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Abstract

Sun Chuo comprehensively grasped the three religions of Confucianism,
Buddhism and Daoism by using the concept of the Dao as a cord. Therefore,
Confucian saints, Buddhist buddhas, and Lao Tzu were considered to be on the
same ground as those who mastered the Dao. Moreover, Sun Chuo did not only
grasp such metaphysical phases intellectually, but he actually aimed to achieve
the metaphysical state himself. And in the end, it became an attempt to fly beyond
all relative conflicts, although it first relied on both traditional and foreign ideas.
In the literary works written by Sun Chuo, his thoughts based on such multiple

religions were lying in the background.
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1. Introduction

The Six Dynasties (ZNEARFX), especially the Eastern Jin () Dynasty, seem to
provide rich resources for interdisciplinary research in Chinese classics. The
reason for this is that after the collapse of the Han (%) Empire, which was
strongly bound by Confucian scriptures, daoism, a folk belief, first emerged, and
then, in the Eastern Jin Dynasty, Buddhism, a foreign ideology, began to be
accepted in earnest. In addition, the aristocrats of this period were expected to
have a wide range of education, not only in the three religions of Confucianism,
Buddhism, and Daoism, but also in metaphysics, literature, and history. The basis
for the existence of the aristocratic class in the Six Dynasties period was just such
a wide range of cultural activities (Watanabe 2004: 28). The study of Chinese
classics, therefore, inevitably requires a perspective that crosses multiple
disciplines. As a characteristic example of the above, I would like to examine the
thoughts and expressions of Sun Chuo (£%#), a poet and famous aristocrat of the
Eastern Jin Dynasty, based on the previous article (Waku 2017 [2012]), and

consider the possibility of interdisciplinary research in Chinese classics.

2.Sun Chuo and the Three Religions of Confucianism, Buddhism and

Daoism

In the history of Chinese literature, the Eastern Jin Dynasty is generally
regarded as the period of the rise of metaphysical poetry (% = 7+¥), reflecting the
metaphysics of the Laozi (*%71") and the Zhuangzi (‘1:-¥-) (Daoism). And the
most highly regarded metaphysical poet of the time was Sun Chuo. His
biography says, “Sun Chuo’s literary talent was known to the world from his
youth. The intellectuals of the time regarded Sun Chuo as the best of his time.”!
(Fang Xuanling /& %Mt 1974: 1547). His literary talent was based on the
broad-ranging knowledge he gained from various books, as his biography says,

“Sun Chuo read Confucian scriptures and historical books extensively, and he
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was a skillful speller of sentences.”? (Song Mingdi “KBI# 2013: 631). In
reality, however, his own interest was first and foremost in Daoist thought. Sun

Chuo once made the following statement:

My talents are not equal to those of the wise men around me. I’m also
not very good at dealing with real situations, taking into account the
current situation. However, despite my lack of talent, I am proud to say
that I am second to none when it comes to thinking abstractly,
examining Daoist thought, pondering aimlessly, and separating my
thoughts from practical work.?

(Liu Yiqing #I38E¥ 2013: 617-618)

This statement suggests that he was fond of Daoist thought and incorporated it
into his literary expression. In fact, his early works are littered with expressions
that are based on the vocabulary of Daoist thought. In these literary expressions,
he expresses his longing for the Dao of Daoist thought, and advocates his desire
for seclusion. Especially, the first part of the poem that Sun Chuo sent to his
acquaintance Wen Jiao (iiI) contains a reference to the Dao.

Great simplicity ()££) (which is an attribute of the Dao) is not grasped
as a substance. Therefore, almost no one is able to fully penetrate this at
all. Even though the Dao has a subtle influence, it cannot be stated by
words. However, what a great man the philosopher (%4 A\) is. He
surveys the deep and explores the far. Who can say that the Dao is far
away? The philosopher feels no difficulty in acquiring it.*

(Sun Chuo % 2008: 897)

For ordinary people, the Dao is not something that can be experienced and grasped
by the senses, nor is it something that can be described and defined linguistically.
This is a very common explanation of the Dao according to traditional Daoist
thought. However, Sun Chuo believed that it was possible for ‘the philosopher’ to
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acquire it without relying on the senses or language. In other words, he saw that it
was possible for a special person to acquire the Dao in a special way. In this

connection, he said the following in his praise of Lao Tzu (% 1°):

Lao Tzu never did anything actively, yet there was nothing he could not
accomplish. His Dao is consistent with that of Confucian saints such as
Emperor Yao (%£) and Confucius (fL¥-), and no trace of that Dao can
be perceived.’

