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(PHILOSOPHY), WUTTHINANT KANTATIAN, Ph.D. (BUDDHIST STUDIES),

ABSTRACT

This research aims to study the concept “kusala” of Bodhidharma, the first
Patriarch of Chan Buddhism. This study analyzes and interprets the Bodhidharma
Anthology, which was discovered in the Tun-huang cave complex in Northeast China
in the early twentieth century. The study starts from consideration of his reply to
Emperor Wu’s question, “What is kusala?” Bodhidharma’s answer was “none
whatsoever.” Thinkers believe such answer is a dhamma riddle. The study shows that
the Bodhidharma Anthology asserts there is no kusala. Whoever tries to search for the
supreme goodness is destined to fail. That is because what he looks for is sunnata.
Therefore, Bodhidharma’s answer is straightforward. Nothing is hidden and no riddle

is given.
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AN ANALYSIS OF BODHIDHARMA’S CONCEPT OF “KUSALA”
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(PHILOSOPHY), WUTTHINANT KANTATIAN, Ph.D. (BUDDHIST STUDIES)

EXTENDED SUMMARY

1. Introduction

The question of what is ‘kusala,” or what is the ultimate good, would have
not appeared if Chan Buddhism had not arisen and Bodhidharma, its first Patriarch,
had not told his followers, “Nothing is the ultimate good nor could be called “kusala’”
The announcement seems to be self-contradictory, conflict with other schools, and
offend even disciples of Chan. However, Chan scholars never suspected it at all
because they believed that it is a dharma riddle. Therefore, the point was not how
plausible to rely on the riddle but how to solve it and help the disciples to reach
enlightenment or, as called by Zen, ‘satori.” The riddle of ‘no kusala’ became the
model for later riddles in Chan and Zen. After the discovery of Tun-huang manuscript,
"Two Entrances”, in the Northeast China in the early twentieth century, a historical
study of Chan Buddhism started to be active. Questions were raised again about
Bodhidharma’s above teaching, including his biography. Therefore, the focus is
moved from the view that his teaching was a riddle and the main aim of Chan
Buddhism is to reach satori through similar riddles. Attention is drawn to facts
surrounding this legend, doctrine and records that are beyond the received view about
Dharma transmission from the first Patriarch

The teachings in the ‘Two Entrances’ from Tun-huang cave comprise
significant historical evidence and records of Chan sages in the early period before the
interpretation endorsed by later Chan Buddhists. The manuscript consists of two letters
and three records. Together, they are called Bodhidharma Anthology. Based on the
evidence, it may be concluded that only the teaching of ‘Two Entrances’ can be
considered to be Bodhidharma’s original teaching. Therefore, this study, which
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focuses on the question about Bodhidharma’s ‘kusala,” will draw upon the anthology
in order to find out why Bodhidharma taught that ‘kusala’ is nothing whatsoever.

2. Object

To study and analyze Bodhidharma’s concept of ‘kusala’in the teaching of
“Two Entrances’ and in Huang-Po’s and Wei-Lang’s teachings, including the studies

by modern historians.

3. Scope of the study

This research aims to study Bodhidharma’s concept of ‘kusala’ by
analyzing the teaching of ‘Two Entrances’ in the two letters and three records in
Bodhidharma Anthology, the teachings of Huang-Po and Wei-Lang togerther with the
historical studies by John R. McRae, Jeffrey Broughton, and Yanagida Seizan.

The term ‘kusala’ in this study refers to that in the story of the
conversation between Emperor Wu and Bodhidharma. It was the goal of Prince

Sidhartha in quest of ‘kusala’ or the ultimate good.

4. Methods
Bodhidharma Anthology, Huang-Po and Wei-lang’s teachings, studies by
the modern historians, and other related documents will be taken into account in the

analysis to find out Bodhidharma’s concept of “‘kusala.’

5. Findings

Although Buddha nature, or the essence of Li, is the goal for Buddhists,
what historians focus on is the peaceful stable state of pi-kuan, ‘wall meditation,” in
Li, where Buddha nature manifests itself. It is the form of enlightenment that
Bodhidharma demonstrated. However, the historians reject the claim that Pi-kuan is a

form of practice. They believe it is a principle, not a means of Li. Also, they believe it
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is a metaphor of enlightenment. McRae believes pi-kuan shows the faith in Buddha
nature that everyone possesses while Broughton believes it is the state of sudden
realization or enlightenment taught by the Southern School of Chan Buddhism
represented by Wei-lang. The doctrine of sudden enlightenment is opposed to the
teaching of gradual enlightenment taught by the Northern School, whose
representative is Shen-xiu. Meanwhile, Yanagida believes that the wall is a metaphor
of sunnata. He believes that, even though Boddhidharma gazed at the wall, his eyes
were actually on sunnata. These historians’ analyses contradict the traditional
interpretation, e.g. of Lankavatar sutra and the teaching of Li, which considers pi-kuan
to be the way to enlightenment. Based on Bodhidharma Anthology, the researcher
claims that Pi-kuan should be ‘the finger pointing to the moon’ rather than ‘the moon’
in itself.

