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“Three-causes Buddha-nature” in Zhiyi’s Thoughts and Its
Application: along with Reviewing Yinshun’s Commentary

Ooi, Yeng-Khim
Master’s Student

Department of Buddhist Studies,
Dharma Drum Institute of Liberal Arts

Abstract

This paper reviews and consolidates in the literature about the thoughts of
“Buddha-nature” of Zhiyi, highlighting his innovative interpretations. By
extending the two-causes “Buddha-nature” in the Mahaparinirvana Sutra to a
three-causes “Buddha-nature” system, Zhiyi reinterpreted and reassembled the
concept of “Buddha-nature,” to render a deeper meaning. In addition, such a
unique approach is characteristic of expression in Chinese. In The Profound
Meaning of the Lotus Sutra, it is evident that Zhiyi applied his concept of
“Buddha-nature” in several ways, including: using “Buddha-nature” to explain
the four entries into the ultimate reality in the separate and perfect teachings;
employing the “three-causes Buddha-nature” as one of the ten sets of triplets to
constitue the “threefold track” frame; and using the permanence of “Buddha-
nature” and the “three-causes Buddha-nature” to critique the “three Southern
and seven Northern” masters classification of teachings.

Master Yinshun’s commentary on Zhiyi’s “Buddha-nature” thought are as
follows: Firstly, Yinshun seems to disagree with Zhiyi’s interpretation of the
two causes of “Buddha-nature” from the Mahaparinirvana Sutra as “three-
causes Buddha-nature.” Nonetheless, this just reflects Zhiyi’s creativity,
making the concept of “Buddha-nature” more comprehensive and applicable
which is more understandable in the context of spreading of Buddhism.
Secondly, Yinshun believes that Zhiyi’s applying the “true permanent Buddha-



<62 - PEMRENISE F Al (REl——=%)

nature” from the Mahaparinirvana Sitra to explain the “Buddha’s knowledge
and insight” in the Lotus Sutra has caused later generations to shift their
understanding of the Lotus Sutra from “emptiness of nature” to “true
permanence,” and has further raised the issue of whether “Buddha-nature” is
inherent or acquired. From the perspective of Tiantai, however, this is a matter
of viewpoint. Using the fourfold reasoning (catuskoti), whether it is described
as existent, empty, both existent and empty, or neither existent nor empty; or
inherent, acquired, both inherent and acquired, or neither inherent nor acquired,
all these are expedient teachings meant to break the dualistic attachments to the
self and dharma, thereby enabling the realization of Buddha-nature and abiding

in great nirvana.

Keywords:
Zhiyi, Three-causes Buddha-nature, Yinshun, Emptiness of nature, Tiantai

studies



