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The background story of Master Xuanzang’s
True Discerning of Consciousness-Only
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A Talk Given by Ling Feng at Gold Summit Monastery, Seattle, on November 1, 2024
English Translated by Tyan Chen and Tam Huynh
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Before we discuss Master Xuanzangs True Discerning of
Consciousness-Only (also known as Inference of Consciousness-
Only), let us first delve into the background story. It took place
after Master Xuanzang completed his pilgrimage to India to study
the Dharma and was preparing to return to his homeland from
Nalanda Monastery. This event later led to the famous debate in

the city of Kanyakubja.
King Kumara
After Master Xuanzang completed his study of the

Yogdcarabhiami-sistra under the guidance of the great Master
Silabhadra in India, Master Xuanzang was preparing to return to
China. During this period, a king in eastern India, named Kumara,
sent a letter to Master Silabhadra, saying:
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“I, your disciple, earnestly wish to meet Master Xuanzang. Please
send someone to escort him to me as soon as you receive this message.”

After reading the letter, Master Silabhadra advised Xuanzang,

“King Kumara has extended an invitation to you. However, King

Siladitya had previously invited you to take part in a debate with
several Hinayana Masters. If you were to attend King Kumara’s court
now, you would miss your engagement with King Siladitya. Given
King Siladitya’s greater power and influence, it would be wiser not to
accept King Kumara’s invitation.”

Master Silabhadra replied to King Kumara’s envoy, saying, “Master
Xuanzang is preparing to return to his homeland and does not have
time to visit the king.”

Upon hearing this, King Kumara’s anger flared, prompting him to
send another letter to Master Silabhadra:

“Iam buta mere mortal, long lost in the pleasures of the world, not
realizing the importance of learning the Dharma. But upon hearing
Master Xuanzang’s name, I was instantly filled with joy, as though I
had given rise to the Bodhi Resolve. If you refuse to let him come,
would that not doom me to continued delusion in the long night
of ignorance? How then could I possibly nurture the resolve for the
Path? Is such refusal an act of compassion? It is not compassionate
in the least!”

He declared, “If you refuse to send Master Xuanzang, then I will
renounce my virtuous ways! [ will summon my elephant army and
march directly to Nalanda Monastery, ready to reduce it to dust! Go
ahead and try me!”

He
bid farewell to the assembly and accompanied the envoy to King

Upon hearing this, Master Xuanzang responded, “I shall go.”

Kumara’s court in Kamarapa. The king joyfully greeted Master
Xuanzang with a grand ceremony and invited him into the palace,
accompanied by his ministers and officials.

Master Xuanzang remained there for over a month, receiving
daily offerings of music, fine food, fragrant flowers, and all manner
of offerings. During that time, he also transmitted the Vegetarian
Precepts to King Kumara.

King Siladitya

At that time, King Siladitya had just returned from a military
engagement against the kingdom of Kongoda. Upon his return, he
asked, “Where is Master Xuanzang?”

Upon hearing that Master Xuanzang was staying with King
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Kumara, he was quite incredulous. “I invited Master Xuanzang
several times and he never came. Now he is with King Kumara?
Kumara is just a king of a small kingdom—I'm far more
powerful than he is! How could Master Xuanzang be staying
there?”

He promptly dispatched an envoy to King Kumara
with a direct demand: “Send Master Xuanzang back to me
immediately!”

However, King Kumara, who held Master Xuanzang in
the highest regard, hesitated to part with him. He said to the
envoy, “You may take my head if you so desire, but I will not
let Master Xuanzang go!”

The envoy returned and reported these words to King
Siladitya, who was incensed. “How dare King Kumara show
such disrespect to me over a monk!” he roared.

King Siladitya immediately sent another envoy with a stern
message: “Then bring me your head!”

The envoy returned to King Kumira and said, “Your
Majesty previously said your head could be given in place of
Master Xuanzang. The great king has now asked for it. Please
hand over your head for me to bring back to King Siladitya.”

Realizing he had spoken rashly, King Kumara was seized
with fear. His kingdom was smaller, and his military power
limited. Without delay, he issued orders: “Prepare an army of
twenty thousand war elephants and thirty thousand ships. We
will ferry the troops and escort Master Xuanzang across the
Ganges to King Siladitya.”

As they approached Siladitya’s territory, King Kumara had
a temporary palace built on the northern bank of the Ganges
to accommodate Master Xuanzang. He arranged for the
Master to rest there while he himself crossed the river with his
ministers to appear before King Siladitya.

