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Thought of Three Religions’ Common Origin
through Some Vietnamese Confucians

Hué Khai @

Abstract: It is popular the theory of the Three Religions (Confucianism, Buddhism
and Taoism) with a common root in China and Vietnam under the feudal regimes. In
Vietnam there are several characters, including zen masters, confucians, scholars
and even a king, whose works embody the spirit of the Three Religions of the same
origin. This article presents some typical figures and their works express the above
spirit.

—

From the second century onwards the theory of the common origin of the Three
Religions started in Vietnam, then called Giao Chi province (since 111 B.C) and later
called Giao Chéu (since A.D 203). Giao Chi under the reign of Governor Shi Xie
became the meeting ground for cultural exchanges among Vietnam, India, and
China. It was also a place for the fusion of Indochinese currents of thought (i.e.
Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism) and the indigenous culture.

The case of Moubo or Mouzi (c. 165 or 170 - c. 230) is one typical example.
Mouzi, whose real name was Mourong, styled Zibo, was a native of Cangwu and
very good at both martial arts and literature. Due to great disorder in China after the
death of Emperor Han Lingdi (reigned 168-189), he fled China and came to live in
Giao Chau (Vietnam) in the second century. He composed a well-known treatise
titled Lihuolun (Dispelling Doubts Treatise). Its original title was Zhihuolun, but then
Zhi 75 has been changed into Li £ on account of a Tang taboo since the dynasty of
King Tang Gaozong (or Li Zhi, reigned 650-633). According to L& Manh That, the
treatise was written about 198 A.D.

In the preface of Lihuolun (Dispelling Doubts Treatise) Mouzi says that after his
mother’s death, he did not want to hold any official post, but spent all of his time in
studying the Three Religions: “Since then, | have devoted myself to Buddhism,
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ground away at Laozi’s five thousand characters,) swallowed mystery as good wine,
and regarded the Five Classics ® as zithers and flutes.” ©

This fact shows that the Three Religions coexisted in Giao Chi in the time of
Prefect Shi Xie. That spirit of harmonious unity from the early times was a
contributory factor for the theory that the Three Religions are of the same origin to
become a traditional cultural identity of the Vietnamese during later centuries, and it
has been mentioned by eminent monks, priests, and scholars under many dynasties.
Some typical figures are as follows:

1. VIEN CHIEU (999-1091)

Zen Master Vién Chiéu (999-1090), whose lay name was Mai Tryc, lived under
the Ly dynasty, a native of Phiic Puong village, Long Pam district. He was the Zen
master of the seventh generation of Quén Bich (Wall-Contemplation) Zen school of
Vietnam. His works include Duoc Sw Thdp Nhi Nguyén Van (The Medicine King
Buddha’s Twelve Vows), Tan Vién Giac Kinh (Eulogy on the Complete
Enlightenment Siitra), Thdp Nh; B Tat Hgnh Tu Chitng Pgo Trang (Enlightenment
Realized by the Twelve Bodhisattva Practices), Tham Po Hién Quyét (Revelation of
the Decisive Secret for Students) ). Once asked about the meaning of Buddha and
Confucian Sages, he gave an answer in verse as follows:

In daytime the brilliant sun shines,
Then comes the night
Bathed in bright moonlight. ©

His implication is that Buddha and Confucian Sages have different functions in
life, but their ultimate purposes are to shine bright light to the world or, in other

“DO0 Lan L2 Anh Dong, Researcher, Ho Chi Minh City.
! He refers to Laozi’s Daodejing (The Way and its Power).

2 He refers to Wujing, the fundamental cannons of Confucianism.

3 [Lé Manh That 1982: 133, 508]. This footnote indicates that the above information is from a book
by L& Manh That, published in 1982, pages 133, 508. For the related source in details, see
“Reference” at the end of this article.

* [Vién Van Hoc 1977: 266].
®[Vién Van Hoc 1977: 274, 281]. A4 SR, /004 E i
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words, to help sentient beings to attain enlightenment. To make his idea clear, he
gives this example: Sunlight is necessary for day; and similarly, moonlight for night.

