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The Infinite Life Sutra:
A preliminary comparison between the Compilation version and
the five original versions—

Focusing on Nineteenth and Twentieth Vows

1. Introduction

The Infinite Life Sutra (& & & % )is the central text of the Pureland School. It
recorded in Sanskrit how the monk Dharmakara (Treasury of the Dharma) Bhikshu ( the
name of Amitoufo prior to his attaining Enlightenment, ;* &+ %) made and fulfilled
his great vows; the environment of the Pure Land; the true merits of the Bodhisattvas
there; the immigrant condition of the Bodhisattvas from the ten directions; explaining
the damage of doubting the Buddha’s wisdoms and capability of sentient beings to have
access to the Pureland. Besides, it also stated The Three grades of aspirants®. By
contrast, to make practitioners let go of the world we live in here, it described the Five
Evils of the Saha world?.  This Sutra clarified the whole picture of the Pureland.

This classic was introduced into Chinese in the Han Dynasty (206BC-220AD). In the
long river of history, there were twelve translations published but only five survived.
The differences between each version are quite large. It is very difficult to read every
version, but if we read-only one version, it is probable to miss important details.
Consequently, during these thousands of years, there are not many people who read this
Infinite Life Sutra.

In the early years of the Republic of China (1912-?), Buddhism Master Xialian Gong( %
i &) worked hard, to change the manuscript ten times and combined five original
translations of Han, Wei (220-266), Wu (222-280), Tang (618-907) and Song (960-
1279), after several years, The Buddha Speaks the Mahayana, Infinite Life, Adornment,
Purity, Impartiality, and Enlightenment Sutra (# 3%+ k& € & & pif 2 T 8 £ %)
had come out.

The interpretation is concise which is easy to remember and read; therefore, it widely
spread and benefits many people, so it is praised that this is an excellent edition. If
we cannot study the difference between this version and the five original translations,
we do not know the deep meaning behind his translation. Only if we achieve an in-

1 The method how to attain rebirth in the PureLand.
2 The world where Sakyamuni promotes his teachings.



depth study of the Great Forty-eight Vows of Amituofo can we have wholly understood
the Buddha’s generosity which can lead to believing a practitioner vows to have the
rebirth in the Pureland and chanting the Buddha-name. Today, | collect the nineteenth
and twentieth vows of the sixth chapter of Master Xia’s translation and compare it with
the five original versions, trying to analyse and summarize the advantages of his edition.
First, I shall compare the text of the compilation and the original translations; using his
version, | shall analyse and summarize the characteristics of this text; and finally, come
to a conclusion.

2.Comparison between the compilation version and the five original
texts

According to the outline of forty-eight vows that made by Master Ching Kong, the texts
| shall discuss below are named ‘Awakened aspiration upon hearing the Name (the
nineteenth vow)’ and ‘Receiving to Pure land upon one’s demise (the twentieth vow)’ :
‘Provided I become a Buddha, the beings of the ten quarters after having heard my
name, develop the mind of Bodhi, resolutely cultivate the various meritorious virtues,
practice with sincerity the six paramitas without regression, dedicate all virtuous roots
to the true cause of rebirth in my land and wholeheartedly concentrate on the invocation
of my name day and night unceasingly (the nineteenth vow); at the moment when their
deaths arrive, I shall be accompanied by an assembly of great Bodhisattvas to appear
before them, and in a split-second they are received to my land and all become
Avaivartika Bodhisattvas; should this not be fulfilled (should it not come to pass that),
then may I not attain perfect Enlightenment (the twentieth vow)3.’

Next, I shall respectively list each comparison of the five original translations with the
compilation version.

In general, the translation version of Han Dynasty which named The Buddha Speaks
Infinite Purity, Impartiality, and Enlightenment Sutra (# 3 & 2 5% T % % )is
similar to the compilation edition except for a little wording difference®.

