Triratna Dharma Training Course for Mitras
Year Four

Module 4: The Drama of Cosmic Enlightenment
Parables, Myths and Symbols of the Saddharma-pundartka Sitra

What does this module aim to do?

Its purpose is to support you in becoming familiar with the Saddharma-pundarika Sttra,
one of the earlier Indian Mahayana Sttras and one of the most influential in Far Eastern
Buddhism; and, in particular, to find your own way to engage personally with what has
strongly appealed to the spiritual imaginations of generations of practitioners: the Saitra’s
story, parables, myths, symbols and archetypes.

How?

Notwithstanding the helpfulness of commentaries — and Sangharakshita’s The Drama of
Cosmic Enlightenment: Parables, Myths and Symbols of the White Lotus Siitra is very
good indeed — there can be no substitute for reading the Siitra itself. This is the primary
study material. So do read as much of the Siitra as you can, and the bits you like several
times; if you can, compare translations. You can download the recommended translation
of the Sttra by Burton Watson from a number of websites (see below).

At the very least, read Cittapala’s Abridgement (included in the Module’s Appendix); the
relevant sections of which I’m recommending you should read aloud in your group each
week, a practice close to the traditional mode of disseminating the Siitra. Given the length
of the Sitra, I suggest starting with the chapters of the Sttra that the Abridgement uses
(see the table below). So whilst there is introductory material in the first two weeks of the
module, you could get hold of a copy of the Siitra and start reading now!

Sangharakshita has stressed that however much you manage to read, it’s crucial to
approach the Siitra as you might a good novel, or play, or poetry: to enjoy and immerse
yourself in the story that unfolds. Aim to study the doctrinal details, what they mean and
their import, later. First off, try to experience the Siitra as a whole, to let it touch you, to
let its story and revelations make an emotional impact on you, to speak to your heart as
much as your intellect, and especially to your imagination.

While this Module, as a whole, is about reading and listening to the Siitra, the first two
units are about how to read it. The first ‘How to read the Stitra’ brings together a number
of Sangharakshita’s thoughts on Buddhist Canonical literature, the importance of myth
and the crucial role of imagination in relating to this material. By imagination | mean that
faculty of ours that, in understanding the metaphorical nature of language, resolves and
transcends any tensions between thinking and feeling faculties, to apprehend truths in a
higher or deeper dimension of reality. The second unit, ‘The Mahayana’s stance’, collates
some key points about the Mahayana’s distinctive articulation of the Dharma finding
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expression in the Sitra, knowledge of which makes it easier to understand the Siitra as we
read.

As you read, please also take a look at the questions attached to each unit. These have
been prepared to spark off your own reflections and explorations. While each unit has a
number of questions, some will appeal to you more than others; | suggest concentrating
on those. Even going into just one question fully is sufficient; it’s ok not to look at all of
them.

While the questions may be helpful, some of you may find they keep you in an overly
rational mode, and consequently may prefer to explore your responses to the Siitra in
other ways or through different media, i.e. less conceptually, for example, with crayons,
paints, or some plastic medium, or through a variety of creative writing exercises.

While you can simply ‘translate’ the action of the Siitra from one medium into another as
a way of assimilating the material, you could also try to go a step further in expressing
your understanding of the Stitra’s message, and any further implications it has for you and
others. For example, you could imagine, or find contemporary examples, of how the
Sttra’s stories, or elements within it, impact on your understanding of situations you may
know of, real or imagined. You could explore the impact on you of any parts of the Siitra
that you experience with particular emotional charge, i.e. any of the characters; what
happens to them; the nature of their story; or its underlying themes that have particular
meaning for you.

Likewise in your group, you may prefer to not get drawn into a lot of conceptual
discussion, but use group role plays to explore your responses to the Siitra, the principles
involved in one of the scenes from the Sttra, and any ramifications they have in situations
from your own life, or someone you know. For example, arising from your reading of the
Parable of the Burning House could come a group improvisation exploring the theme of
ethical urgency, and the dilemmas implicit in acting ‘skilfully’ for the greater good of all
concerned.

