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Buddhism and Life (1II )
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Let us further explore the level of life.
We want to ask: Above the level of
animals (including human beings), is
there any existence of higher form of
life which transcends time and space?
Modern science answers “no,” because
science believes that when one dies, all
are finished, nothing left. Of course, this
is an incorrect nihilistic view of birth
and death! Other religions all consider
the existence of a higher form of life
or a supernatural power such as God,
Allah, devas, gods, immortals, etc. while
Buddhism confirms the existence of
souls, gods, ghosts and even Buddhas,
bodhisattvas, etc.
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We Buddhists believe that minerals
also have rather high degree of sheng
ming. (In Chinese, sheng ming means

literally life. But, from the viewpoint of
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etymology, the Chinese character sheng
means birth and ming means fate.) Or
speaking more precisely, minerals have
“birth but no fate.” Ordinary people
may find it very difficult to accept this
concept. But, if we look at this problem
from the angle of atomic structure in
modern physics, we will feel that it is
quite reasonable. As we know well,
outside the atomic nucleus there are
different number of electrons which
rotate around the atomic nucleus at a
speed close to light speed in a certain
orbit while the atomic nucleus also
moves uninterruptedly. This is the so-
called “simple harmonic” movement.
The physicists consider these phenomena
as atomic activities. If we want to use
accelerator to destroy or change the
atomic structure (for example, to hit out
the neutrons), it needs astonishingly great
force. The same is the case if we want
to move the electrons out of the orbit.
Any component of the atomic structure,
for example, the proton, neutron, meson,
quantum and even elementary particle
in atomic nucleus, cannot be added or
reduced at will, and also their position
cannot be moved at will. Seen from this

angle, atom also has its high organic

30 $¥TR

relationship in broad sense. Take stone
as an example! It is not wrong to say
that stone is a motionless, dead non-
organism. But seen from the level of
atomic structure, in the atomic structure
of the elements which compose the stone
such as silicon, the electrons are moving
at a speed close to light speed. Can we
say that it is dead? Friction produces
heat. Drilling wood gets fire. Rubbing
two stones bursts spark. We human
beings have sensory cells and nervous
system. Our eyes can see its light. Our
hands can feel its heat. When the wood
is being drilled to produce fire, when the
cells of plants are being destructed, can
you say that the cells of plants have no
feeling? When stones are being rubbed
against each other to produce fire, the
sparks are the reaction of the electrons
in the stone atom after being stimulated.
Can you say that it completely has no
feeling? Although its reaction is close to
“zero” (—0) because it has no sensation
cells and nervous system like animal
and plant, it is not equal to “zero” (#0).
Here, we will no more consider the story
of “Monk Dao Sheng expounds Buddha
dharma, and the stubborn stones nod
their heads” in Chinese Ch’an School,



and the illustration of Sun Wu-k’ong as
“metamorphosis birth out of the immortal
fetus of stone egg” in the classical
Chinese novel “Journey to the West” as
ridiculous. In fact, the nodding head of
stubborn stones and the Sun Wu-k’ong’s
metamorphosis birth out of stone egg
are actually nothing but the supernatural
induction. Therefore, Buddhism considers
animal and plant as having birth and fate,
but minerals as having birth but no fate.
Consequently, Buddhism further confirms
that all beings (literally those who have
birth, in Sanskrit satva or in Pali satta) are
sentient, and thus have Buddha nature!
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Let us look at the problem again from
the viewpoint of bio-chemistry. Take
sexual reproduction as an example, the
combination of sperm and egg forms
the life of an organism. Death is the
gradual destruction of an organism to
the final dissolution. Therefore, birth is
combination, and death is dissolution.
Let us discuss again from the viewpoint
of biology or physiology. At the moment
when the sperm contacts the egg, life
starts to have the function of metabolism;
when this function stops completely,
it is death. Seen from the viewpoint of
modern medical science, the process
from birth to death is in general almost
the same as the above various viewpoints,
but more precisely. Take human beings
as an example, when the pupils begin
to enlarge, the dying process starts.
(This is the so-called the starting of
the dissolution of “four elements” in
Buddhism.) When the breathing and pulse
stop, in particular when the heart beating
stops completely, it is death. However,
the latest medical research supplements
or modifies the above definition of death:
The stopping of heart beating cannot be

defined as true death; only the complete
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stopping of the brain cells’ electrical
wave activity can be called true death. In
fact, when the development of a baby’s
brain cells is completed, its brain starts
to have wave activity (detectable from
EEG) until death. At birth, where do
the brain electrical waves come from?
At death, where do they go? Modern
medical science cannot answer. However,
if we judge from the viewpoint of
vijiapti-matrata (consciousness only),
the entering of electrical waves when
the brain cells develop to completion,
and the leaving of electrical waves
when the brain cells die are exactly the
appearance and disappearance of the
function of seeds in alaya consciousness.
Therefore, in the “Verses delineating
the eight consciousnesses”, there is
a saying, “(the alaya consciousness)
received fumigation (of the former seven
consciousnesses), and sustains seeds,
physical organs, and material world. It is
the last consciousness to leave physical
body, and the first consciousness to enter
physical body, thus being the master of a
person.” As regards the problem of entity
and phenomenon, Buddhism proposes
that living beings and all things are

egoless. This refers to the non-eternal,



impermanent phenomena; the aspect of
“function” of a life. Meanwhile, tathata
refers to nirvana which is neither born
nor decayed, and has neither the form of
I nor formlessness; the aspect of “entity”
of a life.
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In summarizing the above descriptions,
the life view of Buddhism has following
characteristics: 1. It is very broad and
profound. It suggests that not only
animals and plants have life, even
minerals have life. 2. It is both real and
abstract. For example, it recognizes the
existence of soul, deities, immortals,
ghosts, etc. In other words, the visible
lives exist while the invisible lives also
exist. According to the viewpoint of neo-
realism of modern philosophy, the abstract
things also exist. This is identical to that
of our Buddhism. 3. It is continuous and
stretching, not nihilistic birth and death.
New life will be born according to the
previous lives’ karma and other condition

continuously and uninterruptedly. 4. It is
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everlasting without extinction. (The soul
or consciousness has birth and death,
but the true self is beyond birth and
death.) 5. It is changeable and pluralistic:
Buddhism accepts the categorizing of
human beings as animal in modern
science. This is totally different from the
view of other religions in considering
human beings as superior than other
lives. For example, the rebirth in the six
realms of existence exactly shows the
changeability and pluralism of life. In the
meantime, it is also within our grasp to
attain liberation from the rebirth in the six
realms of existence and to enter nirvana
state of no-birth, no-death, permanence,
bliss, self, and purity. In other words, if
one can practice down-to-earthly the five
precepts, the ten virtues, the eightfold
noble paths, the six perfections, etc.
(the so-called dual practice of merit and
wisdom), one will realize the fruition of
Buddhahood and thus have the capacity
to save living beings. The transcending
of ordinary state and the attaining of
sainthood relies on one’s own power not
on others. Therefore, Buddhism proposes
not only not fatalism but also the self-
determination of one’s own fate. (To be

continued)
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