As for the translation version of Wu Dynasty (# .17 5 F2 = B8 = @ L 4546 A 4

i %), the relative texts in it with compilation edition are the sixth vow, the seventh

vow, and the second half of the fourth vow®. What is more, the texts here which are

3 The texts in Chinese of nineteenth and twentieth vows of compilation version made by Master Xia
are: ‘FRAFMEENG > +J7 4L - BITRASE > ER0 » BelIE > BTNEE - BENE - 82
SRR A > FEAETRE] - — ORIk ERAET o FRESENT > IRELEEETE ST - &HRR
BUAFRA » (EFTMERECETE - M2 FEUES <

4 The translation version of Han Dynasty in Chinese: '+ : #%KX A RIES) 2 MERIREZTF » &RE
BEARAEFRE - NRETAMER o +/\ : FAEEIT - sEFEIARAIFEEEE - B ofFEL -
ERIF BRI R - RITHZ FATRIL > BIEA REIEFEERE » REREEFRAEG -

5 (Z) The translation version of Wu Dynasty in Chinese: ‘55X A K - IETRIES) > ST L5 » BER
OB EFREE - BORERE - SERIE - NMSEEAEAER - (CBHFRRE)F N5
FRAEFEE - /7 BT SRR - ERAR  BEEB TS FURERE - ARG
1B - oMl - GHERET ~ HUCAE ~ BBEEAER - aRebrT - BEIEIESE ~ BE e sR4EFKR



more complicated explains the meaning further than other versions.
Then, let us see the translation version of the Wei Dynasty, overall, the compilation
translation fit the meaning with this text; however, the two vows of the corresponding
scripture opposite to each other®.
After that, here comes the translation version of the Tang Dynasty. The texts of the
first-half nineteenth vow and twentieth vow express the meaning of the nineteenth vow
in the compilation version ‘Awakened aspiration upon hearing the Name’’, at the same
time, the second half of the nineteenth vow show the meaning of the twentieth
vow( compilation version); that is, the nineteenth vow of Tang’s edition’s meaning
including these two vows’ meaning.

Lastly, here list the translation version of the Song Dynasty, it similar to the condition

of Wei Dynasty’s translation, these two vows are in opposite order®.

Through preliminary comparison, | find out three points:

(1) Besides the editions of Han and Wu, the vow texts of the rest three versions here
are in different order.

(2) Sometimes, the original versions have the condition that one vow’s texts include
two vows’ meaning of compilation version, like the edition of Tang; sometimes,the
texts of compilation version include two vows’ range, like the edition of Tang Wu.

(3) The five versions are consistent with respect to the core meaning, however, there
are little different between each version; some versions’ texts are simple, yet some
are more complicated in words.

In next chapter, I shall excerpt each word in Chinese of Master Xia’s edition to analyse

where are the origins of these pieces from, and further, understand the deep meaning

behind Master Xia’s compilation.

3.Texts analyse

B{EETE o (S2REOEM  NSERRECRIEM - S50HF - (FHEAEHEE > £/ \ 5 LT > g
B sERAR > HEBRTFESZA 0 BIESEE » F{T/NREEL > BEDPFIRSREH - BrEa
BEROE T — ek TRE - ERAEE - %E—Ai’ﬁﬁ(ﬂﬁf FRRPEEEE S E AR E ?Téﬁ Al
Z Bz AEFRE - RIVEPIEARECEE - EBI - 52/ 9EM - K{%%FEZQXYF{#
5 The translation version of Wei Dynasty in Chinese:’ ﬁz{?{# T+ A E IR LR S I
TEA > BOEEAERE > ARZE > AEUEE - (SR8 E - +77 eSS0 OB
o BOLEFRACEIRE - BEE&RE - B2 K@iﬁﬁlz’*fﬁﬁ)\w% AHUIERE - (+71)
7 The translation version of Tang Dynasty in Chinese: ’%?k‘hjzﬁ% ﬁAfmTUiﬁu%méééf%ﬁ@ &
NERFTREE S B LAS R [ FEA MR EE (T TLATE) - SR - e ATA AR IR
% DAC SR A a8 o« F5R AT R (1) AR DUI?ZQHT ﬁzéﬁ%thﬁﬁ’i THEA
il o S AEE o AAUEE - (T)11g)
8 The translation version of Song Dynasty in Chinese: ‘121 » I{EEIEKIEEE » Fre T TR
B ARUIRE - FERRE TR  ERESREREKAE s AL BES
T?ET%F B — R o (PS> WESRRIEED - FrARAERETR %E%ﬁ?%w
FLERE AR o fran gt o MBS ARG A A - KHREIRERR 0 BE S
WM =5 = - (+2)



