
METHODOLOGY 

The Search for the 
Historical Sakyamuni 

in Light of the 
Historical Jesus 

Whalen Lai 
University of California, Davis 

One of the avid enterprises of Christian theologians in the nineteenth century 
was the search for the historical Jesus. Not by coincidence, one of the modern 
Buddhist controversies in Japan since the Meiji enlightenment is whether 
Mahayana can be considered as the teaching of the historical Buddha or not. 
Directly and indirectly, the liberal humanism at the heart of the theological 
quest for the pristine gospel or the Jesus-of-history had so induced the pro- 
gressiveJapanese Buddhists to pose the same quest within their own tradition. 

The Western search had tenatively come to an end when Albert Schweitzer 
(1875-1965) offered a classic review of "The Search for the HistoricalJesus," 
first published in German in 1906. He exposed, on the one hand, the various 
presuppositions of the searchers, the easy lure of reading nineteenth century 
theological fashions into Jesus' teachings, while on the other hand, he recov- 
ered an early Christian worldview sitz-in-leben-an ardent eschatological ex- 
pectation. (Ironically, this idea of the imminent end of the world seriously 
questioned the whole notion of "history" itself.) 

The Eastern search for the historical Sakyamuni has also generally ended. 
The problem is now passe and the suggestion that Sakyamuni never taught the 
Mahayana sutras as tradition claimed hardly raises an eyebrow among those in- 
structed in the faith. However, the dissolution of the problem in the East is 
quite different from the Western attempts, which are still going on, at resolv- 
ing theirs. So the following essay will briefly analyze the Western induction of 
the East into this historical search. However, since by the very nature of the 
Christian faith, this search poses a more urgent problem to it than a compar- 
able one would to Buddhism, the eventual reactions to the enterprise, West 
and East, are scrutinized so as to help us appreciate some basic orientational 
differences. 
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WHALEN LAI 

THE IMPORTATION OF A WESTERN PROBLEM INTO AN EASTERN 

CONTEXT 

The Meiji Restoration brought Western learning into Japan, and in time Bud- 
dhist scholars were drawn also into this intellectual ferment. One should not 
say that theological fashions influenced Buddhological reflections. For all prac- 
tical purposes, the kind of Christian scholarship that might have come through 
the missionaries was indirect or well-nigh unregistered. Rather, the Christian 
influence came as part of the larger, liberal rationalist outlook so embedded in 
certain shared presuppositions among students of religion at the time. It came 
largely as a historical problem of how to locate the original-and therefore the 

true-teaching of the founder of any religion. 
In Europe the search for the historical Jesus was primarily a Protestant enter- 

prise, especially a German Lutheran one. It was not surprising. The Lutheran 
Reformation as a whole was more history-conscious than the Papal tradition it 

sought to dethrone. In arguing for his having tapped the early pristine gospel 
prior to its corruption by the Roman "Babylonian captivity," Luther had to 

justify his reading of the tradition as being more historically true, that is, closer 
to the original teachings of the primitive Church. This gave an impetus to his- 
torical research and critical appraisal of ecclesiastical lore hitherto reported and 

accepted as fact. The four gospels were studied and compared, the discrepan- 
cies noted and questions raised about their true authors. This cautious biblical 
criticism grew, in time, into the highly disciplined "higher criticism" seeking 
to separate the strata, documents, sources, forms, and the redactions of the 

gospel writers. These we may regard as part of the objective, historical enter- 

prise in modern Western self-understanding which oriental Buddhist scholar- 
ship could learn and benefit from. 

However, the historical search was accompanied by certain theological prem- 
ises. There was, first of all, the assumption that Truth is truer at its beginning; 
the earliest is somehow the best. There was also the assumption that the begin- 
ning can be easily found. In nineteenth century liberal theology, this also had a 
Christocentric bias. As Karl Barth would say in retrospect, this is forgetting the 

centrality of the Christological dogma, a confusion of God-initiated Revelation 
with man-created Religion. The nineteenth century Schleiermacher, for exam- 
ple, was ready to grant Christianity the status of a religion among other reli- 

gions, but one in which even for this romantic the lofty ethical ideals instead of 
irrational dogmas can be, with reason, shown to be the best. The focus is thus 

put upon the teaching ofJesus, especially the Sermon on the Mount, and less so 
on the teaching about Jesus-the proclamation that he was Christ. Often, 
Christianity is presented in accordance with humanistic ethics and little more; 
the historical Jesus was decked, as it were, in rational, liberal gowns. This way, 
original Christianity was seen as compatible with modernity. The doctrine of 
mankind's sin-wretchedness, which was not in keeping with the then current 
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optimism about human potential and progress, was blamed, for example, on 
Paul's undue pessimism, just as superstitious elements contrary to science were 
deemed accidental misunderstandings overlaid on the core moral message or 
"essence.''1 These theological assumptions might not have been known direct- 
ly to the Japanese, but they were part of the new rational humanism the Meiji 
enlightenment offered to the more receptive Buddhists. 

