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The Five True Vows Advocated by Master Shandao
 — A Comparative Analysis of the Infinite Life Sutra Compilation[footnoteRef:1] and the other five versions of this sutra [1:  Full Title of the Compilation of this Sutra: The Buddha Speaks of the Sutra of Infinite Life, Adornment, Purity, Impartiality and Enlightenment of the Mahayana School] 


Introduction:

The Buddha Speaks of the Sutra of Infinite Life, Adornment, Purity, Impartiality and Enlightenment of the Mahayana School is the result of the compilation from five different Chinese-translated versions of the Infinite Life Sutra from the dynasties of Han, Wei, Wu, Tang, and Song respectively. It was compiled by the eminent Upasaka Xia Lian Ju during the early 20th century. The compiled version of the sutra selected the essence of the five versions without changing the original meaning, the writing flow improved and it is believed to be easier to read and recite than the original five versions. Many eminent monks and Buddhist practitioners of the present day suggested this compilation to be the best version of the Infinite Life Sutra by far. A major scholar of the Consciousness-Only (Weishi) School once stated favourably of this compilation, ‘Clear and well-referenced, the entire content are from the original translations (the five versions) and everything covered are from the original scriptures. The compiled sutra delivers a much better flow and is easier to read and recite for the people of today. The language used is more well-defined and relatively succinct, less complex and difficult to read than the other versions. The missing parts in any of the five versions are replenished in this compilation, so it is reasonable to say that this version is the most complete version of all the other versions of the Infinite Life Sutra. It is undoubtedly the best version of this sutra that is available to the Buddhist practitioners of today’s age.’[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  https://book.bfnn.org/books/0780.htm#a01] 


The Buddha Speaks of the Sutra of Infinite Life, Adornment, Purity, Impartiality and Enlightenment of the Mahayana School contains the parts where Buddha Amitabha speaks of his Forty Eight Vows. Those great vows were made before Buddha Amitabha attained enlightenment, for the purpose of emancipating all sentient beings from suffering. It is the realisation of those great vows that made the establishment of the western Pure Land a reality. Therefore, the details of the Forty Eight Vows are equivalent to the actual extraordinary magnificence of the features of the Pure Land.

The number of great vows made by Buddha Amitabha during his cultivation and practice before the attainment of Buddhahood is different in the five original Chinese-translated versions of the Infinite Life Sutra. For instance, the version from Han dynasty has twenty four vows, the Tang dynasty version has forty eight vows, while the version from Song dynasty has thirty six vows. Although the number of vows are different in some versions, and the way they are described can vary, but the essence embedded is based on the same principles.[footnoteRef:3]  The eminent monk Master Shandao of the Tang dynasty advocated five of those vows to be the five true vows. The five true vows are regarded as the heart and core of the Forty Eight Vows, and are described as the heart and marrow of Amitabha.[footnoteRef:4] The five vows are namely the vows of All shall attain enlightenment for certain; Boundless light; Infinite life; Glorified by Buddhas of All Lands; With ten invocations, one will surely be born in the Pure land. This essay is a comparative analysis on the five true vows of the Infinite Life Sutra Compilation and their corresponding parts from the five translated versions of this sutra.  [3:  https://book.bfnn.org/books/0786.htm]  [4:  http://www.fosss.org/JingTu/DaJingKeZhu/154.html] 


Comparative Analysis of the Five True Vows:

i) 12 All shall attain enlightenment for certain （The Buddha Speaks of the Sutra of Infinite Life, Adornment, Purity, Impartiality and Enlightenment of the Mahayana School）        

