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John White
PREFACE
For fifteen years now, you have been asking me to come each year to talk to you in the Temple, and each year I become more acutely aware of how ignorant I am, of how little I know.

As far as today is concerned, quite apart from not knowing Japanese, as you are all too well aware, I also know no Chinese, no Pali, and no Sanskrit.

On the cover of the pamphlet containing this latest Talk, you will see two circles and a dot.

One circle represents Buddhism, the other, linguistics or language, and the black dot where they touch, what I know about either.

The only thing wrong with the diagram is that the circles are too small and the dot too large.

This is not a matter of self-denigration or of false modesty. It is simply a fact.

SHOGYOJI, BUDDHISM AND LANGUAGE.
Many people think of language simply as a means of communicating existing, known facts and opinions, and of foreign languages as only a nuisance that has to be overcome in order to say things that could be said so much more easily and precisely in their own tongues.

This is a huge mistake.

In addition to ordering and controlling our experiences of the world, the essence of language is to give birth to ideas, and in every language there are thoughts which cannot come into existence, much less be precisely expressed, in another language, no matter how knowledgeable or experienced the translator may be.

It is one of the tragedies of the modern world that every year hundreds of individual languages cease to exist, with the result that thoughts that could only be thought in those languages vanish with them; can never be thought again.

To take the simplest of European examples, there is, to my knowledge, no accurate way of translating that very common French word, esprit, into English. Whatever is done, the subtleties and the nuances drift away like mist on a morning breeze.

No word in any European language can capture the endless overtones and reverberations of bushido in Japanese, and that leads on to the realisation of something that is even more profound.

It is only through a deep and wide ranging understanding, not only of the culture, but of the precise historical context that brought such words into existence, that their meaning can ever be fully realised or, in the case of long dead civilizations, even partially recaptured.
Moreover, in any language, although a given word may remain unchanged, its meaning may, with the passage of time be quite radically transformed.

In England, in the late middle ages, a squire was the youthful attendant or armour​bearer of a knight, but by the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the word had come to mean a prominent member of the landed gentry.

Such changes can easily take place, not merely over centuries, but in a matter of a decade or so. When I was young to say that a man was rather queer merely meant that he was a little peculiar. If you said you were feeling a bit queer, you simply implied hat you were a bit off‑colour and not feeling too well.

However, for several decades of the twentieth century to say that a man was queer or, following on from that he was a queer, was to say that he was a homosexual, and this has been replaced in recent decades by the adjective gay.

That is a great pity since, quite apart from any derogatory overtones, it has made it impossible, at the moment to use what is, in any other context, a charming word, which once, among other things, gave a special nuance to being light‑hearted.

Even more significant is the fact that in what we all of us say of our own most intimate and most precious personal experiences, words constantly change their meanings. I wrote a poem about it for this talk, which goes like this:‑

I tell you

I love you

and always 

it is the same 

love

and never 

the same. 

Forty years ago 

that one word 

was not 

the same word 

that it is now.

What I was, 

what you were 

then

are not 

what you are 

or I am 

now.

Each day 

each month 

each year 

each decade

that word 

is a new word.

The spelling 

is always 

the same 

but what it says,

that changes 

from moment 

to moment

is something 

different

not only 

to us

but to every 

lover

who is 

or has been 

or will be.

Reality 

cannot be trapped 

in a word

or a word 

be moved

in time 

or in space

or 

be translated 

unchanged.

When, beyond the short span of a single lifetime, there is the added complication of translation from a distant past and from another language or sequence of languages, and neither the author, the precise place of origin, nor even the century in which the text was written are known for certain, it does not take a lot of imagination to see the problems which may arise.

The Buddhist usage of the term emptiness of which I have spoken before, is of course quite different from the everyday meaning of the word, since it is not just a simple reference to a void.

It is, instead, a recognition that there is no such thing as an independent, permanent self, and that everything is interdependent and subject to continuous change.

This concept seems to me to be surprisingly applicable to languages and, indeed, to words themselves. To use a related Buddhist term, the idea that a word is a static, unchanging entity is indeed an illusion, although we often tend to forget the fact.

Buddhism, as a descriptive term, is a coat of many colours, instantly recognisable for what it is, yet constantly changing in its cut as it is carried from country to country and as the centuries go by; Hinayana and Mahayana, Zen and Shin; the contrasts are often striking.

Indeed, it is a sobering thought that, as Professor Masahiro Shimoda has so cogently observed, we can know nothing of what Sakyamuni Buddha actually said and did; all that we do know is what he is said to have said and done, as reported hundreds of years after his death by different writers, each with their own interests and points of view, and with varying access to the then existing oral tradition.