The Japanese Buddhists could not ignore a powerful new reading of Bud- 
dhism coming from the West either. Western scholars, not without some per- 
sonal spiritual investments, were discovering Eastern religions to their liking. 
Just as the theosophists helped to revive modern Hinduism, Mrs. T. W. Rhys 
Davids contributed to the revitalization of the Pali (Hinayana) tradition. She 
brought along with her, however, both Christian and modern Western presup- 
positions. On the Christian side, it is well-known that she insisted that the 
Buddha never taught a no-soul (anatman) doctrine. She was also sure that Pali 
Buddhism represented the earliest teachings of the Buddha. Sharing the as- 
sumption that "truth lies in the beginning," she took this pristine gospel to be 
the true teaching.2 Not only that, that tradition was shown by her to be in ac- 
cord with the best rationality itself with little of the supernaturalism and 
dogmatism that proverbially always came afterwards. Buddhism is the answer 
to the spiritual poverty of the West. The study of Pali Buddhism may not have, 
even now, a large following in traditionally MahayanistJapan, but the thesis of 
Mrs. Rhys Davids concerning the authenticity of Pali Buddhism, which by in- 
ference brought suspicion on the status of Mahayana, was something that 
Japanese Buddhists could not ignore. How much this defamation of Mahayana 
was transmitted through the polemics of missionaries I cannot tell, but Chris- 
tians who claim a historical root to their faith in their founder were naturally 
disposed to mocking Mahayana myths about the sutras being historic words of 
the Buddha. Such fabricated sitras of a later time could not be "true. " 

In this way, the Christian interest in origins made an impact on Japanese 
Buddhists. There was a call (a) for more historical scholarship (b) to show how 
Mahayana sutras stand as records of the pristine gospel, and (c) preferably to 
demonstrate its compatibility with the best that Reason and humanistic Ethics 
can offer. Mahayana would be seen best as being continuous with the Buddha's 
rationality. 

EARLY JAPANESE RESPONSE AND CONTROVERSY 

After centuries of traditional scholarship known as shugaku (sectarian learning, 
largely exegetical) in the Tokugawa period, Japanese Buddhist scholars con- 
fronted modernity.3 In the end, they were more receptive than any other Maha- 
yana country to date. Inoue Enryo (1858-1919) is the father of modern Bud- 
dhism. The question of the authenticity of Mahayana did not occur to him, but 
he demonstrated the new liberal concern as he sought to make a dead, clois- 
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tered tradition a living faith for the new era. In spirit, he wanted to repeal the 
sectarian schism in traditional Buddhism and to seek out the one essence 
behind all seeming differences. He embodied the faith that Truth indeed lies 
at the origin and that so much of the deadwood of tradition was due to later, 
unwise insertions. Openly and confidently he said he would "trust in what ac- 
cords with the philosophic reason of today" and discard what simply does not 
so accord.4 What accords with today's reason truned out to be what was rational 
and humanistic. One thing modern reason was able to do without was the su- 
perstitious reliance on a god, so Inoue, like many anti-Christian Buddhists, 
took pride in Buddhist atheism as the most rational form of faith. With him, 
Japanese Buddhists learned to converse, not just with the wisdom of their sects' 
patriarchs, but also with people outside the sects, outside Buddhism, the world 
at large. Many Eastern faiths passed through this phase. 

The first doubt thrown upon the authenticity of Mahayana-whether the 
sutras were indeed buddhavacana (fo-shuo, bussetsu: the words of the [histori- 
cal] Buddha)-came with the first of the five-volumed Bukkyo toitsuron (On 
Unifying Buddhism) by Murakami Sensho (1851-1929) inJuly, 1901.5 The ti- 
tle of the work shows the same faith as Inoue's, a faith in uniting divided sects 
by uncovering a universal core. (This somewhat intellectual dream has yet to be 
realized.) However, what shocked the traditionalists was Murakami's assertion 
that Mahayana was not the teaching of the historical Buddha. This daijo hibus- 
setsuron controversy created a storm, inside and outside the Shinsho (Pure 
Land) establishment to which Murakami belonged. Murakami resigned from 
his priestly office and teaching post. Within his lifetime, however, the climate 
changed enough for him to be restored as the president of the same Shinshu 
academy, thus becoming the first "academic Buddhist" in what was an emerg- 
ing modern university. No Far Eastern Buddhist country can match Japan in 
this particular aspect. 

Ironically, as Mizuno Kogen points out, a Japanese scholar more than two 
centuries earlier had already demonstrated, through textual analysis, the origin 
of Mahayana satras after the Buddha. Tominaga Nakamoto (1715-1746) had 
even dated the piecemeal compilation of Mahayana works as coming some five 
hundred years after Sakyamuni's death.6 He, of course, had no Western 
prompting, only the sharp tools of antiquarian studies he borrowed from the 
Confucian tradition. Found a heretic, Tominaga did not and could not attract 
as much sympathy as Murakami could in 1901 when the new secular, rational 
culture welcomed such criticism of past sacred lore. Within Buddhist circles for 
centuries, the Mahayana sutras not only were thought to have been spoken by 
Sakyamuni during his lifetime, they were also given a specific time during the 
life of the Buddha down to specific days. Thus the Mahdpanrnirva.na sutra was 
supposed to have been taught by the Buddha just prior to his departure.7 The 
scheme in Tendai (T'ien-t'ai) is developed out of seminal ideas found in master 
Chih-i (Chigi). This was taken as fact, just as Christians for a long time took for 
granted that the Gospel of John was by the disciple John himself. For Mura- 
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kami to repudiate such authority and say that the sutras culd not be dated back 
to Sakyamuni because the scenario depicts a transhistorical Sakyamuni and a 

mythical angelic host with surrealist happenings was too much for the tradi- 
tionalists. To them, it seemed that the Truth that is Mahayana was itself chal- 
lenged and undermined. 