In group discussion, help each other to engage with the spirit of the Siitra. Clarify your
personal responses, e.g. what in the Satra inspires and uplifts, or, alternatively challenges
and disturbs you? What are the nature of your doubts, reservations, etc? Are there any
implications for your life? Your attitude? And the choices you make? In all this, avoid
literalism, i.e. remember to make allowance for the figurative and metaphorical nature of
language.

For those with both time and enthusiasm for more background reading and study, | have
attached a number of items and questions in the Appendix, i.e. suggestions for taking
your interest further (as time progress | will add to these). Commentaries, as | said, can be
very helpful, and if you do have time | strongly recommend reading Sangharakshita’s The
Drama of Cosmic Enlightenment, that is based on edited versions of his lectures along
with edited transcripts of questions and answers with himself and study group leaders.
Given that doing this may take more time than you have available, it might be easier if
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you could share this with other group members, one member taking ten minutes to present
Sangharakshita’s key points to the group each week.

Module outline

Unit Unit Title Recommended chapters in Stitra
1 How to read the Sitra
2 The Mahayana’s stance
3 The Saddharma-pundarika Siitra 1,23 45,78 10,11, 13 14, 15, 16, 22
4 Transcending the Human Predicament 1,2,3,7
5 The Myth of the Return Journey 4
6 The Jewel in the Lotus 8, 10, 25
7 Symbols of Life & Growth 5
8 The Revelation of Abundant Treasures 11
9 The Eternal Buddha 14, 15
10 The Parable of the Good Physican 15,16, 22

Course text
Watson, B., (trans.), 1993, The Lotus Sitra, Chichester: Columbia University Press.

Recommended Text available for free download on a number of websites accessible via
Google. For example, at the time of going to press:

http://lotus.nichirenshu.org/lotus/Sutra/english/hokke-idx.htm

Appendix

e C(ittapala’s Abridgement.

e Suggestions for further reading, project work, more questions.
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Aim

Unit 1 — How to Read the Siitra

To clarify how to approach reading the Stitra and to appreciate its riches, while discussing
the crucial importance of imagination in this.

Preparation

This unit’s homework is a précis condensing a number of Urgyen Sangharakshita’s
different lectures and published writings (see references below). Read this and reflect on
one or more of the questions that you’ll find at the end.

“Throughout the world’s history, the figure of the story-teller, encircled by a
crowd eager to know what will happen next, is central and vital. In stories and
tales, myths and legends, a culture recognizes itself and identifies its needs and its
ideals. On an individual level too, through these narratives we recognize the deep
and inchoate stirrings within our own hearts. Our strongest memories of stories
may be associated with childhood, but the hold of story-telling on our hearts does
not really leave us when we grow up; it takes on new guises. In our culture,
scientists and the manipulators of the media may appear to be the purveyors of
truth, but it is still to stories — films, novels, even computer games - that we turn
for a more satisfying version of reality. Stories have the power to cut through our
mental chatter and hold us spellbound, strangely attentive to the fate of imaginary
or long-dead characters. And when we emerge from the compelling world of the
imagination, in some mysterious way we seem able to make more sense of the
ordinary world that we experience day to day.

In the Saddharma-pundarika Sitra or ‘Lotus Sttra’, we meet the Buddha as a
story-teller. The Buddha, surrounded by a great crowd of disciples — monks and
nuns, laymen and laywomen — not to mention a vast assembly of non-human
beings, chooses to tell a story because conceptual explanation has failed to
convince many in his audience. Indeed, it has thrown them into utter confusion.
The Buddha has simply pointed out that, despite all their spiritual attainments,
they do not yet know everything. They have something more to learn. The very
idea sends shock-waves through the entire assembly. Five thousand disciples,
unable to believe their ears, get up and walk out. And those who stay are
bewildered. ‘What more can they have to learn, profoundly versed in the Dharma
as they are? What can the Buddha mean?’