2. TRAN THAI TONG (reigned 1226-1258)

King Tran Thai Tong, whose real name was Tran Canh, was a native of Tuc Mic
village, Thién Truong prefecture (i.e., modern My Lc district, Nam Dinh province).
His works include Kién Trung Thuwong Lé (Common Rites during Kién Trung Era),
Quéc Trieu Thong Ché (General Institutions of National Dynasties), Khéa Hir Luc
(Instructions on Emptiness), Thién Tong Chi Nam (A Guide to Zen Buddhism), etc. ©

In his Preface to Thien Téng Chi Nam (A Guide to Zen Buddhism), the King
implied that there was no difference between Buddhist and Confucian
responsibilities for helping the secular world. He writes: “The Sixth Patriarch said
that great sages of old did not differ from great monks. It is thus obvious that Buddha’s
teachings should be relied on Confucian sages to be handed down to later ages.” ™

In his Phé Khuyén Phat Bé Hé Tam (General Exhortation on Devoting the Mind
to Bodhi), the King writes:

In men’s ignorance the Three Religions
are of different kinds.

When the origin is known,

they get the same enlightened mind. ©

In his Tea Thién Ludn (Essay on Zen Meditation), the King pointed out the
similarity of the Three-Teaching self-cultivation methods as follows: “Sakyamuni
[Buddha] entered the Himalayas and sat in Zen meditation for six years. Magpies
built a nest on his head and grasses grew between his thighs, but his body and mind
was still calm and indifferent. When Zigi [Taoist] sat leaning against a chair, his
body resembled a dead tree and his mind resembled dead ashes. When Yanhui

© [Tran Van Giap 1990: 56, 57].

O RNMAE = S RENBKAER . RBM 2 #OUB 3 DA . [Vién Van Hoc
1989: 26-27].

® [Vién Van Hoc 1989: 60, 62, 65]. £ NZ =,/ THHERITE— 0. CHEIFEEIR0)
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[Confucians] sat and forgot everything, his connection with the body and its parts
was dissolved; his perception was discarded. Detaching himself from both stupidity
and wisdom, he became one with the Great Way. Thus, those three sages and
worthies of old had great achievement owing to Zen meditation.”

In his Gigi Sat Sinh Van (Essay on Commandment against Killing), the King
pointed out the similarities of the Three Religions on doing good deeds: “Confucian
texts instruct us to perform benevolence and make virtues. Taoist canons exhort us to
love people and animals. Buddhist siitras advocate the commandment against

killing.” 9

3. HUONG HAI (1631-1718)

Zen Master Huong Hai (1631-1718), whose real name was Té Cau, was a native
of Ang Do village, Chan Phuc district (i.e., today Nghi Loc district, Nghé An
province). He used to be Prefect of Tri¢u Phong prefecture (i.e., today Quang Tri
province) under the Hau Lé dynasty, then became a monk, styled Huyén Co Thién
Giac, also known by dharma name of Minh Chau Huong Hai, on the islet of Cham in
Quang Nam province. He was a prolific author. ™

In a poem, he wrote that originally the Three Religions were of the same
noumenon. (J5 2 = # [ —14) @ Thus, in his opinion the Three Religions have the

common origin.
Comparing Confucianism with Buddhism, in another poem he concluded:
Traced back further,
Confucian source is more spacious.

Penetrated deeper into,

© [Vién Vian Hoc 1989: 86-88]. Rl Cfip AT T 11, s NeE, B TTE L, HETH, 308
oo TREFEILMAL, HaAA, OUSEK. BRI, Bk, BhEER, #ERA, FRKE
LRI, R DUAASE T O

@O [Vién Van Hoc 1989: 93]. ffi it i~ 7 4 G4 Z 4 if A= b M A B 265

@ [Lé Quy Dén 1977: 402-403].

@2 [Lé Quy Don 1977: 409].
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Buddhist ocean is more profound. ¥

In a poem titled Ly S Dung Théng (Principle-phenomena interpenetration), Zen
Master Huong Hai used the images of vehicles and boats to compare with the Three
Religions’ means and functions in life. In his conclusion, the Three Religions are like
three vehicles reaching the same destination. Comparing the pairs of Confucian
categories (Three Bonds and Five Constant Virtues), with Daoist ones (Three
Origins and Five Vital Forces), and with those of Buddhism (Threefold Refuge and
Five Precepts), he wrote the following beautiful poem:

Renown doctrines and religions are of three:
Confucianism aims at helping nations,
ruling people, rectifying families.