What we have, to use a different metaphor, is a constantly changing and evolving stream of Buddhist practice and tradition, which, like the Delta of the Ganges after that river's junction with the Bramahputra, spreads out in innumerable different channels, endlessly changing course and merging, separating and recombining, with the passage of millennia.

Returning to the basic problems of meaning and translation, in Japanese, ju is ten. It is also a gun. Try putting that into English in one word.

In English, a primate is either the highest ranking prelate in a nation or in a major religious grouping such as Shin Buddhism, or any of an order of mammals including the tarsiers, lemurs, marmosets, monkeys, apes and man, and even, in one major system of classification, bats.

In any language a given word may have a whole series of extant, possible meanings, and if a particular one of them is not dictated by the context, translators are free to choose whichever one they prefer or believe to be the most appropriate in the circumstances, and this choice is, of course a subjective decision which is governed by the translator's background and personal taste or bias.

A given translation seldom has the status of objective fact and is often more of a paraphrase or, if you like, a parallel text, which may constantly vary in its closeness to, or distance from, whatever was set down in the original language.

Quite apart from the problems involved in the process of translation, we often forget the way that, even in the seemingly simplest things that we do each day, the language that we use to move about in and to keep control of our world, also controls us and conditions the ways in which we think.

We perhaps do not realise as we should that to count or to use collective nouns, as we do all the time, and which form a vital part of everyday speech, is, in fact, to steal their individuality both from things and from people.

If you say to me that Chimyo sama and Oga san and Sanae Takehara were in the room when you entered, I have in my mind's eye three very different persons.

But if you say there were three people there, their individuality, and with it even their gender, has entirely vanished.

The Pirahā, who live among the myriad trees of the Amazon jungle do not count, and have no desire to count.

They never even speak of two trees, much less of ten, or a thousand.

When they travel a world that they know like the backs of their hands, what they see is a tree, and a tree, and a tree, each one a complete individual in all respects, and that is the richness of the life that they wish to live.

It also means, of course, that they never enter, or even come near to entering, the world which seems so natural to all of us.

Just think what you do when you say that there are thirteen billion Chinese in the world, or a hundred of the enemy on the side of that hill; how much easier misunderstanding, and even killing becomes.

This is why the deep meaning of the Buddhist use of the term encounter, with which you are all so familiar, is so important, and it is in making encounters between people who speak different languages possible that translation comes into its own.

It also brings with it inherent risks.

The main texts which tell us of Sakyamuni Buddha were, for centuries, part of an oral tradition and only written down in Pali or Sanskrit six or eight hundred years after his death, to be handed on in endless copies by different scribes, and then translated into Chinese, and once more copied by hand, again and again.

Anyone familiar with medieval texts well knows how subtle changes, and even gross errors, can enter into a text by the very nature of this process of transmission through which scribes who have often never seen, or in many cases, even known the meaning of the original texts.

There then followed, during the Middle Ages, translations from Chinese into Japanese, and finally, in the late nineteenth century, into English and other European languages, by scholars familiar with Pali and Sanskrit, to be subsequently read by endless Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike, and by ignorant people like me, who know nothing of either language and have no way of telling how what we read relates to what was originally written down.

A good many years ago, Chimyo sama, knowing how little I know, presented me, as I have told you in previous talks, with a volume containing F. Max Muller’s canonical, late nineteenth century English translations from surviving Sanskrit manuscripts of such key Shin Buddhist texts as The Larger Sukhavati-viyuha or Land of Bliss, The Smaller Sukhavati-viyuha and also of The Vagrakkhedika or Diamond Cutter Sutra.

Then, this year ( 2008 ), Taira lent me his copy of the 1995 translation from Chinese sutra into English, through the cooperative effort of a Committee of almost a hundred Eastern and Western scholars, of these same Larger and Smaller Land of Bliss Sutras and the Contemplation Sutra.

You might be surprised to hear, and it was even something of a surprise to me, an ex-academic, on comparing the two English versions of The Larger Land of Bliss Sutra to find that, while coming together from time to time, they had nothing in common for page after page, there were also discrepancies between the two versions of The Smaller Sutra, although these were less extreme.

The two texts even contradicted each other on fundamental issues.

In the 1894 English version of The Smaller Sukhavati-viyuha in Sanskrit, we read in Section 10 that

“Beings are not born in that Buddha Country of the Tathagata Amitayus as a reward and result of good works performed in this present life.”

These good works are truly all about doing for the doing. They are the pure acts foreshadowed in the earlier Hindu Upanishad, the Bhagavad Gita, in which the Lord Shri Krishna tells Arjuna, the archer, on the eve of a great battle that

“You have the right to work, but never the fruit of work. You should never engage in action for the sake of reward, nor should you long for inaction.”

