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Foreword 
When Tripitaka Master Hsüan Hua moved to San Francisco to teach the 
Dharma to Westerners, his first project was to explain the Śūraṅgama 
Sūtra in detail. During the summer of 1968, he convened a ninety-day 
meditation retreat that focused not only on meditation but also on the 
Śūraṅgama Sūtra.

Beginning in 1980, the Buddhist Text Translation Society published 
Master Hua’s lectures from that summer session, and for the first time a 
complete Mahāyāna meditation manual was available to Western read-
ers. Earlier English translations of the Śūraṅgama were incomplete and 
often came without explanation. Master Hua’s presentation placed the 
Sutra at the heart of the contemplative life, thereby opening a road into 
actual cultivation of the Dharma for those who desired to follow the Bud-
dha’s path. From Master Hua’s perspective, the Śūraṅgama is not obscure 
or intimidating, nor is it lofty beyond reach. He explained the text as a 
kalyānamītra, a good and wise spiritual friend. He was not alone in doing 
so. Throughout the centuries in China, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, medi-
tation teachers and monks such as Master Han Shan of the Ming Dynasty, 
Master Yuanying of the Republic era, and Master Hua’s own teacher Mas-
ter Xuyun respected and endorsed the Śūraṅgama Sūtra’s instructions 
and used the Sutra as a reliable yardstick of proper samādhi. 

Over the years, when I have need advice in cultivation, I have referred 
to the Śūraṅgama Sūtra for authoritative information. I go to the “Fifty 
Demonic States of Mind” (part 10) to check on strange states in medita-
tion. I go to the “Twenty-Five Sages” (part 6) for encouragement on the 
path from the voices of Bodhisattvas. I go to the “Four Clear and Defini-
tive Instructions on Purity” (part 7) for clarity on interaction with the 
world; for example, there I find the Buddha’s reasons for advocating a 
harmless, plant-based diet. 

In carrying on the perspective of the past, Master Hua emphasized the 
real-life interaction between the Buddha and his students. I am drawn 
to the Buddha’s voice as it appears in the Sutra. His tone is at all times 
both wise and kind. For example, a noble king converses with the Bud-
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dha about his childhood alongside the Ganges River. After answering 
the Buddha’s skillful questions, the king experiences the serenity of his 
intrinsic nature and loses his fear of death. 

The king hears the Dharma and gradually understands; but even be-
fore that conversation, a young courtesan meets the Buddha and imme-
diately wakes up. She has fallen in love with Ānanda, but upon hearing 
the Dharma, she adjusts her priorities, abandons the pursuit of pleasure, 
and discovers samādhi and wisdom. She becomes an Arhat on the spot, 
before Ananda does. Her story illustrates the lack of gender or class bias 
in the Buddha’s teaching as found in Mahāyāna sutras.

In the dialogue between the Buddha and his cousin Ānanda, we find 
the framework of the narrative and the full expression of the Buddha’s 
range of teaching skills. The Buddha patiently guides Ānanda through 
the landscape of his mind as he progresses from book-learning to actual 
experience. 

The Buddha’s teaching in the Sutra came alive for me because at Gold 
Mountain Monastery as a young monk, I observed Master Hua respond 
with the same measure of unerring kindness to the variety of faithful 
Chinese devotees, university professors, and truth-seeking hippies who 
passed through the door of the monastery. Each received the appropriate 
measure of Dharma-water to nourish their bodhi sprouts.

Nearly thirty years have passed since the Buddhist Text Translation 
Society first published the Śūraṅgama Sūtra in English. This new transla-
tion adds tools for scholastic investigation, including helpful footnotes, 
a more systematic treatment of technical terms, and lucid prose that has 
benefited from three decades of practice. The devotion of the disciples 
who worked on the Śūraṅgama Sūtra (who, I might point out, worked 
entirely as unpaid volunteers) shows on every page. These individuals 
— monastics and laity alike — follow Master Hua’s model in keeping alive 
this jewel of wisdom and making it available for our use. The Dharma 
came to the West only a short time ago,  but the appearance of this new 
edition shows the deepening of its roots. 

I congratulate the many volunteers of the Buddhist Text Translation 
Society who have given so generously of their time and effort. May their 
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wisdom and virtue become full and continue to benefit all sentient be-
ings so that together we might leave behind the sense-limitations and 
knots of the mundane world and experience the Buddha’s description of 
how things are at root. There in the bright realm of the Thus-Come One’s 
Treasury, infused with the Buddha’s majestic spirit, may we master the 
three practices that end outflows and realize patience with the state of 
mind in which no mental objects arise.

Rev. Heng Sure, Ph.D.
President, Dharma Realm Buddhist Association

Director, Berkeley Buddhist Monastery
February 2009
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Introduction
1. Overview

For over a thousand years, the Śūraṅgama Sūtra — the “Sutra of the In-
destructible”1 — has been held in great esteem in the Mahāyāna Buddhist 
countries of East and Southeast Asia. In China the Sutra has generally 
been considered as important and has been as popular as the Lotus Sūtra,2 
the Avataṁsaka Sūtra,3 the Mahāyāna Mahāparinirvāṇa Sūtra,4  the Heart 
Sūtra,5 and the Diamond Sūtra.6 The appeal of the Śūraṅgama Sūtra lies 
in the broad scope of its teachings and in the depth and clarity of its pre-
scriptions for contemplative practice. Because of its wealth of theoretical 
and practical instruction in the spiritual life, it was often the first major 
text to be studied by newly ordained monks, particularly in the Chan 
school. Many enlightened masters and illustrious monastic scholars have 
written exegetical commentaries on it.7 To this day, for both clergy and 

1 The Sutra (T. 945) is generally known in Chinese as the Dafoding shoulengyanjing,  
大佛頂首楞嚴經, often shortened to Lengyanjing, 楞嚴經; the complete title is Dafoding 
rulai miyin xiuzheng liaoyi zhu pusa wanheng shoulengyan jing 大佛頂如來密因修證了義 

諸菩薩萬行首楞嚴經. The Sanskrit word śūraṅgama roughly means “indestructible”; it 
combines the words śūram (greatly, absolutely) and gama (durable, solid). The Chinese text 
transliterates the two Sanskrit words as shou leng yan 首楞嚴.

This Sutra is not to be confused with the Śūraṅgamasamādhi-sūtra (T. 642), translated 
by Étienne Lamotte as La concentration de la marche héroïque (Śūraṃgamasamādhisūtra) 
(Paris: Institut belge des hautes études chinoises, 1965). His French translation has been 
rendered into English by Sarah Boin-Webb (Richmond, UK: Curzon Press, 1998). 

On page 37 of her translation Boin-Webb quotes the following passage from the 
Mahāyāna Mahāparinirvāṇa-sūtra (T. 374, ch. 27, pp. 524c19–525a11; T. 375, ch. 25, p. 
769b1–24): “Śūram means ‘absolutely’ (ayanta) and gama means ‘solid’ (sāra). That which 
acquires absolute solidity is Śūraṅgama. That is why it is said that the  Śūraṅgama samādhi 
is the nature of the Buddhas.”

2 Skt. Saddharmapundarika Sūtra, Ch. Miaofa lianhua jing 妙法蓮華經.
3 Ch. Huayan jing 華嚴經.
4 Ch. Da Niepan jing 大涅槃經.
5 Skt. Hṛdaya Sūtra, Ch. Xin jing 心經.
6 Skt. Vajracchedikā Sūtra, Ch. Jingang jing 金剛經.
7 Commentators have included the late–Ming dynasty master Hanshan Deqing, and 

more recently the Venerable Masters Xuyun, Yuanying, and Hsüan Hua (Xuanhua). At 
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laity in the Chinese Buddhist tradition, the Śūraṅgama Sūtra continues to 
be the object of devout study, recitation, and memorization.

More specifically, the Śūraṅgama Sūtra has traditionally been re-
garded as a complete and practical manual for spiritual practice that 
will eventually lead to enlightenment. It gives instruction in the correct 
understanding of the Buddha-nature, which is the potential within all 
beings for becoming a Buddha. The Sutra explains how and why this true 
nature is hidden within our ordinary experience of ourselves and of the 
world, and it shows how we can uncover this nature and recognize that it 
is our own true mind. The Sutra also explains that personal integrity and 
purity of conduct are essential prerequisites for spiritual awakening. It 
presents the general principles of Buddhist meditation, introduces sever-
al specific meditation methods, and recommends which methods are the 
most effective and the easiest to practice. Further, a considerable portion 
of the Sutra is devoted to guidelines for discerning what understandings 
and practices are correct and which deviate into wrong ones. It explains 
how our own intentional acts, whether physical, verbal, or mental, di-
rectly result in our experiences, including our future rebirths at various 
levels of being, both human and nonhuman. It shows how correct action 
can also lead to initial awakenings and eventually to the perfect enlight-
enment of the Buddhas. 

Much of the Sutra is devoted to the Buddha Śākyamuni’s instructions 
to the monk Ānanda, whose personal story provides a narrative frame for 
the entire discourse. Joined by several of his enlightened disciples, the 
Buddha shows Ānanda how to turn the attention of his sense-faculties 
inward in order to achieve a deeply focused state of meditation known as 
samādhi.8 He tells Ānanda that by practicing a particular form of samādhi, 
the Śūraṅgama Samādhi, he and anyone else who also maintains purity of 
conduct and develops right understanding can gain an awakening that is 
equal to the awakening experienced by all Buddhas.

least 127 Chinese commentaries were written on the Sutra between 767 CE and 1968. A 
list of commentaries is available online at http://online.sfsu.edu/%7Erone/Buddhism/
Shurangama/Ron%20Epstein%20Diss%201975%20SS%20Commentary%20List.pdf.

8 See below “A Brief Explanation of Some Important Technical Terms,” p. xlv.
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At the heart of the Sutra is the Śūraṅgama Mantra. The Sutra prom-
ises that the practice of reciting this mantra, in the context of the other 
practices taught in the Sutra, can succeed in eliminating whatever inter-
nal or external obstacles may lie in the way of spiritual progress. To this 
day, monks and nuns in the Chinese Buddhist tradition, as well as many 
practitioners among the laity, recite the mantra every morning as an es-
sential aspect of daily practice.

2. The Sutra’s Literary Style

Despite its importance in Buddhist tradition, and despite its intrinsic value 
as a masterpiece of spiritual writing, the Śūraṅgama Sūtra continues to be 
little known in the West. The reason for the Sutra’s relative obscurity out-
side of Asia is in part due to aspects of the Chinese text itself. In the first 
place, no Indic original of the Śūraṅgama Sūtra survives. It is preserved 
only in its eighth-century translation into Chinese,9 and this translation, 
while widely appreciated among Chinese readers for its literary elegance, 
is also well known as being unusually difficult to understand. The text is 
expressed in a succession of four-character phrases.10 in what amounts 
to a metered prose — a format that imbues the entire discourse with a 
vigorous and stately rhythm. But to maintain the four-character meter, 
the Chinese translators were often forced to omit characters necessary to 
the meaning, and this resulted not infrequently in an extreme terseness 
of expression. For such passages, the exegetical tradition is essential for 
understanding. In addition, the Chinese translators resorted frequently 
to rare characters, often allowed themselves ambiguities of grammar and 
word usage, made allusions to doctrines without explaining them, and left 
many technical terms in a transliterated Sanskrit. The result has been that 
even devout and erudite Chinese readers are sometimes puzzled as to the 

9 The year of the translation is recorded in the colophon as 705. A complete Tibetan 
translation was made of the Chinese translation during the Qing dynasty.

10 The four-character pattern is broken occasionally to accommodate proper names; 
and three sets of verses are spoken in the Sutra, one in seven-character lines (part 3.6 of 
the present translation) and two in five-character lines (parts 5.3 and 6.3). 
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meaning of the text. It is perhaps not surprising, then, that relatively few 
attempts have been made to produce even a partial English translation.11

In undertaking this new English rendering of the complete text of the 
Śūraṅgama Sūtra, the present translators’ first priority has been to en-
sure that the difficulties of the text are reduced as far as possible for the 
Western reader. To that end we have striven for clarity, transparency, 
and naturalness of expression. We have been ready to sacrifice any at-
tempt to emulate the complex literary elegance of the Chinese whenever 
it seemed to us that to do so would interfere with a plain statement of 
the meaning in English. We have translated many of the Sanskrit tech-
nical terms that the Chinese translators left in Sanskrit. We have also 
interpolated chapter and sub-chapter headings and have occasionally 
inserted numbering to mark the succession of topics in the Sutra’s argu-
ment.12 Further, we have provided interlinear explanatory commentary 
wherever we judged that it might be helpful in clarifying the meaning of 
the text. To this end we have chosen excerpts from a commentary that 

11 Previous to the present volume, the only complete translation in English has been 
that by the Buddhist Text Translation Society, with the complete commentary by the 
Venerable Master Hsüan Hua, first published in an eight-volume edition between 1977 and 
1986. A revised edition was published between 2000 and 2005 as The Shurangama Sūtra with 
Commentary by the Venerable Master Hsüan Hua, trans. Buddhist Text Translation Society 
(Burlingame, CA: Buddhist Text Translation Society, 2000–05). The first translation into 
English, of only the first four of the ten rolls, was made by Samuel Beal and included in 
A Catena of Buddhist Scriptures from the Chinese (London: Trubner, 1871), 284–369. A very 
small portion of the first roll of the Sutra was translated by Reverend Joseph Edkins as the 
first chapter of his Chinese Buddhism: A Volume of Sketches, Historical, Descriptive, and Critical, 
2nd ed. (London: Trubner, 1893), 289–301. In 1938, in conjunction with Bhikshu Wai-tao, 
Dwight Godard included a rough translation of about a third of the Sutra in his A Buddhist 
Bible (New York: Dutton, 1938), 108–275. Most of the text was translated by Lu K'uan Yü 
(Charles Luk), together with an abridged translation of the commentary by Chan Master 
Hanshan Deqing, as The Śūraṅgama Sūtra (London: Rider, 1966). Regrettably, by omitting 
the Śūraṅgama Mantra and the section that describes the proper practice of the mantra, 
Luk’s volume in effect leaves out the Sutra’s heart. (This section is part 8 of the present 
volume.)

12 Chinese editions of the text also interpolate section headings. All the section and 
sub-section headings in the present translation were added to the text by the translators. 
There are no section headings in the original Chinese text.
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was redacted from lectures given in 1968 by the Venerable Master Hsüan 
Hua (1918–95),13 an eminent Chinese monk and teacher who was a pio-
neer in bringing the Buddhist tradition of scriptural exegesis to Western 
audiences. Finally, we have added explanatory footnotes to supplement 
the present introduction and commentary. The footnotes also provide 
occasional references to other commentaries. In most cases, without 
giving special notice, we have followed the interpretations given in his 
commentary by the Venerable Master Hsüan Hua.

Fortunately, the difficulties imposed by the Chinese translators’ rhe-
torical choices are somewhat mitigated by the manner in which the Sutra 
unfolds. Much of the discussion of samādhi is presented in the form of a 
dramatic dialogue between the Buddha Śākyamuni and his young cousin 
and attendant Ānanda. To the Western reader, the Sutra’s dialogic format 
suggests a rough similarity to the dialogues of Plato. But Plato’s manner 
of uncovering truth by means of Socrates’ sly cross-examinations of his 
hapless interlocutors is in fact very different from the pattern we en-
counter in the Śūraṅgama Sūtra. For much of the first part of the Sutra, 
both the Buddha and Ānanda make use of the syllogism as it later came 
to be used in the tradition of Buddhist logical argument.14 In constructing 
a syllogism, mere reasoning was not considered to be sufficient. It was 
necessary to establish a proposition’s truth by citing, as an instance or 
example, some evidence of the proposition at work in the ordinary expe-
rience of daily life. The presence of these examples is a significant aspect 
of the Sutra’s distinctive style. As the argument progresses from point to 
point, the reader is given a series of glimpses into the daily routines of the 
monastic community and the life of ordinary citizens of the nearby city of 
Śrāvastī.15 We read of the monks seated with their almsbowls, busy eating 
food with their fingers in the Indian manner. We hear of householders dig-
ging wells for new dwellings and local healers holding up bowls to the full 

13 See the appendix.
14 For more on the syllogism, see section 9 of the introduction below.
15 The capital city of the ancient kingdom of Kosala, on the Ganges Plain, in what is now 

Uttar Pradesh.



xviii

introduction

moon to collect dew that they will mix into their herbal potions. We meet 
a monk who has spent his life repairing potholes in the public roads and a 
king who despairs because he is growing old. However abstract or subtle 
the discourse may sometimes seem, then, it is always deeply colored  
with a sense of time and place, with the sights and sounds and people of 
Northern India as it was some twenty-five hundred years ago.

3. A Synopsis of the Sutra

Prologue: The Occasion for the Teaching

As the Sutra opens, Ānanda is alone on the road, making the traditional 
monastic almsround. Passing unwittingly by a house of courtesans, he is 
confused by a young woman’s recitation of a spell. She attempts to se-
duce him, and he is soon on the brink of breaking his vow of celibacy. The 
Buddha Śākyamuni senses from a distance his cousin’s distress. He there-
upon causes a Buddha to appear seated above his head, and this Buddha 
proceeds to recite the Śūraṅgama Mantra.16 The Buddha Śākyamuni then 
sends the Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī17 to wield the mantra’s powers in order 
to defeat the young courtesan’s spell. The Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī then 
returns to the monastic grounds with both Ānanda and the courtesan. 
Amidst the assembly of monks and a throng of lay adherents, Ānanda 
now finds himself face to face with the Buddha. Deeply mortified by his 
own behavior, Ānanda requests instruction so that he can avoid further 
error. This is the “request for Dharma” with which most of the Buddha’s 
discourses begin.

Part I: The Nature and Location of the Mind 

In responding to his cousin’s request, the Buddha makes clear that 
Ānanda’s error lay not only in his jeopardizing of his practice of celi-
bacy. Equally serious was his laxity in his practice of meditation and of 
samādhi. Because of this laxity, his mental focus was not firm enough 
to resist the influence of the courtesan’s spell. It is this failure that the 

16 The mantra is given in full below in part 8 of the text. 
17 In the Mahāyāna tradition the Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī embodies wisdom.
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Buddha will address in his teaching. He undertakes first to show Ānanda 
what might be involved in transcending the conditioned world — that is, 
in transcending the stream of sense-impressions that we take to be our 
external environment and the stream of inner thoughts that we cherish 
as characteristic of our identity.

