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BOOK REVIEW

Thomas Jülch, trans. The “Zhenzheng lun” by Xuanyi:  
A Bud dhist Apologetic Scripture of Tang China. 
Monumenta Serica Monograph Series LXX. New York: Routledge, 2019.  
xi +194 pages. ISBN-13: 9780367182854 (hard cover); ISBN-13: 
9780429060519 (e-book). US$160.00 (hardcover); $48.95 (paper).

The “Zhenzheng lun” by Xuanyi is an anno tated trans la tion of the apol o getic work 
Treatise on Revealing the Correct (Zhenzheng lun 甄正論, T 2112), in three rolls. It 
was com posed in the late sev enth cen tury CE by a Daoist priest who converted 
to Bud dhism and sought to expose the short com ings of Dao ism and its many 
bor row ings from Bud dhism. The author’s sec u lar name was Du Yi 杜義 and his 
Bud dhist monas tic name was Xuanyi 玄嶷. The text com prises thirty dia logue 
sequences (DS) between the “Venerable Obstructed by Customs” (Zhisu gongzi 滯
俗公子), who asks ques tions, pro vi des descrip tion, or makes asser tions, and the 
“Master Revealing the Correct” (Zhenzheng xiansheng 甄正先生), who defends 
Bud dhism, points out fal la cies and errors in the Daoist’s account, and is portrayed 
as a supe rior scholar who ulti mately causes the for mer to see the error of his ways 
(10). As trans la tor and anno ta tor, Thomas Jülch is to be commended for presenting 
the orig i nal text of the Zhenzheng lun in a way that empha sizes the large por tions 
of the text com posed in par al lel prose. The body of the text is presented in three 
col umns. The left col umn lists the page, reg is ter, and line num bers of the orig i
nal text as pre served in the Taishō edi tion of the Bud dhist canon (Taishō shinshū 
daizōkyō 大正新修大藏經). The cen ter col umn repro duces the Literary Sinitic text, 
with lines in par al lel prose arranged so that the reader can see the rela tion ships. 
The right col umn pro vi des the English trans la tion of the text, with foot notes found 
at the bot tom of the page.

Jülch’s trans la tion com prises a brief intro duc tion (1–16), the trans la tion proper 
(19–181), a bib li og ra phy (183–90), and a short index (191–94). The intro duc tion 
places the apol o getic work in the con text of the rela tion ship between Bud dhism 
and polit i cal pro pa ganda in the late sev enth cen tury, that is, the use of Bud dhism 
by Empress Wu Zetian 武武則 (Wu Zhao 武瞾, 625–705). It briefly intro duces some 
of the fea tures and char ac ter is tics of Daoist thought refuted in the Zhenzheng lun, 
such as the infa mous “converting the bar bar i ans” the ory (huahu 化胡) that absurdly 
asserted that Laozi trav eled west and was reincarnated as the Bud dha. The intro duc
tion also briefly places the Zhenzheng lun in the con text of the more impor tant apol o
getic writ ings of Falin 法琳 (572–640), whose Poxie lun 破邪論 (Treatise on Refuting 
the False, T 2109) and Bianzheng lun 辯正論 (Treatise Discussing the Correct, T 
2110), which Jülch worked on pre vi ously in his Bodhisattva der Apologetik: Die Mis-
sion des buddhistischen Tang-Mönchs Falin, 3 vols. (München: Utz, 2011). He closes 
the intro duc tion by attempting to place Zhenzheng lun in a com par a tive per spec tive, 
lik en ing and pointing out par al lels with Justin Martyr’s (ca. 100–165 CE) Dialogue 
with Trypho the Jew, which was com posed ca. 155–60.
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Although Jülch’s trans la tion is gen er ally cor rect and well ren dered, he has 
adopted cer tain con ven tions that make the work very dif fi cult for read ers who are 
not well versed in Chi nese his tory to appre ci ate. The most impor tant con ven tion 
that makes the text inac ces si ble is that the dates (or approx i mate dates) of nearly 
all  his tor i cal indi vid u als men tioned in the text—includ ing kings, emper ors, reli
gious fig ures, and so on—are not pro vided in the body of the trans la tion (some 
appear in the intro duc tion), despite the fact that in sev eral cases the trans la tor 
pro vi des notes on his tor i cal fig ures. Such dates are given, for the most part, in the 
index. There are two odd excep tions: the reign dates of King Cheng of Zhou 周成
王 (r. 1055–1021 BCE) are pro vided in the body of the text (130), and the dates of 
Yan Zun 巖尊 (ca. 83 BCE–6 CE) are pro vided in a note (172n589). Why the dates 
of these two fig ures are pro vided in the text is unclear, and con stantly looking 
to the index for dates is annoy ing to the reader. Fortunately, there are few errors 
regard ing titles and his tor i cal fig ures in the text. One minor case is that the “Duke 
of the Ji [i.e., the Duke of Zhou]” (158) should be sim ply Duke Ji 姬公 (Ji Dan 姬
旦, the Duke of Zhou 周公, elev enth cen tury BCE). In addi tion, despite the fact 
that the terms Gongzi, which the author ren dered as “Venerable,” and Xiansheng, 
which the author trans lated as “Master,” are rel a tively com mon and trans lat able 
terms, the trans la tor always refers to the par tic i pants in the dia logue using these 
trans lit er ated Chi nese terms in the body of the trans la tion. Because of these odd 
and awk ward con ven tions, this reviewer con stantly won dered who the intended 
audi ence of this trans la tion is. It must be some kind of spe cial ist, but which?