Murakami, however, did not mean to say that if the sutras emerged centuries 
after the Buddha's parinirvana, the teachings contained in them were then un- 
true. The truth of Mahayana was assumed by him to be valid independent of 
who spoke the words; the basic truths of the tradition were after all what he 
hoped to uncover for the purpose of unifying Buddhists of different sects in the 
modern world. Thus from the beginning, the liberals separated the "doctrinal- 
ly true" from the "historically real"-a move that is more possible in Bud- 
dhism than in Christianity. Murakami's critics followed the sacred tradition in 
assuming that any true scripture (sutra, what is heard) must come from the 
mouth of the Buddha (bussetsu). This is because the Dharma necessarily came 
from the Enlightened One; Truth (Dharma) was defined as Buddha-Dharma. 
Given the fact that the satras, whosoever is responsible for them, also so as- 
sumed this and rendered the sutras as words spoken by Sakyamuni in some 
seemingly historical and geographical setting, the conservatives adhered to the 
datings of Chih-i. Now it can be argued that master Chih-i in China was never 
a literalist because Chih-i was equally aware of certain canonical mysteries per- 
taining to the preaching itself whereby, for example, the Buddha preached all 
Dharmas in One Voice but the recipients heard differently according to their 
innate capacities. Still that fact does not prove that Chih-i, on other occasions, 
did not take the historical whens and wheres in earnest. Medieval men could 
tell "myth" from "history," but they had not the modernist's acute use of 
"objective history" to be fully conscious of and to articulate the now-to-us un- 
bridgeable gap between the two. Religious men had always sought out the 
"historical Jesus, Buddha or whatnot" but the modern problem of such a 
search is largely our own making.8 Murakami, by using objective historische to 
measure past claims in a Buddhist heilsgeschichte, exposed a dilemma that 
demands a new solution. To say that the Mahayana teaching is true irrespective 
of whether it was actually taught by Buddha or not left unanswered a further 
question: in what ways are the Mahayana teachings related to whatever the 
Buddha might have taught in his life, if the latter can be ascertained at all? 

The implications of such historical criticism are still more far-reaching as two 
related issues will show. If one can question the spokesmenship of Mahayana 
satras, one is also then led logically to ask about the authorship of other works 
in the canon. One long debate started by Murakami and supported by Mochi- 
zuki Shinko (1869-1948) concerns the central sastra, the Awakening of Faith in 
Mahayana attributed to the first century poet, deemed bodhisattva, Asvaghosa. 
The liberal critics doubted its authenticity and would rather place it as a Chi- 
nese fabricated work in the later half of the sixth century A.D.9 Here, the prob- 
lem of continuity is magnified only the more by the sheer distance form Sakya- 

81 

This content downloaded from 138.253.100.121 on Tue, 24 Nov 2015 18:03:20 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


WHALEN LAI 

muni's parinirvava and the intrusion-who knows-of possibly Chinese 
ideology in this cardinal treatise crucial for Far Eastern Buddhism. The first 
Sanskrit Mahayana sutra may conceivably have kept alive some memory of Sak- 
yamuni and his teachings, but in what sense can we say that the Awakening of 
Faith remembered Asvaghosa's legacy at all? The controversy over the author- 
ship of this text is over a century old now, and the one-time emotional and 
pious investment in the pros and the cons has subsided: the question remains 
intriguing perhaps only for the curious. To the mellow, it is a non-question; 
faith in and the truth of the text seemd indeed to be independent of whosoever 
wrote, compiled, or redacted it. But if it is a non-question, we have to ask why 
it can be so in a Buddhist context. 

The other issue spinning off from Murakami's search for the historical Bud- 
dha concerns the Buddha Amitabha, resident Buddha of the Western Pure 
Land and the object of devotion of the Shinshu sect from which Murakami 
himself came. Faithful to the necessary logic of accepting only the historical 
Buddha as historical and real, Murakami considered the teaching about Ami- 
tabha in sutras not datable to Sakyamuni himself to be a teaching about a sym- 
bolic being,?1 a personified ideal in an idealized, mythical setting of a land. In 
a tradition wherein the faithful had had visions of Amitabha and to whose Pure 
Land many ardent followers had pledged their lives, the suggestion that there is 

really-however "really" be understood-no Amitabha and no Pure Land ex- 

cept in a symbolic sense was, to say the least, very upsetting. The eighteenth 
vow of the bodhisattva Dharmakara (who became Amitabha) by the power of 
which aspirants are saved is now supposedly exposed to be due to some vivid 

imagination of an unknown writer. Whomever tradition accepted as the reveal- 
er of this path was unknown to Sakyamuni. This is like telling a modern day 
eschatologist who measures world events by the prophecies in the Book of Reve- 
lation that SaintJohn the Divine never witnessed the visions and that the whole 
Book might be some feverish dream that by sheer chance was canonized. How 
would the Pure Land pietists, or, for that matter, the biblical Christian, react to 
such disillusioning scholarship? But looking further ahead, what is it in the 
Buddhist tradition that seems to allow modern Japanese Buddhists to remain 
faithful to an "illusion"? Or how "illusions" may nonetheless be true. 

Before coming to these more specific cases, let us take a look at the typical 
manuevers made to resolve the dilemma posed by modern historiography. 
Through this we can see how the problem appears similar and yet different 
from the Christian one. 

