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On The Crisis of Humanistic Buddhist Hermeneutics

Kai-Wen LU

Associate Professor & Director,
Graduate Ingtitute of Religious Studies,
Nanhua Unviersity, Taiwan.

1. The Same Dilemma

As we know well, the Buddha’s teaching presented in Buddhist canons
were passed down from ancient Indian religious background. It is far away
from our age almost 2500 years ago. Apparently, those main streams of
contemporary thoughts, ex. caste system, ideology, myth, geography and
cosmology borrowed by Buddhists and once dominated ancient people also
have been combined closely together with the core teaching of Buddhism,
inside the holy canons. As a result, we can not exactly and separately
distinguish them from Buddha’s teachings. All we can do is roughly treating

them as a wholeness of Buddha’s teachings.

However, time is changing soon, and so do the contemporary thoughts.
Those contemporary thoughts dominated in ancient Indian religious fields
and borrowed by Buddha as a subsidiary teaching for beginners inside the
holy canons are seemly no longer keeping powerful influence on modern-day
people. Moreover, they are even possibly becoming a kind of serious burden
or obstacle to prevent those who were educated by modern science from
taking refuge under Buddha’s teaching. Surely, this phenomenon is not only
an isolated event for Buddhism alone but also includes all the traditional
world religions, ex. Christianity, Islamism, Taoism and so on. All these are
facing the same dilemma of obeying modern mainstream knowledge or
accepting the old fashioned ideology of canons passed down from ancient age
and primordial thoughts. Further, this kind of dilemma that we are facing and
striving toward also can be seen in every era of human society from ancient

day to nowadays.
The reasons why this kind of crisis happens to raise in our day are quite
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complexity and complication. Roughly speaking, lots of conflicts and
struggles evidently exist between two kinds of knowledge systems: the first
one is that the main streams of ancient Indian thoughts, ex. caste system,
ideology, myth, geography and cosmology borrowed by Buddhists and once
dominated ancient Indian people; and the later one is that the main streams
knowledge dominated the modern-day people and it also includes natural
observation science, democracy, human rights, and Chinese Confucianism

which depend on various conditions of nations and people.

2. The Crisis of Humanistic Buddhist Hermeneutics

In my point of view, this kind of dilemma between Buddha’s teaching
and main stream knowledge systems of various ages is what so called the
crisis of Buddhist Hermeneutics. Once Buddhism can not perfectly well
explain and resolve the conflicts and struggles between two kinds of
knowledge systems mentioned before, then the credit of faith toward
Buddhist canons and beliefs will be constantly decreased by this dilemma
which causes the crisis of Buddhist Hermeneutics. Taking a quick look upon
Chinese Buddhism of eastern Asia, the same dilemma is especially getting
visible in modern Humanistic Buddhism! (4 2 @& %t/ 2 F @& %) raised by
Chinese Buddhist monks, Master Tai Xu2? (* &, 1890-1947), Mater Yin Shun3
(5r g, 1906-2005) and their followers etc, since the first two decade of 20

century.

During past several hundred years, Chinese Buddhism has been
emphasizing on the funeral services and importance of invisible ghosts and
heavenly beings. Moreover, it has been chasing for heavenly afterlife and
superstitious magic power instead of real living daily life. For neglecting the
real living daily life, Chinese Buddhism gradually falls into a miserable
position, loses its vivid energy, goes far away, and finally fades away from
humanistic world. To avoid this bad destiny, the original purpose of
Humanistic Buddhism can be seen as an attempt to change the unhealthy

inclination of traditional Chinese Buddhism into healthy stature. Therefore,

1A useful website for the details and references of modern Humanistic Buddhism in Taiwan see also
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humanistic_Buddhism, cited date 2009/12/28.

2 Master Tai Xu has been seen as the founder of Humanistic Buddhism in modern mainland China, he
also isthe mentor of Master Yin Shun. A general introduction and survey of writings of Master Tai Xu
see also http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taixu, cited date 2009/12/28.