To approach this topic, the Buddha begins by asking Ānanda to con-
sider where his mind is located. Ānanda offers the evident answer that 
his mind is to be found in his body. The Buddha, with his superior com-
mand of logical argument, quickly disposes of this widely held supposi-
tion and of six other possibilities that Ānanda offers. Ānanda is left with 
the bewildering conclusion that his mind is neither inside his body, nor 
outside it, nor somewhere between, nor anywhere else. The Buddha then 
compounds his cousin’s confusion by stating that there are fundamen-
tally two kinds of mind — first, the ordinary mind of which we are aware 
and which is entangled, lifetime after lifetime, in the snare of illusory 
perceptions and deluded mental activity; and second, the everlasting 
true mind, which is our real nature and which is identical to the fully 
awakened mind of all Buddhas. The Buddha adds that it is because beings 
have lost touch with their own true mind that they are bound to the cycle 
of death and rebirth. 

Part II:  The Nature of Visual Awareness

Now that the existence of a true mind has been established, the Buddha 
undertakes next to explain, in dialogue with Ānanda, a way of practicing 
samādhi that leads to the true mind. The Buddha begins by bringing our 
attention to the simple fact that we are aware. Taking visual awareness 
as the paradigm, he examines awareness through a series of illustrative 
vignettes, several of them involving other speakers. He demonstrates 
that, though things move in and through and out of the field of our vi-
sual awareness, the essence of our awareness itself does not move. Our 
awareness teems with objects but is not itself an object. Even blindness, 
strictly speaking, does not mean that there is no visual awareness at all. 
Ask any blind person what he sees, the Buddha suggests to Ānanda, and 
the blind person will answer that he sees darkness. In short, the essence 
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of our visual awareness is unchanging. It does not arise and disappear in 
response to visible objects that enter its scope. The same may be said of 
our awareness of sounds, odors, flavors, tangible objects, and also of our 
awareness of the thoughts in our minds. The Buddha explains later that 
the essential capacity to hear is never absent, no matter whether there is 
sound or silence.18 The logical implication is that, given that our various 
awarenesses exist independent of their objects, it ought to be possible to 
disentangle those awarenesses from their objects. Then we will be free to 
redirect our attention inward, separate ourselves from the conditioned 
world, and establish ourselves in the highest level of samādhi, that is, in 
the Śūraṅgama Samādhi.

Part III: The Matrix of the Thus-Come One19

The question remains: why would we want to stop paying attention to 
the conditioned world? The answer is twofold: first, our involvement in 
that world is fraught with dissatisfaction and suffering; and second, that 
world is not real. It is this second point that the Buddha now turns to. He 
begins by declaring:

Fundamentally, everything that comes and goes, that comes into 
being and ceases to be, is within the true nature of the Matrix of the 
Thus-Come One, which is the wondrous, everlasting understanding 
— the unmoving, all-pervading, wondrous suchness of reality.20 

He then undertakes to demonstrate the truth of this proposition by 
means of a series of syllogisms. He shows one by one that each of the ele-
ments of the physical world and each of the elements of our sensory ap-
paratus is, fundamentally, an illusion. But at the same time, these illusory 
entities and experiences arise out of what is real. That matrix from which 
all is produced is the Matrix of the Thus-Come One. It is identical to our 
own true mind and identical as well to the fundamental nature of the 
universe and to the mind of all Buddhas. It is beyond the psychological  

18 Part 5.3.
19 The Tathāgata-garbha. See p. xxxi.
20 Part 3.1, p. 89.
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concatenation we call the self and beyond the mirage of sense-data that 
we call the world. 

Part IV: The Coming into Being of the World of Illusion

Now Pūrṇamaitrāyaṇiputra, a senior disciple, poses questions of his own. 
If, as the Buddha’s logic has just shown, the primary elements of the 
psycho-physical world and the constituent elements of perception are 
illusory in the form we experience them, while nevertheless being funda-
mentally identical with the Matrix of the Thus-Come One, how is it that 
they come into being as separate, illusory entities? How is it that we for-
get our grounding in true reality and become lost in the maze of illusion? 
In dialogue with Pūrṇamaitrāyaṇiputra, the Buddha explains that every-
thing flows from our initial error of dividing reality into self and other. 
This process begins with what the Buddha calls “adding understanding to 
understanding,” and it leads to a division of what was originally a unified 
awareness into an observer who is separate from what is observed. Our 
fundamental unity with the Matrix of the Thus-Come One is obscured, as 
a bright sky is obscured by clouds. To emphasize how unnecessary the 
division into self and other is, the Buddha relates a parable. A villager 
named Yajñadatta runs through his village looking for his head, which he 
foolishly thinks he has lost. His head, of course, has been on his shoulders 
all along, just as our own true mind, which we have forgotten, is, even so, 
always accessible within us.  

Part V: Instructions in Practice

The Buddha has now built the conceptual basis for instruction in the 
Śūraṅgama  Samādhi. The sense-faculties — eyes, ears, nose, tongue, 
body, and cognition — are obstacles that keep us from our home in true 
reality. But if the direction of these faculties’ attention is reversed so 
that they are focused inward rather than outward, then they become the 
means of our return to reality. The Buddha reminds Ānanda that freeing  
the mind from its involvement in perceived objects is possible because our 
awareness of the world is independent of the world it perceives. He once 
again demonstrates that independence by instructing his son, Rāhula, to 
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sound a bell. The Buddha shows that when the sound of the bell dies away, 
our power of hearing remains intact, since we are aware first of silence 
and then of the sounding of the bell once again. The Buddha says: 

All that you need to do is not to allow your attention to be diverted 
by the twelve conditioned attributes of sound and silence, contact 
and separation, flavor and the absence of flavor, openness and 
blockage, coming into being and perishing, and light and darkness. 
Next, extricate one faculty by detaching it from its objects. Redirect 
that faculty inward so that it can return to what is original and true. 
Then it will radiate the light of the original understanding. This 
brilliant light will shine forth and extricate the other five faculties 
until they are completely free.21

Part  VI: Twenty-Five Sages

Ānanda now asks the Buddha to instruct him as to which of the faculties of 
perception he should focus on in his practice. He expects that the Buddha  
will transmit an answer to him privately in a direct mind-to-mind trans-
mission, but instead the Buddha turns Ānanda’s question over to the 
audience. He asks the sages who are present to volunteer to explain how 
their spiritual practice allowed them to enter samādhi and then to break 
through illusion and become enlightened. In response, twenty-five sages 
stand up one by one in the midst of the assembly to tell their enlighten-
ment stories. Seventeen of the sages tell of practices involving one of the 
constituent elements of perception, and seven other sages tell of their 
enlightenment through contemplation of one of the primary elements. 

The most extensive of these narratives is given by the twenty-fifth 
sage, the Bodhisattva Who Hears the Cries of the World.22 The practice 
that led to the enlightenment of this Bodhisattva focused on reversing 
the attention of the faculty of the ear. Having told his story, the Bodhisat-
tva Who Hears the Cries of the World discusses the powers that his hear-

21 Part 5.2, p. 182.
22 Skt. Avalokiteśvara, Ch. Guanshiyin 觀世音. More explanation of this name is given 

in part 6, note 48.
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ing practice has brought him. He specifies how he can fulfill the wishes 
of thirty-two types of human and nonhuman beings, how he protects 
people in dangerous situations so that they will have nothing to fear, and 
how he appears in various forms to teach beings and protect them. 

The Buddha then asks the Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī to recommend to 
Ānanda one of the twenty-five paths to enlightenment just described by 
the twenty-five sages. Speaking in verse, Mañjuśrī endorses the practice 
of listening within as it was described by the Bodhisattva Who Hears the 
Cries of the World. This practice, Mañjuśrī concludes, is the practice most 
suitable for Ānanda and for beings of the future.23

Part VII: Four Clear and Definitive Instructions on Purity

The Buddha next describes a second aspect of the practice of samādhi. Re-
versing the attention of the ear-faculty is not enough. One cannot make 
proper progress in any spiritual practice unless one’s moral behavior is 
correct. The Buddha insists on purity in four spheres of conduct, which 
in Buddhist tradition are addressed by the first four of the five moral pre-
cepts: one must not kill, steal, commit sexual misconduct, or speak either 
falsely or in a manner which may cause harm to others.24 Here the Bud-
dha explains that in order to practice samādhi in the correct manner it is 
not enough to refrain from killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, and false 
speech; one must erase any thoughts of such actions from the mind. 

Part VIII: The Śūraṅgama Mantra

At Ānanda’s request, the Buddha explains in great detail how to set up a 
“place for awakening”25 devoted to the practice of the Śūraṅgama Mantra,  
and then he recites the mantra for everyone in the assembly to hear. 
Next he explains how reciting the mantra, especially from memory, as 

23 The passage on the powers of the Bodhisattva Who Hears the Cries of the World 
recalls a similar account in the celebrated chapter 25 of the Lotus Sūtra, “On the Universal 
Gateway.” The Śūraṅgama Sūtra, unlike the Lotus Sūtra, explains how the Bodhisattva 
gained these powers. 

24 The fifth of these basic Buddhist precepts is abstaining from intoxicants.
25 Skt. bodhimaṇḍa, Ch. dao chang 道場.
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well as simpler acts of devotion to the mantra, can bring many benefits to 
the practitioner, including safety from harm and more rapid progress in 
spiritual practice. Finally, numerous beings in the assembly of listeners 
rise to vow that they will protect anyone who undertakes the Śūraṅgama 
Mantra practice.

Part IX: Levels of Being 

In this section, the Buddha responds to Ānanda’s wish to learn about 
the levels of being. The Buddha first divides beings into twelve classes  
organized according to the manner of their birth. He then briefly sum-
marizes sixty stages through which Bodhisattvas pass on their way to the 
full awakening of the Buddhas. Finally, he describes at greater length the 
sufferings of the beings consigned to the hells, and then more briefly six 
other destinies: ghosts, animals, humans, ascetic masters,26 gods at their 
twenty-eight celestial levels, and finally asuras.27 In describing the stages 
of the Bodhisattva, the Buddha offers Ānanda a roadmap to follow in his 
future practice. In describing the hells and the other destinies, he warns 
his listeners of the dangers of committing intentional acts that entail 
negative consequences. Here again he refers to the prohibitions that he 
has emphasized repeatedly in this text: do not kill, do not steal, do not 
commit sexual misconduct, and do not speak falsely.

Part X: Fifty Demonic States of Mind

In this final section of the Sutra, the Buddha once again speaks without 
a request for teaching, as he did in Part III. Here he undertakes to warn 
practitioners to be on their guard against fifty demonic states of mind 
that can arise during the period in which the practitioner is breaking 
his  attachments to the five aggregates.28 Ten such states of mind are de-
scribed for each of the five aggregates. The Buddha explains that if practi-
tioners dismiss these states as of no importance, the states will disappear 

26 Skt. ṛṣi, Ch. xian 仙. See p. xl and part 9.10.
27 Beings addicted to violence. See part 9.12.
28 Skt. skandha, Ch. yun 蘊. An explanation of the five aggregates — form, sense-

perception, cognition, mental formations, and consciousness — is given at pp. xlvi ff.
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of their own accord. But if practitioners fall under the influence of these 
states, they may become stuck. They may even face insanity or demonic 
possession, or they may simply stray from the Path. The practitioner may 
lead others into error as well. In describing people whose practice has 
taken a wrong turn, this section also serves as a warning against falling 
under the influence of spiritual charlatans and their cults. The warning is 
as relevant today as it was when it was spoken.

For each of these fifty states of mind, a vivid description is given of 
the mental phenomena experienced by the practitioner. In essence, what 
is presented is a unique method of cataloguing and classifying spiritual 
experiences, together with an indication of what causes lead to such ex-
periences. Although the fifty states of mind described are by no means an 
exhaustive list of all possible states, the text offers a framework for the 
classification of all spiritual experience, both Buddhist and non-Buddhist.

Finally, in dialogue with Ānanda, the Buddha describes the immense 
amount of merit that is earned by those who teach others about the 
Śūraṅgama Sūtra and the Śūraṅgama Mantra.

4. The Meaning of the Title

The Śūraṅgama Sūtra is an abbreviated title. A longer but still partial title 
in widespread use is the “Sūtra on the Śūraṅgama Mantra That Is Spoken 
from above the Crown of the Great Buddha’s Head.” The full title is the 
“Sūtra on the Śūraṅgama Mantra That Is Spoken from above the Crown 
of the Great Buddha’s Head, and on the Hidden Basis of the Thus-Come 
Ones’ Myriad Bodhisattva-Practices That Lead to Their Verifications of 
Ultimate Truth.” This full title conflates two of the titles which the Bud-
dha himself suggests in a brief passage near the end of the Sutra.29

In the Buddhist tradition, a sutra is a discourse that contains the 
teachings of the Buddha Śākyamuni or the teachings of other Buddhas or 
enlightened beings. 

A Buddha is a fully enlightened being who has developed perfect wis-
dom and universal compassion. The particular Buddha whose teachings  

29 Part 9.5.
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were spoken for the benefit of beings of this planet and this age, and who 
lived in northern India during the sixth and fifth centuries B.C.E.,30 was 
the Prince Siddhārtha Gautama, who upon attaining full awakening, be-
came the Buddha Śākyamuni. He is sometimes referred to as the “histori-
cal Buddha.” It is he who gives the teachings contained in this Sutra.

“Great” describes the true nature of a Buddha — not his physical body 
but his fully awakened mind, which fills the entire universe. This aspect 
of a Buddha is sometimes symbolically represented as the Buddha Vairo-
cana, who is the “Great Buddha” referred to in the title.

The “Hidden Basis of the Bodhisattva’s Practices” is the Śūraṅgama 
Mantra and the Śūraṅgama Samādhi.

“Thus-Come One” is an honorific  name used to address a Buddha. 
The word “Bodhisattva” can be translated as “awakening being.” Bod-

hisattvas devote themselves to the awakening of all beings, while at the 
same time they engage in the “Myriad Practices” that will lead to their 
own full awakening.

When one becomes a Buddha, which is the goal of the myriad Bodhi-
sattva-practices, one can verify through one’s own experience the nature 
of ultimate truth.

5. Levels of Teaching

The Buddha taught at two different levels: he taught the unchanging, 
true Dharma, which applies to all circumstances at all times, and he 
taught provisional Dharma, which he tailored to the needs of his audi-
ence and fitted to the context and circumstances. The Śūraṅgama Sūtra 
was spoken in response to the disastrous error of judgment and behavior 
that Ānanda almost made while on his almsround, making plain his need 
to develop the power of samādhi, as recounted in the Sutra’s prologue.

The Buddha’s provisional teachings vary because his audiences varied 
in their aspirations, in their level of accomplishment, in their practice of 
meditation, and in their capacity for understanding. Some of the records of 
his teachings contain several levels of instruction in the same document, 

30 The dates of the Buddha Śākyamuni’s lifetime are a subject of scholarly controversy.
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while other records confine themselves to a single type of teaching. All of 
his teachings are not necessarily appropriate for everyone at all levels. 

Further, during a career of almost fifty years, as his audiences matured 
in their practice, his teachings progressed gradually from the introduc-
tory to the advanced. In some cases, the later teachings substantially cri-
tique the earlier ones, replacing provisional teachings with ultimate ones. 
Such critiques are a feature of this Sutra, as are critiques of non-Buddhist 
teachings that existed in India during and before the Buddha’s time.

Buddhist tradition holds that, after the Buddha's nirvana, the general 
level of understanding and practice of the Buddhist teachings slowly de-
clined. The first major sign of that decline occurred roughly five hundred 
years after his nirvana; this was the schism that divided Buddhism into 
the Mahāyāna (“Great Vehicle”) or Northern Buddhism, which subse-
quently spread to China, Korea, Java, Vietnam, and Tibet; and the Thera-
vada (“Teaching of the Elders”) or Southern Buddhism. This southern 
form spread to Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia. The Mahāyāna itself divided 
further into various sub-schools, among them the Emptiness school 
(Mādhyamaka); the Consciousness-Only school (Yogācāra); the Pure 
Land teachings; the Matrix of the Thus-Come One (Tathāgatagarbha) 
teachings; and the Esoteric teachings (called Vajrayāna in Tibet). The 
Śūraṅgama Sūtra contains teachings that are consonant with all of these 
schools, while placing particular emphasis on the Matrix of the Thus-
Come One teachings and on the Esoteric teachings, both of which were 
flourishing in India before being introduced into China in the late sev-
enth and eighth centuries. 

Another approach given in the traditional commentaries to an under-
standing of the levels of teaching in the Śūraṅgama Sūtra enumerates 
and explains four successive gateways of inquiry and understanding:  
1) intellectual inquiry into the meaning of the Sutra text; 2) meditation on 
the coming into being of phenomena from our own making of distinctions,  
as elaborated by the Consciousness-Only school; 3) a noumenal approach 
that directly fathoms the true nature of phenomena, which is that they 
are empty of any real essence and have no independent existence, 
as elaborated by the Emptiness school; and 4) the realization of the  
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unobstructed interrelationship of noumenon and phenomena, as found 
in the Matrix of the Thus-Come One teachings and later elaborated in the 
Chinese Huayan School. 

6. The Reasons for the Teaching 

Traditional commentators have identified six concerns that are ad-
dressed by the Buddha’s teachings in the Śūraṅgama Sūtra. They may be 
summarized as follows:31

1) The first is the importance of balancing learning and meditation 
practice. Ānanda was considered to have the keenest memory of all the 
Buddha’s disciples. But he made the false assumption that he could rely 
solely on his intelligence and his special relationship with the Buddha; 
as a result, he neglected his practice. Consequently, he did not have suf-
ficient samādhi  to ward off the spell that the courtesan cast on him. 

2) The second is the danger of charlatans who pose as teachers and 
whose wrong views are a consequence of their own mental derangement. 
The Sutra condemns self-described spiritual teachers who brag of advanced 
spiritual accomplishments and who violate the rules of moral behavior. 
The Buddha warns against such people in three places in the text: in Part 
VII and Part IX.3B, in which he discusses purity, and in Part X, in which he 
describes the demonic states associated with the five aggregates. 

3) The third is the need for a proper understanding of the difference 
between one’s true mind and one’s distinction-making consciousness, 
since this understanding is a prerequisite for right practice. Since what 
people generally consider to be their mind is not their true mind, the 
early portion of the Sutra systematically explores wrong presuppositions 
about the mind in order to reveal the nature of the true mind. 