According to the Platform Sutra of the Sixth patriarch (well known among
Thais as Wei-lang’s Sutra), ‘the true original mind’ is kusala. Wei-lang calls it by
other terms such as ‘the true nature,” “Buddha nature,” “Tathagatha,” “Sunnata,”
“piercing wisdom,” “independence,” and “non-thinking.” According to Wei-lang, with
the belief that the true original mind is in us, we can understand Bodhidharma’s
answer given to his disciple Hui-ko, “Buddha nature cannot be found from the other.”
Wei-lang compares our Buddha nature with emptiness of the universe. By ‘emptiness,’
Wei-lang does not mean things in the outer world do not exist. He uses it to speak
about the nature of our own mind. When our mind is free from judgments of good and
bad, love and hatred, it is empty just like the universe. It is the mind full of wisdom.

When we refer to ‘wisdom’ in Chan Buddhism, we have to be aware that it
is not the same thing as knowledge, understanding or learning from texts. Non-
thinking is the real wisdom. But, to force mind not to think at all is surely not right.
Wei-lang’s non-thinking agrees with the teaching of Li that, to realize Buddha nature,
we need to stop discriminative thinking. In practice, the teaching of Li teaches us to
face a wall and do meditation. When a stable state is reached, the Buddha nature is
seen. Likewise, Wei-lang teaches that the non-thinking is the only way to Buddha

nature. Therefore, the non-thinking should be a proper explanation of pi-kuan.

The non-thinking explained by Wei-lang can be seen as ‘unshakable
firmness’. Once the mind is not discriminative, under influences of emotion nor
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attached to something, it returns to its original state and become the mind with
unshakable firmness. And, whenever we can clearly see the unshakable firmness
within the mind, we have samadhi. Nevertheless, like dharma master Yuan in
Bodhidharma Anthology, Wei-lang rejects quiet sitting or frozen-thinking as the
entrance. In turn, he teaches that Dharma is realized by the mind independently of
quiet sitting. His teaching, however, does not reject pi-kuan. The point is not about the
practice of quiet sitting but about its true meaning.

When it comes to Huang-po, Wei-lang’s ‘original mind’ is replaced by
‘one mind.” As Wei-lang, Huang-po teaches that the one mind is Buddha; nothing else
can be Buddha. Moreover, he insists that Bodhidharma never taught anything else. He
came to China just to teach this one mind. The one mind is our own mind. To
searching for ‘what thing is best?” outside our mind is to delude ourselves. Doing so,
we can gain nothing. Like a warrior who is searching for a pearl, he goes everywhere
and finds nothing until someone tells him that the pearl is being hung on his forehead.
He finally knows his mind is Buddha.

If the mind has already been Buddha, then nothing is needed to be done for
it to be enlightened. And, if so, any differences between Buddhas and ordinary people
fall outside Buddhahood. Huang-po points out that if we are perfectly one with the
ultimate truth, it is unnecessary to find something more such as disciplines. Just wake
up and opens our eyes to the one mind. Then, nothing else needs to be done. Huang-po
insists that, in fact, nothing exists. Detachment is Dharma because, in Dharma, there is
nothing left to be hold. As we ourselves are Buddha, the supreme goodness is nothing.
There is no practice to become Buddha. The only thing that is true is the truth of there
being no knowledge or no attainment. Everything is mind that is without self. So far, it
can be concluded that, according to Wei-lang and Huang-po, the mind is ‘kusala.’
However, the mind is not something to attain to.

Even though the historians conclude that no historical evidence is
sufficient to confirm the true identity of Bodhidharma, his existence may be confirmed
by the “Two Entrance’ doctrine, in which true teachings of Bodhidharma are believed

to be recorded. The “Two Entrance’ teaches:
“There are many roads leading to the goal, but, basically, there are two: the

first (Li) is the entrance by principle; the second (Xing) is the entrance by

practice.”
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A question follows. If Li is the way to enlightenment through principle,
what is the use of pi-kuan, then? Xing teaches principles that guide practitioners away
from the non-essential and enter the path of Li while Li teaches that, by dropping
discriminative thinking and practice sitting meditation, they attain to the essence.
Therefore, the researcher disagrees with the standard understanding above that Li is
the path of principle and Xing is the path of practice. A new interpretation is here
given.

“There are many roads leading to the goal, but, basically, there are two that

eventually converge: the first is Xing, which leads to the first level of

enlightenment, the realization of what the essence is. It has to do with
principle. The second level is Li, which is the final step to complete

enlightenment. It relies on pi-kuan.”

