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The Poem on Obtaining Sutras

A Dharma Talk by Bhikshuni Jin Xiang at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on May 28, 2024

Chinese Translated by Min Zhang
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The Poem on Obtaining Sitras from the Western Regions

In the Jin, Livi Song, Qi, Lidng and Ting Dynasties,

Eminent monks left Chdngin to seek the Dharma.

Hundreds departed, less than ten returned.

The hardships of these pioneers, the later generations would
never know—

Far away was the destination, blue sky and bitter cold, their
only companions.

Sands cover the sun, exhaustion befell the seekers.

If we, the descendants, didn’t know what happened back then,

We would take for granted the acquisition of the Buddhist
sitras. —By Dharma Master Yijing

Master XudnzangZ %% left China in 629 CE. It
took him two-three years to reach India by taking the
northern Silk Road in the Gobi Desert. Forty-two years
later, Master Yijing )% left China in 671 CE. Other
monks had planned to join Master Yijing, but all but one
dropped out at the last moment. Unlike pilgrims before
him, the Master could not take the land route to India
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across central Asia and the Himalayas because of political
turmoil in Tibet, Afghanistan, and the surrounding areas.
Instead, he made his way to India by sea, taking a more
southerly route. It took him twenty-two days to reach
Srivijaya (today’s Palembang, capital of Sumatra, Indonesia).
On his way, he stopped in Malaysia and Indonesia, where
he studied Sanskrit for six months.

When he arrived at Tamralipti in a northeastern port of
India, he stayed at a Buddhist temple and continued the
study of Sanskrit for one year before heading to Nalanda
University. He and his fellow Chinese monk encountered
mountains, woods, and swamps on the way to Nalanda.
Halfway to Nalanda, Yijing fell ill and was unable to walk;
gradually he was left behind by the group. He was robbed
by bandits and stripped naked. He heard the natives would
catch people with light skin to offer as a sacrifice to the gods,
so he jumped into mud and used leaves to cover his body.
Walking slowly, he reached Nalanda where he stayed for ten
to eleven years.

At Nalanda, Master Yijing studied Buddhist logic, the
Abhidharmakosa, monastic discipline (Vinaya), and the
Madhyamika and Yogacara philosophies. He noted that
each of these disciplines has a specific purpose, but that
none is absolute by itself. He studied and copied original
Sanskrit texts of Buddhist religious writings, and collected
some 500,000 Sanskrit stanzas.

On his return, when Master Yijing again arrived at

Srivijaya in 687 (approximately two years after leaving
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India), he decided to stay and begin the translation of
his collection, hoping to complete it in about ten years.
In 689, he found he needed more supplies for copying
the Sanskrit manuscripts. He went to the port to send a
letter to China requesting paper and ink, which were not
available in Srivijaya at that time. While he was drafting
his message, the ship unexpectedly set sail with him on
board...

He returned with four assistants to Srivijaya in
December, 689 CE, and they remained there until 695
CE, working on the translations. In Srivijaya, he studied
under the distinguished teacher Sékyakirti, and wrote an
account of Buddhist practices and a report regarding a
group of Chinese monks who had traveled to India in
search of Buddhism. Master Yijing sent these reports,
together with his translations of Buddhist texts, to China
with one of his assistants in 692 CE. Master Yijing also
produced a detailed geographic account of his travels
through India, through the East Indies islands and
along the Malay Peninsula and Indonesia. This written
account is preserved in Account of Buddhism Sent from the
South Seas. He also compiled A Thousand Sanskrit Words
(T54n2133A), which is the earliest existing Sanskrit-
Chinese Dictionary. Remember that at that time the
Sanskrit Romanization did not exist. So what did he use?
He used the actual Siddham characters.

Since I started studying Buddhism in America, I
relied on translators, so I am extremely grateful for their
kindness for keeping my aspirations alive. For example,
when in late 1980’ I took refuge with the Three Jewels
and five precepts at Gold Buddha Monastery in Vancouver,
Canada, there were no translations. So I didnt know the
true meaning of taking refuge, until I joined the Taking-
Refuge ceremony here at the CTTB.

Again, during my ordination in 2002, I was with two
of my preceptees who were Vietnamese. Someone thought
I was Vietnamese and the certifying acharya-monks
started to read the precepts in Vietnamese. I had to speak
up to inform them that I didn’t understand Vietnamese.
Then they switched to English, knowing that the other
preceptees also understood English. From this experience,
I know how important it is to translate for others. It’s a
way to nourish their Bodhi mind. Translators, remember
that there is great merit in doing the translation work.
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