Daoism focuses on nurturing vital force

and spirit serenity,

On medicine to heal evil diseases,

and hard practice of alchemy. ¥
Buddhism liberates sentient beings
from three-path suffering, **

So their ancestors can attain deliverance too.

Confucianism uses Three Bonds

@I[Le Quy Don 1977: 410]. T B oM, 0k f HNER.

@9 Both chu %k and dan (don) F} refer to scarlet; sa # sand. A Daoist sect called Than Tién Pan
Dinh (the sect of immortality, alchemy, and talismans) uses sa thach i’ (literally, sand and stone, a
substance which can be squeezed into powder) for external alchemy. It is odorless, tasteless, scarlet,
thus is called chu sa 4#b, than sa #%>, dan sa F}H (cinnabaris). In Chinese medicine, cinnabaris
has many shades of red. The darker, the better. To test, we can squeeze it into powder. If the hand is
not smeary, it is the best cinnabaris. Cinnabaris is a compound, 86,2% of which is hydragyum and
13% of which is sulfur. When cinnabaris is boiled, the toxic SO, emits; the remaining hydragyum is
toxic too. Thus, old medicinal books advise to use raw and unboiled cinnabaris being ground with
water. He who abuses cinnabaris can become insane. [Lé Anh Diing 1995: 82-83].

5 Three-path suffering =i&3% : Suffering of a soul entering three evil paths of punishment as
retribution for his/her sins, i.e., fire path ‘ki& (suffering of being burned), blood path Ifili%& (suffering
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and Five Constant Virtues.

Daoism preserves Five Vital Forces

and Three Origins.

Buddhism teaches Threefold Refuge

and Five Precepts.

They are like three vehicles on the same path.
4. LE QUY PON (1726-1784)

He was styled Doan Hau with his literary name of Qué Puong, a native of Dién
Ha village, Duyén Ha district, Tién Hung prefecture, Son Nam (now in Thai Binh
province). He held many important official posts under the Later Lé dynasty. He was
a prolific author, whose works on Confucianism include: Qud?n Thw Khao Bién
(Investigating and Discussing Classics), Thanh M& Hién Pham Luc (Recorded
Sayings of Sages and Worthies), Am Chdt Van Chi (The Silence Way of
Recompense with Annotation), Van Dai Loai Ngiz (A Collection of Sorted Sayings),
Xudn Thu Lwoc Lugn (A Brief Essay on the Spring-Autumn Period), Dich Kinh Phu
Thuyét (Superficial Explanation of the Book of Changes), Thu Kinh Dién Nghia (The
Book of Documents Expounded), etc.

In Kién Van Tiéu Luc (Miscellaneous Records of Things Heard and Seen), vol.
IX: Thién Ddt (Leisure in Zen), L& Quy Don expressed his respect to the equality of
the Three Religions and advised some narrow-minded Confucian scholars as follows:

“Buddhist and Taoist teachings are of clarity, stillness and emptiness, ultimate and
tranquil extinction, without entanglement in outside world. They are also the
teachings wise people use for self-cultivation. In respect to Buddhist and Taoist
profound presentations on ethics as well as body and spirit, none of them lacks
miraculous meaning. Due to prejudice, we (Confucian scholars) often criticize

against them. Should we do so?” an

of bleeding), and saber path JJi& (suffering of being chopped or stabbed with sabers or swords).
@6 [Nguyén Pang Thuc 1971c: 26].
@) [L& Quy Dén 1977: 363].
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5. NGO THI SY (1726-1780)

Ngd Thi Si, styled Thé Loc with literary name of Ngo Phong Tién Sinh, and
Taoist name of Nhi Thanh Cu Si (A Retired Scholar in Cavern of Nhi Thanh), was
Ngd Thi Nham’s father and Phan Huy ich’s father-in-law. He held official posts
under the Hau L& dynasty and was a prolific author with such works as Nge Phong
Van Tdp (Ngo Phong’s Collected Writings), Bao Chudéng Hoanh M6 (Protected
Obstacles and Improved Plots), Anh Ngon Thi Tdp (Collected Poems on Parrot’s
Words), Viét Si Tiéu An (Vietnamese History with Comments), Quan Lan Thdp
Vinh (Ten Poems Created When Viewing Waves), Nhi Thanh H¢ong Tap (Collected
Works on Cavern of Nhi Thanh), etc. Together with his children, he formed Ngb Gia
Vin Phai (the Literary School of the Ngd) ®©.