4) The fourth is that correct understanding must be followed by 
meditation practice that is grounded in the true mind. Once we commit 
ourselves to following a path to awakening, we need to learn the practice 
necessary to make progress. This includes learning the proper medita-

31 This section is based on the discussion of these six concerns by the Venerable Master 
Hsüan Hua in his introduction to The Shurangama Sūtra, v. 1, 24–36.
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tion techniques, choosing those meditation practices that are grounded 
in our deepest being, and avoiding meditation practices that will not lead 
to full awakening. In the Venerable Master Hsüan Hua’s words:

There are many gateways to the Dharma in the practice of samādhi, 
and there are other samādhis not taught in Buddhism. But in culti-
vating samādhi, if you begin in a direction that is wrong even by the 
width of a hair, you will end up missing your target by a thousand 
miles. Therefore it is necessary to cultivate proper samādhi. . . .  
People who take a wrong path do not develop proper samādhi be-
cause they work among the branches rather than applying them-
selves to the roots. They work on this body, which is a false shell. 
They take the ordinary thinking mind, the sixth consciousness, to 
be the true mind. As a result, their practice gives them a little of the 
experience of stillness, but what they experience is not genuine. 
They force themselves to keep their thoughts from arising, but they 
haven’t dug out the root of their deluded thinking, so they can’t put 
an end to death and rebirth. It is like trying to stop grass from grow-
ing by placing a rock on it. When the rock is removed, the grass 
grows right back.32 

5) The fifth is that, in order to practice meditation correctly, one must 
know how to get rid of distortions in one’s mental processes. Proper 
meditation techniques, once learned, must be used to systematically 
eliminate both the coarse and the subtle cognitive processes that are ob-
stacles to progress on the Path. Those mental activities are often likened 
to dust on the mirror of our true mind. The Sutra exhorts us to make a 
commitment to purifying our minds. 

6) The sixth is that, in order to teach others, we must not only realize 
the true nature of our minds but also learn the various skillful means 
necessary to help others along the Path. The provisional teachings make 
use of skillful means to bring people into the Dharma. 

32 The Shurangama Sūtra, v. 1, 41–2.
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7. Correspondence of Teachings in the Sutra  
to Schools of Mahāyāna Buddhism

Several of the essential Mahāyāna teachings represented in the 
Śūraṅgama Sūtra were later systematized by specific schools. Knowledge 
of these schools can therefore be useful in gaining a clearer understand-
ing of the teachings of the Sutra, particularly when the Sutra alludes 
to a teaching but does not explain it in detail. For this  reason, a brief 
summary is given here of some of the relevant teachings of the Con-
sciousnness-Only (Yogācāra) school, the Matrix of the Thus-Come One 
(Tathāgata-garbha) school, and the Esoteric school. 

The Consciousness-Only School

Although the eight consciousnesses doctrine of the Consciousness-Only 
school of Mahāyāna Buddhism is not explicitly taught in the Śūraṅgama 
Sūtra, traditional commentators have found this doctrine to be useful in 
explaining the meaning of the text. 

The Consciousness-Only school describes the mind as a system of 
seven active consciousnesses (vijñāna), all of which develop out of an 
eighth, the “storehouse consciousness.” The latter is passive and con-
tains the potentials, or “seeds” (bija), for the development and activity 
of the first seven consciousnesses. The seventh consciousness, or “indi-
viduating consciousness” (manas), contains the innate sense of self. The 
sixth consciousness contains the learned sense of self and is a perceptual 
and cognitive processing center. It makes distinctions among the data 
sent to it from the first five consciousnesses, which are the perceptual 
awarenesses of eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body. The sixth conscious-
ness also makes distinctions about cognitive objects, such as thoughts 
and emotions.

Once the first seven consciousnesses have emanated out of the eighth 
consciousness, they are usually experienced as separate and distinct, but 
these faculties remain fundamentally one.

The eight consciousnesses account for the full range of mental pro-
cesses. In this system there is no need for the notions of a real, permanent 
self or of real, permanent external (and internal) phenomena. All actual 
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and potential realms of experience are shown to be contained within the 
transformations of consciousness. They appear as manifestations of the 
distinction-making mind. What truly exists is consciousness only, that is, 
the purified eighth consciousness.

Nevertheless, because of our attachment to and belief in the reality of 
self and in the reality of the phenomena that we perceive and understand 
to be the external world, the true nature of the world and of ourselves is 
obscured, so much so that we are entirely unaware of it.

The Matrix of the Thus-Come One Teachings 

These teachings focus on the nature of ultimate reality and the potential 
that all beings have to awaken to that reality. Through correct Buddhist 
practice, we can bring forth from our spiritual wombs33 the embryonic 
Buddha that is found within every sentient being. The eight conscious-
nesses described in the Yogācāra doctrine are considered to be real only 
provisionally. Ultimately they are illusory, as the Buddha explains in Part 
III. Our world of illusion arises from the Tathāgata-garbha, the Matrix of 
the Thus-Come One (other equivalent terms include the Buddha-nature, 
the Dharma-body, and the true mind). This essential spiritual reality is 
inherent in all beings, and the work of spiritual practice is to remove the 
dross of illusion that covers it. The Matrix of the Thus-Come One school 
emphasized the presence of this spiritual essence in all sentient crea-
tures, and from this arose an emphasis on vegetarianism, which appears 
in this Sutra in Part VII.

In Part IV, the Buddha explains how the illusory world of mental and 
physical phenomena — of me, you, and things — comes to appear from the 
first appearance of ignorance in the enlightened mind. This explanation,  
which is consonant with the Tathāgata-garbha teachings, is not meant 
to be historical or temporal. It is more an exposition of the layers of our 

33 Tathāgata-garbha literally means “the womb of the Thus-Come One,” the ultimate 
reality from which all appearances spring. The English word “matrix” is used here in its 
proper meaning of “womb” and “that which gives form, origin, or foundation to something 
enclosed or imbedded in it” (Webster’s New International Dictionary, 2nd ed., 1961).
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experience or awareness. The implication is that we are living on the 
surface of our consciousness. What we are actually aware of is merely 
the surface of a deeper mind or potential consciousness. Even though we 
may be entirely content to live on that surface, we have the potential to 
deepen our awareness. Buddhist practice is concerned with this deepen-
ing, which involves a reversal of the direction of our awareness, away 
from the world of illusion and toward our original mind, which is identi-
cal to the mind of all Buddhas.

Esoteric Teachings

The Esoteric teachings, also known as Buddhist tantra or Vajrayāna, in-
clude various methodologies of meditation and other practices that are 
often privately transmitted from teacher to disciple in formal transmis-
sions or empowerment rituals. They include the recitation of mantras, 
sometimes in coordination with mudras (ritual dispositions of the hands) 
and the use of ritual implements, and also teachings about the visualiza-
tion of deities, the ritual creation of sacred spaces (mandalas), and the 
making of elaborate offerings. The central chapter of the Śūraṅgama 
Sūtra (Part VIII) describes certain of these practices in detail. Moral pu-
rity is an essential prerequisite for all of the Esoteric practices, as is the 
case for all Buddhist practice, and the Sutra contains strong warnings 
about the dangers of moral impurity, which became widespread in many 
of the early Indian Buddhist tantric circles.34 Since that time, failure to 
recognize the necessity of moral purity has been a frequent pitfall for 
a significant number of teachers and students of the esoteric teachings, 
both in Asia and the West.

8. The Syllogism and the Tetralemma

Many readers may be surprised by how much logical argumentation they 
encounter in the first half of the Śūraṅgama Sūtra. In fact, Buddhism and 
other Indian religions developed highly elaborated systems of formal 
logic. In this Sutra, both the Buddha and Ānanda make use of syllogisms 

34 See Ronald M. Davidson, Indian Esoteric Buddhism: A Social History of the Tantric 
Movement (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002).
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that are advanced as proof of propositions. These syllogisms largely con-
form to the system of logical inference developed by Buddhist logicians 
in India and known as hetu-vidyā.35 Occasionally, too, one encounters an 
example of fourfold negation (the tetralemma). 

The Syllogism

According to the ancient Indian formal logic,36 the truth of a proposition 
can be demonstrated in a five-step syllogism: 

1) A proposition (pratijñā) is stated; 
2) The reason (hetu) that the proposition is claimed to be true is stated; 
3) One or more instances (dṛṣṭānta or udāharaṇa) of the proposition 

that can be found in ordinary life are given; 
4) These instances are applied (upanaya) to the proposition, showing 

how they demonstrate its truth; 
5) The conclusion (nigamana) reiterates the proposition, now demon-

strated.
These five steps were later reduced to three, in effect leaving out the 

last two of the five:
1) Proposition,
2) Reason,
3)  Instances:
 a) positive instance,
 b) negative instance.
In the Śūraṅgama Sūtra, the Buddha uses elements of both the three-

step and the five-step procedures. 
What is perhaps most striking to a Western reader is the importance 

given to instances. In effect, specific cases of a proposition, provided that 
they are precisely applicable, are considered to be demonstrative of the 
truth of the proposition in general. Debate therefore centers on whether 
an instance is in fact an applicable case, that is, whether the truth of the 

35 Ch. yin ming 因明, clarification of causes.
36 See, for example, S. S. Barlingay, A Modern Introduction to Buddhist Logic (Delhi: 

National Publishing House, 1965), 107 ff. 
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proposition can indeed be inferred from it.37 This pattern of inference by 
instance is a dominant rhetorical element in the first half of the Sutra. 
The following example, drawn from the beginning of Part II, may be help-
ful in following the many occurrences of this pattern:

1) Proposition: it is the mind, not the eyes, that see (in the text this 
step is implicit rather than stated);

2) Reason: our visual awareness is active even if nothing is being 
seen;

3) Instance drawn from ordinary life: In the Buddha’s words, “If you 
asked a blind man on the street, ‘Do you see anything?’ he would no 
doubt answer, ‘All I see is darkness.’”

4) Application of the instance: “Reflect upon what that might mean. 
Although the blind man sees only darkness, his visual awareness is in-
tact.”

5) Conclusion:  “The eyes themselves simply reveal visible objects; it is 
the mind that sees, not the eyes.”38

The Fourfold Negation (Tetralemma) 

In the logic of ancient India, statements could be affirmed, negated, nei-
ther affirmed nor negated, and both affirmed and negated. The founder 
of the Emptiness (Mādhyamaka) school of Buddhism, the Bodhisattva 
Nāgārjuna, popularized the logical negation of these four possibilities as 
a way of showing the emptiness of anything that might be construed as 
a real, permanent self or phenomenon or as an attribute of a real, per-
manent self or phenomenon. In this fourfold negation, sometimes called 
the “tetralemma,” (catuṣkoṭi), a proposition is asserted to be neither true, 
nor not true, nor both true and not true, nor neither true nor not true. 
This formula can serve as a reminder in our practice that all we perceive 
is empty of any attribute, and so nothing definitive can be asserted about 
the world and the contents of the mind. There are numerous instances of 
the tetralemma in this Sutra. 

37 See Barlingay, 144 ff.
38 Part 2.1.
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9. Aids to Reading

The Commentarial Tradition

In Asian wisdom traditions, sacred texts have generally been studied 
with the aid of commentaries that were either written or spoken by es-
teemed spiritual teachers. The usual pattern has been that each passage 
of text is followed by interpretive comment, sometimes quite lengthy. 
The Buddhist sutras are no exception. Around the Śūraṅgama Sūtra in 
particular, a rich commentarial tradition has flourished. As mentioned 
above,39 one search found reference to 127 Chinese commentaries on this 
Sutra, including fifty-nine in the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) alone, when 
the Sutra was especially popular.

For serious students of this Sutra, the commentarial exegeses are es-
sential. The present translators have closely consulted two recent com-
mentaries in particular: that by the Venerable Master Hsüan Hua and that 
by the Venerable Master Yuanying (1877–1953).40 In addition, the transla-
tors also made use of the Ming dynasty commentary by Venerable Master 
Jiaoguang Zhenjian (fl. 1600)41 and occasionally the commentaries by the 
celebrated Ming dynasty Chan Master Hanshan Deqing (1546–1623)42 and 
the Qing dynasty Venerable Master Xufa.43 

Engagement with Sutras as Spiritual Practice

In the Buddhist tradition, sutras are understood to contain the teachings 
of the Buddhas and greatly enlightened masters. They function as guide-
books to the Path to awakening. For those reasons, they are treated with 
reverence. It is customary to keep sutras in a clean place, either above or 

39 See note 7.
40 Yuanying 圓瑛 , Shoulengyan jing jiangyi 大佛頂首楞嚴經講義 (Shanghai: Shanghai 

shi fo jiao xie hui 上海市佛敎協會, 1933).
41 Zhenjian  眞鑑, Dafoding shoulengyan jing zhengmai shu 大佛頂首楞嚴經正脈疏  

(Taipei: Taiwan shang wu yin shu guan 臺灣 商務 印書館, 1968).
42 Hanshan 憨山 , Dafoding shoulengyan jing tongyi (Nanjing: Jinling ke jing chu 金陵刻處,  

1894).
43 Xufa 續法, Shoulengyan jing guandingshu 首楞嚴經灌頂疏 (Yangzhou: Yangzhou cang 

jing yuan 揚州藏經院,1929). For a complete list of traditional commentaries, see n. 7.
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apart from secular works; to handle them with respect; and to read them 
only while one is sitting upright or standing — never while one is lying 
down or in a slouching position.

Sutras — like sacred texts in other religious traditions — can them-
selves be the focus of a spiritual practice. Some practitioners read a 
particular text, such as the Śūraṅgama Sūtra, for a certain period of time 
each day. Others commit a text to memory and recite it. Yet another 
practice is to bow in reverence to it; one bows to each word or character 
in turn until one has bowed through the entire text. Such practices can 
develop faith, loosen the ties to self, and lead to personal transformation 
and spiritual growth.

The Sutras as Practical Guides

The Buddha should not be understood as a philosopher who was trying 
to develop a systematic philosophical system, complete with its own 
epistemology, metaphysics, and cosmology. Nor was he engaging in early 
scientific thinking. His teachings do not speculate about the nature of 
what seems to us to be the external world. Rather, his goal was to teach 
beings to understand their experience in such a way that they would be 
able to eliminate suffering and the fundamentally unsatisfactory quality 
of their lives. When we read in the sutras statements that seem to be ab-
stract philosophical claims or excursions into neuroscience or cognitive 
psychology, we should realize that the purpose and meaning of these 
statements is to be understood and evaluated in light of their utility in 
advancing spiritual practice.

In a celebrated passage from the Middle Length Discourses of the Bud-
dha, the Buddha compared himself and his teachings to a surgeon who 
removes a poisoned arrow from a man’s body in order to save his life. The 
surgeon instructs the man how to care for his wound so that it will heal 
quickly, but he gives him no extraneous medical information that would 
not be germane to his healing. 

Suppose that a man were wounded by an arrow thickly smeared 
with poison, and his friends and companions, his kinsmen and 
relatives, brought a surgeon. The surgeon would cut around the 
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open wound with a knife, then he would probe for the arrow with 
a probe, then he would pull out the arrow and would expel the poi-
sonous humour without leaving a trace of it behind. Knowing that 
no trace was left behind, he would say: “Good man, the arrow has 
been pulled out from you; the poisonous humour has been expelled 
with no trace left behind, and it is incapable of harming you. Eat 
only suitable food; do not eat unsuitable food or else the wound 
may suppurate. From time to time wash the wound and from time 
to time anoint its opening, so that pus and blood do not cover the 
opening of the wound. Do not walk around in the wind and sun or 
else dust and dirt may infect the opening of the wound. Take care of 
your wound, good man, and see to it that the wound heals.”

The man would think: “The arrow has been pulled out from 
me; the poisonous humour has been expelled with no trace left 
behind, and it is incapable of harming me.” He would eat only suit-
able food, and the wound would not suppurate. From time to time 
he would wash the wound and from time to time he would anoint 
its opening, and pus and blood would not cover the opening of the 
wound. He would not walk around in the wind and sun, and dust 
and dirt would not infect the opening of the wound. He would take 
care of the wound and would see to it that the wound heals. Then, 
both because he does what is suitable and because the foul poison-
ous humour has been expelled with no trace left behind, the wound 
would heal, and because it had healed and was covered with skin, 
he would not incur death or deadly suffering.

So, too, Sunakkhatta, it is possible that some bhikkhus44 here 
might think thus: “Craving has been called an arrow by the Recluse; 
the poisonous humour of ignorance is spread about by desire, lust, 
and ill will. That arrow of craving has been pulled out from me; the 
poisonous humour of ignorance has ben expelled. I am one who 
is completely intent on Nibbāna.” Being one who really is intent 
on Nibbāna, he would not pursue those things unsuitable for one  

44 The Pali form of bhikṣu, a fully ordained Buddhist monk.



xxxviii

introduction

completely intent on Nibbāna. He would not pursue the sight of un-
suitable forms with the eye, he would not pursue unsuitable sounds 
with the ear, unsuitable odours with the nose, unsuitable flavours 
with the tongue, unsuitable tangibles with the body, or unsuitable 
mind-objects with the mind. Because he does not pursue the sight 
of unsuitable forms with the eye . . . unsuitable mind-objects with 
the mind, lust does not invade his mind. Because his mind is not 
invaded by lust, he would not incur death or deadly suffering.

Sunakkhatta, I have given this simile in order to convey a 
meaning. This is the meaning here: “Wound” is a term for the 
six internal bases.45 “Poisonous humour” is a term for ignorance. 
“Arrow” is a term for craving. “Probe” is a term for mindfulness. 
“Knife” is a term for noble wisdom. “Surgeon” is a term for the 
Tathagāta, the Accomplished One, the Fully Enlightened One.46

In his teachings, the Buddha starts from the worldviews and beliefs of 
the people he is teaching. He only leads them to question their views and 
beliefs to the extent necessary for his teaching and to the degree neces-
sary for their liberation.

10. The Early History of the Sutra and the Issue of Authenticity

The Śūraṅgama Sūtra in India

The period in India just prior to the Sutra’s transmission to China at the 
beginning of the eighth century was one of social upheaval, political 
fragmentation, and severe social strain. The country was divided into 
many feudal kingdoms, with a good share of extremely violent rulers 
and a resurgence of tribal influence. Buddhism was in danger of losing its 
traditional social supports and was facing new challenges from the Hindu 
Śaivite tantrism that was spreading from south India. This was the con-
text of the initial flourishing of Indian esoteric Buddhism along with its 
siddha traditions. Moral challenges and confusion arose both in secular 

45 That is, the six faculties.
46 Majjhima Nikāya 105, “Sunakkhatta Sutta,” in The Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha, 

Bhikkhu Nāṇamoli and Bhikkhu Bodhi, trans. (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995), 866–7.
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society and within Buddhist communities. Powerful sorcerers — tribal, 
Śaivite, and self-described Buddhist — flaunted their psychic powers and 
tried to overturn the fundamental precepts of the monastic life.47 Given 
this atmosphere, it must have been quite plain at the time that the teach-
ings of the Śūraṅgama Sūtra directly addressed the problems that Indian 
society was experiencing. Perhaps that was why, according to the tradi-
tional accounts, the Sutra was considered a state treasure.