(Sun Chuo % 2004: 549)

Lao Tzu and the Confucian saints share a commonality in the Dao. And the
commonality lies in the fact that the Dao transcends the senses and language. So,
we can say that Sun Chuo’s argument is an attempt to connect the two traditional
Chinese ideas. This argument itself stands in a common perspective with the
metaphysics of the Wei-Jin (£#) period before him. In addition to this, he also
positioned Buddhism on the basis of the above argument and tried to
comprehensively grasp the three religions of Confucianism, Buddhism and

Daoism. This is the uniqueness of the argument by Sun Chuo.

A saint in Confucianism is a Buddha in Buddhism, and a Buddha in
Buddhism is a saint in Confucianism. In my opinion, these names are
merely the result of foreign and traditional thought naming them as such,
respectively. [*-*] The word Buddha ({4) is a Sanskrit word, and if you
take its meaning in Chinese, it means ‘enlightenment’ (i¥). And the
meaning of the word enlightenment includes leading people to
enlightenment. Thus, the Buddha is the same being that Mencius (7 1)
once defined as “the one who leads to enlightenment”, referring to
Confucian saints. The Confucian saints and the Buddha are in agreement
in their aims. However, the way to guide people according to the
situation still varies from era to era. Confucian saints dealt with troubled
times, while Buddhism explored the roots of them. Confucianism and
Buddhism are coherent and their ultimate purpose is the same.®

(Sun Chuo f&if& 2013: 151-152)

The above discussion is Sun Chuo’s attempt to connect Buddhism, a foreign

thought, with Confucianism, a traditional thought.” He places Confucian saints
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and Buddhist buddhas on the same level, and the reason they have different
names is not because of any difference in their essence. As for the functional
differences between Confucianism and Buddhism, he saw Confucianism as
dealing with practical matters and Buddhism as investigating causes. In other
words, Sun Chuo thought that Confucianism and Buddhism were different in
actuality, but they were the same in purpose. In this discussion, however, he
would be acknowledging that it is Buddhism that approaches the more core
aspects of essence. He then went on to describe the Buddha’s state of mind,

which is comparable to that of a Confucian saint, as follows:

In the first place, the Buddha is a being who has mastered the Dao. And
the Dao is the basis on which Confucian saints lead people to
enlightenment. The Buddha reacted to the movements of people’s hearts
and took care of everything appropriately, and although he himself did
not actively do anything, yet there was nothing he could not accomplish.?

(Sun Chuo & 2013: 147)

According to Sun Chuo, Buddha (like Confucian saints) is a being who
embodies the Dao. This status of the Buddha is consistent with the status of ‘the
philosopher’ in the poem mentioned above. He also said here that the Buddha is
the one who leads all things to enlightenment. These references to the Buddha’s
actions and functions are consistent with the references to Lao Tzu and
Confucian saints mentioned above. Here the three religions of Confucianism,
Buddhism, and Daoism are integrally grasped by Sun Chuo’s argument, but it
should be noted that the key to these discussions is the Dao (Waku 2017: 225
[2012]). In other words, he believed that the Dao was the principle that ran
through all three religions.

3. Sun Chuo’s Literary Works and the Absolute Enlightenment

From the literary works written by Sun Chuo, we can in fact see that his interest
in the Dao was not only intellectual, but that he himself was actually trying to
experience or realize the metaphysical world. In fact, the final part of his
masterpiece, 4 Rhapsody of a Visit to Mount Tiantai (% K5 1K), discloses the
metaphysical world he is seeking.
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Mount Tiantai (K75 1) is a sacred mountain, and the journey to its summit
involves first passing through a path of strange gods and spirits, and then
stepping into a sacred realm that people cannot enter. And in the process of
such climbing, Sun Chuo said that in order to reach the summit, it was
necessary to sharpen one’s spirit and remove mundane thoughts. Furthermore,
in the final part of 4 Rhapsody of a Visit to Mount Tiantai, there is a reference
to the moment when he breaks through to the metaphysical realm. And its
literary expression is thought to follow both traditional Chinese metaphysics
and Buddhist discourse:

I finally had a chance to explore every nook and cranny, and my body
and spirit were at peace. Unworthy desires disappeared, and the cares of
the world faded away [---] I sat on a steep mountain rock and focused
my mind, letting the flowing river echo my chanting voice.’