3 See also http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yin_Shun, cited date 2009/12/28
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the modern spirits of enlightenment and human reasonability presented in
modern scientific knowledge were highly evaluated by most of Humanistic
Buddhists. They treat these modern spirits as useful tools against
old-fashioned Chinese Buddhism, push the latter into better evolution, and

engage to humanistic world.4

Why the modern spirits of enlightenment and human reasonability
presented in modern scientific knowledge were highly evaluated by most of
Humanistic Buddhists? This is a good question to understand the tendency of
Chinese Buddhism in last century. Speaking of a comprehensive view, the
leading role of main stream knowledge with which modern Humanistic
Buddhism has to keep dialogue or persuade is quite different from traditional
Chinese Buddhism before 19 century after all. There are some levels can be
showed and analyzed below. Firstly, Confucianism which used to be the
dominating ideology of ancient Chinese empire is no longer keeping its
leading position when it challenges with the powerful force strength of
Western scientific civilization. As soon as Chinese empire collapsed down,
Confucianism also gradually lost its reasonable official necessity of publics
and had fallen into a weak camp as well as Chinese Buddhism. They both
confront with the same serious challenges raised from Western scientific
civilization. At that moment, the ethics of secular world insisted and
emphasized by Confucianism seem no longer to be the curial leading
opponent that Buddha’'s core and subsidiary teaching need to persuade or
defeat.

3. Science as a Main Stream Knowledge

Further, the main streams knowledge faced by modern-day Buddhists
is mostly raised up from, or related with the foundation of scientific
knowledge that is quite different from magic and religious images or method
of ancient world. A scientific method seeks to explain the events of nature in a
reproducible way, and to use these reproductions to make useful predictions.
It is done through observation of natural phenomena, and through
experimentation that tries to simulate natural events under controlled
conditions. It provides an objective process to find solutions to problems in a

number of scientific and technological fields. Based on observations of a

* The emphasis on rationality of scienceis specially raised by Master Tai Xu. See also Taixu, " Science
and Buddhism" Lecturesin Buddhism, Paris, 1928. p.89.
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phenomenon, a scientist may generate a model. This is an attempt to describe
or depict the phenomenon in terms of a logical physical or mathematical
representation. As empirical evidences have been gathered, a scientist can
suggest a hypothesis to explain the phenomenon. This description can be
used to make predictions that are testable by experiment or observation using
scientific method. When a hypothesis proves unsatisfactory, it is either

modified or discarded.

However, most of cosmology, geography or mythology of human genesis
story which took meaningful shelter for ancient people and presented in
Buddhist holy canons seem to be old fashioned in front of modern scientific
knowledge and to be non-compatible with our daily common sense.
Moreover, the gender discrimination and public system which passed down
form ancient world and appeared in Buddhist canons also fairly differ from
the emphasis of gender equality and democracy system of modern world. All
of these old-fashioned ancient Indian thoughts once written down and fixed
upon in Buddhist canons, it’s not like a scientific hypothesis which is easily

to be either canceled or discarded at one’s own choice.

It would be a curial time to adjust the steps and paces of Humanistic
Buddhism to catch up with new challenges and problems raised by
modernity. For today’s Humanistic Buddhism, the cultural fence which needs
to be crossed up is not only limited in the ideology of Chinese traditional
Confucianism and Taoism but also expanded to the new coming main stream
of scientific knowledge. In another word, if Humanistic Buddhism which
based in Buddha'’s core teaching and leading mankind to freedom decides to
constantly survive and develop in modern-day for the purpose of
propagation, then it should be asked to make useful explanation or
interpretation and further shorten the distance of difference between modern
scientific knowledge. Even if it can not completely digest and adopt scientific
knowledge to promote Buddhist propagation, at least it could try to avoid the
possible conflict and meanwhile relieve the inevitable distress caused among

various modern knowledge systems.

To sum up, the crisis of modern Humanistic Buddhism is a kind of faith
crisis under modern scientific knowledge’s serious challenges. Surely, it also
is a kind of crisis of Buddhist knowledge theory. In my opinion, one of the
possible safe ways to resolve and relieve the crisis is to build a hermeneutic

bridge as a conversation channel between Buddhist canons and modern main



stream scientific knowledge. Let Buddhist canons keep openness toward
modern scientific knowledge, conversely, also let scientific knowledge keep
openness toward those contemporary thoughts which dominated in ancient
Indian religious fields and borrowed by Buddha as a subsidiary teaching for

beginners inside the holy canons.