Concerns about the Sutra’s Authenticity

The authenticity of the Śūraṅgama Sūtra has been challenged by some 
modern scholars on the grounds that, since no Indic original is extant, 
the text must be no translation at all but rather an original composition 
in the Chinese. The date of the translation has been questioned, and 
textual anomalies that might suggest the interpolation of purely Chi-
nese cultural elements have been identified. There are strong reasons 
to believe, however, that the original text can only be Indian.48 It is true, 
for example, that during Buddhism’s earliest centuries in China, spuri-
ous or corrupted Buddhist texts were circulated; but by 705 C.E., when 
the translation of the Sutra was completed, Chinese monastic scholars 
had become sufficiently skilled  to recognize inauthentic texts.49 

Further, while some details in the text do seem to arise from a Chinese 
context, these could merely represent choices made by the translators 
to substitute Chinese equivalents or analogues for unfamiliar Indian 
elements that were present in the original.50 A prime example is the  
appearance of ascetic masters in Part IX, among the lists of categories of 

47 See Davidson, Indian Esoteric Buddhism. 
48 A brief summary of modern scholarly claims of inauthenticity and of a refutation of 

them can be found in Ronald Epstein, “The Surangama-Sūtra (T. 945): A Reappraisal of Its 
Authenticity,” 1976. http://online.sfsu.edu/~rone/Buddhism/authenticity.htm; this is a 
summary of an unpublished monograph of the same title (T.S., 223 pp.).

49 Beginning with Dao An in the fourth century. 
50 For example, the references to parahelial phenomena and other malign astrological 

influences, and the mention of housewives’ use of metal mirrors to focus light on tinder to 
make fire. In other cases, what may seem Chinese turns out, on further investigation, to be 
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beings. The Chinese uses the character “xian” 仙  for these ascetic mas-
ters. This “xian,” often translated as “Immortal,” is the Chinese character 
for the long-lived spiritual masters of the Chinese Daoist tradition. The 
appearance of such a clearly Daoist word has led some scholars to suggest 
that the passage is evidence that the Śūraṅgama Sūtra was composed in 
China. A much more plausible explanation is also the simpler one: that 
the Indic original was “ṛṣi,” which referred to the ascetic Hindu saints.51 

The Chinese translators sensibly chose to render “ṛṣi” as “xian,” suppos-
ing the two kinds of ascetics to be, if not precisely equivalent, then at 
least occupants of similar spiritual niches in their respective societies. 

The presence of two indisputably Indian elements that play leading 
roles in the text also point to an Indian origin. One of these, already 
mentioned here, is the presence of Indian Buddhist logic in the many syl-
logisms and the use of the fourfold negation. The other is the Śūraṅgama 
Mantra, which the Chinese text leaves untranslated and which lies at the 
heart of the Sutra’s instructions for spiritual practice. 

Having considered the authenticity of the Śūraṅgama Sūtra from the 
point of view of the historical criticism of religious texts, it is important 
to consider it as well from the point of view of the Sutra’s own tradition. 
Whatever the historical origin and provenance of this text may ulti-
mately be shown to be — if indeed the questions about it can ever be 
definitively answered — one fact is not in dispute: the Śūraṅgama Sūtra 
has been widely accepted in China as canonical for well over a thousand 
years. Such acceptance reflects the view that a religious text’s authori-
tativeness must be measured by its effectiveness as a guide to moral and 
spiritual practice. From this pragmatic and orthopraxic point of view, 
the Śūraṅgama Sūtra may be correctly deemed to be authentic simply 
because generations of advanced practitioners and their students and 

Indian as well. For example, in Part IX.2, the Buddha cites an owl that lays its eggs on the 
ground; this could easily be the grass owl, which is found in both India and China. 

51 According to the Monier Williams Sanskrit-English Dictionary, “The ṛṣis were regarded 
by later generations as patriarchal sages or saints . . . and constitute a peculiar class of 
beings in the early mythical system, as distinct from gods, men, asuras.”
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disciples have revered this text, have followed its instructions, and have 
explained it to others as a trustworthy prescription for moral purifica-
tion and spiritual advancement towards enlightenment.52 In the minds of 
its many admirers, then, the Sutra’s validity and importance do not de-
pend on whether the text actually represents a verbatim record of words 
spoken by the Buddha Śākyamuni in the Magadhan dialect of Sanskrit in 
what is now Uttar Pradesh sometime in the fifth century B.C.E. From this 
point of view, uncertainty about the Sutra’s textual history is not a cause 
for any uncertainty about its ethical and spiritual truth. 

52 See Hanshan Deqing, in his Autobiography, in the entry for his thirty-first year (1576–
7): “After my great awakening, having no one to confirm and testify to it, I opened the 
Śūraṅgama Sūtra to verify my experience. I had not listened previously to lectures on this 
Sūtra and so did not know its meaning. Now by using the power of the direct reasoning of 
the nondiscriminating mind and without even the slightest use of its consciousness since 
there was no room for thinking, I gained after eight months a complete comprehension 
of its profound meaning without having a single doubt left.” Translated by Charles Luk, in 
Practical Buddhism  (London: Rider, 1971), 83.

Martin Verhoeven, in his article  “Glistening Frost and Cooking Sand: Unalterable 
Aspects of Purity in Chan Buddhist Meditation,” has called attention to the importance 
of the Śūraṅgama Sūtra as a guide to and standard for correct meditation practice in the 
life of the famous enlightened Chan Master Xuyun (1840–1959). In discussing that master’s 
great awakening, Verhoeven comments: “He credits the Shurangama-sutra with instilling 
in him the importance of purity and the consequent dispassion it instills. ‘If I had not 
remained indifferent to both favorable and adverse situations,’ he reflected, ‘I would have 
passed another life aimlessly and this experience would not have happened.’” In Purity 
of Heart and Contemplation: A Monastic Dialogue between Christian and Asian Traditions (New 
York/London: Continuum, 2001), 85ff.

See also Ven. Hsüan Hua: “Where the Śūraṅgama Sūtra exists, then the Proper Dharma 
exists. If the Śūraṅgama Sūtra ceases to exist, then the Proper Dharma will also vanish. If 
the Śūraṅgama Sūtra is inauthentic, then I vow to fall into the Hell of Pulling Tongues to 
undergo uninterrupted suffering.” In “On the Authenticity of the Śūraṅgama Sūtra” (http:// 
online.sfsu.edu/~rone/Buddhism/Shurangama/Shurangama%20Sūtra%20Is%20Definitely 
%20Authentic.htm). 

Dōgen, in his Nihon Shisō Taikei, says of the Sutra, “Even if it were a forgery, if the 
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas have taken it up, it is a true Buddha-sūtra, a true Patriarch 
Sūtra, a traditional Dharma wheel of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.” Translated by Carl 
Bielefeldt, in Terada and Mizono, eds., Dōgen, vol. 2, 229.



xlii

introduction

The Traditional Account of Its Transmission to China

The Venerable Master Hsüan Hua has summarized the traditional ac-
count of the transmission of the Sutra from India to China as follows:

The king of one of the regions of India had proclaimed the 
Śūraṅgama Sūtra to be a national treasure because it was one of 
the Sutras that the Bodhisattva Nāgārjuna had brought back from 
the Dragon (nāga) Palace.53 After the proclamation, no one was per-
mitted to take the Sutra out of the country. At that time, Bhikṣu 
Paramiti was intent upon getting the Sutra out of India into other 
countries, especially China. He set out for China carrying a copy 
of the Sutra, only to be stopped by customs officials who would 
not permit him to carry the Sutra across the border. He returned 
home and tried to think of a way to get the Sutra out of the coun-
try. Finally, he thought of a way. He wrote out the Sutra in minute 
characters on extremely fine silk, rolled it up, and sealed it with 
wax. Then he cut open his arm and placed the small scroll inside his 
flesh. Next he applied medicines to the wound and waited for it to 
heal. (Some people say he put the Sutra in his leg, but I think that 
since it would not have been respectful to place the text below the 
waist, he probably chose some fleshy place on the upper part of his 
body and put the Sutra there.) When the wound healed, he again 
set out for China and passed the border guards without incident. 
Eventually, he arrived in Guangdong, where he happened to meet 
the court official Fang Yong, who invited him to reside at a temple 
in Guangdong while he translated the Sutra.54 

11.  A Brief Explanation of Some Important Technical Terms

For those who are new to Buddhist teachings, we offer here brief expla-
nations of important terms and concepts mentioned in the Sutra.

53 According to the Mahāyāna tradition, many of the major Mahāyāna sutras were 
initially stored in a dragon-king’s palace at the bottom of the ocean. The tradition credits 
the Bodhisattva Nāgārjuna with bringing these sutras back to India.

54 The Shurangama Sūtra, vol. 1, 68.
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No-Self

The teaching of no-self55 is fundamental to Buddhism. The Buddha did not 
teach that we do not exist, but he did teach that suffering is caused by our 
clinging to a self, an individuality that is illusory and does not exist. What 
“self” is it that does not exist? It is not merely the personality, or ego, that 
identifies itself in terms of social roles and interactions. Buddhism denies 
the existence of a basic self that is identified with our physical being, in-
cluding our gender, and also the existence of what is called the “soul” and 
other levels of spiritual self. The existence of a self of cosmic conscious-
ness that is identified with the universe is also denied. All these “selves” 
are constructed, conventional designations that only contribute to our 
attachment to illusion. The true reality that does exist, and that is who we 
really are, lies beyond our attachment to a duality of self and other and a 
duality of existence and nonexistence.

Enlightenment or Awakening

In this volume we use the English terms “enlightenment” and “awaken-
ing” as synonyms. In Buddhism, when these terms are used in a formal 
sense, they do not connote a temporary experience but rather a complete 
and irreversible transformation of one’s fundamental way of being in the 
world. Only the enlightenment of a Buddha is perfect and complete. 
Bodhisattvas, Solitary Sages,56 and Arhats57 have awakened but have not  

55 Skt. anātman. For explanations of this and many other technical terms and lists 
mentioned in the Sutra, the reader who is not familiar with Buddhist teachings may find the 
following publication a helpful aid: Buddhism A to Z, Ronald B. Epstein, comp. (Burlingame, 
CA: Buddhist Text Translation Society, 2003). Many excellent introductory books about 
Buddhism are available and can provide useful background for the teachings of this Sutra. 
A short selection of these is listed online under the title “A Short Introductory Reading List 
on Buddhism,” http://online.sfsu.edu/~rone/Buddhism/ introbuddhistbibiog.htm.

56 Skt. pratyekabuddha. Solitary Sages are beings who achieve enlightenment on 
their own without the aid of the Buddha’s Dharma or who became enlightened through 
contemplation of the twelve-fold conditioned arising (Skt. pratītyasamutpāda). See part 4, 
note 18.

57 Arhats become enlightened through contemplation of the Four Noble Truths. There 
are four stages of Arhat: the srota-āpanna (one who has entered the stream of the sages),the 
sakṛdāgāmin (one who must be reborn only once more), the anāgāmin (one who does not 
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perfected their awakening. All enlightened beings have three accom-
plishments in common: they have seen through the illusion of self; they 
have achieved permanent release from the cycle of death and rebirth; 
and as a byproduct of their enlightenment, they possess spiritual powers. 
The Sanskrit word “bodhi,” which we have translated as “full awaken-
ing,” refers in this text to the awakening or enlightenment of a Buddha.

Dharma and Dharmas

In Buddhism, “Dharma” no longer has its Hindu meaning of religious 
duty according to one’s class. In Buddhist usage the word has several 
meanings, as follows:

1) It is a general term for the Buddha’s teachings as a whole (the 
Dharma, or the Buddha’s Dharma), and it also may designate a particular 
teaching, usually a method of practice leading to enlightenment.

2) It signifies the reality that one realizes upon one’s enlightenment 
— that is, the fundamental reality that is immanent in the entire universe 
(the Dharma-Realm58). 

3) It is a term for the individual components of a teaching, often as 
an item in a list. Among them are the lists of the various divisions of the 
mental and physical world. We sometimes translate “dharmas” in this 
sense as “phenomena.”

4) It is also a term both for the sense-data that enter our minds through 
our faculties of perception and for the thoughts and emotions that arise 
in our minds and are identified by the faculty of cognition. We translate 
“dharmas” in this sense as “mental objects” or “objects of cognition.”59

need to be reborn again); and the Arhat (one who has ended all outflows and needs no 
further instruction). The term “Arhat” may refer to all four stages or only to the fourth 
stage. At the outset of this Sutra, Ānanda is an Arhat at the first stage.

58 Dharmadhātu, Ch. fa jie 法界. In a related usage, the “ten Dharma-Realms” consist of 
the four levels of the sage (Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Solitary Sages, and Arhats) together 
with six destinies of the unenlightened (gods, asuras, humans, animals, ghosts, and 
denizens of the hells).

59 In the present translation, we capitalize “Dharma” when it represents the first and 
second of these meanings and do not capitalize it when it carries the other two meanings.
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Samādhi

Samādhi is “a concentrated, self-collected, intent state of mind and medi-
tation, which, concomitant with right living, is a necessary condition to 
the attainment of higher wisdom and emancipation.”60 

There are four distinct senses in which the word “samādhi” is used. 
First, it designates the correct mental focus or concentration that is a 
necessary preliminary to the deeper meditative states. Second, samādhi 
indicates those deeper levels of mental concentration and stability which 
may be reached through correct practice. These levels include the four 
dhyānas, which correspond to the states of mind of the gods in the heav-
ens of the realm of form, and the four samāpattis, which correspond to 
the states of mind of gods who abide on the planes of formlessness. Third, 
there are even more profound levels of samādhi that are experienced by 
enlightened beings. Fourth, “samādhi” may also refer specifically to the 
Śūraṅgama (Indestructible) Samādhi, which is the state of mind of all 
Buddhas and which is discussed at length in this Sutra.

Emptiness

There are at least three ways in which the idea of emptiness can be un-
derstood: on the intellectual level, in practice, and as a description of 
enlightenment. 

On the intellectual level, it can be said that emptiness61 means that 
all dharmas — all phenomena, mental and physical — lack an indepen-
dent existence of their own and exist only through reliance on other 
phenomena. All dharmas lack real, permanent, essential attributes that 
distinguish them from all other phenomena. In other words, everything 
in the world, both physical and mental, is interdependent. Nothing ex-
ists entirely on its own, separate, and with no causal relation to anything 
else. Thus all dharmas are empty of any individual, inherent being.62 

60 T. W. Rhys Davids and William Stede, eds.,  Pali Text Society’s Pali-English Dictionary 
(London: Pali Text Society, 1972).

61 Skt. śūnyatā, Ch. kong 空.
62 Skt. svabhāva, Ch. zixing 自性.
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An intellectual understanding of emptiness can be extended into a 
method of practice and a way of life that empties our experience in every 
moment. To “empty our experience” means, first, to remove “me” and 
“mine” from every thought that arises in our consciousness. Sustained 
contemplation of the emptiness of the self can extricate us from ego- 
centered experience and liberate us from the prison of selfishness. We 
learn to see ourselves and our concerns, our desires and fears, as empty 
— like a mirage or a dream, as ephemeral as a bubble or a flash of light-
ning. The Diamond Sūtra says,

As stars, a fault of vision, as a lamp,
A mock show, dew-drops, or a bubble,
A dream, a lightning-flash or cloud,
So should one view what is conditioned.63 

Emptying ourselves opens us up to the fullness of the world. 
Emptying experience also entails eliminating the boundaries that we 

have drawn to cope with the world — the walls we erect to protect our-
selves, the turf we stake out to rule, and the fantasies of future conquests 
that we map in our minds. Emptying ourselves must lead to the emptying 
of the “other,” the “no-self,” so that self and other are no longer two. 
When the line that divides them is erased, then there is no conflict, no 
longer anything to fear or to gain. 

With enlightenment comes the realization that true emptiness is iden-
tical to the fullness of wondrous existence. It can be reached through 
the hard work of becoming aware of every single thought and emptying 
them one by one. 

The Five Aggregates

The word “aggregate” renders the Sanskrit word “skandha,” which 
means “heap,” “pile,” or “aggregation.” (The Buddha once illustrated his 
teaching about the aggregates with five small piles of different grains.) 

63 “The Diamond Sūtra,” in Edward Conze, Buddhist Wisdom Books (London: George Allen 
and Unwin, 1956), 68.
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The five aggregates — form, sense-perception, cognition, mental forma-
tions, and consciousness — are general categories that together include 
everything that we experience in the psycho-physical world. Thus they 
can be an effective tool for understanding the teaching of no-self. If one 
analyzes all aspects of what one feels to be one’s self, one finds that all fall 
within the scope of the five aggregates.

More specifically, the aggregate of form comprises what we perceive 
as our bodies and the rest of the physical world. The aggregate of sense- 
perception comprises the first five faculties of perception — eyes, ears, 
nose, tongue, and body — and their intake of the five corresponding cate-
gories of sense-data — visible objects, sounds, odors, flavors, and tactile ob-
jects. We respond to these perceptions as pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral.

The aggregate of cognition includes the function of identifying sense-
data and making distinctions concerning the data. It also involves differ-
entiating between mental contents; thus it includes the higher percep-
tual functions and thinking processes, for example the use of language.

The aggregate of mental formations refers to both conscious and 
non-conscious volitional forces, including conscious intentions or acts of 
will; innate predispositions resulting from karma created during previ-
ous lives; and unconscious forces having to do with basic life functions, 
nourishment, and growth. 

The aggregate of consciousness is the subtle basis of the aggregates 
of sense-perception, cognition, and mental formations. It consists of a 
subtle distinction-making awareness that distinguishes awareness from 
the objects of awareness. 

The Eighteen Constituents

The eighteen constituents are the six faculties, the six kinds of perceived 
objects, and the six consciousnesses. The six faculties are the eyes, 
ears, nose, tongue, body, and mind. The six kinds of perceived objects 
are visible objects, sounds, odors, flavors, tactile objects, and objects of 
cognition. The six faculties and the six kinds of perceived objects are 
together known as the “twelve sites.” They are the sites for the coming 
into being of the six consciousnesses. That is, contact between the facul-



xlviii

introduction

ties and their objects is a necessary condition for the coming into being 
of eye-consciousness, ear-consciousness, nose-consciousness, tongue- 
consciousness, body-consciousness, and mind-consciousness (seeing, 
hearing, smelling, tasting, tactile sensation, and cognition). 

Like the five aggregates, the eighteen constituents provide an analysis 
of the entire psycho-physical world and an aid to breaking attachments 
to that world. Everything that we experience can also be subsumed with-
in the eighteen constituents. The first five groups of perceived objects 
— visible objects, sounds, odors, flavors, and tactile objects — together 
with the first five faculties that perceive these objects comprise the 
entire physical world. The faculty of cognition and objects of cognition 
in the mind, together with the six consciousnesses, comprise the world 
of mind. All mental experience and the entire physical world lie within 
these eighteen; therefore, no notion of a permanent soul or self is needed 
to describe and account for any experience. 