This vow illustrates Amitabha’s hope that once the sentient beings are born in the Pure Land, they will for certain attain perfect enlightenment in that one lifetime; in other words, they will ultimately achieve Buddhahood and enter nirvana. Once gained rebirth in that land, the living beings do not have to suffer from samsara in the six realms; under the blessings of Buddha Amitabha, they shall remain in the Pure Land to cultivate themselves until Buddhahood is attained. Buddha Amitabha’s great wisdom and compassion is shown through this vow.
Source of the compiled scripture:
Provided I become a Buddha (Han), all beings (Song) who are born in my land should depart from discrimination and have all senses in equanimity (Song). If they do not reach Nirvana for certain (Tang), then may I not attain perfect enlightenment (Wei).
Original scripture of the five versions: Please see Appendix 1
Analysis:
As for the original four translated versions that provide the corresponding content in this regard, the beginnings and endings of these passages are very similar. They explain that the vows are only realised if Buddhahood is attained and in a way the realisation of the vows are considered the accomplishments of his cultivation. The terms used in the four versions, such as nirvana, abiding in the certainty of attaining enlightenment until extinction, Anuttara Samyak Sambodhi all refer to the attainment of unsurpassed enlightenment, in other words, Buddhahood. The verses ‘departing from discrimination and have all senses in equanimity’ was selected from the Song version of the sutra, it’s an important verse to be noted. All senses refer to the senses of sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch and the mind. Discrimination signifies the attachment to self and phenomena; equanimity indicates that one is free from afflictions.[footnoteRef:5] When one is not attached to self and phenomena and can be free from afflictions, then he/she can be said to have entered the state of Nirvana. The compilation of this verse shows the order of cultivation, so it was crucial to not omit the verse from the Song version. [5:  https://book.bfnn.org/books/0786.htm] 

ii) 13 Boundless Light （The Buddha Speaks of the Sutra of Infinite Life, Adornment, Purity, Impartiality and Enlightenment of the Mahayana School）        

This vow explains that Buddha Amitabha’s light is boundless, and this boundless light exists to benefit the boundless number of sentient beings and helps to overcome all obstacles. It can be seen from this that Amitabha made his vows in the interest of all sentient beings.
Source of the compiled scripture:
Provided I become a Buddha, my boundless light (Wei, Tang) will shine upon all ten directions of space （Wei, Tang） and surpass the light emanated by all the other Buddhas; such light is more pervasive than the luminosity of the sun and the moon by thousands and billions of times (Wu, Han)…… Otherwise, may I not attain perfect enlightenment (Wei). 
Analysis:
As for the original four translated versions that provide the corresponding content in this regard, the beginnings and endings of these passages are very similar. Both Wei and Tang versions mentioned that if Dharmakara bhiksu (Amitabha) does not obtain boundless light after he becomes the Buddha, then may he not attain perfect enlightenment; as it is clearly stated in the sutra that Dharmakara bhiksu had already attained the unsurpassed enlightenment, so as a result, in his Buddhahood, Amitabha’s light is immeasurable. The descriptions used in the four versions to illustrate the innumerable places that are illuminated by his light can be summarised by the term “ten directions.” East, west, south, north and their four corners add to give eight directions, the directions above and below sum up to ten directions, which connotates every corner of space. It is reasonable to say that it was appropriate for the compilation to select the term “ten directions” to define all the Buddha lands. Venerable Wang Xi from Japan once explained that, ‘ten directions indicate boundless land, the number of sentient beings is also incalculable, and therefore the compassion of the Buddhas and the Bodhisattvas are also immeasurable, boundless light is used to describe their compassion.[footnoteRef:6] ‘My boundless light surpasses the light emanated by all the other Buddhas; such light is more pervasive than the luminosity of the Sun and the Moon by thousands and billions of times’, this quote is from the Wu and Han versions. This verse shows that the light of Amitabha exceeds that of all the Buddhas and used the luminosity of the Sun and the Moon to express the brightness of his light. The size of the light of each Buddha is dependent on the extent of vows they made during their cultivation at causal stage. So it can be gathered that the vows made by Buddha Amitabha at his causal stage exceed that of all the other Buddhas. So it is stated in this complication that Amitabha, who manifests the greatest light of all, is the great Dharma king amongst all Buddhas.[footnoteRef:7] When compared with the other four versions of this sutra, this compilation has selected their essence without changing the original meaning, therefore is more complete. [6:  ]  [7:  https://book.bfnn.org/books/0786.htm] 

iii) 15 Infinite Life （The Buddha Speaks of the Sutra of Infinite Life, Adornment, Purity, Impartiality and Enlightenment of the Mahayana School）        

