
Examining The Lotus Sutra’s Idealism*

Tsugunari Kubo

1-0 The Lotus Sutra’s premise that all human beings possess the buddha-nature and are
capable of attaining enlightenment is accepted everywhere by followers of the Mahayana
tradition.

1-1 An all-inclusive prediction is given to 
(men or women of good intent) that they will attain

, i.e, the highest complete enlightenment, in chapter ten,

”:

[ ]

＜ 又 如 來 滅 度 之 後 、 若 有 人 聞 妙 滕 華 經 乃 至 一 偈 一 句 、 一 念 随 喜 者 、 我 亦 與 授 阿 耨 多 羅

三 藐 三 菩 提 記 。 Taisho 9.30c＞

The use of indicates people in general; the use of these
terms shows the sutra’s intent to convey that all people—without discrimination as to
gender, age, etc.—are to be the beneficiaries of the prediction.

Successively, the quoted reference poses the question, “what kinds of beings will

become Buddha?” The answer clearly indicates the  who
are mentioned in the reference above. This construction can be acknowledged as a
confirmation of the sutra’s attitude of non-discrimination.

--------------------------------------------------------
*  This paper was presented at the panel“Meaning of the Lotus Sutra for Contemporary Humanity”

in the XIVth Conference of the International Association of Buddhist Studies held at the S.O.A.S, London
University, in London, U.K. ( Sept. 3, 2005)
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“Meaning of the Lotus Sutra for Contemporary Humanity”で 発 表 さ れ た も の で あ る 。



＜ 薬 王 、 若 有 人 問 何 等 衆 生 於 未 來 世 當 作 佛 、 應 示 是 諸 人 等 於 未 來 世 必 得 作 佛 Taisho 9.

30下 ＞

1-2 At the end of the sutra’s main section (by  version, thought to have
the original construction regarding the order of the chapters), there is the story, in chapter

nineteen,  of a bodhisattva who was  in a previous life.
The only practice this bodhisattva does is to say to anyone he meets, regardless of that
person’s reaction, “Live as a bodhisattva, and you will become a Buddha”:

nâha  bhaginyo………. [almost identical content]

Ladies! I don’t………

＜ (是 比 丘 凡 有 所 見 若 比 丘 比 丘 帼 優 婆 塞 優 婆 夷 皆 悉 禮 拜 讃 歎 而 作 是 言 .） 我 深 敬 湝 等 不

敢 輕 慢 。 所 以 者 何 。 湝 等 皆 行 菩 薩 道 當 得 作 佛 。

Taisho 9.50下 ＞

As the story unfolds, it depicts that , following his efforts at that
practice, had an opportunity to hear the teaching of the Lotus Sutra. The sutra shows in
this way that the goal of encountering the sutra was not the motivation for his original
efforts; rather, his practice was the manifestation of his own spirit. In this particular story
the sutra is expressing its basic premise vis-à-vis the human spirit, i.e., it is expressing its
undiscriminating confidence in the spirit of all human beings.

2-0 However, there are different, and even conflicting, interpretations with regard to the
application of the sutra’s premise of non-discrimination. Even within a single
organization of followers of the sutra, practitioners of its particular teaching may differ
with each other in their individual approaches. Concerning the text of the sutra, when
only selected portions are read or quoted without regard to the entire context, different



meanings can be attributed to what the sutra is saying.

