his workcontributed to the decline of the Vinaya in
China.For it helped the clerics to understand that most ofthe Vinaya rules
could only be practised in theTropical environment.

Sixthly, the interference of the imperialgovernment towarded the monastic
disciplinaryaffairs also played an important role to the declineof the Vinaya
in China. In the Buddhist states ofIndia, monks and nuns submitted only to
their ownVinaya, without ever troubling the public court whenthe clerical
members who committed sometransgressions. In China, on the contrary, a
clericwho committed even a religious transgression wouldsometimes be
sending to the legal court and chargingby the secular law. Therefore, the
authority of theVinaya has being demeaned.
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