This vow explains that all sentient beings reborn in the Pure Land will have infinite life. Venerable Cheng Xian of Japan once stated that the feature of infinite life is the utmost merit of the Pure Land Sect of Buddhism. He also stated, ‘The most frightening factor for Buddhist practitioners is death. When death parts us from our cultivation, it is the root of our Dharma regression. Even we are able to have many opportunities to hear Dharma, meet saint and like-minded practitioners, make offerings to Buddhas and are free from suffering, but when our life ends, all become meaningless; like a jade cup without its bottom. That’s why this vow is the most important.’[footnoteRef:8] Therefore, having infinite life is a crucial factor if one wants to cultivate to achieve enlightenment in one lifetime. [8:  https://book.bfnn.org/books/0786.htm] 

Source of the compiled scripture:
Provided I become a Buddha (Han), my life will be of infinite length (all five versions); the life of the innumerable Sravakas, heavenly beings in my land (Wu, Wei, Tang) will also be of infinite length (all five versions)…… then may I not attain perfect enlightenment.
Analysis:
As for the original five translated versions that provide the corresponding content in this regard, the beginnings and endings of these passages are very similar. The compilation selected “life will be of infinite length” to summarise the different descriptions of infinite life in the other translated versions, the original meaning remained the same, but the language used in the compilation is more succinct and has a better flow. “Innumerable Sravakas, heavenly beings in my land” was selected from the versions of Wu and Wei; Arhat belongs to the attainment of Sravakas, so the compilation chose to use Sravakas to act for Arhat in the Wu version.
iv) 17 Glorified by All Buddhas（The Buddha Speaks of the Sutra of Infinite Life, Adornment, Purity, Impartiality and Enlightenment of the Mahayana School）        

This vow demonstrates the great wisdom and compassion of Buddha Amitabha. The accomplishment of this vow has enabled the Buddhist practitioners of today hear and learn the Dharma from the Pure Land School and the name of Amitabha. If it was not for this vow, Buddha Sakyamuni might not have taught this Dharma to the living beings in the Saha wolrd and introduce the ways to be reborn in the Pure Land.        
Source of the compiled scripture:
Provided I become a Buddha (Han), if the innumerable Buddhas (Tang) of the worlds of ten quarters (Wei) do not glorify my name (Wei) and speak the merits and the virtuous facts of my land (Han, Tang, Wu) , then may I not attain perfect enlightenment. 	
Analysis:
As for the original four translated versions that provide the corresponding content in this regard, the beginnings and endings of these passages are very similar. The compilation selected “ten quarters” to illustrate the descriptions used for innumerable Buddha lands in the other versions. It includes all corners of space. Classical Chinese was used in most of the other versions for this vow, so it can be relatively difficult to read. The compilation used modern Chinese, it became easier to read. The compilation combined the parts of “glorify my name” from the Wei version and “speak the merits and the virtuous facts of my land” from the other versions to make the sutra more complete while keeping all the original meaning.
v) 18 With ten invocations, one will surely be born in the Pure land（The Buddha Speaks of the Sutra of Infinite Life, Adornment, Purity, Impartiality and Enlightenment of the Mahayana School）        

In the five true vows, the 18th vow is the utmost important vow. The most significant chapter of the compiled sutra is chapter six “Proclamation of the Great Vows”, and the 18th vow is considered the most significant among the forty eight vows, it is seen as the core of Amitabha’s great vows, as well as the heart and marrow of the two teachers of the Saha land and the Pure Land respectively, namely Buddha Sakyamuni and Buddha Amitabha. Their greatest compassion and wisdom is shown through this vow.[footnoteRef:9] This vow delivers the method of chanting the Buddha’s name.  [9:  https://book.bfnn.org/books/0780.htm#a01] 