When Siladitya saw King Kumara arriving with his full
court, he was greatly pleased. Realizing how much Kumara
respected Master Xuanzang, he let go of his anger and asked,

“Where is Master Xuanzang?”

King Kumara replied, “He is staying in my temporary
palace across the river.”

“Why did you not bring him here?” asked King Siladitya.

King Kumara replied, “Great King, given your esteemed
reverence for the virtuous, how can you request such a noble
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monk to come and bow before you? You should be the one who pays
respects to the Great Master!”

King Siladitya exclaimed, “Indeed! Tomorrow I shall personally
go and respectfully welcome Master Xuanzang.”

King Kumara returned to the riverside palace and relayed

his meeting with King Siladitya to Master Xuanzang. He added,
“Although King Siladitya said he would come tomorrow, I suspect
he may arrive tonight. Let us not sleep and wait for his arrival. If he
comes, Master, you should remain seated— there’s no need for you
to rise and greet him.”

Master Xuanzang replied, “Alright. That is also the proper
etiquette in the Buddhist tradition—the Dharma Master remains
seated while the king comes to pay respects. ”

That night, during the first watch—still before midnight—King
Siladitya made his grand arrival. A messenger reported, “Thousands of
torches are crossing the Ganges, and the reverberation of ceremonial
drums fill the night air!”

King Kumira said, “That is King Siladitya. Quickly everyone,
proceed with torches and go greet him at the riverbank!”

He and his ministers rushed out to receive the king, while Master
Xuanzang remained seated, calm and composed.

These ceremonial drums were no ordinary instruments. Known
as “measured step drums,” they were a unique part of King Siladitya’s
royal procession. Hundreds of golden drum bearers accompanied
him, striking the drums with each step he took—an honor reserved
for India’s most powerful monarch. No other king dared mirror such
grandeur. As such, King Siladitya wielded tremendous power, with
each step he took, hundreds of ceremonial drums resounded.

When King Siladitya entered the temporary palace and saw
Master Xuanzang, he bowed deeply, showered flowers in offering,
praised him profusely, then asked, “Master, I, disciple, invited you
many times before—why did you not come?”

Master Xuanzang cordially replied, “I journeyed from afar to India
for the sake of studying the Buddhadharma, primarily to receive
instruction from Great Master Silabhadra on the Yogicirabhimi-
sastra. When Your Majesty’s invitation arrived, the teachings were
not yet completed. I dared not miss a single lesson, therefore I could
not come earlier. Now that the teachings are completed, I have come.”

Master Xuanzang’s response was courteous and dignified, King
Siladitya was very pleased. He then bid farewell and returned to his
palace, inviting both King Kumara and Master Xuanzang to visit his
palace the next day.
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The Sastra of Refuting False Views

Early the following day, King Kumara and his entourage
accompanied Master Xuanzang across the Ganges to the royal
palace of King Siladitya. At that time, the king was already
waiting outside the palace with over twenty of his ministers to
personally welcome Master Xuanzang. King Siladitya invited
Master Xuanzang into the palace and offered him a seat of honor.
An elaborate banquet was prepared, accompanied by food, music,
and offerings of flowers.

King Siladitya asked, “I’ve heard that Master Xuanzang has
written a Sdstra of Refuting False Views (Skt.Dustadrstinigraha
Sastra). Where is it now?”

This Sastra was composed to refute the doctrines of both the
Hinayana schools and heretical traditions. Master Xuanzang
presented the Sastra to the king.

After reading it, King Siladitya expressed his most esteemed
admiration and turned to the assembled monks, saying:

“I have heard that when the sun rises, the light of candles
becomes invisible; when thunder rolls through the sky, the sounds
of hammers and chisels on the ground are completely drowned out.
This is how I see Master Xuanzang’s wisdom—Iike the brilliance of
the sun and the power of thunder. None of you can compare.

The doctrines of your respective schools, which you have long
upheld, are one by one thoroughly refuted in Master Xuanzang’s
Sastra of Refuting False Views. If you don’t believe it, read the Sastra
for yourselves and see whether any of you can debate Master
Xuanzang and reclaim your tenet.”

The monks present were likely all from the Theravada tradition,
sitting in silence. Not one dared to speak. None could match the
depth of Master Xuanzang’s insightful wisdom.

s To be continued
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You must know that the Shurangama Sutra is the Buddha’s true body
— it is the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, as well as precepts, samadhi,
and wisdom. If you wish to respect the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha,
you must first respect the Shurangama Sutra.

The Stirangama Siitra

— By Venerable Master Hua
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