BRIDGING THE HISTORICAL SAKYAMUNI AND THE LATTER-DAY 

TEACHINGS 

To Inoue, the rational, humanistic core of Buddhist teaching is the true heri- 
tage; history was less an issue for him. When Murakami rejected the Tendai 

dating of the sutras and recognized the late beginnings for the Mahayana scrip- 
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tures, he still had faith in locating a common core by which Buddhist schools 
could be united. He even entertained an old but misguided notion that semi- 
nal Mahayana teachings were passed down by the historical Buddha through 
particular disciples. The Hinayanists kept one tradition through Ananda while 
the Mahayanists-to-come kept another through Kasyapa. Later, Murakami 
would admit that his hope to unify all Buddhist schools by this scheme was pre- 
mature. 

However, the defense of Mahayana as true "in spirit" to the intention of the 
Buddha required more scholarly effort. The historical time gap could only be 
bridged by finding the linkage between Sakyamuni's teachings and what is 
found in later Mahayana treatises. Maeda Eun (1857-1930) provided the first 
attempt to fill this gap in his Daijo Bukkyoshiron (A History of Mahayana Bud- 
dhism). While accepting the later genesis of Mahayana sutras, he tried sincerely 
to trace the seeds of those ideas in the teachings of Sakyamuni himself. Maha- 
yana thus only gave full expression to what Sakyamuni taught or meant to 
teach, what sometimes the Hinayanist had either overlooked or corrupted in 
their preservation of the tradition. Maeda's idea of early Buddhist history 
might now be flawed by our better knowledge of those times. His reliance on 
Chinese texts to reconstruct early Buddhist history might not be critical 
enough. Still he exemplified one very viable approach to bridging the gap be- 
tween the historical founder and a set of scriptures attributed to him five hun- 
dred and more years after. This became and still remains a major defense for 
Mahayana authenticity 

To reinforce that claim though, the challenge of the Pali claim to the pristine 
truth as championed by Pali enthusiasts had to be countered. As long as the 
Japanese worked through the Chinese texts, they could not easily answer that 
on its textual grounds. Through the good fortune of the communication be- 
tween Max Miiller and Nanjo Bun'yu (1849-1927), the then current Western 
scholarship, especially as related to Sanskrit Mahayana texts, was introduced to 
Japan. This formed the basis forJapan's early training in Sanskrit, also Pali and 
finally Tibetan, new avenues that allowed her to work through the canonical 
languages prior to their renditions into Chinese. Now those sympathetic to 
Sanskrit Mahayana texts and their message could point to some of the very early 
fragments embedded in these sutras that compared favourably, as far as time 
goes, with Pali records. Pro-Mahayanists were accustomed to pointing out the 
rather late compilation of the Pali canon and noting its share of later interpolat- 
ed ideologies. Over this issue, scholars of the one or the other specialization still 
do not always see eye to eye. 

Familiarity with the Pali tradition allowed Anesaki Masaharu (1873-1949) to 
posit, more convincingly, a fundamental set of Buddhist tenets or konpon Buk- 
kyo common to Hinayana as well as Mahayana. This includes items such as 
anatman (no-soul), pratitya-samutpada (conditioned co-arising), etc. However, 
if we read Anesaki's and other treatments of these basic tenets closely, we will 
notice that as Mahayanists, they are careful not to give the impression that the 
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Pali tradition preserved the early, naive understanding whereas Mahayana elab- 
orated upon them toward greater sophistication. That historical sequence 
which implicitly sets one reading up as being more pristine than the other is 
tabooed. Rather it is argued that HInayana took one basic tenet in one way 
while Mahayana took it another way. For example, no-soul is read by the Hina- 

yanist more in terms of individual impermanence (annica) but by the Maha- 

yanist in terms of universal emptiness (sunyata). Likewise, conditioned co- 

arising is read by the HInayanist in terms of paired correlations (as in the 
nidanas), but by Mahayanists in terms of a cosmic, totalistic interdependence of 
all things. By so establishing some "fundamentals" in Buddhism and elevating 
them above the temporal sequence of, and sectarian differences between, 
Hinayana and Mahayana, the disjuncture between the historical Sakyamuni 
and the later-day Mahayana readings could be smoothed over without granting 
primacy to the Pali records. One senses a certain intentional ahistoricity here. 

However, history may also solve the problem created by historical investiga- 
tions. Aside from looking for "seminal Mahayana ideas in the early teachings" 
(the genetic approach) or "sieving through both Hinayana and Mahayana to 
locate transcendental fundamentals" (the essentialist approach), there may be, 
though no one puts it this way, a third way, validation by history itself. Perhaps 
the irony of the Awakening of Faith can serve to illustrate this. In arguing for 
the authenticity of this text, but not as one authored by the poet Asvaghosa, 
Tokiwa Daij6 (1870-1945) marshalled data from proven Sanskrit texts, show- 

ing how various ideas found in the Awakening of Faith could be traced to 
sound, confirmed, scriptural grounds."I However, such genetic continuity with 
Indian ideas does not prove Indian authorship, only the orthodoxy of "tradi- 
tion." In arguing for Chinese authorship, Mochizuki distinguished the matter 
of doctrinal truth from the question of actual authorship. In so far that there 
are elements in the Awakening of Faith not accountable yet by Sanskrit 

precedences or by accidents in transmission/translation, the judgment is tipped 
in favour of Mochizuki's theory of a Chinese origin. Who won and how may 
now be academic. However, during their exchange, a curious coincidence was 
unearthed: within fifty years of its appearance in China, the Awakening of 
Faith was already charged as a forgery. As this story unfolds, however, this text 
was vindicated by the centrality it occupied in Mahayana as perceived by Fa- 