(Sun Chuo & 2007: 499)

In this state of absolute stability of mind, Sun Chuo made a specific reference to his
own concern, enlightenment. And there we can see the fusion of traditional and

Buddhist thought, which is a major characteristic of metaphysical poetry of the time:

I released my mind through the metaphysical discourses of Laozi and
chanted the discourses of the Buddhist scriptures into my mouth. But 1
still found myself unable to completely abandon the world of beings
(F). 1 also realized that even if I tried to head for the world of
non-being (f), I still couldn’t reach it.!0

(Sun Chuo &g 2007: 499-500)

As mentioned above, the enlightenment that Sun Chuo spoke of was based on the
discourses of Laozi and the Buddhist scriptures. However, relying on them is not
yet enough to achieve complete enlightenment. It seems that full-fledged
enlightenment was still a long way off for him. Because even though he realized
the world of the beings and tried to dismiss it because it was different from the
more fundamental world of non-being, he could not completely forget the world
of the beings. And not only that, even though he tried to reach the world of
non-being, he still could not get there. This is because, as far as the discourses of

Laozi and Buddhism are concerned, the enlightenment Sun Chuo is talking about
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had not yet completely broken out of the linguistic phase. In this sense, he was
still in the world of linguistically segmentable beings. However, it is noteworthy

that Sun Chuo was seeking to go beyond, to rush toward complete enlightenment:

I lost the distinction between existence (f%) and non-existence (%%) and
integrated their traces into one, and immediately I was able to break
away from the world of existence and enter the metaphysical realm.
And there, the relative relationship between concept and non-concept
fizzled out, and the relative relationship between existence,
non-existence, and cognition resulted in an absolute Nothingness (). !!

(Sun Chuo i 2007: 500)

Sun Chuo’s discussion of enlightenment is an attempt to fly to the absolute realm
by integrating existence and non-existence, and it is also an attempt to take the
being as a starting point and fly to the primordial realm behind it. This idea was
based on the Vimala Sutra (HEEE#R), a favorite of the intellectuals of the time, and
the metaphysical arguments of Wang Bi (F7#) of the Wei Dynasty. Therefore,
Sun Chuo believed that it was possible to break through to the metaphysical phase
through these methods. And, according to his argument, the ultimate metaphysical
state was to nullify all relative intellectual and linguistic oppositions and finally
converge on an absolute Nothingness. That Nothingness is not simply a concept in
the relative relationship of everyday existence and non-existence. It is an absolute
Nothingness as a special concept that converges all of existence and non-existence.
Therefore, once he is able to break through to the metaphysical realm, he will
have no choice but to abandon all analytical intelligence and become ecstatic. Sun
Chuo’s literary work 4 Rhapsody of a Visit to Mount Tiantai concludes with the
following symbolic words:

If I were to spend all day chatting, I would be in complete silence, as if I
never spoke a word. I have mastered everything and regard all things as
equal. And in my stupor, in the chaos of abandoning all analytical
intelligence, I become one with the Dao, which is such beforehand.!?
(Sun Chuo % 2007: 500)

At this point, Sun Chuo seems to have finally reached his true and absolute

enlightenment. It was a state of ecstasy and stupor that transcended the relativity
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of language and silence. Sun Chuo’s mastery of the Dao was thus beyond all
relative oppositions, and it was assumed to be a state that could only be described
as “such beforehand” (F #X), without being brought to any linguistic division or
analysis. He was convinced that Lao Tzu and Confucian saints in traditional
Chinese thought, as well as the Buddha of Buddhism, a foreign thought, had also
mastered such Dao, and went on to try to master and recognize such Dao himself.
And he described his sincere process of attaining enlightenment as a literary
expression, superimposing it on the ascent of the sacred mountain, Mount Tiantai.