What is certain from the long Note appended to Muller's translation of the passage in The Smaller Sukhavati‑viyuha is that it was in no way influenced by personal preference or bias, since he openly declares that this contradicts what the Buddha himself would have said, and he clearly dislikes the idea that what he calls ‘vain repetitions’ could suffice to ensure an entry into Amitabha's Land of Bliss.

Furthermore, he even draws attention to the fact that “The Chinese translators take a different view of this passage,” and this observation retains its validity throughout the succeeding century.

It is a quite extraordinary aspect of Shinran Shonin’s spirituality that, having access only such Chinese translations, which appear to be influenced to a greater or lesser degree by the beliefs and social order of the society in which they came into being, his absolute faith in the Nembutsu should be in complete accord with that key statement in the original Sanskrit of the Smaller Sukhavati-viyuha of which, of course, he could have known nothing.

Indeed, in the 1995 English version of the translation into Chinese of The Smaller Sukhavati‑ viyuha, we read in Section 5, on the other hand, that the Buddha declares

"Sariputra, those sentient beings who hear of that land

should aspire to be born there, …… one cannot attain

birth in that land with few roots of goodness or a small

stock of merit."

That is anything but doing for the doing, and the reference to a stock of merit is particularly interesting, since merit, in English, or in American, for that matter, means deserving or being entitled to, personal gratitude or reward.

What is more, the passage states quite clearly that you not only have to be or do good, but that you also have to be thoroughly deserving of reward for whatever it is that you do. If either attribute is lacking, you lose out.

What complicates the matter still further is the fact that Luis 0. Gomez's 1996 translation, not from the Chinese, but from the Sanskrit, likewise contradicts Muller, saying

"Sariputra, one cannot be reborn in that Buddha‑field, if one depends on the merit of only a few roots of goodness."

Again it implies, without ambiguity, that good works entitle you, or give you a right, to be rewarded.

This is not a trivial matter.

It strikes at the very heart of the meaning of the Nembutsu and the essential nature of authentic Shin Buddhism.

Unfortunately, the new, ‘modern’, English translations, both from the Chinese and the Sanskrit, will almost inevitably supercede the nineteenth century translation from the Sanskrit of this same passage in The Smaller Sukhavati‑viyuha.

It is therefore a matter on which I believe that Shogyoji must make its views absolutely clear, if it wishes to continue and intensify its encounter with the English speaking world.

If it does not, there will almost certainly grow up two diametrically opposed schools that purport to represent true Shin Buddhism.

The problems attached to the use of the word merit in the context of Shin Buddhism came up in an acute form when Kemmyo Taira Sato was working on his new Translation of the Tannisho, accompanied by the first full Commentary on it.

In Section V, of Kosho Ko‑nyo Otani's translation, we read that

"Now, if voicing the Nembutsu were a meritorious deed that could be accomplished through our own ego‑centred effort, we could save our parents by transferring the merits accumulated in reciting the Nembutsu."

In reality, of course, no merit at all is acquired by the recital, and by substituting the words virtuous and virtues in this passage the idea of reward could be avoided.

Professor Sato realised, in addition, that he himself, in talks that he had given, had, like so many before him, translated the Japanese word kudoku as merit, and had found a solution of the problem by tracing the word back to its origins in the Sanskrit word guna or virtue in the sense of the good quality or excellence of a moral act.

He found that in most cases kudoku could indeed be translated as virtue, thereby avoiding any implication of reward.

When we come to Section XI , the situation becomes, if anything stranger still, since Otani's translation reads

“Those who arbitrarily distinguish goodness as an aid and evil as a hindrance to rebirth in the Pure Land are self‑consciously seeking rebirth, not trusting the Marvellous Inconceivability of the Grand Vow. Thus their calling of the Nembutsu becomes a purposeful striving for merit.”

whereas Taira Sato's translation, which is, in this case in harmony with that of Taitetsu Unno, reads

“Furthermore if a person makes a distinction between good 

and evil acts, imagining that the former help, and the latter 

hinder, birth in the Pure Land and brings his own way of 

thinking into the matter, such a person is failing to entrust 

himself to the inconceivability of the Vow. He is working 

for his birth in the Pure Land depending on his own mind 

and thinks pronouncing the Name is something he achieves 

by himself.”

There appears to be nothing in the original text to give rise to the introduction of the idea of “a purposeful striving for merit "' or, in other words, of being deserving of reward. The final outcome is that the flavour of the two passages could hardly be more different.

I myself had long been troubled by the seemingly endless repetition of the word merit, and of the accumulation of stocks of merit, in Muller's translations both of The Larger Sukhavati‑viyuha, or Land of Bliss, and of the Diamond Cutter Sutra.

This seemed to me to insert into fundamental Buddhist texts the thoroughly foreign notion of deserving or of being entitled to personal reward through the accumulation of particular actions or good deeds.