2-1 In the case of chapter ten,  even though the sutra has said that a
potential  is a , i.e., an ordinary person
who hears the sutra’s teaching, when the sutra gives descriptions of individual

s, it seems to indicate that such individuals are special ones:

＜ 若 善 男 子 善 女 人 ・ ・ 是 人 一 切 世 間 所 應 瞻 奉 、 應 以 如 来 供 養 而 供 養 之 。 Taisho9.30.c＞

The sutra goes on to specially emphasize the position of the :
　

　

＜ 當 知 此 人 是 大 菩 薩 、 成 帱 阿 耨 多 羅 三 藐 三 菩 提 、 哀 愍 衆 生 願 生 此 間 。

廣 演 分 別 妙 滕 華 經 。 Taisho 9.30.c＞

It is a delicate problem to grasp the meaning of in the foregoing
citation ( , in his reading, translated the compound as “great bodhisattva”).
However, the sutra’s intent can be understood through its ensuing expression:

＜ 當 知 是 人 則 如 來 使 　 Taisho 9.30.c＞

The concept of  in the sutra is that of a realm in which
there are not only buddhas, but which bodhisattvas can also experience as a result of their

desire and efforts (I examined and reported on this at the 10th IABS conference, which is
published in Indian Journal of Buddhist Studies Vol. IV, No.1 1992, of BJK Institute of

Buddhist and Asian Studies, Varanasi). Based only on the above selections, a reader may



misconceive a  as being a buddha, a person equivalent to a buddha, or
at least as a buddha’s “special deputy.” Reading the entire chapter, however, one will
encounter the following at its conclusion:

＜ 若 親 近 滕 師 　 速 得 菩 薩 道 Taisho 9.32.b＞

We can find here the sutra’s intent to open the Way to all beings. It shows the sutra’s
concept to value the positive attitude of being its ambassador, i.e., to value those who act

as  through their efforts to communicate with others about the sutra.

3-0  The charm and power of the Lotus Sutra is found in the fact that it entrusts the task
of personal and societal benefit to human beings themselves. Yet, why would the Sutra
propose to do this if these same human beings are people who are not buddhas, who are
not even bodhisattvas who have reached the stage of non-regression, and who are
constantly misled by their own intentions and desires?
3-1 The sutra is realistic in its assessment of the condition of human beings. The verse
portion of chapter two, “ ,” describes a condition of beings in relation to
a lack of fortune based upon wisdom ( ). They become blinded ( ) by
desire ( ) and they don’t seek the way that leads to the end of sufferings (

) in the six states of existence, which are a succession of sufferings:



＜ 舍 利 弗 當 知 　 我 以 佛 眼 觀 　 見 六 道 衆 生 　 躧 窮 無 福 慧 　 入 生 死 嶮 道 　 相 續 苦 不 斷

深 著 於 五 欲 　 如 犛 牛 愛 帾 　 以 躪 愛 自 蔽 　 盲 瞑 無 所 見 　 不 湂 大 勢 佛 　 及 與 斷 苦 滕

深 入 諸 邪 見 　 以 苦 欲 捨 苦 　 爲 是 衆 生 故 　 而 起 大 悲 心 Taisho 9.9.b ＞
3-2 The description from chapter two quoted above (3-1) can be seen as one that is a
pre-description of the condition of the beings, including such dreadful ones as , in
the metaphor of the burning house in chapter three, “ .” The metaphor says that

there are five hundred beings in the burning house
; 一 百 二 百 乃 至 五 百 人 Taisho 9.

12.b; also ・ ・ ・ 有 五 百 人  Taisho 9.13.c)
while the number of children who can escape from the burning house through the gate is

only twenty 若 十 、 二 十 、 或 至 三 十

Taisho 9.12.b; 此 諸 子 等 Taisho 9.

14b

3-3 The metaphor of the burning house in chapter three is given in both prose and verse.
The verse section is particularly graphic in its description of the conditions inside the
house. It could be said that the “law of the jungle” is in effect there, and the metaphor is
suggesting that such is the reality of human society. Verse 49 of the narration says:

＜ （ 夜 叉 競 來 　 爭 取 食 之 ） 食 之 既 飽 　 惡 心 轉 熾 　 鬪 爭 之 聲 　 甚 可 怖 畏 Taisho 9.14.a ＞

3-4 In the explanation of the metaphor, the children who are able to escape from the



house—those who can hear and accept the explanation and encouragement of their

father, i.e., the Buddha—are described as the children of the Buddha
諸 子 Taisho 9.15.a) who are encouraged to “ride” the