       
Source of the compiled scripture:
Provided I become a Buddha, if the beings of the ten quarters after having heard my Name (Tang), rejoice in the Dharma with utmost faith and sincerity (Wei), wholeheartedly dedicate all their virtuous roots so as to be reborn in my land, should not be born there within as few as ten repetitions of the invocation of my Name, then may I not attain perfect enlightenment (Tang), except for those who have committed the five deadly sins, and who have blasphemed the true Dharma (Wei).
Analysis: 
As for the original two translated versions that provide the corresponding content in this regard, the beginnings and endings of these passages are very similar, they both talked about the exception of not being able to be reborn in the Pure Land. The compilation combined the key points from the Wei and the Tang versions, refined and completed the conditions and the method for being born in the Pure Land within ten invocations of the Buddha’s name. Faith, aspiration and practice are the foundation for being reborn in the Pure Land. Utmost sincerity is faith; wholeheartedly dedicate all their virtuous roots so as to be reborn in my land is aspiration and chanting ten invocation of the Buddha’s name is practice. The Wei version did not have the part of dedicating all virtuous roots to be reborn in the Pure Land, and the Tang version missed the foundation of faith. So by combining the two versions, the vow is more complete. In this way, the 18th vow is truly the core of Amitabha’s vows. So the work of compilation is undoubtedly necessary for the completeness and precision that the Infinite Life Sutra wants to bring to practitioners of the future. Its significance should not be neglected for those who wish to practise the Pure Land Sect of Buddhism.

Appendix 1
  
1、第十二願：定成正覺願
原譯本經文：

[bookmark: 0281b09]我作佛時，我國中人民住止盡般泥洹；不爾者，我不作佛。《漢譯》[footnoteRef:10] [10:   CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說無量清淨平等覺經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0361_001, 2018年9月5日。] 

吳譯本：無
[bookmark: 0268a12][bookmark: 0093c08]設我得佛，國中人天不住定聚必至滅度者，不取正覺。《魏譯》[footnoteRef:11]
若我成佛，國中有情若不決定成等正覺、證大涅槃者，不取菩提。《唐譯》[footnoteRef:12] [11:   CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說無量壽經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0360_001, 2018年9月5日。
]  [12:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《大寶積經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T11n0310_017, 2018年9月5日。
] 

[bookmark: 0319b05][bookmark: 0319b06][bookmark: 0319b07]世尊！我得菩提成正覺已，十方世界所有眾生，令生我剎如諸佛土。人天之眾，遠離分別諸根寂靜；悉皆令得阿耨多羅三藐三菩提。《宋譯》[footnoteRef:13] [13:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說大乘無量壽莊嚴經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T11n0310_017, 2018年9月5日。
] 

2、第十三願：光明無量願
原譯本經文：

我作佛時，令我光明勝於日月、諸佛之明百億萬倍，炤無數天下窈冥之處皆常大明, ……不爾者，我不作佛。《漢譯》[footnoteRef:14] [14:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說無量清淨平等覺經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0361_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

使某作佛時。令我頂中。光明絕好。勝於日月之明百千億萬倍。絕勝諸佛。光明焰照。諸無央數天下。幽冥之處。皆當大明。《吳譯》[footnoteRef:15] [15:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說阿彌陀三耶三佛薩樓佛檀過度人道經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0362_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

設我得佛。光明有能限量。下至不照百千億那由他諸佛國者。不取正覺。《魏譯》[footnoteRef:16] [16:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說無量壽經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0360_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

若我成佛。光明有限。下至不照億那由他百千及算數佛剎者。不取菩提。《唐譯》[footnoteRef:17] [17:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《大寶積經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T11n0310_017, 2018年9月5日。
] 

