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On Li Tongxuan’s Interpretations of the
Samdhinirmocana—sitra and
the Vimalakirti—nirdesa

Koh, Seunghak

Seoul National University Institute of Philosophy,
visiting researcher

This article is an attempt to illuminate the thought of the
lay exegete Li Tongxuan 2@ %(635—730) who presented
a unique interpretation of the Avatamsaka—satra in the Xmn
huayan jing lun during the early Tang period. The ascription
of supreme status to the Avatamsaka—satra is evident in his
doctrinal—classification schemata as in the case of those
presented by other Huayan masters. Yet, his evaluation of
individual scriptures is not fully examined and thus open
to criticism. Therefore I bring to light some problems
inherent in his doctrinal—classification by re—examining
his interpretations of the Samdhinirmocana—satra and the
Vimalakirti —nirdesa.

In his doctrinal—classification Li depicts the contemplation
of emptiness extolled in the Prajaaparamita—satra as an

escapist practice carried out by those who dread life and

(

Rxf}

252 g3 #2903

i
&
o

¢

death. Thus he evaluates the Samdhmirmocana—satra which
proclaims the thesis of neither emptiness nor existence as
more advanced than the FPrajiaparamita—sdatra and believes
that it establishes an untainted realm of consciousness
within the tainted cognitive foundation of sentient beings.
By misreading some passages of the scripture, however, he
changes the reference to the dharma—abiding wisdom(Skt.
dharma—sthiti—jiana), which simply means a knowledge that
conforms to the Buddha's teachings, into a thesis of wisdom
as a self—recognition that realizes the existence of the
untainted substance in a sentient being’s mind. In the case
of the Vimalakirti—nirdesa, the scripture neither establishes
the metaphysical substance nor denies their phenomenal
functionality with regard to the mind and body of sentient
beings. But he again misrepresents this as a scripture that
absolutely affirms the entirety of existential foundation
of sentient beings. Li’s incorrect citations and misguided
readings of some scriptural passages may bhe viewed as
limitations of his doctrinal —classification. But these “defects”
are in fact a natural outcome of his notion of the one true
dharma realm (7 zhen fajie— EiEF), according to which the
current status of sentient beings is itself a foundation for

attaining buddhahood.
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