tsang (643-712). The academic matter of forgery was sublated and the early 
controversy was forgotten because of the able use of this text by Fa-tsang in ex- 

plicating the telos of Mahayana within the Hua-yen (Avatamsaka) world view. 
In other words, the truth of its doctrine proved itself in history through the lives 
of faith it henceforth inspired. Not "what man made the Awakening of 
Faith, " but "what it made of men" decided the truth of its visions.12 If so, the 
modern controversy may go the same way, has so gone to a large extent. It is not 
whose argument (Mochizuki or Tokiwa) wins that matters, but the degree of 
edification of men concerning Mahayana during the controversy itself. The 
issue of authorship is now no longer a heated issue. No wager of faith is lost by 
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it. Rather, the tradition is richer now for it. To say so-to allow time to decide 
on what might be considered canonical in Mahayana-may be a very liberal 
position to take, but I think it is the realistic stand. That liberality has always 
been part of the Great Vehicle tradition itself. 

Not everything can be resolved by history or the historical enterprise. Not all 
Mahayana doctrines can be so easily traced to seminal ideas, shared concerns, or 
dogmatic eventualities. The Buddhist discovered what Christians also 
discovered. In the Christian West, the search for the historical Jesus ran up, 
eventually, against an eschatological faith that undermines our sense of time. 
In the Bultmannian camp, this becomes also the recognition that, continuities 
between Jesus' gospel and the Church's teaching notwithstanding, Jesus may 
not be the true beginning of Christianity; Christianity commenced in and 
through the Church's proclamation (kerygma) that the manJesus is Christ. In 
the case of Barth, the whole retrogression of human temporality is annulled by 
the mystery of a divine interruption into time, the incarnation. One cannot 
hope to find God by seeking out the man; one begins with God and his volun- 
tary self-manifestation. In a sense, theJapanese search for the historical Sakya- 
muni also came around to recognizing the element of discontinuity between 
Hinayana and Mahayana that Mahayana has always insisted upon! That distinc- 
tion was credal to Mahayana's self-understanding from its very inception, but 
now the modern historical awareness brings it into a deeper, clearer focus, with 
renewed confidence. 

JUSTIFYING AND DEMYTHOLOGIZING THE MAHAYANA GENESIS 

History is not all continuous; consciousness may take a drastic paradigm shift. 
So even as the Japanese scholars realized that Mahayana ideas may be traced 
back to Sakyamuni or to stirrings in a liberal sectarian wing (such as the Maha- 
saoghika), the fact that Mahayana eventually and consciously rose above all 
such "lesser vehicles" is too central to be discounted, too abrupt to be 
smoothed over. Similar to the Western historical search, the Buddhist historian 
also ran up against (a) a new visioning of time and history in Mahayana, (b) a 
new proclamation concerning the real status of Sakyamuni, and (c) a dogmatic 
assertion of the revealed truths. The person best equipped to explicate these, 
being most conversant with the theoretical issues involved, was Anesaki. 

Trained in England, familiar with Christian reflections, and able to handle 
the Pali and the Sanskrit tradition besides, Anesaki drew on Western parallels 
to elucidate the problems involved. He knew of the historicalJesus and of what 
was proclaimed about him in Christianity. He could find a similar transforma- 
tion of the historical Sakyamuni into the transhistorical Buddha and note the 
process by which the latter was proclaimed in accordance with Mahayanist pro- 
portions. Jesus the teacher showed the Way, but he claimed also to be the Way, 
even such that "whosoever has seen me has seen the Father in Heaven." Sakya- 
muni was the teacher of the Dharma, but he too said, "Those who have seen 
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me have seen the Dharma. " Jesus the Christ became, in Hellenistic reflections, 
the Logos incarnated in the flesh. Sakyamuni the Buddha became, in Maha- 
yana reflections, coeternal with the Dharma, his appearance on earth a willed 
act of grace to aid mankind, and so on. In this way, Anesaki clarified the differ- 
ence between tracing Mahayana philosophy to the Buddha's own teaching and 
documenting how Mahayana taught a new understanding of that one-time 
teacher. The original teaching might not include the doctrine that the Buddha 
is eternal, just as Jesus never said that he pre-existed at the time of the Crea- 
tion, but the reinterpretation of the status of the Buddha and of Christ Jesus 
perceives that eternality as a matter of course. Such radical readings, such in- 

sights into discontinuities, were part of history. That is, history might proclaim 
its own discontinuity. 

So, just as the search for the historical Jesus can only logically discover the 
man, the search for the historical Sakyamuni would yield only the Buddha in 
his physical form (rtpakaya). Indeed, Mahayana sutras cannot be traced back to 

teachings by this rupak2ya (genshinbutsu); the sutras never really claim such. 
The criterion and source lie elsewhere, in the transcendental Buddha (hosshin- 
butsu), the discovery of which form is precisely what distinguishes the histori- 
cal, expedient HInayana Dharma from the higher, truer, revealed Truth of 

Mahayana.13 Keeping in mind the theological parallel, we may say that (a) the 
image of an eternal Buddha challenges the whole historical quest, (b) Maha- 

yana marks also a kerygmatic proclamation about the Buddha as the Dharma, 
(c) incarnated as such, Sakyamuni is a manifestation (nirmanakaya) of that eter- 
nal Truth (Dharmakaya). From this mature perspective, Japanese Buddhists 
learned to grow out of the old worry over whether the historical Sakyamuni 
taught the Mahayana sutras or not. They accepted the Mahayana sutras as em- 

bodying in mature form the essential teachings of the Buddha found expressed 
elsewhere, in a different (lesser, Pali) form in the Agamas. The seeming time 

gap between Sakyamuni and the final crystallization of the Mahayana works 
need not falsify what is ultimately the Truth in and of itself. But if the Chris- 
tian reader accustomed to the dilemmas left unresolved in his tradition should 
find certain holes in the Buddhist argument somewhere, that may not point to 

any sophistry on the Buddhist part. That may only unveil a basic difference in 
the two religions' premises about what constitutes "Truth." I will illustrate 
this with another modern case. 