The Buddha was perhaps expecting this. Remarking that, ‘Through a parable,
intelligent people reach understanding,’ he launches into a story that will explain
matters. This one parable convinces some of his listeners. They rejoice, they tell a
parable of their own expressing their gratitude. And as more and more parables are
told, more and more disciples do at last grasp what the Buddha has been talking
about. These parables, perhaps the most significant in the entire range of Buddhist
canonical literature, are famous throughout the Buddhist East.
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We may discover it comes as quite a relief to listen to stories such as those in the
Sttra, in spite of, or even as an escape from, the fast moving media-world we live
in. And more than this, contrary to a misplaced sense of guilt, we may discover
that allowing ourselves to just sit and listen is not far from a childish distraction.
After all it’s worth remembering ‘listening’ — receptivity, willingness to learn,
open-heartedness - is, according to Buddhism, the first level of wisdom; ‘sravaka’,
often translated as ‘monk,’ literally means ‘one who hears’.

The Lotus Sttra speaks almost exclusively in the language of images, of poetry, of
myth and symbol, of simile and metaphor. These make up the language of the
imagination, the language of the emotions. Although the Sitra is very long, its
conceptual content is minimal. Concepts address the conscious mind. But images
appeal to the unconscious depths that - as modern psychology has made us aware -
are within us all. The Sutra, therefore, appeals not to the head but to the heart, not
to our intellect but to our imagination.

The Sutra is not just a collection of stories and parables. It is in itself in form a
sort of drama, even a sort of mystery play. It has for its stage the entire cosmos,
and the action lasts for millions of ages. The dramatis personae consist of the
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, Arhats, gods, demons, and humankind; that is, all
sentient beings whatsoever. And the atmosphere of the Siitra is very strange, an
atmosphere of miracle and marvel. As the Siitra unfolds, what we see is a sort of
transcendental sound and light show. As for the theme of the drama, it is a very
great one indeed. It is Enlightenment; not just the Buddha’s Enlightenment, or the
disciples’ Enlightenment, but the Enlightenment of all sentient beings whatsoever.

Like many popular tales of myth and fantasy, whether traditional like the stories of
King Arthur, or modern like The Lord of the Rings and some forms of science
fiction, the Siitra can spark off something within us of which we were not
previously aware; we can be moved and inspired, often without being able to say
how or why. If we really allow ourselves to become absorbed in the Lotus Siitra,
we become part of it. We join the great assembly and experience ourselves right in
the midst of it, taking part in the events of the Siitra as they unfold. When we are
touched by the poetic, mythic, symbolic in this kind of way, something in us, that
is of archetypal significance, is being worked out on the historical plane which
gives us a fuller and richer experience, so that we see it for what it is more clearly.
In this way, we can come to experience a deeper meaning to our existence,
satisfying a universal human thirst within us.

Experience of this type can convince us that whatever our rational, conceptual,
historically-orientated consciousness may comprehend, there is an imaginative or
archetypal dimension to life that eludes it. While undoubtedly we belong to the
realm of historical reality, we also belong to this realm of archetypal reality. It
may come as a shock to realise that we experience the archetypal realm only
because we ourselves, are, on another level, archetypal beings. The Lotus Sttra
can only reveal this world to us because it is our own world, the one we actually
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live in, but usually without knowing it. But it is not a question of leaving the realm
of historical reality behind; we exist in them both all the time, whether we are
aware of it, or not. It’s analogous to the way we experience our waking and dream
lives. If we are to give a complete account of ourselves, we must describe not only
our waking life but also our dream life; and significantly, most of us find this very
difficult to do. All too often whereas the two seem discontinuous, occupying
different planes, it is possible to be aware in such a way of the continuity of the
relation between the two.

