Sangharakshita’s Concerns about Tathagatagarbha
Q: One of the most problematic issues connected with other teachers concerns the question of tathagatagarbha, Buddha nature etc. I've spoken to a number of Order members who have said that, while they do not attach importance to tathagatagarbha as a metaphysical doctrine, they found an approach that emphasises the natural purity of the mind, whether deriving from Dzogchen, Mahamudra or whatever, spiritually liberating. Someone told me that, when they were introduced to this idea on a non-FWBO retreat, for the first time they experienced a positive perspective on the spiritual life – which they had not got from their previous experience of being taught within the movement. These are Westerners who seem to be speaking with complete sincerity and genuineness and who feel some pain because they understand that this is bringing them into conflict with what they understand to be your views – and they have otherwise no quarrel with you. 
S: The criterion is, did they give up practising? If they don't give up practising they are saying in effect that tathagatagarbha is a potentiality, not something you possess in the here and now. It seems that there are two traditions of tathagatagarbha. One says tathagatagarbha represents potentiality. The other tradition asserts that tathagatagarbha is somehow actually present within one here and now. It is the second of these two versions of tathagatagarbha that I criticise as eternalism, not the first, which speaks in terms of potentiality. As long as tathagatagarbha is used as a language of potentiality, used in a poetic, metaphorical, or even rhetorical way to indicate potentiality and to encourage faith and confidence, it's not too much of a problem. However, it has a tendency to slide into something metaphysical. If it is made into something metaphysical, it leads to the undercutting of practice. Indeed, it becomes a form of antinomianism, where it may even be asserted that the precepts are unnecessary. 
This antinomianism is, it seems, present in some aspects of Far Eastern Buddhism. I have recently been reading David Brazier's book, as well as Pruning the Bodhi Tree, edited by Jamie Hubbard and Paul Swanson, which is about a Japanese movement called 'Critical Buddhism'. Both these books make it clear that there is much about Zen that is not truly Buddhist. In some ways it's quite startling. David Brazier writes about Yasutani Roshi, a very prominent twentieth century master, and that is really quite an eye opener; almost horrific in some ways. Yasutani Roshi, supposedly an enlightened Zen master, supposedly having received full transmission coming all the way down from Shakyamuni, actively supported Japanese imperialism and wrote violently anti-Semitic books. Some forms of Zen or of Dzogchen or Mahamudra, as some forms of Vedanta, would seem to claim there is no difference between skilful and unskilful, because both have the same basis in the Buddha Nature or whatever. Then there is no need for effort or practice, no need for renunciation, etc. 
One must therefore be careful one does not get too far from the Buddha's thought. Even if one can speak metaphorically of one's ultimate purity, one still must transform the greed, hatred, and delusion in one's mind, as the Buddha repeatedly taught. And you have to make ethical judgements. 
If some people say that the language of tathagatagarbha has been helpful to them, one cannot deny their experience. The question is, what do they make of that experience, where do they place it in a broader context? 
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