What is described above, concerning the transition from a rupakaya 
Sakyamuni to a Buddha coeternal with the Dharma, best describes the contri- 
bution made by the Lotus Sutra. The Lotus Satra had a large following inJapan 
as the Hokke tradition that went back to Saicho's Tendai school and as re- 
formed by Nichiren in the Kamakura period. This satra is regarded as the 
crown of all sutras in this tradition and Nichiren had made the recitation of its 
title, "Namu Myyoho Rengekyo 

' the one ritual chant of his faith. This homage 
paid to the Sutra of the Wonderful Dharma of the Lotus Blossom (full title) is 
traditionally thought to be directed, not at the Buddha, but at the Dharma or 

86 

This content downloaded from 138.253.100.121 on Tue, 24 Nov 2015 18:03:20 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


THE SEARCH FOR THE HISTORICAL SAKYAMUNI 

Saddharma. Within modern Nichirenism, there rose an internal debate 
whether it should be the Buddha or the Dharma that deserved the homage. 
Seno'o Giro (1880-1961), who eventually led a Marxist Nichiren group, was in- 
fluenced by the historical scholarship of Anesaki and others, such that he pro- 
posed changing the chant to "Homage to Sakyamuni" instead.14 This would 
seem logical if we keep to a Christianity-inspired perspective. The Lotus Sutra 
celebrates the eternality of the Buddha. If so, should not the devotee worship, 
not the Dharma (that is, the sutra encapsulating the Saddharma, True Law), 
but rather the Buddha in his cosmic significance? In Christianity, St. John's 
Gospel proclaimed Jesus Christ as the Logos, but Christians do not pray in the 
name of St. John or sing the name of Logos. So why should the Hokke faithful 
chant a book's title and praise the Dharma? Yet Seno'o Giro's suggestion had 
little impact, and Nichiren scholars who argued for the Buddha as the proper 
object of Nichirenite devotion also lost to the traditional defense on behalf of 
the Dharma. The Dharma, not the Buddha, is what is to be followed. This 
points to a crucial difference from the Christian position on Christ and the 
Logos, a difference between, ultimately, a theistic and an atheistic tradition. 

From the inception of the daijo hibussetsu controversy, Murakami was able 
to dissociate "doctrinal truth" from "historical personality" because in the 
Buddhist tradition, the old dictum said by the Buddha "Follow the Dharma, 
not the Person" remained largely in force. The Dharma (Truth) is impersonal, 
that is, universal; the Buddha discovered the Truth; Truth is the objective 
nature of reality-impermanence, selflessness and the nature of suffering. In 
that sense, Dharma is not a function of personality. It is not by personal author- 
ity or charisma that what the Buddha taught is true; it is true because it correct- 
ly describes reality as it is. Thus, in so far that Mahayana can capture the same 
Truth, it does not really matter if the sutras appeared years after the Buddha 
passed away. Similarly, if the Awakening of Faith describes truthfully in its 
fashion the nature of Mahayana as the Absolute, the fact that it appeared in 
China, even if it includes sinitic elements, cannot nullify its noble influence on 
its readers. Reason, not dogma, is the mark of the original instructions of the 
Buddha. The Dharma-the Buddhist Logos-is not a person; Dharmakaya, 
prajnd, sunyatd retain that selfsame impartial universality. The search for the 
historical Sakyamuni cannot endanger thereby the timeless Dharma, "good in 
the beginning, in the middle and at the end." This is unlike the problems cre- 
ated by the search for the historicalJesus. Christianity is a religion where God is 
a Person. There the Logos should take flesh. There the divine will had signifi- 
cantly "changed" in time in response to specifics in human history such that 
the Revelation is not timeless. Even in the Lotus Sutra or Hokke tradition where 
Sakyamuni Buddha is the focus of its piety, the sutra itself respected the dictum 
"Follow the Dharma, not the Person" enough to cast that personalistic gospel 
within the framework of its Saddharma. In the end, it is the Dharma about the 
eternal Buddha and not the eternal Buddha by himself that carries the existen- 
tial weight. The sutra as gospel-and the preaching of this Word as the 
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manifestation of the Word-has precedence. To it should homage be paid. 
(Actually, this may not be that different from the Reformation's understanding 
of the Word as Preaching.) 

But what of devotion to Amitabha in the Pure Land school where the chant is 

homage to Buddha Amitabha? It is Namu Amida butsu, never homage to the 
Pure Land Sutra (there might be historical reason for this). Of all the Japanese 
Buddhist schools, this is the one that stands most to lose in a historical enter- 

prise, for as Murakami had to conclude, by objective standards, Amitabha is a 

symbolic being. One cannot even use easily the genetic argument, because the 
historical Sakyamuni did not know of his existence or such a plane as a Pure 
Land. And yet ironically, the Shinshu (Pure Land) tradition has always been the 
most progressive of sectarians in championing historical and critical studies. Is 
that due to a paradox of intention, whereby historical scholarship is best pur- 
sued by men with faith in a nonhistorical Buddha, somewhat as it is in the rela- 
tionship that Pietism has German theology? Or is such ahistoricity the general 
trait of all Mahayana schools? 