In this section, we shall discuss the sources of the two vows and the characteristics of
the compilation version.

The scripts ‘Provided I become a Buddha’(#* ¥ i p¥) was taken from the Han edition.
‘The beings of the ten quarters after having heard my name’ (- * %4 ~ B 2 £ 5)
This sentence was chosen from the version of Wei, compare to other versions, the
characters ‘ten quarters’(-+ =) indicates the widest range and the words it used is the
simplest, therefore, is good for reading. The term ‘Develop the mind of Bodhi,
resolutely cultivate the various meritorious virtues’ (3 & #% < > 12 3 # 4%,) selected
from the Wei translation (the nineteenth vow) which is common to the Tang and Song.
As for the translations of Han and Wu, the words they use are not so obvious for
practitioners to realize the meaning of ‘generating the bodhi mind’®, but to generate the
bodhi mind, single-mindedly chant “Amituofo” is the essential teaching in Pure Land
School. Therefore, the former version is suitable. Yet, the term ‘cultivate the various
meritorious virtues’ in the rest four translations, each has its statement®. In general, the
utmost virtues for practitioners in Pureland School is to chant “Amituofo” which can
include all virtues.

The texts ‘Practice with sincerity the six paramitas without regression’ (% 7 = & %
% )came from the Tang translation which has a subtle differences from the compilation
version!!, in Tang’s edition, it refer to the text Prajiaparamita sitra om de seks
paramitaer (~ F32AE> & 2§ % ). Because the content mainly discusses the
wisdom of Prajna by talking about six paramitas; in addition, the use of six paramitas
can highlight the spirit of Mahayana Buddhism. According to the statement above,
therefore, in my opinion, this is the reason why Master Xia simplify the Sutra’s name
into ‘Six paramitas’.

Next, the scripts list as follow: ‘dedicate all virtuous roots to the true cause of rebirth in
my land and wholeheartedly concentrate on the invocation of my name day and night
unceasingly’( ™ L 2w o FRA AR > - o AN F 7 T

About the “virtuous roots,’ it original from the Tang version, and only the Song edition
recorded*?mentioned it. Compare this two version, although the word ‘dedicate merits
to be reborn’('+ ) is similar to ¢ with one’s expectations to be reborn’ (4 &, 2 ), it

seems that the attitude of the former one is more determined for the practitioners.

% The texts they use in the translations of Wu and Han are ‘B5 7R EEFEAK A Fe B’ (Han edition) , ‘B~
ZLEEFEE o BORAETE - (the fourth vow) and FHEZFH =LA - AORAEFKEL (the
sixth vow) (Tang edition), respectively.

10 The scripts in Chinese of the translations are ‘5 (& A A {F &’ (Han edition), ‘FHFIZS
(== =Py =L i) A f?%i’iﬁﬁﬁ BUEZARE ~ AR ~ BT ~ BBEEAESE ~ BREalk’ (Wu
edition), ‘B AFRFTHE E RS (Tang edition), ‘FESE =R’ (Song edition) respectively.

11 The text they use in the translations of Han, Wei and Tang are,: ‘S5 A A FEiEEE , THE
A and “EEETNTE and ‘KA FRFTEEIE54E respectively.