Seven Primary Elements

The seven primary elements are earth, which represents solidity; water, 
which represents what is liquid; fire, which represents warmth; wind, 
which represents motion; space; visual awareness; and consciousness. 
These primary elements are the qualities of matter-energy as they are 
distinguished in the mind. It may be helpful to think about the primary 
elements on three different levels: first, their identity with the Matrix 
of the Thus-Come One, which is the enlightened mind and the primary 
elements’ true nature; second, their pure and essential qualities, which 
we do not usually experience directly; and third, the primary elements as 
we experience them in their state of mixture with each other in various 
proportions in our bodies and in the world.

12. Notes on This Translation

We have already mentioned64 some of the challenges involved in undertak-
ing to translate into modern English the formal eighth-century Chinese of 

64 See p. xv.
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the Śūraṅgama Sūtra. Perhaps the most difficult challenge came from the 
constraints the Chinese translators imposed upon themselves in choos-
ing the pattern of four-character phrases in which the greater part of the 
Chinese translation is written. Not infrequently, in order to preserve the 
four-character meter, the translators found it necessary to omit one or 
more characters even though the characters to be omitted were essential 
to the meaning. An example that the reader of the Chinese text frequently 
encounters involves the list of the six faculties of perception, or the list of 
their six objects. Although in each case all six are clearly meant, two are 
routinely omitted so that the remaining four fit the four-character meter. 
(A further complication is that the same two are not always omitted.) In 
general, wherever such terseness might inhibit understanding, we have 
either added clarifying words, included an explanatory excerpt from the 
commentary of the Venerable Master Hsüan Hua, or identified the miss-
ing meanings in a footnote.

Second, the Chinese text often proceeds in patterned paragraphs, and 
the resulting repetition sometimes tempted the Chinese translators to 
enliven the repeated text with a variety of synonyms. The opposite is also 
true: the Chinese translators often used one character to indicate quite 
different meanings — sometimes in the same sentence or even in the same 
four-character phrase. In both cases we have chosen clarity over literary 
flourish. Several characters that mean the same thing we have gener-
ally rendered with one English word, and single characters with multiple 
meanings we have generally translated into several English words. 

Third, the abundance of Sanskrit terms, represented in the text by 
specialized transliteration characters, is one of the features that most 
challenges the reader of the Chinese text. We chose not to pass on this 
difficulty to readers of the English version. We have, in general, left in 
the Sanskrit only those words that are already familiar to English read-
ers (such words as “Dharma,” “karma,” “nirvana,” and “Bodhisattva”) or 
those words that we expect will become English words as Buddhist texts 
become more and more familiar to Westerners. When we have translated 
Sanskrit terms that the Chinese text merely transliterates, we have noted 
the Sanskrit original in the footnotes.
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Fourth, although the original Sanskrit text is no longer extant, almost 
all of the many technical Buddhist terms and concepts appearing in 
this Sutra also appear in other sutras, including many of the sutras that 
survive in the Sanskrit. Thus, for these terms and concepts, the Sanskrit 
originals are well known. In all such cases, in translating the Śūraṅgama 
Sūtra, where we could confidently identify the Sanskrit words or phrases 
that lay behind the Chinese renderings, we have relied on the Sanskrit to 
determine a correct translation into English.

In preparing the present volume it was necessary for the translators to 
decide whether to include a commentary, in the manner that is tradition-
al in Asia. Most Western translations of sacred texts, unless the texts are 
short, have not included traditional commentaries. The Buddhist Text 
Translation Society has been an exception, having issued numerous texts 
with the full commentaries given by the Venerable Master Hsüan Hua. 
The length of these commentaries has meant that the translations of the 
longer sutras, with commentary, have run into multiple volumes — nine 
for the Buddhist Text Translation Society’s 2000–05 edition of this Sutra. 
One of the primary intents of this new translation has been to present the 
Śūraṅgama to an audience literate in English in the convenient and ac-
cessible form of a single volume. Still, to the translators it seemed unac-
ceptable to omit commentary altogether given the difficulty of the text. 
It was decided, therefore, to preserve the traditional format of interlinear 
exegesis and to draw excerpts from the Venerable Master Hsüan Hua’s 
commentary when passages of text clearly called for elucidation.

The Venerable Master Hsüan Hua’s commentary to the Sutra was given 
in the form of lectures delivered over a period of four months in the sum-
mer and fall of 1968 at the Buddhist Lecture Hall in San Francisco. The 
lectures were later transcribed and edited, and they have been published 
in full as part of the Buddhist Text Translation Society’s nine-volume 
edition of this Sutra. Besides explaining the Sutra text itself, the lectures 
were the occasion of many lessons in personal conduct, spiritual prac-
tice, monastic discipline, and general Buddhist doctrine. These lessons, 
often given in the form of stories, are of very great value to anyone who 
undertakes a spiritual practice or who simply wishes for a better life. We 
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include some of these instructions in the present volume. For the most 
part, however, and with some reluctance, we quote in this single-volume 
translation only those passages of the Venerable Master Hsüan Hua’s 
commentary which directly present explanations of the Sutra text itself. 
Thus, the commentary excerpted for this translation is by no means a 
substitute for the full commentary and is only partly representative of 
the commentary’s scope and depth. Fortunately, the complete record of 
these lectures remains easily available in the Buddhist Text Translation 
Society’s earlier translation. 

A word concerning gender-neutrality of language is appropriate here. 
Where possible we have resorted to the gender-neutral plural pronouns 
“they,” “them,” and “their.” But most often this escape from the gender 
bias of English pronouns was not feasible. First, the bulk of the Sutra 
consists of dialogue between two male speakers, the Buddha Śākyamuni 
and his cousin Ānanda. Second, as translators we strove to avoid anach-
ronistic language, that is, language that might weaken the Sutra’s ties to 
its time and place. We did not wish to portray the Buddha speaking in a 
way that, it seemed to us,  he would not have spoken; thus we did not use 
words derived from modern science or technology, technical terms of 
European philosophy, or twenty-first-century casual speech. It was our 
wish to find a voice for these speakers that would be formal, precise, and 
natural, both time-specific and timeless. It was there that our quandary 
lay. English speakers have been engaged for the last quarter-century in 
making an overdue transition to gender-neutral speech — above all by 
the use of the phrase “he or she” and by the heretofore ungrammatical 
use of “they” forms in the singular. But in translating a document that 
has come down to us over many centuries, we found that repeated use 
of these contemporary gender-neutral usages struck a dissonant tone of 
anachronism that tended to distract from the naturalness and authority 
of the speakers’ voices. We therefore resigned ourselves to the unsatis-
factory use of masculine pronouns when both genders are meant. Our 
decision to do so was entirely editorial, not doctrinal.

All this does not mean that the Śūraṅgama Sūtra holds male gender 
to be an advantage in spiritual practice. There is no such teaching in the  
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Sutra. In fact, the courtesan who casts her spell upon Ānanda at the 
opening of the Sutra and who accompanies Ānanda and the Bodhisattva 
Mañjuśrī back to the Buddha’s assembly becomes enlightened during 
the course of the dialogue, reaching a level of awakening higher than 
Ānanda’s level.66 The enlightenment of Yaśodarā, who had been the Bud-
dha Śākyamuni’s wife when he was still a prince, is also mentioned.67 

Finally, a few words about our translation process. As with other texts 
produced by members of the Buddhist Text Translation Society, the pres-
ent translation was made in four distinct steps. First, a primary transla-
tion was accomplished by a committee that included both native speak-
ers of Chinese and native speakers of English. The second step consisted 
of reviews of the entire text to check for accuracy. Next came editorial 
polishing to ensure naturalness and consistency of English style, and fi-
nally, certification that the translation faithfully presents the Buddha’s 
teachings. In all this effort we relied on the pioneering work of the previ-
ous translators. Without their labors, making this translation would have 
been far more difficult and the result far more subject to error. Neverthe-
less, despite the effort of many people during a period of six and a half 
years, we recognize that our translation can hardly be free of mistakes, 
and we request that the students, scholars, practitioners, and general 
readers who undertake to read this translation will kindly point out any 
errors to us so that we may correct them in any future printing.

We join our colleagues in dedicating any merit accrued in the making 
of this translation to world peace and to the enlightenment of all beings.

Ron Epstein and David Rounds,  
Co-Chairs, Śūraṅgama Sūtra Translation Committee, 

Buddhist Text Translation Society

66 At the end of part 4.
67 Ibid.
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4
The True Nature of 

Visual Awareness Is Not Lost
Ānanda then stood up, bowed to the Buddha, knelt, put his palms togeth-
er, and said to the Buddha, “World-Honored One, if our visual awareness 
and our awareness of sounds, too, indeed do not come into being and 
do not perish, why then did the World-Honored One say that we have 
lost track of our true nature and our actions are deluded — as if we were 
upside-down and not right-side-up? I hope the World-Honored One, out 
of kindness, will clear away the dust of our delusions.” 

At that time, bending his golden-hued arm so that his wheel-lined fin-
gers pointed downward, the Thus-Come One said to Ānanda, “Here you 
see my hand as it forms a mudra.11 Is it upside-down, or is it upright?”

Ānanda said, “Ordinary people would take it to be upside-down. I my-
self do not know what may be called upright and what is upside-down.” 

The Buddha said to Ānanda, “If ordinary people would take this to be 
upside-down, what then would people consider to be upright?”

Ānanda said, “They would call it upright if the Thus-Come One raised 
his arm so that his hand, which is as soft as cotton, was pointing upward 
in the air.”

Then the Buddha raised his arm and said to Ānanda: “Ordinary people 
are deluded if they suppose that reversing the way my arm is point-
ing means that my arm itself has changed. And if, in the same way, we 
compare the bodies of ordinary people to the pure Dharma-body of the 
Thus-Come One,12 we might describe the Dharma-body of the Thus-Come 
One as endowed with ‘right and all-encompassing knowledge,’13 and or-
dinary people’s bodies as upside-down. But consider more carefully this 

11 A ritualized symbolic gesture, usually of one but sometimes of both of the hands, 
representing a particular aspect of the Buddha’s teaching.

12 The text here probably refers both to the body of the Buddha and to the Buddha’s 
mind. The Dharma-body mentioned here is identical with the true mind of the Buddha.

13 Ch. zheng bian zhi 正 � 知, an honorific title of the Buddha.



52

THE NATURE OF VISUAL AWARENESS

53

THE TRUE NATURE OF VISUAL AWARENESS IS NOT LOST

comparison of the Buddha’s body with your bodies, which are said to be 
upside-down. Where, exactly, might the characteristic ‘upside-down’ be 
found?”

At this point Ānanda and the others in the great assembly were dazed. 
They stared unblinking at the Buddha. They did not know where, in their 
minds and bodies, the characteristic “upside-down” might be. 

The Buddha out of kindness took pity on Ānanda and on everyone else 
assembled there. He spoke to them in a voice that swept over them like 
the ocean-tide. “All you good people! I have often said that all phenom-
ena with physical form,14 all phenomena of mind,15 the conditions under 
which they arise, as well as the phenomena that interact with the mind16 
and all other conditioned phenomena, are mere manifestations of true 
mind. Your bodies and your minds appear within the wondrous light of 
the true essence of that wondrous mind. How is it that you all have lost 
track of the wondrous nature of the fundamental, marvelously perfect, 
wondrously understanding and resplendent mind, so that your under-
standing of it is confused?

Where do all phenomena come from — the mountains, the rivers, the vegeta-

tion, and all the myriad things on this earth? They come forth from minds; 

all the myriad things are contained within the mind. It is not that these things 

contain the mind but rather the opposite: absolutely everything in the environ-

ment, both natural and man-made, is contained in a single thought of the 

mind, and all are produced from the mind. If you recognize your original true 

mind, all these things cease to exist. . . . Then is there yet another mind above 

and beyond the conscious mind? No, but because people don’t know how to 

use the wondrous mind, they think their conscious mind is their mind. Actu-

14 The phrase “phenomena with physical form” refers to the perceived physical body 
and sights, sounds, odors, flavors, and tangible objects.

15 “Phenomena of mind” refers to the various consciousnesses. In the Yogācāra 
teachings there are eight. 

16 In the Yogācāra teachings, there are fifty-one phenomena that interact with the 
mind, divided into six categories. See Shastra on the Door to Understanding the Hundred 
Dharmas by Vasubandhu Bodhisattva, with Commentary of Tripitaka Master Hua (Talmage, CA: 
International Institute for the Translation of Buddhist Texts, 1983).
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ally, they are mistaking a burglar for their own child, and for that reason they 

become confused. . . . They think that they understand clearly about the won-

drous nature of the fundamental, perfect, wondrously understanding mind, but 

they don’t understand. They don’t realize that they have a perfect, wondrously 

luminous mind, which is the precious light of our wondrous nature. They think 

the conscious mind they are aware of is their mind. But actually it is only con-

fusion within confusion. (II, 51–2)

“Out of darkness, a mental void appears, and this dark void condenses 
to create a subtle object of mind.17 What characterizes this distorting 
mental activity is that it leads to the coming into being of the embryonic 
body. An internal confluence of causes distorts this body and directs its 
attention outward. At this stage there is confused agitation, and we take 
this agitation to be the true nature of the mind. Once we take this initial 
confusion to be the mind, we are committed to the delusion that the 
mind is inside the physical body. 

“What you do not know is that the true, wondrous, luminously un-
derstanding mind contains the body and everything outside the body 
— mountains, rivers, sky, the entire world. You are like someone who 
fails to see a boundless ocean a hundred thousand miles across and is 
aware only of a single floating bubble. You see that bubble floating there 
and think it is the vast tide that surges toward the farthest branchings of 
the sea. Within your confusion you are confused further, just as you were 
about my lowered arm. The Thus-Come One says you are to be pitied.”

Most people think the mind is within the body. This is a great mistake. It is 

neither inside nor outside. It is not that our minds are within our bodies but 

that we are within the true mind. . . . Our mind encompasses empty space 

and the ten thousand things. It is not that empty space and the ten thousand 

things contain us. If you understand this doctrine, you have not lost track of 

your true mind. (II, 55)

17 This very brief summary of how the world comes into being foreshadows a more 
detailed explanation given below in part 4. 
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Visual Awareness Is Not 

Dependent upon Conditions
Clasping his hands, Ānanda wept, mindful that the Buddha had compas-
sionately rescued him and had bestowed upon him a profound teaching. 
He said respectfully to the Buddha, “Having heard the Buddha speak 
these marvelous words, I comprehend that my wondrously understand-
ing mind is perfect at its source and that it is the everlasting ground of 
my mind. I understand the Dharma that the Buddha has just spoken. I see 
that I have been revering the Buddha with my conditioned mind. But, be-
cause I have only just now learned about my wondrously understanding 
mind, I do not dare as yet to accept it as my mind’s fundamental ground. 
May the Buddha in his all-pervading voice compassionately give further 
instruction about this in order to uproot my doubts and bring me back to 
the supreme Path!”

The Buddha said to Ānanda, “You and others like you still listen to the 
Dharma with conditioned minds, and therefore you fail to understand 
its real nature. Consider this example: suppose someone is pointing to 
the moon to show it to another person. That other person, guided by the 
pointing finger, should now look at the moon. But if he looks instead at 
the finger, taking it to be the moon, not only does he fail to see the moon, 
but he is mistaken, too, about the finger. He has confused the finger, with 
which someone is pointing to the moon, with the moon, which is being 
pointed to. 

“Moreover, his mistake about the finger shows he has failed to distin-
guish light from dark, in that he has confused what is dark — the finger — 
with what is light — the moon. He does not know the difference between 
the nature of light and the nature of darkness. In this way, he is like you. 

The moon represents the true mind. The Dharma which is spoken is the fin-

ger, since the Buddha speaks about the Dharma in order to point to the true 

mind. . . . The person in the example doesn’t recognize either the finger or the 

moon for what they are, and so they seem lost, although they are still there. 
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He doesn’t understand light and darkness; in other words, he doesn’t know 

what is meant by “enlightenment” or what is meant by the “lack of enlighten-

ment”; he doesn’t know what is meant by “ignorance” and what is meant by 

“true understanding.” . . . The Buddha speaks about the Dharma in order to 

point to the true mind, and it was Ānanda’s mistake to suppose that the true 

mind was in the Dharma. The Buddha points that out to Ānanda by means of 

the example of the finger and the moon. (II, 61–3)

“If you understand your mind to be what makes distinctions when you 
hear me speak about the Dharma, then that mind of yours would neces-
sarily exist on its own, apart from my speaking, which it is making dis-
tinctions about. By analogy, a traveler who stops at an inn may stay for a 
night; he then goes on his way. He does not live there all the time, unlike 
the innkeeper, who, as the host, does not go anywhere.

“In the same way, if what makes distinctions when you hear me speak 
were truly your mind, then it would not go anywhere. But could the na-
ture of the mind be such that it makes distinctions about sound indepen-
dently of sound? And the mind that makes distinctions about my voice 
also makes distinctions about my appearance. What makes distinctions 
about visible objects cannot do so independently of the visible objects 
it distinguishes. Your mind that makes distinctions does not exist inde-
pendently of the objects that it distinguishes. And when the making of 
distinctions ceases such that neither space nor objects are distinguished 
— the state that Maskari Gośālīputra and the others wrongly call the 
‘truth of the unmanifested nature’18 — even then, your mind does not 
have a distinction-making nature that exists independent of objects of 
mind. Thus each of your mental states is dependent on something else. 
They are not like the host of an inn.”

Ānanda said, “If each of my mental states is dependent on something 
else, then is the fundamental, wondrously understanding mind of which 
the Thus-Come One speaks also dependent on something else? I only 
hope that the Buddha will take pity on us and explain.”

18 Skt. prakṛti. According to the Sāṅkhya school, which was founded by the sage Kapila, 
prakṛti was the origin of everything in the world that is not the cosmic person (Skt. puruṣa).
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The Buddha said to Ānanda, “As you see me now, the fundamental, 
luminous essence of visual awareness is not the wondrous, essential, 
understanding mind; nevertheless, it can be compared to a second moon 
rather than to a reflection of the moon.19

“Listen attentively. I will now show you what does not depend on 
anything.

“This great lecture hall, Ānanda, opens to the east. Thus when the 
sun rises, the hall is flooded with light. But the hall is in darkness in the 
middle of the night if the moon has not risen or if the sky is obscured by 
clouds or fog. Further, one can see out through cracks in the doors and 
shutters, but the walls and roof block the view. Where the various objects 
are distinguished, we can perceive how they are related to one another, 
but where there are no objects, space is all that one sees. Where mists or 
clouds of dust are present, objects are obscured or distorted. Once the 
mist has dispersed or once the dust has settled so that the air is pure 
again, one can again see everything clearly.