In the East, the search for the historical Buddha went with rational human- 
ism; some of its practitioners are naturally suspicious of miracles and myths. Of 
the Buddhist sects, Pure Land had disowned magic, emphasized faith and 

adopted generally a more rationalistic stand to the world. In Europe, Lutheran- 
ism produced the higher critics of the Bible and more fashions in scholarly ap- 
proach than, say, Calvinism (home of some of the most literalist of believers 
still). The venturesome quality of German scholarship may be due to its Pietis- 
tic tradition, an inner assurance (innigkeit) that allows it to question many 
more "externals" clutched more tightly by others. In Japan, the Pure Land 
school had also evolved toward an inward confidence since the time of Renny6's 
emphasis on an/in. A latent Pure Land humanism existed then and has per- 
sisted since the Meiji era. It laid behind the kind of liberal rationality of an In- 
oue or a Murakami. It is still a mark ofJapanese Buddhological scholarship. (In 
this, Japanese Buddhology takes a different turn from the Western. In the 
West, the rational interpretation of Buddhism was prevalent at one time. Ed- 
ward Conze was largely instrumental in debunking that rationalistic reduc- 
tionism especially by Pali enthusiasts; he unearthed the mystical and magical 
extravagance that was native to Buddhism from the start and remains indis- 
pensable for understanding Mahayana, and even more so Tantrayana. InJapan, 
the critique of rationalist bias has yet to gain a wide following; Umehara Take- 
shi's mikkyo critique is an exception. But generally speaking, Japanese inter- 

pretation of Buddhism still sustains a more rationalist, pietist tone, possibly 
because of the Jodo heritage.) The strength of Japanese critical scholarship is 
derived not from the fact that Amitabha is a nonhistorical Buddha untouched 
or untouchable by historical investigation, but rather from an ability to balance 
the sentiments of the heart, where most Japanese would place "religion" and 
where many Pure Land followers would find their "feeling of Absolute Depen- 
dence," and the openness of the mind to rationalistic explorations. Of course, 
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that openness came gradually, as the early modern controversy above has 
shown. But it did come. 

There is one further reason why the historical search did not create as much 
of a problem for the faith as a similar one had for Christians in the West: name- 
ly, the strength of the Kamakura founders' personalities. In many ways, Japa- 
nese Buddhist faith is not Jdoteki or Hokketeki (Pure Land or Lotus-esque) as 
it is Shinranteki or Nichirenteki, etc. The critical textual studies might upset 
some sacred tenets in the s;itras, and historical research may revise but it can 
never erase the paradigmatic character of the Kamakura founders. Not Ami- 
tabha or Sakyamuni, but a Shinran or a Nichiren remain the definer of faith; 
not Sanskrit creeds but these model sages provide the nativistic links to the 

Japanese "heart." If the nonreality of Amitabha should be a problem or the 
fiction of a Pure Land an embarassment these can be demythologized at the 
cerebral level. Soga Ryojin wrote an essay on the bodhisattva Dharmakara 

(Hoj/ bosatsu, who became Amitabha).'6 In a tour deforce, he identified Hojo 
(literally, store of Dharma) with the alayavijian-a, the storehouse consciousness 
in the Yogacara analysis of mind, both figure as a store of all dharmas (reali- 
ties). The result of this alignment is that the literal belief in a Pure Land may be 
reduced to a self-understanding by the innermost consciousness. This at first 

glance may seem to be so much poetic license, but it has an honourable Maha- 

yana tradition behind it. The first Pure Land master by the Japanese count 
knew such idealism; the formula "Mind-Only Pure Land" (Pure Land as a 
state of mind) is even more ancient. Just as Buddhist hells might have originat- 
ed as contemplative states of mind, so Buddhist Pure Lands might have origi- 
nated as visions of and by a purified consciousness. 

The point, however, is not whether Soga thereby resolved a dilemma by a 
psychological introjection of Pure Land, twentieth-century style. It is doubtful 
that his thesis, appreciated by pious Buddhologists, would be known or read by 
the masses of the faith. Even if it had been publicized in time, I doubt it 
changed men's feelings about the Pure Land either way. The point is that the 
standard assumed in the search for the historical Buddha cannot really affect 
the appreciation of this nonhistorical Buddha Amitabha or his idyllic Pure 
Land. The Mahayana tradition from the very beginning has cast a wide net with 
a comprehensiveness demanding no monolithic solution. Truth is or needs not 
be one or verified only by one method. The doctrine of upaya (expediency) has 
given it the flexibility required, and the end of enlightenment can justify many 
a means. And as long as that essence of enlightenment, the Dharmakaya or 
praina, though rooted in history and in precedences, retains its timeless univer- 
sality, the historical task could never endanger its effectiveness. 

