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The Doctrine of '"Seeing the Nature and thus to
become a Buddha' in Ch'an—A Study of its

Development and Formulation

Jan Yiin-hua
Professor Emeritus, McMaster University

Summary

According to the history of Ch'an Buddhism compiled from the 12th century

AD. and thereafter, the doctrine of "Seeing the Nature and to become a

Buddha" was transmitted directly by the first patriarch of Ch' an Buddhism,
Bodhidharma himself. However, this study finds that phrase of "Seeing the

Nature" was first appeared in a Ch'an Buddhist document compiled in the



early years of the 8th century AD., then developed into a hot topic by
Shen-hui ( 648 - 758) and other Ch'an masters arround 800 AD. It was not
until the 10th century, that the doctrine began to be associated with
Bodhidharma though he was still regarded as one of the discussants. During
the subsequent two centuries, Ch'an Buddhism became more dominant in
Chinese religious life, some leading Ch'an historians and / or masters have
rewritten their history, ascribed this teaching exclusively to the First
Patriarch, and formulated the phrase "Seeing the Nature" into the four
standard lines as "Transmitted outside the teaching tradition, not establish
written doctrine, pointing to the Mnd directly, seeing the Nature thus to
become a Buddha." Thereafter, this attribution of the doctrine to
Bodhidharma and formulation of the four standard phrases became the
orthodox teaching in Ch'an Buddhism.
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