“Ānanda, you have all observed how aspects of these phenomena will 
change. Now I will show you how the presence of each of them depends 
on a condition necessary to it. What are the conditions necessary to these 
changing phenomena, Ānanda? The sun is a necessary condition for 
sunlight, since there can be no sunlight without the sun. Therefore the 
sunlight is dependent upon the sun, which is a necessary condition for its 
presence. The moon’s absence is a necessary condition for the darkness 
in the hall. Cracks in the doors and shutters are necessary conditions for 
your being able to see out. The walls and roof are necessary conditions for 
the view being blocked. Distinguishing the various objects is a necessary 
condition for observing how they are related to one another. The absence 
of objects is a necessary condition for seeing only space. Mists and clouds 
of dust are necessary conditions for obscuring or distorting our visual 
awareness of objects. Dispersal of the mist and the settling of the dust are 

19 The “essence of visual awareness” is the observing division of the eight 
consciousnesses, while the “wondrous, essential, understanding mind” is the true mind. 
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necessary conditions for seeing clearly again. And every act of seeing the 
changing phenomena of this world belongs to one of these types.

“Consider these eight types. What would you say is the necessary 
condition for the presence of the understanding nature that is the es-
sence of your visual awareness? If the presence of light is a necessary 
condition for your visual awareness, then when light is absent so that it is 
completely dark, you would not be able to see the darkness which in fact 
you do see.20 Your mind makes distinctions about light and darkness and 
the other phenomena, but the essence of your visual awareness does not 
make these distinctions. Clearly then, the mind that experiences these 
conditioned phenomena is not what is fundamentally you. But what is 
not these conditioned phenomena must be what is fundamentally you. If 
it is not you, what else could it be?

Distinctions are being made when you perceive light and darkness, but not by 

your visual awareness; rather, they are made by your distinction-making mind 

that responds to circumstances. Don’t take that to be the essential nature of 

your awareness. Your knowledge of light and dark is an activity of your mind. 

Your visual awareness sees everything impartially without making any distinc-

tion. The act of seeing is simply to see. . . . The distinctions you make are 

made by your distinction-making mind. 

This particular section of text explains these teachings extremely well in 

a few words. All transitory characteristics are dependent on something else. 

They are not part of you. What stays with you and does not go anywhere else, 

what is not dependent on anyone or anything else — if that is not you, who is 

it? . . . It is something you cannot give away. (II, 75)

“Know then that your mind is fundamentally wondrous, luminous, 
and pure. You have confused yourself and have lost track of what is 
fundamental. Constantly drifting and drowning, you have become sub-
merged in the sea of death and rebirth. That is why the Thus-Come One 
says you are to be pitied.”

20 As the Buddha demonstrated in part 2.1 with the instance of the blind man in the 
street. 
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Our true mind is not dependent on anything, but we ourselves are confused. 

. . . It is something that belongs to us, but we don’t realize that, so it seems 

to us that we have lost it. One who fails to understand the true mind will fall 

in life after life into the sea of suffering. Although we have not really lost our 

true minds, our falling is real enough. . . . Suffering one death and rebirth after 

another is like being tossed about on the open ocean and drowning. If you 

have not ended death and rebirth, then even if you can handle the water and 

swim, you will drown after being tossed about long enough. The waters of the 

sea of death and rebirth are composed of the karmic offenses you create. . . . 

You create karma because you do not recognize the true mind. It is said, “The 

sea of karma is vast.” It has no shore. Sometimes you are tossed about on 

its surface, and sometimes you sink to the bottom. Being in the water of that 

ocean is dangerous. That is what makes Ānanda pitiable. . . . He has put all 

his effort into intellectual learning. He is able to come up with many questions, 

but he still doesn’t understand, even when the explanations are repeated. 

(II, 77–80)
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Visual Awareness Is Not a Perceived Object

Ānanda said, “Now I recognize that the nature of my visual awareness 
is that it does not depend on anything else. But how can I come to know 
that it is my true nature?”

The Buddha said to Ānanda, “I will continue to question you. Aided by 
the Buddha’s wondrous power, you can now see clearly all the way to the 
heavens of the first dhyāna.21 You do not yet have the purity of freedom 
from outflows, but Aniruddha,22 who is free of outflows, sees the entirety 
of Jambudvīpa23 as plainly as one might see an amala fruit placed in the 
palm of one’s hand. Bodhisattvas at their various stages can see hundreds 
of thousands of worlds and more, and there is not one of the infinite 
numbers of Pure Lands24 that the Thus-Come Ones in the ten directions 
do not see. Ordinary beings cannot see with such clarity as this, even for 
a fraction of an inch.

The purity of freedom from outflows is the purest of purities. Nothing is defiled 

about it. It’s easy to talk about, but it’s a very difficult state of mind to attain. 

In that state, there are no outflows from the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, 

or mind. When ordinary people see something, their attention is diverted to it: 

that is an outflow. If you hear something and cannot apply the skill of revers-

ing your hearing25 but instead allow your attention to direct itself to the sound 

so that you listen, that too is an outflow. Your nose smells odors, your tongue 

21 The three heavens of the first dhyāna are the first three heavens of the realm of 
form: the Heaven of Brahma’s Retinue, the Heaven of the Ministers of Brahma, and the 
Heaven of the Great Brahma. See part 9.11b.

22 Aniruddha was foremost among the Arhat disciples of the Buddha in the power of 
the celestial eye.

23 Jambudvīpa (the name means “Rose-Apple Island”) in Buddhist cosmology is the 
southernmost of the four continents and the one on which we live. 

24 A pure land (Skt. sukhāvatī; Ch. jing du 淨土) is inhabited by a Buddha and other pure 
beings. The Pure Land, or Land of Ultimate Bliss, of Amitābha Buddha in the West is the 
focus of the Pure Land School of Buddhism.

25 The recommended method of practice explained by the Bodhisattva Who Hears the 
Cries of the World (Skt. Avalokiteśvara). See part 6.3 below.
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tastes flavors, your body comes in contact with tangible objects, your mind 

responds to objects of cognition: all these events involve outflows. It is like a 

glass bottle with a hole in the bottom. It leaks when water is poured into it. If 

people don’t undertake spiritual practice and put an end to outflows, they be-

come leaky bottles. They gradually pour themselves from the heavens to the 

realm of people. From the human realm they pour themselves into the animal 

realm and from there to the realm of hungry ghosts and on into the hells . . . 

depending on what kind of karma they have created. (II, 81–2)

When compared to the vision of sages or of the Buddhas, ordinary people 

can’t see farther than a tenth of an inch or an inch at the most, even if they use 

all their power of sight. The Buddhas can see all the Pure Lands as numerous 

as fine motes of dust, but ordinary people can’t see even an entire country or 

even an entire town. If they look to the left, they can’t see what’s on their right. 

If they look to the right, they can’t see what’s on their left. If they look ahead, 

they can’t see what’s behind them, and if they try to see behind themselves, 

they can’t see what’s in front of them. Ordinary people’s vision is extremely 

limited. Although the essential nature of their visual awareness neither comes 

into being nor ceases to be, their physical bodies have limitations, and that is 

why their sight is obstructed. The Arhats, the Bodhisattvas, and the Buddhas 

all have the spiritual power of the celestial eye, and their visual awareness 

extends everywhere without impediment. But consider what ordinary beings 

can see: I can see you now, but if I hold a piece of paper up in front of my 

eyes, it stops me from seeing you. And the piece of paper is not even a tenth 

of an inch thick . . . . If you open the celestial eye, of course, there will be no 

obstruction, and you will be able see everything. Compared to the Buddha, 

we truly fall short. (II, 87)

“Ānanda, you and I can now see the palaces where the Four Celestial 
Kings reside. Between there and here, we can see forms and shapes that 
move on land, in the water, and through the air, in light and in shade. All 
these are perceived objects that you can distinguish as solid, and among 
them you should be able to distinguish what is you and what is not you. 
I am now asking you to choose, from all that lies within your visual 
awareness, what is essentially you and what are perceived objects. If you 
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employ the power of your vision to its fullest extent, Ānanda, you will 
be able to see as far as the Sun Palace and Moon Palace. All that you will 
see are objects; they are not you. Carefully observe everything as far as 
the seven circular ranges of golden mountains; everything that you will 
see, even the various sources of light, will be an object; it will not be you. 
Again, step by step, observe the clouds in motion, the birds in flight, the 
wind blowing, the dust rising, the trees, the mountains, the rivers, the 
plants, the people, and the animals. All are objects of your perception. 
None of them is you.

The Heaven of the Four Celestial Kings is the heaven closest to us, located half-

way up Mount Sumeru. As explained in the Buddhist sutras, this heaven does 

not reach the peak of Mount Sumeru. There is a celestial king in the north of 

this heaven, one in the east, one in the south, and one in the west.The lifespan 

of beings in the Heaven of the Four Celestial Kings is five hundred years; after 

five hundred years, they are destined to die and be reborn in a lower destiny. . . . 

A day and a night in the Heaven of the Four Celestial Kings is equivalent to 

fifty years among people. “How can this be?” you ask. I’ll give you an example 

to help you understand. If we feel very happy on a given day, the day passes 

without our even being aware of it. We feel the day was very short. Because 

it is blissful in the heavens, one day and one night there is equal to fifty years 

among people. Fifty years count for such a long time in the realm of people 

because people are subject to the unrelenting disturbance and affliction aris-

ing from their involvement with perceived objects. . . . 

Circling Mount Sumeru are seven ranges of mountains made of gold. A 

fragrant sea lies between each range. (II, 88–90).

“Ānanda, all these perceived objects, near and far, have their own dis-
tinctive nature; nevertheless, all are seen within the purity of the essence 
of your visual awareness. Each kind of object is distinguished as different 
from the others, but there are no such distinctions in the wondrous un-
derstanding of the essence of your visual awareness. This visual aware-
ness is in fact the pure and wondrous understanding mind.

“If visual awareness were a perceived object, then would you not be 
able to see my visual awareness as an object? You may argue that you do 
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see my visual awareness at the moment when we are both looking at the 
same thing. But when I am no longer looking at that thing, then would 
you still see my visual awareness? Even if you had been able to see my 
awareness when you and I were looking at the same thing, clearly you 
will not be able to see my awareness once I begin looking at something 
else.26 And since you cannot see my awareness when you and I are look-
ing at different things, clearly my visual awareness cannot be an object. 
Therefore, how could your own visual awareness not be what is funda-
mentally you?27 

The Buddha has told Ānanda that visual awareness is not an object, but 

Ānanda doesn’t believe it yet, so the Buddha has to make it clearer to him. . . . 

If visual awareness were an object, then visual awareness would be visible. 

Therefore Ānanda should be able to see the Buddha’s visual awareness, 

because if visual awareness were an object, it would have attributes which 

could be distinguished. In fact, however, visual awareness has no form or ap-

pearance. It is neither green, yellow, red, white, nor black; neither long, short, 

square, nor round. It isn’t a thing, and so you can’t see it. 

You say, “If visual awareness cannot be put in the category of objects, what 

is it then? What is it in the same category with?” You figure it out. Investigate it . . . 

as a meditation topic. . . . To ask, “Who is it who is mindful of the Buddha?” is 

to investigate this question. If you can recognize your visual awareness just at 

this point — if you can say, “Oh, basically my visual awareness does not come 

and does not go, basically does not come into being and does not perish” — if 

you understand this doctrine, then you understand the nature of your visual 

awareness. (II, 96–8)

26 Commentaries are not in agreement as to the meaning of this sentence. The present 
translation follows the Ven. Master Hsüan Hua’s interpretation.

27 It is established in part 2.8 below that our visual awareness is not separate from the 
objects it is aware of (nor is it identical to them). The Buddha here argues that if awareness 
were an object, it should be visible, and it should above all be visible at the place where it 
is looking at something. If it is not looking at something, then it cannot be identified with 
the object it is no longer looking at (nor, by extension, can it be identified with any object). 
Therefore it cannot be an object. 
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“Otherwise, when you see an object, the object would see you as 
well.28 If visual awareness and its objects were intermixed like that, you 
and I and everything else in the world would be immersed in chaos. But, 
Ānanda, when you are aware of something, it is you, not I, who are aware 
of it. The essential nature of your visual awareness pervades everything. 
If it is not yours, whose could it be? Why do you doubt that it is your true 
nature? Why don’t you accept it as genuine and instead ask me what is 
true?”

28 The Buddha extends his argument by pointing out that if our visual awareness 
were identified with the objects that it sees, then those objects would themselves become 
aware.
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Visual Awareness Has 

Neither Shape Nor Extension
Ānanda then said respectfully to the Buddha, “World-Honored One, I ac-
cept that my visual awareness, with its capacity to understand, cannot be 
other than mine. The Thus-Come One and I are looking now at the halls of 
the Four Celestial Kings, which are adorned and resplendent with superb 
treasures; our glance has lingered on the Sun Palace and Moon Palace, 
and then our visual awareness has extended to fill the entire Sahā world. 
However, when we return our gaze to this pure hall and look upon this 
sanctuary only, we do not see beyond the roof and the walls.

“World-Honored One, that is how our visual awareness is. First it ex-
tended throughout a world; now it is confined to this one room we are 
in. Did our awareness contract to fit into the room, or did the walls and 
ceiling divide our awareness up, enclosing part of it and leaving the rest 
outside? At this point, I don’t know which one of these alternatives is 
right. I hope that the World-Honored One will bestow his great kindness 
upon us and will explain this point to us.” 

A balloon is big when it is filled with air, but when the air is released it becomes 

small. . . . Is visual awareness like a balloon? Ānanda is still making visual 

awareness into a thing. He still thinks, “Ah, awareness is a thing. I’ve got to 

think of a way to use an example in order to debate with the Buddha and win. 

I’m going to think of a way to invalidate his theory. I’m going to find a way to 

make my notion be right, and he’ll have to acknowledge my achievement.” 

That is what is going on in Ānanda’s mind. “You say that everything I say is 

wrong. I’m definitely going to find something to say that’s right and let you 

have a look at it.” One suspects that Ānanda’s attachment to self is particularly 

tenacious just now. (II, 103)

The Buddha said to Ānanda, “Everything visible in the world — wheth-
er large or small, whether inside this hall or outside of it, whatever kind 
of thing it is — may be an object of our visual awareness. Do not say your 
awareness itself expands and contracts.
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“Let us consider an example: suppose you are looking at the space in-
side a square box. Let me ask you: is the space you see inside the box fixed 
there in a cubical shape, or is it not? If it is, then if it were transferred into 
a round box, it would not become round. If, on the other hand, it is not 
fixed in a cubical shape, then there can’t have been a cube of space in the 
box in the first place. 

“You said that you don’t know which one of your alternatives is right. 
What you said about the nature of visual awareness can be compared to 
what I said about the space in the square box. In truth, neither the aware-
ness nor the space can have a location.

“Do you want to say the space in the boxes is neither square nor round? 
Simply remove the boxes, and you’ll see that the remaining space indeed 
has neither shape. You can’t say that when the boxes are removed, you 
would still be able to remove a cube or a sphere of space. 

“Besides, suppose your visual awareness does contract when you en-
ter a room, as you suggest. Then why, when you look up at the sun, does 
your awareness not expand till it reaches the sun’s surface? Suppose, 
again, your visual awareness does divide when walls and ceilings are 
interposed; then why, if someone drills a hole through one of the walls, 
will there be no evidence of a linkage created as your divided awareness 
expands through the hole to reconnect itself? These ideas of yours can-
not be right.

“From time without beginning, all beings have mistakenly identified 
themselves with what they are aware of. Controlled by their experience 
of perceived objects, they lose track of their fundamental minds. In this 
state they perceive visual awareness as large or small. But when they’re 
in control of their experience of perceived objects, they are the same as 
the Thus-Come Ones. Their bodies and minds,29 unmoving and replete 
with perfect understanding, become a place for awakening. Then all the 
lands in the ten directions are contained within the tip of a fine hair.”

29 By “bodies and minds” the Buddha here refers to the Dharma-body and the 
enlightened mind. In his reply, however, Ānanda shows that he misunderstands the 
Buddha’s meaning in that he supposes that the Buddha meant the physical body and the 
mind-faculty (Yuanying, 262). 
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Visual Awareness Is Both Separate 

and Not Separate from Objects
Ānanda said respectfully to the Buddha, “World-Honored One, granted 
that my visual awareness is indeed my wonderful true nature; then 
this wonderful nature must be what appears before me. But if my vi-
sual awareness is in fact really my true nature, what is the mind that I 
experience in my body? The mind that I experience in my body is able 
to make distinctions, whereas my visual awareness does not make dis-
tinctions, even about my own body. But if my visual awareness is really 
my mind and is what causes me to see, then the essential nature of this 
visual awareness is what is truly me, and so my body is not me. Is not 
my objection, though, the same as the objection that the Thus-Come 
One made previously, namely, that perceived objects cannot see me?30 
Bestow upon us your great kindness and explain this to us who have not 
yet awakened.”

It can be said that Ānanda is confused, but it can also be said that he is not 

confused. He manifests the appearance of confusion in order to help others. 

He is acting as a model, showing others that even someone as confused as 

Ānanda pretends to be can become enlightened. . . . So as he and Śākyamuni 

Buddha investigate the nature of visual awareness, it is as if they are acting out 

a play, line by line, each in harmony with the other. (II, 116–8)

The Buddha said to Ānanda, “What you have just said — that your 
visual awareness is in front of you — is not correct. If it were actually in 
front of you, you would see it. In that case, your visual awareness would 
have a location which you could point to easily.

“As you and I are seated in Prince Jetri’s Grove, we can see the Dharma 
hall, with trees and streams around it, and beyond them the River Ganges, 

30 Ānanda’s argument here is that if his visual awareness is in front of him, it should be 
able to see him, and it should also itself be a perceived object; yet objects as objects lack 
sentience and therefore cannot see.
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and both the sun and the moon above us. Now, you and I, from here at the 
Lion’s Seat, could point to all these things: the shade cast by the trees, the 
shining sun, the walls that block our view, the trees themselves, the other 
plants, the space through which we see these things, some of them large, 
some as small as strands of hair — all are distinct from one another, but 
as long as they are visible, you can point to them. If your visual awareness 
were indeed in front of you, then as you point to these things you would 
be able to indicate which one of them is your awareness.

“Therefore, understand this: if your awareness were identical with 
space, how could space still be space? If your awareness were all these 
objects, how could they still be objects? Can you reveal, by means of a 
minute analysis of these many objects, the source that is the essential, 
pure, wondrously understanding awareness? Can you point it out to me 
in the same way that, with clarity and certainty, you can point out these 
objects?”

Ānanda said, “Looking from this many-storied Dharma hall as far as 
the distant Ganges and as far as the sun and the moon, I can point out all 
the things that my eyes observe, and all of them are perceived objects. 
None is my visual awareness. World-Honored One, it is as the Buddha 
said. Neither I nor any other Arhat who is at the first stage and still has 
outflows, nor even a Bodhisattva, could analyze the myriad objects and 
show us a visual awareness with a nature of its own that is distinct from 
all the objects.”