The revised interpretation of the “Two Entrance’ indicates that these two
paths converge. It is not for practitioners to choose one of them. Pi-kuan that
Bodhidharma taught is not a form of sitting still and avoiding thinking. According to
Lankavatar Sutra, sitting meditation as a way to enlightenment is not guided by texts
or thinking. The writer of the first letter in Bodhidharma’s Anthology reported that,
due to sitting meditation, he discovered the truth of sunnata. He also suffered from the
same kind of mistake that Prince Sidhartha did six years before his enlightenment.
That is, he struggled to search for ‘kusala’ and eventually learned there was neither
samsara nor nirvana, neither ignorance nor wisdom. Because of discriminative

thinking, duality arises from emptiness. Apart from the mind, these pairs do not exist.

That nothing can be called ‘kusala,” or the ultimate good, is the topic of the
two letters in Bodhidharma Anthology. Nothing whatsoever can be so called because
good and bad result for discriminative thinking. They do not exist before that. Things
exist as they are. The mind passes judgments and makes them good and bad. Thus, to
look for “kusala,” is not different from trying to overcome echoes by shouting. In his
letter, Hui-ko said that there is no need to seek nirvana since ordinary people and
Buddhas are not different. Therefore, to the question of what thing is the ultimate

good, the answer is none whatsoever. Whoever tries to search for the supreme
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goodness is destined to fail because what he looks for is sunnata, no matter what, such
as nirvana, Buddha’s nature, Dharma, or suchness.

According to “Record 1,” the reason why ‘kusala’ is sunnata is that, in the
realm of discriminative mind, there is no rising and falling. The rising and falling is
conditional. Things that rise and fall according to conditions cannot properly be said to
rise and fall. When one refers to sunnata, one must understand that sunnata is within
the mind, not in the outside world. That thing is void does not mean something else
other than the mind. It is sufficient to remember that only those arising out of the mind
are void and it is a mistake to think that external things have sunnata as their real
nature. As for Bodhidharma, there is only one thing that could be sunnata no matter
what name we call it. This thing is kusala. If kusala did not become sunnata, other
things would have been sunnata instead. But, since kusala is empty, all things not
arising from the mind are, thus, not empty.

According to “Record 2” and “Record 3,” it is explained why nothing is
kusala, which is the core teaching of Chan Buddhism. It is not easy to explain to
followers why no kusala can be found. It can be done only after they cut off all
nonsense on the path of Xing in order to get the best thing of Buddhism on Li.
Emperor Wu did not believe Bodhidharma’s words, misunderstanding that things in
the external world were all empty. As explained in the record, Bodhidharma’s answer
is straightforward. Nothing is hidden and no riddle is given. The ‘kusala’ that Emperor
Wu asked for is nothing whatsoever.

Hui-ko begged Bodhidharma for several years to teach him the essence of
Buddhism. Bodhidharma remained silent all the time. Finally, Hui-ko cut off his arm
to prove his determination. It was possible that Bodhidharma was reluctant to tell the
same truth told to Emperor Wu. It would have been difficult for Hui-ko to accept that
there is no ‘kusala.” In the end, when Bodhidharma asked each of his student what
they had learned, they seemed to imply there was something. Hui-ko remained silent.
That showed he was also reluctant to say there was no ‘kusala.” As a result,
Bodhidharma said the students got only flesh, skin and bone, not the essence of his

doctrine.
The analysis of Bodhidharma Anthology shows that sunnata is not a state,

principle or anything essential. To say it is one of these is to contradict its nature. The

point of the doctrine is to destroy all attachment to essence. Therefore, in the records,



pAT W AT IUNS unagluuvauysainsIngy / 82

it is warned that the Buddha taught sunnata to destroy attachment. However, sunnata is
not the state of enlightened mind. To say that something is sunnata is to say that
whatever practitioners search for, such as ‘kusala’ or nirvana, just does not exist. Thus,

it can be concluded that there is no ‘kusala’ as Bodhidhamma declared.

6. Recommendations

Chan Buddhism is a school in Mahayana Buddhism. It is, therefore,
recommended that further research be conducted to relate the findings in this research
to other elements in Mahayana Buddhism in order to gain deeper understanding about
there being no ‘kusala.” Stories in Chan and Zen Buddhism aim to help people
understand why there is no essence to attach to. The point of sunnata is clear but it is
difficult for people to accept. As a result, dharma riddles are used. The goal is not to
answer the question why there is nothing but to convince people so. The researcher
believes that it is impossible to find the ultimate good, or the best thing, in the world.
When the Buddha taught that dukkha is a supreme good or the mind is Buddha, these
answers hint that there is no ‘kusala.” Upon his enlightenment, the Budda discovered
there is no such thing as ‘kusala’ and subsequently taught the world not to search for
it.
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