We seem to have come full circle. We are back to the old theological judge- 
ment that only theJudeo-Christian tradition is historical and Buddhism is not. 
Or to put that in terms of Buddhist understanding, Buddhism is universalistic 
and profound, and Christianity is not. All that sounds good on paper but I do 
not think it accords with the simple fact of human experience on both sides. 
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Buddhists have a sense of history, though it may not be immediately recogniz- 
able as such because its time and space scale is unfamiliar to the West. But then 
one might not even have to have a sense of "history" to live responsibly in his- 
tory, any more than one has to have a diary to live ethically a life. (They might 
help to ensure a richer life but they are not prerequisites for living.) The search 
for the historical Sakyamuni might not have posed as great a challenge or a 
threat to the Buddhists as the Christian search for the historical Jesus had. But 
Buddhism does not end in an escape into a timeless Dharma; furthermore, one 
becomes only more aware that "history" is not the final standard, or that there 
are more "histories" than our notion of history may know. Christianity has its 
share of a timeless mystery that is more than a datable event; Buddhist know 
and care about the historicity of Sakyamuni enough to count their calendar 
from his parinirvdaa. Homo religiosus might live forever in that tension be- 
tween time and eternity. The way the axes cross might be different in each tra- 
dition; one always finds the faith of another man more tilted than one's own. 
Instead of noting all the minor differences as we might have to do as scholars, it 
is perhaps more important to listen to and learn to live empathically a different 
life of faith in this symphony of our world's religions. 

The search for the historical Jesus or the historical Sakyamuni may in retro- 
spect be seen as a modernist enterprise with modernist presuppositions. The 
easy fallacies and early over-optimism may now be clearer to us. The fact that 
we may never get at the truly historical personality should not prevent us from 
trying, or the fact that we learned to appreciate the wisdom of tradition should 
not mean that we suspend our critical senses. No religion, not even the most 
primitive, would root itself in pure ahistoricity. Even the mythic illus temprus 
said to prevail in "nonhistorical" faiths is rooted as much in time and history as 
far as the primitive is concerned. Perhaps in the end what we discover in any 
search for a historical founder is the eternal human drama that at all times that 
search has always been presupposed, more or less consciously but always with 
the same conviction in such facticity. Perhaps it is an old cliche to say that what 
matters in the end is the search itself and not so much the specific find-the lat- 
ter is also promised the seeker, so saidJesus, so said Sakyamuni.17 

NOTES 

1. For a review of theological trends by two theologians, see Karl Barth, From Rousseau to Ritschl 
(London: SCM Press, 1959), and Paul Tillich, Perspectives on 19th and 20th Century Protestant 
Theology, ed. Carl E. Branton (New York: Harper & Row, 1967). 

2. Actually she was receptive to early Sanskrit Mahayana traditions even though she is associated 
with the Pali Buddhists' renewed confidence. 

3. For historical background, see Ienaga Saburo et al, ed., Nihon Bukkyoshi III: kinsei, kindai 
hen (Kyoto: Hozokan, 1967); for texts, see the Iwanami series Nihon shiso daike volume on Kinsei 
Bukkyo. 

4. From his preface to his Bukkyo katsuron joron (1885) in Yoshida Kyu'ichi, ed., Bukkyo in 
GendaiNihon shiso daike, vol. 7 (Tokyo: Tsukuma, 1965), p. 72a. My translation. 

5. See excerpt, ibid., p. 151-164. 
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6. In his "Looking at the Sutras" series in the Kosei journal, Dharma World8 (February, 1981), 
pp. 40-42. This fact I did not know before. 

7. This is reasonable, but the dating of the Avatamrsaka and the Lotus is "less obvious." 
8. Whether the Chinese took Chih-i literally or not raises the prior question: What do we mean 

by "literal"? And what did they mean by it: I am borrowing here from Herbert Fingarette's iden- 
tical question posed in his chapter on "Karma and the Inner World," The Self in Transformation 
(New York: Harper Torchbook, 1965; Basic Books Inc., 1963), p. 183. 

9. Collected in Michizuki Shinko Daijo kishinron kenkyu (Kyoto: 1922). 
10. Murakami was uneasy with the sambhogakaya-traditionally assigned to Amitabha-because 

modern historical scholarship can accept the historical rupakaya and the timeless Dharmakaya but 
lacks imagination for the sambhogakaya; see Yoshida, Bukkyo, excerpt on pp. 154-155. 

11. Collected in Tokiwa Daijo, Shina Bukkyo no kenkyu II (Tokyo: Shunjusha, 1931). 
12. I borrow this contrast from my professor, Wilfred C. Smith in his discussion in "The Study 

of Religion and the Study of the Bible, "Journal of the American Academy ofReligion, 39 (1971). 
13. Anesaki worked this out in his Genshinbutsu to Hoshinbutsu (1904). 
14. See Inagaki Masami, comp. Seno'o Giro shukyo ronshu (Tokyo: Daizo, 1975). The new for- 

mula was proposed as part of his Shinko Bukkyo (1931), see p. 164-68. Seno'o was influenced by 
Anesaki. 

15. The Amitabha corpus may be "pre-Mahayana" and unaffected by the Dharma-centeredness 
that was imperative to the founding of a discrete yana. 

16. A 1963 talk, included in Yoshida, Bukkyo, pp. 259-86. 
17. It is with some hesitation that I offer this very sweeping review of modern Japanese Buddhist 

responses to the problem of the historical Buddha. Except for the parallels drawn between East and 
West, information contained in the essay can be found in any general survey of modern Japanese 
Buddhist thought. The inquiry is more a personal record of one who came originally to the Bud- 
dhist materials with the modern Western bias, wondered for some time how the Japanese scholars 
handled this problem and eventually learned to appreciate a different "arrangement" of history 
and eternity in the various Mahayana sutras and traditions. I am grateful to David Chappell for his 
comments and corrections on an earlier draft of this paper. 
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