When Tam Giéo (Three Religions) Pagoda in Kim Bang village was restored in
1760, Ngb Thi Sicomposed a stele-inscribed text conveying his opinion on the Three
Religions as follows:

“Buddhist advice on Pure Land, Taoist view of immortal realm, and Confucian
theory of moral retribution are completely correct. Buddhism advocates compassion
and mercy, Taoism maintains serenity, Confucianism uses the theory of benevolence,
righteousness, faithfulness, and uprightness to open Heaven’s Three Bonds and Five
Constant Virtues to set up an order for human beings. It is essential to fuse myriads
of beings of the visible world with metaphysical realm, and interfuse myriads of
differences into One. Being engaged in worldly activities and quitting them have
different functions but are of one essence. | think all teachings are one. We should be
free and wise, and should avoid religious discrimination. Enlightenment needs only
Nature, whose maintenance requires only Mind. Sakyamuni’s extinction of distress,

Laozi’s emptiness, and Confucius’s non-speech basically refer to Mind rectification,”

Ngd Thi Si’s tendency to uphold the theory of the common origin of the Three

@8 [Tran Van Giap 1984: 324].

@) BB L2 8, B, MRS, Beh R, EiEE, Holios
, PIECIBR M AC AL, HHAEA T — 6, &R 8, i, HEmER. RiIfEE
—ic, TEEEIENE, SO, IR, BT EARC. WIRZER, EEZEE, KT
S, BIEHOHE A, (BEFEO microfilm, A.364, No. 569, cited by Nguyén Ding Thuc)
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Religions is shown not only in the above stele-inscribed text but also in such texts as
Ky Bgong Nhi Thanh (Record at Nhi Thanh Cavern), S¢ Hop Tam Gido (Remarks on
the Combination of the Three Religions), etc. ®%

6. NGO THI NHAM (1746-1803)

As a son of Ngb Thi Si (1726-1780), Ngd Thi Nham, styled Hi Doén with his
literary name of Pat Hién and dharma name of Hai Lugng Thién Su (Zen Master Hai
Luong), was a native of Thanh Oai village, Thanh Tri district, HA Pong province. He
held many important official posts under the Later Lé and the Tay Son dynasties.
Also advocating the theory of the common origin of the Three Religions, he
expressed his opinions in Thién Quan Thai Nhién, and Ky Pinh Thiy Nhat (Records
at Thuy Nhdt Pavilion),etc. Y

7. PHAN HUY ICH (1750-1822)

Phan Huy ich was Ngd Thi Si’s son-in-law and Ngé Thi Nham’s younger brother-
in-law. He was styled Chi Hoa with literary names of Dy Am and Pac Hién. He held
some official posts such as Han LAm Thzra Ch: (Academician Recipient of Edicts)
and Péc Pong (Supervisor) of Thanh Hoa province, etc. Under the Ty Son dynasty,
he was Hg B¢ Ta Thi Lang (Left Attendant Gentleman of the Finance Ministry) with
title Thuy Nham Hdu (Auspicious Cliff Marquis). After being an envoy to China, he
was promoted to Th; Trung Ngu Siz (Censor of the Palace Attendants). In 1796, he
built Bao Chan Quén (Preserving Trueness Temple) for self-cultivation in the
imperial city, calling himself Bao Chan Bao Nhan (Preserving Trueness Taoist). He
was a prolific author.

Phan Huy ich also upheld the theory of the common origin of the Three Religions.
In 1796, in the preface to Ngé Thi Nham’s works titled Tric Ldm Pai Chan Vién
Giac Thanh (Complete Enlightenment Voice of Great Trueness in Bamboo Grove),
he expressed his viewpoint on the Three Religions as follows:

“Although Sakyamuni Buddha’s doctrine aims at immateriality ($iinyata), its chief

purpose is to get rid of all hindrances in order to attain true suchness (bhiitatathata).