The Buddha said, “So it is. So it is.”
The Buddha continued, saying to Ānanda, “It is as you said. Our visual 

awareness does not have a nature of its own that is distinct from the myriad 
things. Thus your awareness is not something you can point out. I will 
explain this to you again. As you and I are seated here looking at Prince 
Jetri’s Grove, let us look once more at the trees and garden and as far as 
the sun and moon. It is clear that not one of all the many different sights 
that you can point to is your visual awareness. But let us continue to ex-
plore this: are any of these things separate from your visual awareness?”

Ānanda said, “In fact, I do not think that anything I see, as I look 
around Prince Jetri’s Grove, is separate from my awareness. Why? If the 
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trees were separate from my awareness, how could I be seeing them? 
But if the trees were identical to my awareness, how could they still be 
trees? The same is true of every other perceived object and of space as 
well. If space were separate from my awareness, how could I be seeing 
it? But if it were identical to my awareness, how could it still be space? 
Having reexamined this — having considered in detail the myriad sights 
around us, I realize that not even the smallest of them is separate from 
my awareness.”31

The Buddha said, “So it is. So it is.”
The Buddha’s words stunned everyone in the assembly who still 

needed instruction.32 None of them had understood his meaning. Having 
lost what they had been relying on, they were distressed and fearful. The 
Thus-Come One took pity on them, knowing that their spirits were anx-
ious and troubled, and he said in order to console Ānanda and the others 
in the great assembly, “Good people, the king of highest Dharma has been 
telling you the truth. He explains reality just as it is. He does not deceive 
or lie. What he has expounded for you is different from the four theories 
concerning what is everlasting33 propounded by Maskari Gośālīputra and 
the others. Consider this carefully; in earnestly seeking instruction, be 
worthy of my sympathy.”

Then Mañjuśrī, Prince of Dharma, taking pity on the four assemblies, 
stood up amidst the gathering. Having bowed at the Buddha’s feet, he put 
his palms together in respect and said to the Buddha, “World-Honored 
One, the great assembly has not understood the two disclosures that the 
Thus-Come One has made: first, that the essence of our visual awareness 
and visible objects, and space as well, are identical; and, second, that they 
are not identical.

Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva stood up and then bowed down before the Buddha and 

held the Buddha’s feet with his two hands. In India this was a gesture of utmost 

respect. People’s feet are most unclean, and so to use one’s hands to hold the 

31 The first of the Sutra’s tetralemmas. See the introduction, page xxxiv.
32 That is, unenlightened beings and Arhats at the first, second, and third stages.
33 These four theories are described in more detail at part 5.5.
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Buddha’s feet indicates, “I am beneath your feet.” So now when we bow to the 

Buddha, we turn our palms up, and in this position we should contemplate that 

our two hands are under the Buddha’s feet. This represents purity in the karma 

of the body, because while showing respect in this way, we are not committing 

any offenses with the body. Placing our palms together in respect represents 

purity in the karma of the mind; placing the fingers together carefully side by 

side while placing our palms together represents single-minded respect. It 

means that your mind has returned to oneness and now gives undivided at-

tention to revering the Buddha. . . . Finally, Mañjuśrī’s speaking to the Buddha 

represents purity in the karma of speech. . . . He says that the great assembly 

has not understood. Did he himself not understand, then? He understood. He 

asked because no one else knew how to phrase the question. . . . We know 

that Mañjuśrī understood because the text says that he took pity on the four 

assemblies. But even without that phrase, we would know that he understood 

because he is the Bodhisattva of Great Wisdom. (II, 129–31)

“World-Honored One, if our visual awareness were identical to the con-
ditions before us — space and visible objects — then we should be able to 
point to our awareness just as we can point to visible objects and to space. 
But if our awareness were separate from visible objects and from space, 
we would not be able to observe them. People in the assembly are alarmed 
because they do not understand the basis of this argument; it is not that 
their roots in the Dharma from their previous lives are shallow. There-
fore, I hope that the Thus-Come One will compassionately reveal exactly 
what the essence of visual awareness is, what the essence of observed 
objects is, and what it means to say that the essence of visual awareness is 
neither identical nor not identical to the objects we observe.”

Ānanda does not understand, but when Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva speaks, his 

reasoning is perfect. . . . He mentions that some people in the assembly are 

alarmed although their foundations in the Dharma are not weak. But they 

haven’t understood the principle at all. Sometimes people whose foundations 

in the Dharma are slight will become very afraid when they undertake a spiri-

tual practice. In that case, they should do more good deeds; this will strength-

en their foundation, and then their samādhi will grow strong. (II, 131–3)
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The Buddha said to Mañjuśrī and to the rest of the great assembly, “To 
the Thus-Come Ones of the ten directions and to the Great Bodhisattvas 
who dwell in samādhi, visual awareness and visible objects, and objects of 
mind as well, are like elaborate mirages that appear in space. They have 
no real existence of their own. Fundamentally, visual awareness and all 
its conditioned objects are the pure, wondrously understanding enlight-
enment itself. In enlightenment, how could there be identity or a lack of 
it? Mañjuśrī, I now ask you: you are Mañjuśrī; is there a Mañjuśrī about 
whom one can say, ‘That is Mañjuśrī’? Or is there no such Mañjuśrī?”

How can identity and lack of identity be found within the true mind, which does 

not admit of duality? The true mind is not in the realm of opposites. (II, 134)

“Neither, World-Honored One. I am simply Mañjuśrī. There is no one 
about whom one can say, ‘That is Mañjuśrī.’ Why? If there were, there 
would be two Mañjuśrīs. Nor is it the case that there is no such Mañjuśrī. 
In fact, neither the affirmation nor the denial of the statement ‘That is 
Mañjuśrī’ is true.”

The Buddha said, “The same is true of the wondrously understanding 
essence of our visual awareness and also of the objects we observe and of 
space. All are the wondrously understanding, supreme enlightenment — 
the pure, perfect, true mind. It is a mistake to consider them as separate 
— as observed objects, space, and visual awareness — or as awareness of 
sound and the other kinds of awareness.

There is no “is” or “not.” . . . Space and objects, like our awareness, are 

the true mind. Later, it is explained that the four primary elements — earth, 

water, fire, and wind — are the Matrix of the Thus-Come One. . . . Identity 

and separation are relative concepts, but what is spoken of here is absolute. 

(II, 136–8)

“Similarly, in the analogy of the second moon,34 which moon is the 
one about which one can say, ‘That is the moon,’ and which one is not 
in fact the moon? Actually, Mañjuśrī, there is really only one moon. We 

34 Cf. part 2.5, p. 56.
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can neither affirm nor deny the statement, ‘That is the moon.’ Therefore, 
all your various interpretations of visual awareness and visible objects 
are nothing but delusion, and in the midst of delusion one cannot avoid 
thinking ‘That is’ and ‘That is not.’ Only from within the true, essential, 
wondrously understanding, awakened mind can one escape the error of 
trying to point to what ‘is’ and what ‘is not.’”
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Visual Awareness Arises 

Neither on Its Own nor from Causes
“World-Honored One,” Ānanda said respectfully to the Buddha, “It truly 
is as the Dharma-King has said. Our enlightened nature can be involved 
with things throughout all ten directions, and yet it remains clear and 
still. It is eternally present. It neither comes into being nor ceases to be.

“But how does what the Buddha has said in this regard differ from 
the ‘truth of the unmanifested nature’ as taught by the Brahmin Kap-
ila,35 or from the ‘true self’ as taught by the ascetics who smear ashes 
on themselves,36 or by others who are not on the right path? Also, on 
Mount Laṅkā37 the World-Honored One explained this principle to the 
Bodhisattva Mahāmati and to others, and he said then that those who 
are not on the right path are always speaking of things existing in and 
of themselves,38 whereas the Buddha speaks of something else: he speaks 
of causes and conditions. But as I see it now, the enlightened nature ex-
ists in and of itself; it neither comes into being nor ceases to be; it far 
transcends all that is distorted and unreal. It seems it does not arise from 
causes and conditions; instead it seems that it exists in and of itself. I only 
hope that the Buddha will explain this to us so that we may realize our 
true and genuine mind, which is our wondrously understanding, enlight-
ened nature, and avoid all the wrong paths.”

The primary cause is like a seed, and the conditions are what aid the growth 

of a seed, such as soil, water, fertilizer, sunlight, etc. (II, 144)

35 The same Kapila who taught the spell used against Ānanda earlier in the Sutra.
36 The Buddha condemned nonbeneficial ascetic practices. The text here probably 

refers to an ascetic sect that later became known as the pāśupatas; they were worshippers 
of the Hindu god Śiva. They smeared ashes on their bodies three times a day as part of their 
ritual purification practice.

37 The mountain in Sri Lanka where the Buddha taught the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra to the 
Bodhisattva Mahāmati and others.

38 Ch. ziran xing 自然性. That is, arising of its own accord without an external cause and 
therefore having an independent existence.
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The Buddha said to Ānanda, “Just now, by various means I have ex-
plained this to you in order that the truth would be made clear to you. 
But you have not understood, and you mistakenly suppose that the en-
lightened nature exists in and of itself. 

“Ānanda, if the enlightened nature indeed exists in and of itself, as 
you say, then you should be able to discern what it essentially consists of. 
Consider your wondrously understanding visual awareness: what about 
it exists in and of itself? Does it consist of light that exists in and of itself? 
Does it consist of darkness that exists in and of itself? Does it consist of 
space that exists in and of itself? Does it consist of solid objects that exist 
in and of themselves? If it consisted of light that existed in and of itself, 
Ānanda, you would not be able to see when it is dark. If it consisted of 
space that existed in and of itself, you would not be able to see solid ob-
jects. In the same way, if it consisted of darkness that existed in and of 
itself, the essential nature of your visual awareness would cease to exist, 
and so you would not be able to see when it is light.”

Ānanda said, “It must be then that the wondrously understanding na-
ture of this visual awareness does not exist in and of itself after all. It now 
seems to me that it comes into being due to causes and conditions. But I do 
not understand this clearly yet. May I inquire of the Thus-Come One how 
this idea fits with the Buddha’s teachings about causes and conditions?”

The Buddha said, “You are saying that the luminous nature of visual 
awareness comes into being from causes and conditions. I ask you to con-
sider, then: what is the primary cause of your being aware of what you 
see before you? Is light the primary cause of your being aware of what 
you see before you? Is darkness the primary cause? Is space the primary 
cause? Are solid objects the primary cause?

“Ānanda, if light were the cause of your being aware of what you see 
before you, you could not see when it is dark. If darkness were the cause, 
you could not see when it is light. And what is true of light and darkness 
as causes is equally true of space and objects as causes.

“Moreover, Ānanda, is light or darkness a condition of your being 
aware of what you see before you? Are objects conditions? Is space a 
condition? If space were a condition of your being aware of what you see 
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before you, Ānanda, then you could not see solid objects. If solid objects 
were a condition of your being aware of what you see before you, you 
would be unable to perceive space. And what is true of space and solid 
objects as conditions is equally true of light and darkness as conditions.

“Therefore, you should understand that the existence of the essential, 
wondrously understanding, enlightened visual awareness is not depen-
dent for its existence on causes and conditions, nor does it exist in and of 
itself. Nevertheless, one cannot say that it does not exist in and of itself, 
nor can one say that it is independent of causes and conditions. State-
ments that account for its existence cannot be negated, yet one cannot 
say that they cannot be negated. Such statements cannot be affirmed, yet 
one cannot say that they cannot be affirmed. What is entirely beyond all 
defining attributes — that is the entirety of Dharma.

“In making all these distinctions, why have you resorted to terms used 
in the reckless fabrications of worldly discourse? You might as well try 
to seize a handful of space. However much you weary yourself in the at-
tempt, space will forever elude your grasp.”
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10
True Visual Awareness

Ānanda said to the Buddha, “World-Honored One, if the wondrous en-
lightened nature is indeed not dependent on causes and conditions, why 
then has the Buddha often taught the monks that our visual awareness 
requires four conditions to be present: space, light, mind,39 and the eye-
faculty. What did you mean then?”

The Buddha said, “Ānanda, what I have said about causes and condi-
tions as they function in the world is not an ultimate truth. I have an-
other question for you, Ānanda. When ordinary people say, ‘I see’ or ‘I do 
not see,’ what do they mean by ‘seeing’ and ‘not seeing’?”

Ānanda said, “Relying on the light of the sun, of the moon, or of lamps, 
ordinary people can see various objects. That is what they mean by ‘see-
ing.’ Without at least one of these three sources of light, they would not 
be able to see.”

“Ānanda, if people cannot see when light is absent, they would have 
no visual awareness of total darkness. Since they are visually aware of 
total darkness, you cannot say that they cannot see in the absence of 
light. Further, if their inability to see light when they are in total dark-
ness indeed means they cannot see when it is dark, then conversely, their 
inability to see darkness when it is light must also mean that they cannot 
see when it is light, since the cases are parallel and both involve instances 
of not seeing.

“Light and darkness are mutually exclusive; still, regardless of which 
one is present, your visual awareness does not lapse for an instant. 
Therefore you should understand that in both cases there is seeing. How 
can you say that there is not?40 

“You should understand then that when people see light, their aware-
ness of it does not come into being because of the light. When people 
see darkness, their awareness of it does not come into being because 

39 “Mind” here refers to the first, sixth, seventh, and eighth consciousnesses.
40 The Buddha made a similar point above at the beginning of part 2.
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of the darkness. When people see space, their awareness of it does not 
come into being because of the space, and when people see solid objects, 
their awareness of them does not come into being because of the solid 
objects.

“Now that we have arrived at the conclusion that visual awareness 
does not come into being because of any of these four, you should also 
understand that when you are able to use your true awareness to be 
aware of the essence of your visual awareness, you will know that your 
true awareness is not the same as the essence of your awareness. The two 
are quite separate from one another. The essence of awareness is not the 
equal of true awareness.41 How can you still be speaking of the attributes 
of causes and conditions and of things existing in and of themselves, or 
even coming into being from inhering or combining?42 You Hearers of 
the Teaching are deficient in knowledge; your views are narrow and your 
attainment limited. Because you have not yet been able to break through 
to true reality in its purity, I will now instruct you further. Consider well 
what I say. Do not become weary and lose heart on the road to the won-
der of full awakening.”

“To break through” here means to understand. The Buddha tells the Ar-

hats that at present their minds are too strongly attached, the distinctions 

they make are too numerous, for them to understand the teachings of the 

Mahāyāna, the Greater Vehicle, concerning the purity of true reality. . . . True 

reality has no attributes. That is the first explanation. Yet nothing is apart from 

true reality: that is the second explanation. All attributes are produced from 

within it. . . . The third explanation is that true reality has no attributes, and yet 

there is nothing which is not an attribute. All phenomena are born from true 

41 “True awareness” here is the true mind, while the “essence of awareness” refers 
to the observing division of the eighth consciousness, which contains a small amount of 
distortion. The Buddha explains the difference between true awareness and the essence of 
awareness in part 2.11. The difference has already been expressed in terms of the example 
of a “real moon” and “a second moon.” The process by which our awareness becomes 
distorted is explained more fully in part 4.1.

42 That inhering and combining cannot account for awareness is the subject of part 
2.12 below.
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reality, and so true reality is the essential nature of all phenomena. . . . What 

then is true reality ultimately like? You cannot see it. It has merely been given 

a name, “true reality.” The idea is similar to the idea expressed in Laozi’s say-

ing, “The Way that can be spoken of is not the eternal Way.” . . .

True reality is true emptiness, and it is also wondrous existence. Do you 

say that true emptiness is empty? It is not, because within it, all that exists 

comes into being. True emptiness is said to be true because it is not in fact 

empty, and all that exists is wondrous because it does not in fact exist. 

What exists within emptiness is wondrous existence. Emptiness therefore 

is not empty, and that lack of emptiness within emptiness is true emptiness. 

Since true emptiness is not empty, it is called “wondrous existence.” Since 

wondrous existence does not exist, it is called “true emptiness.” These two 

names are one. If you investigate this in detail, you will find, however, that 

even that “one” does not exist. . . . Fundamentally, there isn’t anything at all. 

. . . To truly be apart from all attributes is to have real samādhi. If you can 

separate yourself from all attributes, Mt. Tai could come crashing down in 

front of you and you would not be startled. . . . Demonic obstructions . . . can 

only disturb your samādhi because your mind moves. As soon as your mind 

moves, the obstacles slip right in. If you don’t move, no demon in existence 

will have any way to get at you. No spell that can be recited can influence you. 

It was because Ānanda didn’t have sufficient power of mental concentration 

that the Mātaṅga woman was able to confuse him. If he had had the genu-

ine Śūraṅgama Samādhi, there would have been no need for the Buddha to 

speak the Śūraṅgama Sūtra or the Śūraṅgama Mantra. And you and I would 

not be able to study them now. (II, 166–8)
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11
Distortions in Visual Awareness 

Based on Karma
Ānanda said to the Buddha, “The World-Honored One has elucidated the 
teaching concerning causes and conditions and concerning the existence 
of things in and of themselves, but we have not yet understood the teach-
ing about inhering and conjoining and not inhering or conjoining. And 
now when we hear further that the essence of visual awareness of which 
the true awareness is aware is not the same as the true awareness, an-
other layer has been added to our confusion and distress.

“It is my humble wish that, with his great kindness, the Buddha will 
open our Wisdom-eye and reveal the enlightened mind in all its purity.” 
With these words, he wept sorrowfully, bowed, and waited to receive the 
Sage’s instructions.

Then the World-Honored One took pity on Ānanda and on the others 
in the great assembly. He wished to make clear to them the wondrous 
path of practice that would lead them all to the samādhi of the Great 
Dhāraṇī.43 He said to Ānanda, “You have a keen memory, but it serves 
only to increase your erudition. You have not yet understood the practice 
of calming the mind from which subtle insight arises. Listen carefully as I 
give instruction point by point for your sake, and also for the sake of all in 
the future who have outflows, so that they may attain full awakening. 

“All beings are bound to the cycle of saṃsāra, Ānanda, due to the false 
distinctions made by two kinds of distorted awareness. Wherever these 
two kinds of awarenesses arise, beings undergo the karma of the cycle. 
What are these two kinds of distorted awareness? The first is the dis-
torted awareness based on the karma of individual beings; the second is 
the distorted awareness based on the karma beings share. 