Jülch gives Xuanyi’s work a gen er ally pos i tive assess ment, by refer ring to the 
“inter tex tual agree ment with the work of Falin” (12). The flipside or more crit i cal 
view of this is that to read ers famil iar with Bud dhist and Daoist apol o getic mate
rial, the Zhenzheng lun seems rather deriv a tive of Falin’s trea tises com posed ear lier 
in the sev enth cen tury. A sig nifi  cant pro por tion of the dia logue sequences include 
mate rial pre vi ously cov ered by Falin. Jülch notes this in the intro duc tion (12): DS 
2 to DS 9 (20–68) deal with the issue of the Celestial Worthy, which is treated in 
the Bianzheng lun, roll 5. DS 14 to DS 16 (84–99) decon struct the “converting the 
bar bar i ans” (huahu) the ory, which is dealt with in the Poxie lun and Bianzheng lun. 
DS 20 (117–23) cov ers Bud dhistderived Daoist rit u als, which fol lows Falin’s argu
men ta tion in the Bianzheng lun, roll 2. DS 21 (123–32) cov ers the Heshang gong 河
上公 story, which was pre vi ously treated in Bianzheng lun, roll 2. Generally speak
ing, Xuanyi regards the Laozi (Daode jing) and Zhuangzi as authen tic Daoist texts, 
but all  of the other lit er a ture he cas ti gates as forg er ies.

In some ways, the more inter est ing dia logue sequences are the ones not 
deriv a tive of Falin’s work. DS 17 (99–114), for instance, treats, among sev eral top
ics, the Bud dhist terms “fields of bless ed ness” (futian 福田) (99, 109, 110) and “tak
ing ref uge to [sic] the three trea sures” (guiyi sanbao 歸依三寶) (106), which Xuanyi 
points out are not discussed in Daoist lit er a ture—although he does con cede that 
the Laozi refers to three trea sures. Unfortunately, the ren der ing of futian as “fields 
of bless ed ness” (com monly found in online Chi neseEnglish dic tio nar ies) is mis
lead ing, although per haps fit ting in its use as a “Daoist” term. “Field of merit” 
would be more appro pri ate in the Bud dhist con text, which appears to be Xuanyi’s 
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point: Daoist lit er a ture bor rows and rede fines key Bud dhist terms, but those terms 
are not com monly found in Daoist scrip tural lit er a ture. This reviewer finds Jülch’s 
expla na tion of “fields of bless ed ness” as “describ ing the teach ings of the Bud dha as 
a source of bless ed ness” (110n335) rather lim ited. The three trea sures or three jew
els (Skt. triratna)—the Bud dha, Dharma, and Saṃgha—are all  poten tial fields of 
merit (Skt. puṇyakṣetra). Meritorious actions or behav ior (i.e., whole some karma) 
are con cep tu al ized as seeds that bear fruit when they are planted in “fields of 
merit.” The most fer tile ground for cul ti vat ing such merit has long been the saṃgha 
(monas tic com mu nity), although mak ing offer ings to buddhas and bodhi satt vas 
and the Bud dhist teach ing also bear much whole some kar mic fruit.

In the end, the audi ences most likely to ben e fit from this trans la tion are schol
ars inter ested in the struc ture of apol o getic writ ings and stu dents of Chi nese trans
la tion. Despite the short com ing of employing a few unfor tu nate con ven tions, it is a 
solid piece of schol ar ship that advances the fields of Sinology and Buddhology.

Richard D. McBride II
Brigham Young University
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