@D [Ng6 Thi Nham 1978: 31].
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It is said that to enlighten mind and behold the Buddha-nature is the most important
thing. If compared with Confucian doctrine of sincere thoughts and perfect
knowledge, there is no contradiction indeed.”

Sharing Ngé Thi Nham’s viewpoint, in the above-mentioned Preface Phan Huy
ich exalted Ngd Thi Nham as follows:

“Getting into the essence of the Heaven Nature, understanding clearly the
Principle, and inserting Buddhism into Confucianism, he (i.e., Ngb Thi Nham) let
Buddhist stitras not transgress the boundaries of the Throneless King (i.e.,
Confucius).” @

8. TRINH TUE (in the 18th century)

Having passed Trang Nguyén (the First Degree of the Three-Degree Exam), Trinh
Tué became Té Twéng (Grand Councilor) during the period of Lé kings and Trinh
lords. He called himself Tric Lam Cw St (Lay Buddhist in Bamboo Grove). In his
essay titled Tam Giao Nhat Nguyén Thuyét (The Theory of the Common Origin of
the Three Religions), he writes:

“Confucianism has the theory of Tam Tai (the Three Powers), Buddhism that of
Tam Thé (the Three Worlds), and Taoism that of Tam Thanh (the Three Purities).
Like the sun, the moon, and stars in the sky, or the three legs of a cauldron, the Three
Religions are inseparable.

To make the point clear, it is obvious that Confucian rites, music, punishment, and
politics are designed to restrain human desires and cause people to trend towards the
good, forbid the bad, keep away from the evil, and improve the beautiful.

Buddhism teaches serenity, compassion and mercy, extermination of karma,
salvation of living beings, as well as attainment of enlightenment. That is profound
mystery over profound mystery.

Confucianism advocates rectifying morality and maintaining edification so that
people can transform their manners from ungratefulness into gratitude, give up

@D [Ngd Thi Nham 1978: 32].
@2 [Ng6 Thi Nham 1978: 47-50].
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brutality, and diligently perform benevolence. Those matters are straightforward.

Daoism maintains cleansing worldly entanglement, getting rid of desires,
transgressing secular world and entering holy one, enjoying absolute happiness. That

is marvel over marvel.

The Great Learning [a Confucian book] says about “lllustrating illustrious virtue,
renovating the people, and resting in the highest excellence’. Buddhist siitras mention
‘prajfia-paramita’, ‘bodhisattva’, and ‘Mahasattva’. In terms of meaning, both the

Great Learning and Buddhist siitras are not contradictory...

Therefore, the Three Religions are the same. These three currents are of one
principle. They do not contrast each other like water and fire, black and white,
sweetness and bitterness... So, it is known that Confucianism is Buddhism and

Buddhism is also Confucianism, Taoism is Confucianism and Confucianism is also

Taoism.” @®

Finally, Trinh Tué concludes:

He who thinks the Three Religions are divergent,
Doesn’t know that Sakyamuni, Laozi,

and Confucius are of the same current. ¢¥

9. TOAN NHAT (17507 -1832?)

Zen Master Toan Nhat lived under the Ty Son dynasty. In his opinion, despite
their different functions in the world, the Three Religions are of only one entity and
can help each other to cultivate, deliver, and pacify the people.

He regarded the Three Religions as three paths leading to the only ultimate point.

According to him, any of the Three Religions cannot be without one another.
Otherwise, it will be very dangerous.

Their inseparability is like a caldron that must have three legs, and there must be
the sun, the moon, and stars in the sky (the Three Lights). Similarly, the society must

@) The quotation is paragraphed by Hué Khai.
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have the Three Bonds (of ruler and subject, father and son, and husband and wife).

Writing a fiction in verse titled Hiza Sur Truyén Van (The Story of Monk Hira St),
Zen Master Toan Nhat expresses his opinion towards the Three Religions in the Hell
King’s words to monk Hira Su:

Ancient teachings were set up

and handed down to us.

The advent of Confucianism is to pacify the world.
That of Buddhism is to save the living

and deliver the dead.

That of Taoism is to destroy evil and kill demons.
In separation, Sages’ teachings are three.