As examined in the previous chapter, he had an integrated grasp of the three
religions of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism, but he saw Buddhism as the
one that reached the most essential depths. Similarly, in this literary work, the
absolute enlightenment that he suggests seems to have been greatly influenced by
the Buddhism of the time. In particular, the idea of absolute enlightenment, such
as the attainment of transcendent Nothingness through a kind of meditation, is
similar to the Prajna philosophy (Ji%#5 £ 48) supported by the intellectuals of the
time. Sun Chuo had once listened to a lecture on the Prajnaparamita Sutra (WAs
#%) given by a visiting ascetic from the north, together with the most famous
monks of the time, Zhi Dun (3Z3E). In other words, it is possible that Sun Chuo
had the most up-to-date knowledge of Prajna philosophy at the time (Fukunaga
2005: 96). Sun Chuo’s high reputation in the history of Chinese literature is due to
the fact that he developed his own original metaphysical poetry. As such his
literary expressions were based on his active intake of the most advanced foreign
thought and its harmonious combination with traditional thought. It is for this
reason that a rigorous reading of his metaphysical poetry requires a perspective

that crosses multiple disciplines.
4. Conclusion

Sun Chuo comprehensively grasped the three religions of Confucianism,
Buddhism and Daoism by using the concept of the Dao as a cord. Therefore,
Confucian saints, Buddhist buddhas, and Lao Tzu were considered to be on the
same ground as those who mastered the Dao. Moreover, Sun Chuo did not only
grasp such metaphysical phases intellectually, but he actually aimed to achieve the

metaphysical state himself. And in the end, it became an attempt to fly beyond
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all relative conflicts, although it first relied on both traditional and foreign ideas.
In the literary works written by Sun Chuo, his thoughts based on such multiple

religions were lying in the background.

The ideas and expressions of Sun Chuo examined in this paper were based on
multiple religious ideas of different origins. But it is also true that in his discourse,
there were misunderstandings and arbitrary readings, such as when he equated
Confucian saints with Buddhist buddhas, which is a misunderstanding from the
perspective of our current knowledge. However, despite this, the dialogue
between different disciplines steadily progressed in his discourse, and new
knowledge certainly sprouted from it. And perhaps the above examples are not
limited to events in the classical world. In the modern era, our interdisciplinary
research is also continuing to produce theories that, on the one hand, are
meticulous interpretations of the original texts and, on the other hand, are
revolutionizing our worldview. For such a kind of research perspective, I think we
can learn one of the original attitudes from Sun Chuo, a classical poet of the

Eastern Jin Dynasty.

* All translations are by the author of this paper.

U PASCF TERR, FRESCE, e HOE, (Fang Xuanling 55406 1974: 1547)

2 iR s EHB L, (Song Mingdi AR 2013: 631)

STE AR, BAMGE, ERMERRT, RN, SRk, RUART ., RHEFEEZE.
makEH, WAER. AESRESRE, B, ORI EE, (LiuYiging $I15%8 2013: 617-618)

SRR, B H A, KRR, S IEE, R A, WIVEHE, FfEiEEE, 152 #55, (Sun Chuo
F&ifs 2008: 897)

SEEML . MMEAR%, B2, BFXE A, (Sun Chuo ##fs 2004: 549)

o JEFLEMA, 1ARNJE L, TN AZH, oo AERERE, WAL, R2h7%, B2l i
WAL, HE—h, S, ZORRERE, B LR, (AW, HaHR, KB k.
(Sun Chuo #&ifi 2013: 151-152)

7 There is a noteworthy English translation of his argument by Arthur E. Link and Tim Lee (1967).

8 RALLFT | (RGEFHh, JEMF, EFEh, ISRIEE, 24 EA%F ., (Sun Chuo FRfE 2013: 147)

O ARIEEREE  REDEY, ERT A, R, BeEMAE, IRk, (Sun Chuo FRfs 2007:499)

0L 2 FH, GUIRAEC R, BEBAZAR, W2 HRH, (Sun Chuo F2fE 2007: 499-500)

INREZELIEH, ZEIAMGR, W4 ZFEH, H— MR =, (Sun Chuo #Aifi 2007: 500)

2HCH, FRBAAS, EOGLIER, JUREER B, (Sun Chuo £ 2007: 500)
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