4., Conclusion: Toward Humanistic Buddhist Hermeneutics

However, the paradigm of Buddhist Hermeneutics could be developed
and constructed into three dimensions at least. In brief, it could be a set of
technique for interpreting Buddhist canons, and it also could be a set of
scientific system theory for interpreting Buddhist canons. Moreover, it surely
could be a kind of art for interpreting Buddhist canons. Technique is looking
for the Goodness of Buddha's teachings. Scientific system theory is looking
for the Truth of Buddha'’s teachings. Art is looking for the Beauty of Buddha’s
teachings. As cooperation with each other ran well, we can approach and

interpret closely to Buddha'’s teachings toward the Holiness in modern age.>

Undoubtedly, any attempt to interpret Buddhist texts and find the
useful and reasonable meanings from myth and magic of ancient Indian
religions is a difficult mission. All of the difficulties can be found in the
conflicts between Buddhist cosmos-mythology inside canons and scientific
geography-astronomical observation. Definitely and naturally, there is not
any ’either-this-or-that’ logic can dominate and determinate the answer.
Therefore, how to establish a flexible, useful, and wholesome model of
Buddhist Hermeneutics? How to find out the middle way of interpretation
theory between ancient canons and modern scientific knowledge? And how
to avoid the conflicts and struggles caused from two kinds of knowledge
systems mentioned before? All of these investigations are very important
issues for Buddhism at the moment of our age. Take time to consider and
ponder on those issues is necessary for us. However, it does not mean that we
could find the permanent and perfect way to resolute the crisis of Buddhist
Hermeneutics. But for now, at least, it’s a good start point to think over these

issues.

> As | mentioned before, all the traditional religions are challenging with the same dilemma under
modernity. Therefore, | borrow parts of these ideas of biblical interpretation as an initial model of
Humanistic Buddhist Hermeneutics. See also Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A
comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation. Madison: Inter Varsity Press, 2006.
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"Early Buddhist Literature in Chinese Language” , present in International Seminar on Early
Buddhism (ISEB), organized by Dhammachai International Research Institute of Australia and New
Zedland (DIRI) & University of Sydney (Australia), University of Kelaniya and University of

Peradeniya (Sri Lanka), at Sancta Sophia College, University of Sydney, Australia, 28-29 August 2010.
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Early Buddhist Literature in the Chinese Language

Lu, Kai-Wen

Associate Professor, Graduate Institute of Religious Studies
Nanhua University, Taiwan
mahadukkha@hotmail.com

Abstract

This presentation will be divided into two parts. First of all, I would like
to pose several questions - the why, what, when, where, which and how - of
Buddhism as it was introduced into China, especially in regard to the
relationship between Buddhism and Ancient China. These include: (1) When
did Buddhism come to China? (2) Where did Buddhism come from to China?
(3) What types of Buddhism were firstly introduced into China? (4) What
kinds of people brought Buddhism into China? (5) for what reasons did the
Chinese accept Buddhism? As well as, (6) how did the ancient Chinese [and
Buddhists] value the early introduction of Buddhism?

Second, I would like to focus on the topic of early Buddhist literature in
the Chinese language and other related issues through several pre-set
questions. They are: (1) What is the content and style of the early Buddhist
literature that was gradually introduced into Ancient China since the middle
of the second century C.E.? (2) Which sectarian school was early Chinese
Buddhist literature inherited from? (3) What kinds of difficulties and conflicts
were confronted in the process of translating and interpreting early Buddhist
literature into the Chinese language? In addition to, (4) what kinds of
attitudes did the Chinese Buddhists hold on these early Buddhist scriptures
that were introduced into ancient China? Finally I would like to discuss, in
both academic and religious terms, the meaning and inspiration of early

Buddhist literature in Chinese to contemporary Chinese Buddhism.

Keywords: Early Buddhism, Agama, Vinaya, Sarvastivada, MahasaIghika
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