In collation, the Three Religions are

of one family.

They help each other to cultivate

and benefit all human beings in this world.

They are inseparable like three legs of a caldron,
like the Three Lights in the sky,

like the Three Bonds of a man.®®

If lacking one, man will be in danger.
Undoubtedly, they take three directions

but lead to the same destination.®

Zen Master Toan Nhat’s Tam Gido Nguyén Luu Ky (Records on the Origin of the

@9 [Uy Ban Khoa Hoc Xa Hoi Viét Nam 1984: 145].

@) The Three Lights: the sun, the moon, and stars; the Three Bonds of a man: a person’s duties
towards his country, parents and spouse.

@) [Lé Manh That 1979a: 189-190].
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Three Religions) reads:
Thus, the Sages of the Three Religions
situationally have sermons and
body-transformations for man’s salvation.
Like the sky brightened by the Three Lights,
this world is enlightened by the Three Religions.
A three-legged caldron will lose balance
and overturn if one leg is removed; likewise,
the Three Religions must be inseparable.
Confucianism is as brilliant as a constellation.
Daoism is like a full moon shining everywhere.
Buddhism is compared to the sun
shedding light on earth forever. ¢"

10. GIAC LAM (in the 19th century)

Bhikkhu Giac Lam lived at Hong Phiic temple, in Hoai Dic prefecture, Ha Dong
province, under the reign of king Minh Ménh (reigned 1820-1841). His Hong Mang
Tao Hoa Chu Luc Ban Hgnh (Records of Chaos Creator’s Own Deeds), or Héng
Mong Hgnh (Chaos Creator’s Deeds) for short, conveys his opinion on the Three
Religions as follows:

The Three Religions are like trees of the same
root with innumerable branches, and leaves.
Those who have superficial knowledge mistakenly
think that the Three Religions are of

different origins.©®

@M [Lé Manh That 1979b: 22].
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11. NGUYEN PINH CHIEU (1822-1888)

Nguyén Binh Chiéu was styled Manh Trach with his literary names of Trong Phi
and Hdi Trai, a native of Tan Khéanh village, Binh Duong district, Gia Dinh province.
Due to the loss of sight, he taught at home, thus was also called B Chiéu (Teacher
Chiéu). Later he moved to Ba Tri district of Bén Tre province to teach and prescribe
herbal medicines. His main works in verse comprise Luc Vin Tién, Duwong Tir Ha
Mdu, and Ngw Tiéu Van Pdp Y Thugt (Questions and Answers between a
Woodcutter and a Fisherman on Medical Skills), etc.

In his fiction in verse titled Lyc Van Tién, the main character named Luc Van Tién
is a Confucian scholar aged twenty-eight. After losing the sense of seeing, he found
shelter at a Buddhist temple and then his blindness was cured by a Taoist immortal:

Now speaking about Van Tién,

who was living at a Buddhist temple.

At midnight he dreamt of an immortal

whose bowl of medicine cured his blindness. (Lines 1665-1668)

Thus, though Nguyén Binh Chiéu did not explicitly express that the Three
Religions were of the same origin, his fiction in verse revealed equalitarianism
towards the Three Religions.

*hkk*k

Summing up, after nineteen centuries, despite a great loss of books and historical
records, the above quotations from a number of typical authors indicate that the
Vietnamese formed early and have for long maintained some noble viewpoints
towards the Three Religions as follows:

- Tam Gido dong nguyeén (the Three Religions are of the same origin),
- Tam Gi4o nhat nguyén (the Three Religions are of one origin),

- Tam Gido dong tong (the Three Religions are of the same ancestor),

@) [Nguyén Van Tho 1979].
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- Tam Gi4o nhat gia (the Three Religions are of the same home),
- Tam Gido dong quy (the Three Religions return to their common origin).

The above literary quotations also show that since ancient times the Vietnamese
has known how to compare the Three Religions to achieve the underlying unity.®®

In other words, since ancient times Vietnam has formed the idea that the Three
Religions are of the same origin. In the 20™ century, with the advent of Caodaism,
the corollary of the above-mentioned idea is that all religions share one common
principle because they all are offspring of Dai Dao (the Great Way). /.
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