《宋譯》：無

3、第十五願：壽命無量願
 原譯本經文：
我作佛時, ……欲共計知我年壽幾千萬億劫。令無能知壽涯底者。不爾者，我不作佛。《漢譯·十四願》[footnoteRef:18] [18:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說無量清淨平等覺經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0361_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

我作佛時。人民有來生我國者。除我國中人民所願。餘人民壽命無有能計者。不爾者，我不作佛。《漢譯·十五願》[footnoteRef:19] [19:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說無量清淨平等覺經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0361_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

使某作佛時。令八方上下。…….共欲計數。知我年壽幾千億萬劫歲數。皆令無有能極知壽者。得是願乃作佛。不得是願終不作佛。《吳譯·十九願》[footnoteRef:20] [20:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說阿彌陀三耶三佛薩樓佛檀過度人道經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0362_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

使某作佛時。令我國中諸菩薩、阿羅漢壽命無央數劫。得是願乃作佛。不得是願終不作佛。《吳譯·二十一願》[footnoteRef:21] [21:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說阿彌陀三耶三佛薩樓佛檀過度人道經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0362_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

設我得佛。壽命有能限量。下至百千億那由他劫者。不取正覺。《魏譯·十三願》[footnoteRef:22] [22:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說無量壽經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0360_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

設我得佛。國中人天。壽命無能限量。除其本願修短自在。若不爾者。不取正覺。《魏譯·十五願》[footnoteRef:23] [23:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說無量壽經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0360_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

唐譯本：若我成佛。壽量有限，乃至俱胝那由他百千及算數劫者。不取菩提。《唐譯·十三願》[footnoteRef:24] [24:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《大寶積經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T11n0310_017, 2018年9月5日。
] 

若我成佛。國中有情壽量有限齊者。不取菩提。唯除願力而受生者。《唐譯·十五願》[footnoteRef:25] [25:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說大乘無量壽莊嚴經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T11n0310_017, 2018年9月5日。
] 

世尊。我得菩提成正覺已。所有眾生令生我剎。命不中夭。壽百千俱胝那由他劫。悉皆令得阿耨多羅三藐三菩提。《宋譯·十願》[footnoteRef:26] [26:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說大乘無量壽莊嚴經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T11n0310_017, 2018年9月5日。
] 

4、第十七願：諸佛稱嘆願
原譯本經文：
我作佛時。令我名聞八方上下無數佛國。諸佛各於弟子眾中。嘆我功德國土之善。《漢譯·十七願》[footnoteRef:27] [27:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說無量清淨平等覺經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0361_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

使某作佛時。令我名字。皆聞八方上下無央數佛國。皆令諸佛。各於比丘僧大坐中。說我功德國土之善。《吳譯·第四願》[footnoteRef:28] [28:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說阿彌陀三耶三佛薩樓佛檀過度人道經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0362_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

設我得佛。十方世界無量諸佛。不悉咨嗟稱我名者。不取正覺。《魏譯·十七願》[footnoteRef:29] [29:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說無量壽經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0360_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

若我成佛。彼無量剎中無數諸佛，不共咨嗟稱嘆我國者。不取正覺。《唐譯·十七願》[footnoteRef:30] [30:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《大寶積經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T11n0310_017, 2018年9月5日。
] 

宋譯本：無
5、第十八願：十念必生願
       
原譯本經文：
漢譯本：無
吳譯本：無
設我得佛。十方眾生至心信樂欲生我國，乃至十念，若不生者，不取正覺。唯除五逆、誹謗正法。《魏譯·十八願》[footnoteRef:31] [31:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《佛說無量壽經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T12n0360_001, 2018年9月5日。
] 

若我證得無上覺時。餘佛剎中諸有情類聞我名已，所有善根心心回向願生我國，乃至十念若不生者。不取菩提。唯除造無間惡業、誹謗正法及諸聖人。《唐譯·十八願》[footnoteRef:32] [32:  CBETA 漢文大藏經：《大寶積經》，http://tripitaka.cbeta.org/T11n0310_017, 2018年9月5日。
] 

宋譯本：無
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