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Theories of Impermanence (Momentary Destruction)

and the Eternal Buddha
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D.Litt., Professor. Emeritus,
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Summary



The Buddha's teaching that any of our physical, sensual and mental elements and objects ( 6 a yatana,
5skandha ) isimpermanent ( anitya ) is very fundamental to Buddhism. This theory developed later
into the doctrine of momentary destruction (universal momentariness) in the Sarv a sti-v a din-school
and Yog a c a ra-school. It was firmly established by Vasubandhu (4-5th century), and elaborated by
Dharmak i rti (6-7th century) and his followers. As this doctrine refutes the metaphysical principles of
the other schools of Indian philosophy, it has been criticized by the other schools (Naiy a yika, Vai w e
s ika, Ved a nta, Jaina, etc.).

Vasubandhu asserts in his Abhidharma-Ko w a-Bh as ya (AKBh. pp. 193 1-194 13, ??ﬁﬁ Vol.13,T.
29.67¢ 9 -68b 1) that every conditioned element ( s a j sk r ta dharma ) is momentary (ks an ika ),
and that the destruction (vin aw a, extinction) of an existing element ( bh a va, existence) is without
cause, because destruction is non-existence and non-existence has no cause. An opponent says that fuel,
etc. extinguish because of combination with fire, etc. But he doubts and criticizes this opinion. Here he
supposes that burning fuel extinguishes momentarily then less fuel originates and extinguishes again
and again momentarily, until finally no fuel originates again, hence no fuel is seen at last. Here he
adduces two examples: A burning flame of a lamp extinguishes due to its combination with the wind,
and a tinkling sound of a bell stops tinkling due to a touch of a hand with it. These examples imply that
the flame of a lamp and the sound of a bell extinguish momentarily but only repeatedly originate and
extinguish momentarily again and again. For example, just as a momentary consciousness ( buddhi ), a
sound, and a flame extinguish without causes, so the extinction of these fuel, etc. does not need a cause.
He denies any change or decay of any existing element ( bh a va , existence), which is momentary, i.e.
disappears as soon as it appears. He pursues true beings and ultimate truth. He denies the substantial
existence of the unconditioned elements ( asa j sk r ta-dharma , AKBh. pp. 92-94), the forces that are
not related to the consciousness ( citta-viprayukta-sa j sk a ra, pp. 63...81), and the unmanifested
matter (avij b apti, pp. 196-199). So, true existing elements are all essential elements of our senses,
body, consciousness, mental functions and elements, and sensual and mental objects, all of which can
be easily understood as impermanent, if we do not construct eternal unchangeable substances by
conceptional or logical thinking ( vikalpa, kalpan a ). In other words, the theory of universal

momentariness has little to do with matter (or material) and objective substances.
Dharmak i rti accepts his doctrine of momentariness and universalises it further as follows:

"For existing things that are extinguishing do not need the cause for their existence, because there are
those which are to extinguish on account of their own cause. Therefore whatever is produced [by cause]
is to extinguish on account of its own nature [without cause] " (Pram an a-V a rttika-svav r tti = PVSV.

p.987-9)

"Anything existing is only momentary, if it is not momentary, it is contradictory to the efficient

function (artha-kriya, efficient operation), hence the reality (vastutva) which is of the characteristic of



that [efficient function] is to be lost." (Hetubindu p.4*6. This text has been reconstructed from the

Tibetan by Ernst Steinkellner)

"In case of no momentariness, there [would be] no existence." (ksanikatvabhave sattvabhavah.

Hetubindu p. 5*20).
The very basic concept of his argument (inference) is expressed as in the following assertion:

"Since the definition (characteristic) of existence is a function (wakti), [and] the definition
(characteristic) of non-existence is devoid of all functions, then a non-momentary (aksanika, eternal)
thing does not have any function anywhere. Because it is devoid of efficient function (artha-kriya,

efficient operation) successively as well as simultaneously (Hetubindu p. 19¥10-12).

Such theories of impermanence and universal momentariness are very characteristic to Buddhism.
Then a question arises: how is it possible to believe the eternal Buddha as is discoursed in the Mah a 'y
a na-s u tras (Saddharmapu nd ar i ka-s u tra, Sukh a vat i -vy u ha, etc.)? The present author will

answer this question in the following process:

(1) Two types of Buddha-body: eternal truth-body ( dharma-k a ya, dharma- body) vs. impermanent
colour-body (rupa-k aya, oramis a-k aya, material body) (A st as a hasrik a Praj bap a ramita ,

Mabh a y a na-Mabh a parinirv an a-s u tra),

(2) Amitabha Buddha's original vow to be eternal (of infinite life) and make a pure land in order to save

all the sentient beings from suffering (Sukh a vat i -vy u ha),
(3) Thoughts of emptiness ( wu uyat a ), dependent origination ( prat i tya-

samutp a da ), and the true nature of the thinkable phenomenal elements ( dharm ana m
dharmat a , tathat a,, %)% €74l ) in the Mah a - Praj ba p a ramit a -upade w a- wa stra
( Ta-chih-tu-lun *?ﬁ'@ﬁﬁ , T. vol. 25, n0.1509 ) which was traditionally ascribed to N a g a rjuna and

translated by Kum a raj i va into Chinese in 405.

In conclusion: true Buddha is dharma -body that is nothing but the true nature of the thinkable
phenomenal elements (T. vol. 25, 747a), i.e. the unconditioned element ( asa j sk r ta-dharma, 382a),
prak r ti- wu nyat a (emptiness of essence because of dependent origination, 292b), anupalambha- w u
nyat a (emptiness because of imperceptibleness, 296b) and atyanta- w u nyat a (emptiness of every
thing, 289bc). In other words, eternal Buddha is thought only in the impermanent and momentary
phenomenal things, which come into being by dint of dependent origination. Buddha's original vow to
benefit sentient beings is based on great compassion (karu n a ) which comes from emptiness of every

thing (atyanta- w u nyat a , 442a). Or eternal Buddha should be the law of dependent origination, which



is another expression of emptiness, and which works in our living phenomenal world that is
impermanent and ephemeral. If it is so, how can we communicate with such Law, i.e. Buddha? It runs
as follows: Buddha of truth-body always discourses Law emitting rays of light, but people do not see
Him nor hear His discourse because of their sins (126b). A bodhisattva who meditates on Buddha (or
Buddhas) can meet Buddha (Buddhas)(276a), and when he attains to the concentration
'pratyutpanna-buddha-sa j mukhavasthita-sam a dhi' ( 4%%5] = £ , concentration in which Buddhas of
the present appear in his presence) sees Buddhas (86c), especially Amitabha-buddha (276a). Such
experiences are difficult for us to have, and we cannot comment much, in short, they must be very

religious experiences.
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