Fortunately, when Professor Masahiro Shimoda was consulted, with a view to obtaining his expert opinion on the matter, he confirmed that the word kusalamula, which occurs some twenty‑eight times in Muller's version of The Larger Sukhavati​viyuha and is translated as meaning stock or stocks of merit, can also be taken to mean root or roots of goodness, which carry no intrinsic implication of reward.

Similarly, the word punyaskandha, which occurs twenty‑nine times in the Diamond Cutter Sutra and is translated in the same way, can simply refer to the accumulation of virtue or good works, which are again free of the implication of actual entitlement to reward.

Even so, the fact remains that, for over a century, an English reader could only get a quite erroneous idea of what had actually been the intended meaning of the original Sutras.
Except where there is some clear contradiction or non sequitur, I myself can have no idea whether or not what the translator writes is an accurate reflection of the original meaning.

When Muller twice introduces the word Church, which is a purely Western Christian concept, into The Smaller Land of Bliss Sutra, I immediately know that something is wrong, but have no idea what the original word was or what it meant.

In this instance, Professor Shimoda has again been kind enough to tell me that the Sanskrit text actually refers to the Samgha, the community of Buddhists, which is, of course, the third of the `three jewels', along with the Buddha and the dharma.

Things rapidly become more complicated still when I realise that I have not even got any idea which, of the multitude of different Sanskrit or Chinese manuscript versions of the texts that must have once existed, were used for the various extremely different English translations of what purport to be the same original Sutras.

It is like trying to find one's way in a dense fog across an unknown bog.

To give you an example of much the same sort of problem which constantly occurs in my own professional field of the history of art, one of the favourite ways in which scholars in late Medieval Italian art strive to gain fame and academic promotion is by taking a panel painting A, which has survived in some small church called San Giacomo di Collalto and attributing the hitherto anonymous work to an equally unknown, but seemingly prolific Maestro di San Giacomo.

This is done by finding another panel, B, which has features in common with panel A, and then another which looks quite like B, and so on down to E or F or even further.

But as, when crossing a marsh, one's staff sinks into the bog, the only sensible thing to do is always to retreat to the firm ground behind one.

When this is done with the so‑convincing attributional chain leading from panel A to the creation of the Maestro di S. Giacomo di Collalto, it is only to find that panels E and F have almost nothing in common with A, and as a result the ghostly, anonymous Master fades back into the fog.

For analogous reasons it seems to me to be vital for the future of Shogyoji, if it is to play a leading role in preserving and continuously revitalising the Buddhism of Honen and Shinran Shonin in Japan, that it should make great efforts to maintain and, indeed, to increase its linguistic capabilities.

Only this will ensure that among its priests and lay followers, there are always those who are able to trace the way back through the maze of translations that runs through Medieval Japanese and Ancient Chinese to the original Sanskrit and Pali of the Sutras, and beyond that to the world of the Upanishads and the Vedas from which Sakyamuni Buddha emerged with such spectacular results.

It is only if an understanding of the sources from which it draws its strength is continuously deepened and revitalised that the tradition of Shin Buddhism that Shogyoji seeks to uphold can be maintained, and prevented from gradually sliding away into new, strange, unrelated forms.

Personally, I am convinced that it is only if new, accurate translations of the key Sanskrit texts by persons thoroughly aware both of the nuances of the English language and of the essential cruxes of Shin Buddhist faith, can be produced in the reasonably near future, that the line can be held in the English speaking world.

At present there are senior priests who are versed, not only in the Japanese of Shinran's day, but in Ancient Chinese, and amongst its lay followers at least one who is at home with the Sanskrit and Pali of the Sutras.

But it will take great skill and understanding on Shogyoji's part, and persistent effort, to find and train young priests and leaders in each new generation in order to maintain and strengthen the vital links with the origins of its faith.

It does not need me, of all people, to stress once more the importance of the Shin Buddhist concept of personal encounter, and in the context of Shogyoji's current determination to make Shin Buddhism more widely available to English speaking people, it is essential that every effort should also be made to increase the number of its priests and leaders who have sufficient linguistic skill to make accurate translations from Japanese into English and vice versa.

Finally, having talked so much of the use of language to achieve particular goals and practical ends, and of the dangers of misusing it, perhaps I should, yet again, end with a paradox.

It is one which is, I think, at the heart of all your lives as true Shin Buddhists.

The ultimate approach to the study of languages, in all their variety and their subtleties, their poetry and their literature, should be sheer joy in the use of words, that very human activity, and, as a by‑product, of finding oneself at home in new worlds.

Do 

for the doing

and you 

will reach 

the Pure Land. 

It is within you.

Do 

what you do 

to get to the Pure land 

and you 

will never arrive.