Buddha’s vehicle 佛 智 慧 Taisho 9.15.a) No
explanation can be found regarding the fate of beings other than the children, but an
explanation can be found of what happens IIIvv112;113;

則 斷 一 切 　 世 間 佛 種 , 罪 報 Taisho 9.15.b) when the Buddha’s teachings are, by intent,
not heard and acknowledged ( Chap. IIIvv.112,113; KN93.13,94.1; WT88.21,25; 毀 謗 , 顰

蹙 而 懐 疑 惑 ・ ・ ・ 誹 謗  Taisho 9.15.b).
3-5 Various living conditions resulting from the consequences of that are described,
starting from the conditions of those born in hells, to those born as animals, to those born

as human beings:

＜ 若 得 爲 人 　 諸 根 闍 鈍 　 矬 陋 攣 躄 　 盲 聾 背 傴 　 有 所 言 説 　 人 不 信 受 。 口 渣 常 臭

　 鬼 魅 所 著 Taisho 9.15.c ＞

The description consists of thirteen verses, continuing to vs.134. Including the previous
verses beginning at vs.112, these descriptions reveal what the sutra considers to be the
essential condition of human life itself. The examples must reflect the typically real
situation of human difficulties and the unwholesome conditions of the people during the
time of the compilation of this sutra. Verse 131 says that “the grounds of their gardens”

will become as hell for them, and the conditions of their homes are ,

unwholesome states of life



常 處 地 獄 　 如 遊 園 觀 在 餘 惡 道 　 如 己 舍 宅  Taisho 9.15c And vs.
133 describes them having physical woes such as  which can be

translated as tumors or rashes or, in another sense, psoriasis; and also 
, which can be accepted as both the physical condition and the actual suffering of

leprosy 渴 腫 乾 痟 　 疥 癩 癰 疽  Taisho.9.16.a . The sutra’s ideal concept, as
seen in from the perspective of the Buddha, is that the whole human life situation, i.e.,
physical and social matters as well as spiritual ones, can be changed or improved through
development of their own awareness and subsequent reformation of their spiritual
condition. However, if one takes the compilers of the sutra to be the actual authors of the
explanation, the contents of this part can be seen as an aggressive criticism of those who
hold views opposing those of the followers of this sutra. The correct reading can be
grasped through a comprehensive understanding of the entire text.

4-0 As for acknowledging the sutra’s attitude toward people through the reading of the
entire text, we must examine the instructions given to one who would be its evangelist.
4-1 At the beginning of the particular section of chapter three which was just examined,

 was ordered by the Buddha to not expound the teaching ( ・ ・ ・ ・

; KN93.11; WT88.17) to people whose attitudes render them unable to value it
properly.

In the middle of the sutra, however, after the discussion in chapter ten regarding who
will be expounders of the sutra, in chapter thirteen a discussion regarding the attitudes of
such evangelists appears:



＜ 又 文 殊 師 利 、 如 來 滅 後 於 末 滕 中 、 欲 説 是 經 、 應 住 安 樂 行 。 若 口 宣 説 若 讀 經 時 、 不 樂

説 人 及 經 典 過 。 亦 不 輕 慢 諸 餘 滕 師 。 不 説 他 人 好 惡 長 短 。 於 聲 聞 人 亦 不 稱 名 説 其 過 惡 。

亦 不 稱 名 讃 歎 其 美 。 又 亦 不 生 怨 嫌 之 心 。 善 修 如 是 安 樂 心 故 、 諸 有 聽 者 不 逆 其 意 。

有 所 難 問 、 不 以 帏 乘 滕 答 但 以 大 乘 而 爲 解 説 、 令 得 一 切 種 智 。 Taisho 9.37c＞
4-2 At the beginning of chapter seventeen, the story shows a dramatic change regarding
the attitude of followers who are evangelists. The description says that when anyone,
even a child, hears something of extreme value, that person will share it with whomever

he or she next encounters.

