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FOREWORD

t has been a long and exciting history of

tremendous cultural exchange between China and

other countries. In terms of culture, economy,
ideology, and personnel, these exchanges between China
and other countries can be dated back to the times of
Qin and Han dynasties—directly or indirectly, by land or
sea. The long-term and multi-faceted cultural exchange
helps the world to understand more about China and
the rest of the world, enriching the common wealth of
mankind—both materially and spiritually.

The book series entitled Roads to the World offers
the most splendid stories in the entire history of Sino-
foreign cultural exchange. We hereby offer them to
foreign students learning the Chinese language, and
to foreign readers who have a keen interest in Chinese
culture. These stories depict important personalities,
events, and phenomena in various fields of cultural
exchange between China and other nations, and among
different peoples. By reading the books, you may

understand China and Chinese civilization profoundly,



and the close link between Chinese civilization and
other civilizations of the world. The books highlight the
efforts and contributions of Chinese people and Chinese
civilization in the world’s cultural interchange. They
reflect mankind’s common spiritual pursuit and the
orientation of values.

This book tells the story of Jianzhen—a prominent
monk, who lived during the Tang Dynasty times in
China. He went through many hardships making
six attempts to cross the sea to take the Buddhist
precepts to Japan. He succeeded in his last attempt. He
introduced the advanced culture of the Tahg Dynasty
(architecture, sculpture, calligraphy, painting, and
traditional Chinese medicine) to Japan, which still fuels
the development of Japanese culture. The Japanese
conferred him with the title “Cultural Benefactor.” He
stands high as the symbol of long-term Sino-Japanese

cultural exchange!
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Great Buddhism Master

ianzhen (Ganjin)—a renowned Vinaya master of the
Tang Dynasty of China (618-907)—underwent many
hardships during six attempts to sail eastwards to
apan. The first five ended in failure due to many reasons,
but he finally made it in his last attempt. He reached Japan
in year 754 and devoted rest of his life to disseminating
Buddhist doctrines. As a great cultural envoy, he made
splendid contributions to the cultural exchange and
development between China and Japan with wisdom and
effort. He set a permanent example to the world with his
firm faith, indomitable will and broadmindedness.
Jianzhen was born to a devout Buddhist family in year
688 in Jiangyang County, Yangzhou (now eastern suburb
of Yangzhou, Jiangsu Province) in the reign of Express Wu
Zetian (690-705). His surname was Chunyu. His father
was a rich businessman, and family was well off. As a
devout believer in Buddhism, his father learned Zen and

received ordination too. With a Buddhist shrine at home,
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The portrait of Jianzhen, collected in Mieido (Portrait
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MONK JIANZHEN'S JOURNEY TO JAPAN

his father paid respect to
the Buddha and chanted
sutras every day. When
Jianzhen was a little boy,
his father often told him
Buddhist tales and took
him to worship and
offer incense in temples
and monasteries. To his
father’s happiness, the
little boy showed no

interest in the luxurious

life in Yangzhou.

M KT RE, FTh R,
Qiling Pagoda in Daming Temple, Yangzhou. Photo
by Virginia Anami

Jianzhen had great
enthusiasm in religion
and culture. He had the nature of Buddha and yearned for
living in a strong religious and cultural environment.
Jianzhen and his father were quite familiar with
the abbot of the Dayun Temple in Yangzhou—Master
Zhiman. With kind and elegant attitudes, the master left
little Jianzhen with a carefree and happy feeling. Tranquil
environment in the temple, lofty majestic halls, serene
smiles on the faces of Buddha statues, long deep sound of
chanting sutras, and stories about Buddhist willingness
to do good and boundless kindness and virtue—all these

deeply attracted Jianzhen. He began to get fascinated with
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Historic buildings near the banks of the Grand Canal, Yangzhou. Photo credit; Fotoe
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MONK JIANZHEN'S JOURNEY TO JAPAN

Yangzhou

Yangzhou in Jiangsu Province of East China is located in the
north wing of the Yangtze River Delta. Yangzhou was the third
largest metropolis—only second to the capital of Chang’an (now
Xi'an) and eastern capital of Luoyang during the Tang Dynasty.
It was a leading economic and cultural center and major port
of foreign trade and external exchange since the Tang Dynasty
rule. The Grand Canal built during the Sui Dynasty (681-618),
ran through both Luoyang and Yangzhou, making Yangzhou
the north-south, west-east water and land transport hub. The
transport system was well developed in Yangzhou where many
merchants and foreigners gathered. The Buddhist culture
flourished there.

Buddhism and gradually cherished a desire to become
an eminent monk to accumulate kindness and virtue and
transmit Buddhist precepts among the common people
for the rest of his life.

One day in year 702, when he was 14 years old,
Jianzhen asked his father for permission to leave home
and become a monk in the Dayun Temple. As the father
understood the child’s zeal that temple visits had
awakened his son, he agreed to his son’s request and
invited Master Zhiman as his son’s mentor. Knowing

that Jianzhen had a profound wisdom, Zhiman gladly
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MONK JIANZHEN'S JOURNEY TO JAPAN

accepted him as a disciple. The master believed that
Jianzhen would become a mahasiddha (a Buddhist
with great spiritual accomplishment) in the future. His
father knew monastic disciplines and rules very well.
He told Jianzhen to start as a “novice” at the temple.
Initially, Jianzhen had hair and worked as a servant
and lay laborer. With his great awareness, this little boy
focused on paying respect to Buddhism, industriously
performed all the chores, such as sweeping the imperial
courtyard, washing the master’s chamber pot and
kasaya (cassock or robe), and often reading Buddhist
scriptures and teachings until midnight. The sangha at
the temple liked him very much. He successfully passed
the examination held by the imperial court and got an
official permit to become a monk and join a monastery
as scheduled. The Daming Temple held a grand tonsure
ceremony and a public ordination ceremony for him.
After that, he became a samanera (little monk) with a
monastic title (Buddhist name) of Jianzhen. At that time,
becoming a member of the sangha was a very honorable
thing due to the imperial court’s advocacy and the
public recognition. It cost more money to receive a
precept-granting ceremony and to get an official permit
for becoming a Buddhist monk or nun. It was very
difficult for an ordinary family to afford. It was evident

that Jianzhen grew up in a rich family. Jianzhen devoted
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MONK JIANZHEN'S JOURNEY TO JAPAN

himself to Buddhism without taking into account the
livelihood, but purely due to his lofty faith and firm
determination.

Jianzhen studied Buddhism at the Dayun Temple.
Despite being a highly intelligent learner, he spared no
efforts to study all the doctrines, sutras, and Buddhist
disciplines. Under the careful guidance of Master
Zhiman, he gained much knowledge and acquired a
deep understanding of several major sects in Chinese
Buddhism—specifically the Vinaya sect (Liizong). At the
age of 18, he was ordained a bodhisattva by Patriarch
Dao’an, who was a renowned Buddhist master, and
the founding patriarch of Nanshan Vinaya sect. He
resided in the Longxing Temple in Kuaiji (present-day
Shaoxing in Zhejiang Province). He happened to pass by
Yangzhou and was accommodated at the Dayun Temple.
He gladly presided over the percept-granting ceremony
for Jianzhen, having heard that Jianzhen just turned
18 years old, and that he had a deep understanding
of Buddhism. Patriarch Dao’an believed Jianzhen
would have a splendid future. In accordance with the
ordination system of the Tang Dynasty, samaneras
(little monks) should experience a tonsure ceremony
and a public ordination ceremony first. When they were
20 years old, they would attend another ordination

ceremony to become bhikshus (monks) or bhikshunis
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