L EEIRE R R AE



‘Rebirth in my land’(Fg 2 #* ) came from Wei’s translation, due to the scripture seems
to have duplicates part'3, the compilation version are more simplified into one vow.
Each version’s meaning is very close, nevertheless, it actually comes from the vow in
Tang’s translation ‘If one mindful chanting of “Amituofo” ten times at the end of one’s
life one can attain rebirth in the Western Pure Land.’(-+ 4 ¢ # ) which complies with
these two vows each version.

“Wholeheartedly concentrate on the invocation of my name day and night
unceasingly’(— <~ & # » & & 7 #%7)

Only the Wu’s translation recorded this sentence, based on this term; Master Xia
simplified it to highlight the merits of chanting Buddha's. ** Because the origin texts
are ‘One wholeheartedly concentrate on one’s mind to wants to give rebirth in my
land’( - = 4 #tc 24 2 ®). This is very similar to the way that the Master
Kumarajiva(*§ & % ) translated the name of Amitabha Sutra. In Pureland School,
one of the practice methods is chanting “Amitoufo,” when Master Kumarajiva
translated Amitabha Sutra, he hides its name into one aspect and changing the title to
‘Amitabha.” This makes everyone who sees or reads this title directly be enhanced by
the supportive powers of Amitabha Buddha and all other Buddhas in the ten directions.
The term ‘At the moment when their deaths arrive’(fi& % B#) original from the Wei
translation. ‘I shall be accompanied by an assembly of great Bodhisattvas to appear
before them’(#' &2 3% & & % IR # =) This sentence was the combination of the three
versions of Wei, Wu and Tang . The editions of Han, Wei, Tang, and Song only refers
to ‘bhikkhu’ ( ** # ) whereas Wu’s translation version specially added the
Bodhisattvas®®.  This highlight the supportive powers and vows of Amitabha Buddha
‘in a split-second they are received to my land’((§7f € & > ¢ 4 2 X[)The sentence
came from the Song translation, there are only subtle differences in meaning. ‘All
become Avaivartika Bodhisattvas; should this not be fulfilled (should it not come to
pass that).” (iFfP{€£AX3R & f& > 7 ¥ 2) Originally came from the translation of
Wau, there is no such statement in the version of Wei, and Tang, but existed in the Han
and Song version’®, Avaivartika means non-retrogressions which on behalf of them will
become Buddha in one life. The last term ‘Then may I not attain perfect

Enlightenment.” Came from the Wei’s translation.

3. Conclusions

13 The piece of scripts of the nineteenth and twentieth vows of Wei’s translation in Chinese are as
follow,: ‘Lo FEAC A FRET, 22 Cala] AR A= FR =R

W BERAEE -

15 The texts of Wu’s translation: ‘B[ B S o] 2 JE e R 7 2>

16 The texts of Han'’s translation ‘E[IZ2 4= FE{EFfE#LEL and Song’s translation” & B 13[#52%
=30 — R



Through the comparison and analysing, we can get some points from the cooperation
between Master Xia’s compilation and the five original translations. Firstly, Master
Xia’s compilation version not only makes texts more smoothly and clearly but also can
make texts more concise and follow the original meaning of the texts. Secondly,
although the two vows which I have chosen from the five original translations have
different positions in these translations, Master Xia combine the two vows to one and
explain the relationship between the two vows, which can make the meaning of the
Pure Land School easy to understand. Finally, the Master Xia’s compilation version not
only saves the unique and significant contents of the five original translations but clarify
their essences. I find some advantages of the compilation version after I study the two
vows: first, it is easy to remember, read and cultivate; secondly, its texts are simple but
rich in meanings. Thirdly, its words are fluent and self-contained. Because of limited
time, I have to choose only two vows from the forty-eight vows to research. If more
people can join this project and compare whole contents between Master Xia’s
compilation and the five original translations, it will help us to understand Master Xia’s
thoughts and find the breakthrough: Master Xia’s compilation is an excellent version
of The Infinite Life Sutra.
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