＜ 阿 逸 多 。 如 來 滅 後 。 若 比 丘 比 丘 帼 優 婆 塞 優 婆 夷 及 餘 智 者 若 長 若 幼 。 聞 是 經 隋 喜 已 。

従 滕 會 出 至 於 餘 處 。 若 在 僧 坊 若 空 閑 地 若 城 邑 巷 陌 聚 落 田 里 。 如 其 所 聞 。 (爲 父 母 宗 親 善

友 知 識 ) 隨 力 演 説 。 Taisho 9.46B＞

This can be seen as indicating a level of willingness for human beings, and can be



seen as setting the stage for the story, in chapter nineteen, of . While the
story of  was previously referred to in (1-2), another aspect of it is treated
here.  message to everyone was “I do not belittle you... .” When hearers
were not impressed with his message and were antagonistic to the point of hurling bricks
or stakes at him, he merely moved out of range of thrown objects and repeated his
message even louder (KN379.2; WT320.24). In showing that the bodhisattva did not
abandon his effort of saying, “I do not belittle you...” to all people without exception, the
narrative is suggesting to the followers the sutra’s attitude toward perseverance.

5-0 In the construction of  version, the chapters that come as addenda can
be said to maintain the attitudes shown in the sutra’s main part.

5-1 The chapters on  and  (Chapters XXIII and XXIV)
have suggestions regarding people’s role with the framework of communication that we

have not seen previously in the sutra. In the  chapter we find:

＜ 華 德 、 湝 但 見 妙 音 菩 薩 其 身 在 此 、 而 是 菩 薩 現 種 種 身 、 處 處 爲 諸 衆 生 、 説 是 經 典

　 Taisho.9.56.a＞

Examples of the forms in which the bodhisattva appeared are then given, including:
wealthy merchant ( ), householder ( ), civic leader ( ), their wives
( ), and also children ( ),

(KN433.6;WT358.22). As for the  chapter, the Chinese version has almost
the same contents as the  chapter, but all of the Sanskrit manuscripts that
are available for examination do not have this part (KN445.6; WT365.28, if the part existed).

The part from  version reads:
＜ 應 以 長 者 身 得 度 者 、 即 現 長 者 身 而 爲 説 滕 。 ・ ・ 幅 士 身 ・ ・ 宰 官 身 ・ ・ 婆 羅 門 身 ・ ・ 。

應 以 長 者 幅 士 宰 官 婆 羅 門 婦 女 身 得 度 者 、 即 現 婦 女 身 而 爲 説 滕 。 應 以 童 男 童 女 身 得 度

者 、 即 現 童 男 童 女 身 而 爲 説 滕 Taisho 9.57b＞

… and for one who needs to be rescued by the wealthy person, he expounds the dharma by

appearing as them. ….or the house holder….or the civic leader…or the brahman… and for one who

needs to be rescued by the wife of a wealthy person, or of a householder, or of a civic leader, or of a

brahman, he expounds the dharma by appearing as those wives, 



The sutra describes how both bodhisattvas will appear in this world in many differing
manifestations, like buddhas, boys or girls, people in all walks of life, and even as our
spouses. Thus the sutra is indicating that human communication is a key for the
betterment of its society.
5-2 The final chapter of the sutra might be considered as containing its admonition to
humanity. This “ ” chapter expresses how the evangelists of the
sutra are watched over and protected, and contains almost the same description as the
resulting conditions when the teachings are, by intent, not heard and acknowledged.

6-0 The final repetition of its admonition to humanity reflects the actual condition of
human society during the time of the compilation of the text. The condition is all the same
in our modern society. The value and importance of the sutra’s perspective is underlined
through its premise that human beings possess a basic and essential nature of goodness,
and that, through their own actions and attitudes, they can engineer the improvement of
themselves and their society.


