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The Tiantai Theory of Sympathetic Resonance and Guanyin
The “Profundity in Sympathetic Resonance” Chapter of the Fahua xuanyi
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Abstract

Zhiyi’s (538-597) commentary on the “Bodhisattva Guanyin Universal Gate” chapter
of the Lotus Sutra is the earliest commentary on that single chapter in the Taisho
canon. In this commentary, Guanyin xuanyi & 2. 7%, Zhiyi uses the ‘fivefold pro-
found meaning’ to interpret the “Bodhisattva Guanyin Universal Gate” chapter.
The third meaning, ‘explaining the tenet,” takes ‘sympathetic resonance’ (ganying
J&J) as the core concept in its interpretation of the “Universal Gate” chapter. This
theory of ‘sympathetic resonance’ is also clearly related with that of the fourth pro-
fundity, ‘profundity in sympathetic resonance’ in his Fahua xuanyi.

This paper first looks at how Zhiyi’s concept of sympathetic resonance may have
been influenced philosophically in terms of Chinese classical culture and the con-
temporary cultural context. Considered are the influences of Daosheng’s (355-434)
concept of sympathetic resonance dominated by the idea of Buddha-nature, which
went together with Tiantai doctrinal classification, ‘mutual inherence of ten realms’
(shijie huju 5% A E) and ‘reaching the truth by moving beyond expedients’ (kai-
quan xianshi FAREREE) to form a new Tiantai theory of sympathetic resonance.

Second, in showing that Zhiyi’s interpretation of the “Universal Gate” chapter
is based on the tenet of sympathetic resonance, we arrive at the Tiantai syncretism
of sympathetic resonance and the Guanyin cult, a unique feature in Tiantai.

Finally, this paper argues that the most prominent feature of the Tiantai’s
Guanyin-based theory of sympathetic resonance is in the fact that the concept of
‘reaching the truth by moving beyond expedients’ is inclusive of the Guanyin cult in
its popular form. This shows that Bodhisattva Guanyin is like the Buddhas in saving
sentient beings. At the same time one must realize that one possesses Buddha-
nature just like Guanyin, using wisdom and compassion like those of Guanyin, stop
bad and practice the good, so that one has a sympathetic resonance with Buddhas
and bodhisattvas, accessing Buddha-nature to achieve ultimate liberation.

Key words: 1. sympathetic resonance; 2. Zhiyi; 3. Tiantai; 4. Fahua xuanyi,
5. Daosheng