As you read this section of text, you should experience terror. You should be 

shocked. The Buddha tells Ānanda that all beings of this world are bound to 

43 Skt. dhāraṇī, mantra. The Great Dhāraṇī is the Śūraṅgama Mantra.
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the cycle of death and rebirth, passing through a succession of lives. They 

spin around like the wheel of an automobile, sometimes being born in the 

heavens, sometimes entering the hells. Sometimes they become asuras, 

sometimes they are people. Sometimes they become animals. Sometimes 

they are hungry ghosts.44 . . . The cycle of death and rebirth keeps on turn-

ing under the power of two kinds of distorted awareness which result when 

the conscious mind makes false distinctions. These distortions in awareness 

stem from individual and shared karma. . . . For any karma you create, both 

individual and shared, there is an appropriate consequence which you must 

undergo. If you are virtuous and act for the good, you may be reborn in the 

heavens. If you commit offenses, you will fall into the hells. . . . The process is 

entirely impartial. (II, 175–6)

“What is the distorted awareness based on individual karma, Ānanda? 
Let us consider the example of a person with an eye disease.45 At night, 
when he looks at a lamp, it seems to him that circular bands of light sur-
round the lamp with the entire spectrum of colors. What do you think? 
Are the circles of colored light that appear around the lamp at night an 
aspect of the lamplight or an aspect of his own visual awareness? If the 
circles of colored light were an aspect of the lamplight, Ānanda, wouldn’t 
they be seen by other people besides the person with the eye disease, 
instead of being visible only to him? On the other hand, if the circles of 
colored light were an aspect of the person’s visual awareness, wouldn’t 
his awareness itself be colored? If that were the case, what kind of thing 
would this colored awareness be?

Individual karma is what makes you different from other people. . . . It is 

created from deluded thoughts of great expectations for the self. . . . In the 

analogy, “other people” represents the Buddhas and the great Bodhisattvas; 

the “person with the eye disease” represents ordinary beings; the lamp rep-

resents true reality, since when the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas look, they see 

true reality, while ordinary beings see a distorted reflection. (II, 178–83)

44 Skt. preta. Ch. 餓鬼. See part 9.7.
45 The symptoms the Buddha describes suggest that glaucoma is probably meant.
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“Further, Ānanda, if the circles of colored light were not an aspect 
of the lamplight, then when the person with the diseased eyes glanced 
around him at a screen, a curtain, a table, or a sleeping mat, he would see 
the colored circles surrounding them as well. And if the circles of colored 
light were not an aspect of his visual awareness, he would not see the 
circles at all. Why then does he in fact see them?

“Therefore, you should know that, although the colors are in fact in-
trinsic to the lamplight, the illusory circles of colored light arise from the 
disease in his eyes. However, although the circles of colored light and his 
awareness of them are due to the disease, his awareness of the disease is 
not itself diseased. In short, you cannot say that the illusory circles of col-
or are an aspect of the lamplight or an aspect of his visual awareness. But 
you also cannot say that they are not an aspect of the lamplight or of his 
visual awareness. In the same way, in the analogy of the two moons, the 
second moon is neither the real moon nor a reflection of the real moon. 
When pressure is applied to the eyeball, one sees two moons. Those who 
understand this will not argue that the second moon, which results from 
the pressure on the eye, is the real moon or that it is not the real moon, 
or, further, that it is an aspect of visual awareness or is not an aspect of 
visual awareness.

“The same is true of the illusory circles of light around the lamp: they 
arise from the disease in the eyes. Can you say now that they are an as-
pect only of the lamplight or only of visual awareness? You cannot. Even 
less can you distinguish them as neither an aspect of the lamplight nor an 
aspect of visual awareness.

In the analogy of the person with the eye disease, his awareness of the colors 

represents ordinary beings’ distorted awareness . . . while his awareness of 

his disease represents the pure seeing of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. . . . 

The second moon is analogous to the circles of color seen by the person with 

the eye disease. (II, 184–5)

“What is meant by the distorted awareness that is based on shared kar-
ma? Ānanda, in Jambudvīpa’s seas there are three thousand land masses. In 
their midst lies a great continent, and in that continent, from east to west, 
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there are two thousand three hundred large countries. On the various is-
lands in the ocean there may be two or three hundred countries, or in some 
cases only one or two countries, or as many as thirty, forty, or fifty.

“Suppose, Ānanda, that among them is an island where there are two 
countries only, and that the people of one of these countries share the 
experience of unfortunate circumstances. It may be that the people of 
that country see many inauspicious phenomena. They may see two suns 
or two moons, or rings or half-rings of white or colored light around the 
sun or the moon. They may see meteors or comets streaking down or 
across the sky, or else patterns of inauspicious energies in a bowed shape 
or in the shape of ears above or beside the sun, or bands of light reaching 
across the sky — many such inauspicious phenomena as these.46 Only the 
people of that one country see these phenomena; the people in the other 
country do not see them at all or even hear of them.

“Ānanda, I will now compare these situations in order to clarify them. 
First let us consider the distorted visual awareness based on beings’ indi-
vidual karma. When the person with an eye disease sees the illusory cir-
cles of colored light around a lamp, the circles seem to him to be external 
objects, but in fact what the person sees is a consequence of the disease. 
The disease places a distorting strain on his visual awareness; it is not 
the colored light that places the strain. However, what is aware of the 
disease is not defective. In the same way, all that you can now see — the 
mountains, the rivers, the many lands, and the various forms of life — are 
the result of a disease that has existed in your visual awareness since time 
without beginning. The essence of visual awareness and what it is aware 
of47 cause what seem to be external phenomena to appear. Once we add 
another layer of understanding to our enlightenment, our awareness and 

46 Of these meteorological phenomena, the “two suns” can be identified as parhelia, 
or mock suns, and the “rings,” “half-rings,” and the “energies in a bowed shape or in the 
shape of ears” may be identified as four different types of solar halo. All of these are rare 
occurrences due to reflections from clouds of ice crystals in the atmosphere.

47 That is, the observing division and the observed division of the eighth conscious-
ness.
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what it is aware of become defective.48 While the awareness that is added 
to enlightenment is defective, however, the awareness that is the funda-
mental, enlightened, understanding awareness is not defective. That is, 
the true awareness that is aware of the defective awareness is not itself 
defective. That true awareness, which is aware of the essence of aware-
ness, is not to be confused with the ordinary visual awareness, or the 
awareness of sounds, or any of the other types of awareness.

“To restate: your visual awareness of me now, and of yourself and 
of the ten classes of beings that can be seen in the world, is a defective 
awareness. It is not the awareness that is aware of the defect. The true 
nature of the essence of visual awareness is not defective, and therefore 
it is not what is ordinarily referred to as visual awareness.49 

“Ānanda, consider the distortion in visual awareness experienced by 
the people of that one country, in response to their shared karma. Com-
pare it to the distorted visual awareness experienced by the person whose 
eyes are diseased, in response to his individual karma. The situations of 
the person with the eye disease and the people of that one country are 
similar, in that the illusory circles of colored light are a consequence of 
the eye disease, while the inauspicious phenomena seen by the people of 
that country are due to the miasmal energies that arise from their shared 
karma. Both the individual karma and the shared karma have come into 
being because of distortions in awareness that have existed since time 
without beginning. 

“Nevertheless, all the beings with outflows and all the lands in the 
ten directions, including the Sahā world, with its four great seas and 
with the three thousand landmasses of Jambudvīpa, are fundamentally 
the enlightened, wondrous, luminous mind that understands and has no 
outflows. The conditions necessary for them all to arise are the illusory, 
diseased distortions in visual awareness, in awareness of sounds, and in 
all the other types of awareness. When these conditions are present in 

48 For a full explanation of this important point, see part 4.2 below.
49 This “true nature” which is not defective is the Buddha-nature.
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combination, the beings and lands come into being; when these condi-
tions are not present, the beings and lands cease to be.

“When you remain entirely untouched by conditions, whether or not 
they are present in combination, you bring to an end all the causes of 
coming into being and ceasing to be. At that moment, you will awaken 
to perfect enlightenment, which is your true nature and which neither 
comes into being nor ceases to be. It is the pure, fundamental mind, the 
fundamental, everlasting enlightenment.”
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Visual Awareness Exists Neither 

Through Inhering Nor in Conjoining
“Ānanda, you have already understood that the wondrous, luminous, 
enlightened nature of your visual awareness does not arise from causes 
and conditions and that it does not come into being on its own. But you 
do not understand yet that the original, enlightened nature of your visual 
awareness also does not exist because of inhering or because of conjoin-
ing, nor because of a lack of inhering or a lack of conjoining.50

“I will now ask you again, Ānanda, about the objects you perceive 
before you. Your deluded thinking about the world tells you that what 
causes these objects to exist is either inhering or conjoining. Therefore 
you wrongly suppose that what causes the enlightened mind51 to exist is 
either inhering or conjoining.

“Suppose the wondrous, pure nature of your visual awareness52 ex-
ists through inhering. Does it then exist through inhering in light? Does 
it exist through inhering in darkness? Does it exist through inhering in 
space? Does it exist through inhering in solid objects? If it exists through 
inhering in light, then when you see in the presence of light, precisely 
where in the light does it inhere? Visual awareness and light each have 
their own distinct qualities, so if visual awareness were inherent in light, 
what qualities would each of them have then? Either they would have 
the ability to see, in which case you would be seeing your own awareness, 
or they would not have the ability to see, in which case you would not 

50 “Inhering” (Skt. samavāya) translates Ch. he 和, and “conjoining” (Skt. saṁyoga) 
translates Ch. he 合. The allusion here is probably to the teachings of the Indian Vaiśeṣika 
school. “Inhering” refers to the inseparable inhering of essential qualities and karma in a 
substance, whereas “conjoining” refers to the coming together of two substances in ways 
that do not change their distinct, essential qualities.

51 That is, the enlightened nature of visual awareness.
52 Ch. jian jing 見精. In previous appearances in the text, this has meant the observing 

division of the eighth consciousness, but the context here makes plain that our enlightened 
awareness, expressed previously as Ch. jian xing 見 性 , is meant in this case.



84 85

VISUAL AWARENESS EXISTS NEITHER THROUGH INHERING NOR IN CONJOINING

be able to see light. In any case, how can light be inherent in your visual 
awareness, since the enlightened nature of your visual awareness is in 
fact already complete in itself? Likewise, since light is already complete 
in itself, how could your visual awareness have been inherent in light? 
Again, since your visual awareness is different from light, it would cease 
to be itself if it were to inhere in light, and light would likewise cease to 
be what we call light if it inhered in visual awareness; each would lose 
its nature. In short, it cannot be right to say your visual awareness exists 
through inhering in light. Nor can it be right to say your visual awareness 
exists through inhering in darkness, in space, or in objects. 

“Once again, Ānanda, does the wondrous, pure nature of your visual 
awareness exist through conjoining with light? Does it exist through con-
joining with darkness? Does it exist through conjoining with space? Does 
it exist through conjoining with objects?

“If your visual awareness existed in conjoining with light, then in 
total darkness, when no light is present, you would not be aware of the 
darkness since your awareness would be conjoined with light rather than 
with darkness. If, even so, you could see darkness without your aware-
ness being conjoined to darkness, it follows that you would not see light 
when your awareness was conjoined to light.53 And if you could not see 
light when your awareness had been conjoined to it, then since you could 
not see light, how would you know when it was light or dark? The same 
arguments could be made to show that your visual awareness does not 
exist through conjoining with darkness, with space, or with objects.”

Ānanda said to the Buddha, “World-Honored One, I am now thinking 
that the wondrous, fundamental, enlightened nature of our visual aware-
ness does not exist either through inhering in or through conjoining with 
the objects before us or with our processes of perceiving of them.” 

The Buddha said, “Now you are saying that your enlightened aware-
ness does not exist either through inhering or through conjoining. I will 

53 Because if one could see darkness without visual awareness being conjoined to it, the 
corollary would be that to be conjoined to darkness would not allow one to see it. The same 
would apply in the case of light.
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continue to question you, then. If the wondrous, essential nature of your 
visual awareness does not inhere in or conjoin with anything, then are 
you saying that it does not inhere in light? That it does not inhere in 
darkness? That it does not inhere in space? That it does not inhere in 
solid objects?

“If it did not inhere in light, then a boundary would necessarily exist 
between your visual awareness and the light. Look carefully now: where 
is your awareness? Where is the light? And where is the boundary be-
tween them? If, Ānanda, your visual awareness were nowhere within the 
confines of light, it would follow that your awareness and the light had 
not come into contact, and so you would not be able to see where the 
light is. Then how could a boundary exist between them? The same can 
be said of the notion that your visual awareness does not inhere in dark-
ness, in space, or in solid objects. 

“Moreover, if the wondrous, essential nature of your visual awareness 
did not become conjoined to anything, then does it not become conjoined 
to light? Does it not become conjoined to darkness? Does it not become 
conjoined to space? Does it not become conjoined to objects?”

“If your visual awareness did not become conjoined to light, then 
light and your awareness would be entirely incompatible, just as light 
and your awareness of sounds are incompatible. They would never come 
into contact. Further, since you would not be able to see where the light 
is, how could you know whether or not your awareness had become con-
joined to it? The same would be true of your visual awareness not becom-
ing conjoined to darkness, to space, or to solid objects.”



86

THE NATURE OF VISUAL AWARENESS

III
The Matrix of 

the Thus-Come One
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1
The Five Aggregates Are 

the Matrix of the Thus-Come One
“Ananda, you have not yet understood that the objects we perceive are 
unreal and illusory. They are subject to change, appearing here and there 
and disappearing here and there. Yet these illusions, each with its con-
ventional designation, are in fact within the essential, wondrous enlight-
enment. The same is true of the five aggregates,1 the six faculties, the 
twelve sites,2 and the eighteen constituent elements.3 It is an illusion that 
they come into being when both their causes and their conditions are 
present, and it is an illusion that they cease to be when either their causes 
or their conditions are absent. You simply have not yet understood that, 
fundamentally, everything that comes and goes, that comes into being 
and ceases to be, is within the true nature of the Matrix of the Thus-Come 
One,4 which is the wondrous, everlasting understanding — the unmov-
ing, all-pervading, wondrous suchness of reality. But, though you may 
seek within the everlasting reality of the Matrix of the Thus-Come One 
for what comes and goes, for confusion and awakening, and for coming 
into being and ceasing to be, you will not find them there.

Each and every perceived object looks to you like it actually exists, but in real-

ity it is entirely illusory and transitory. . . . The coming into being of the objects 

we perceive is an illusion, and their ceasing to be is an illusion. . . . Neverthe-

less their nature is in truth the luminous essence of wondrous enlightenment. 

They come forth from our true mind. When delusion arises, there is a division 

into what observes and what is observed.5 Both arise from the pure nature 

1 Skt. skandha, Ch. yun 蘊. See the introduction, p. xlvii. 
2 The twelve sites consist of the six faculties of perception together with the six 

categories of perceived objects. 
3 The eighteen constituent elements are the six faculties, the six categories of perceived 

objects, and the six consciousnesses.
4 Skt. Tathāgata-garbha, Ch. rulai zang 如來藏. See the introduction, p. xxxi and note 33.
5 Ch. jian fen 見分 and xiang fen 相分. The fundamental division of the eighth, or 

“storehouse,” consciousness into observer and what is observed was basic to the teachings 
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and luminous essence of wondrous enlightenment, which is the everlasting 

true mind. They do not come from elsewhere. . . . 

When you do not understand, there is coming and going, there is confu-

sion and enlightenment, there is death and rebirth. But if you understand the 

everlasting true mind, if you recognize your own fundamental nature, the pure 

nature and luminous essence of the everlasting true mind, you put an end to 

all the illusory coming into being and ceasing to be. Then if you look for such 

characteristics as coming and going, confusion and enlightenment, and death 

and rebirth, you won’t find them. (III, 1–3)

A. The Aggregate of Form

“Ānanda, how is it that the five aggregates are, fundamentally, the Matrix 
of the Thus-Come One, whose nature is the wondrous suchness of real-
ity?6 Consider this example, Ānanda: a clear-sighted person looks up at a 
clear sky, where nothing but empty space is to be seen. Suppose that, for 
no particular reason, this person happens to stare, without moving his 
eyes, until they are stressed to the point that he sees in the empty air a 
disordered display of flowers, along with various other images that are 

of the Consciousness-Only school. This division is described at some length in this Sutra at 
part 4.1. See also the introduction, p. xxx.

6 In this part of the Sutra, the Buddha corrects wrong understandings of the causes of 
the coming into being of the various fundamental categories of our experience. He makes 
several points. First, although objects that we experience are dependent on causes and 
conditions, which must all be present for these objects to temporarily exist, they do not 
come into being out of any of those causes and conditions. Second, they do not come into 
being on their own; that is, they cannot come into being independent of those causes and 
conditions. Third, since there is no process of something real actually coming into being, the 
objects that we experience have no real, independent existence of their own. Rather, they are 
distorted experiences that are based on our fundamental ignorance. When that fundamental 
ignorance is transcended, we experience ourselves and the world as they really are.

Throughout part 3, the Buddha presents his argument in a series of syllogisms according 
to the procedures of logical argumentation that were later codified as part of Buddhist 
logic. For each syllogism, the Buddha begins by briefly describing a situation drawn from 
common experience to serve as an instance of the truth of what he is proposing. Having 
applied the instance to the proposition, he next offers one or more negative examples to 
show the absurdity of negating the proposition. Lastly, he states the conclusion, in which 
the proposition is restated as proven. See p. xxxiii.
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disordered and chaotic and lack any real attributes. You should know 
that the aggregate of form can be described in similar terms.

“Now, this disordered display of flowers, Ānanda, does not come into 
being from space, nor does it come into being from the person’s eyes. 
Suppose, Ānanda, that the display of flowers did come from space. But 
what has come into being from space would have to be subject to disap-
pearing back into space; and space would not be empty if things came 
into being out of it and disappeared back into it. But if space were not 
empty, there would not be room in it for those displays of flowers to ap-
pear out of it or to disappear back into it, any more than there is room in 
your body, Ānanda, for another Ānanda.

“On the other hand, if this disordered display of flowers came from the 
person’s eyes, the display of flowers could disappear back into his eyes. 
Now, we may suppose that, if this display of flowers has come from the 
eyes, it must share in the visual awareness of the eye-faculty. If it were 
visually aware, then having come out from the eyes into the air, it would 
be able to see the eyes from the air. But if it does not share in the aware-
ness of the eye-faculty, then having obscured a portion of the otherwise 
empty air, it will also obscure the vision of the eye-faculty as it returns to 
the eye-faculty. Besides, the person’s vision cannot have been obscured, 
since he is seeing the display of flowers. And did we not say to begin with 
that this person was clear-sighted as he looked up at the clear sky?

“Therefore you should know that the aggregate of forms is an illusion. 
It does not come into being from causes and conditions, nor does it come 
into being on its own.

B. The Aggregate of Sense-Perception

“Ānanda, consider the example of someone whose hands and feet are at 
rest and whose entire body is at ease. At this moment, he has forgotten 
about his body, and he is feeling neither comfort nor discomfort. Then, 
for no particular reason, he rubs the palms of his hands together in the 
empty space in front of him, and he has the illusory experience of rough-
ness or smoothness and of cold or heat. You should know that the aggre-
gate of sense-perception can be described in similar terms.




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