When we say the Lotus Sitra is a myth, what do we mean? A myth emerges, not
out of thin air, but out of spiritual necessity. It comes into being when people have
very strong feelings and profound aspirations about what goes beyond personal
situations that need to be projected into an, as it were, objective form. By myth, in
this sense, we do not mean something false, untrue or mere fantasy. On the
contrary, a myth points to something deeply true, an expression, through image
and story, of truths beyond the direct grasp of our intellect. It is like a diamond: its
beauty is fully revealed when worked on by a master jeweller, its facets sparkling
with reflected light and iridescent colour. In this way we come to understand that
meaning is not a thing that we grasp by looking in a dictionary. Meaning is
meaning for each of us, something we personally experience. Our thirst for
meaning is therefore our search for our self, our quest for totality, the wholeness
of our own being, that lives partly, if not essentially, in a realm, not of clearly
defined meanings, but of undefined, even undefinable meanings.

Notwithstanding the huge popularity of the Lotus Sttra, sometimes people find it
difficult to engage with. While it may appear to be set in what we think of as our
normal world, being a Mahayana Sttra it is essentially free from the contingent,
the determinate, from time, space and causality, from historical reality. So it is not
to be taken literally. As has already been said, to get the most from our encounter
with the Sitra, it’s important to set out to enjoy and immerse ourselves in it in the
way we might a good novel, play or poetry; to allow ourselves to be captivated by
its atmosphere and magic — this being more an openness to feeling and emotional
resonance than intellectual understanding and analysis. It is true that we may well
feel more at home with Western literature that deals often with ordinary human
predicaments with which we can easily identify. But human frailty is not the only
possible subject for literature; it is not always the most inspiring and uplifting. The
Sutra takes us away from ordinary human life and its problems to give us a taste of
the magical. If we read the Sttra as literature rather than dogma, as poetry rather
than scientific fact or philosophical truth, we may perhaps be more open to its
spiritual message.

In reading the Lotus Siitra as literature, hard work as it may be at times, we engage
with it for its own sake rather than for some ulterior purpose, not because we have
to, perhaps out of some sense of an external authority telling us we should, or a
sense of fundamentalism that this is ‘The Word’, but because we have a natural
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affinity with it, because we are spontaneously drawn to it, because we find
ourselves immersed in an emotionally positive mental state as a consequence.

As we read, we should open ourselves to being moved by the power of the
literature, to read the Siitra in such a way as to allow our self to experience its total
impact; to read the Siitra as a whole, appreciating its artistic unity so as to grasp its
fundamental significance, its gestalt, i.e. not reading it piecemeal, and not
concentrating on the parts at the expense of the whole.

And most importantly as we read, we should have in mind that the Sitra is
recounted from the lips of Ananda as Buddhavacana, the word of the Buddha, a
communication to the hearts and minds of those yet unenlightened from the heart
and mind of an Enlightened One, whose sole purpose is to serve the happiness and
welfare of all sentient beings. This calls for us to take the Sttra seriously, i.e. far
from the Buddha indulging in flowery language just for its own sake, he is
communicating something that he thinks is worth communicating, that is meant to
move us at the deepest level of our being and spiritual intuition.”

References

Editor’s Preface in Sangharakshita, 1993, The Drama of Cosmic Enlightenment:
Parables, Myths and Symbols of the White Lotus Sutra, Glasgow, Windhorse.

http://www.windhorsepublications.com/CartVV2/Details.asp?ProductiD=712

The Glory of the Literary World — Reflections on the Buddhist Canonical Literature in
Sangharakshita, 1993, The Priceless Jewel. Windhorse, Glasgow, pp.159-175.

http://www.sangharakshita.org/online books.html

Suggested questions

Please reflect on one, or more, of the questions below:

1. How do you characteristically respond to the mythic, the poetic, parable, legend

and story in Western culture, and also in Buddhist literature? Explore two or three
great works of art that particularly move you? Pay attention to how you derive
meaning from them.

. Are there any Buddhist stories, parables, myths or symbols that you warm to and
find yourself imaginatively engaging with?

Reflect on what you find to be the most effective and useful way to engage with
stories, parables, myths and symbols? Is it sufficient for them to stand without
further ‘explanation’? How would you respond to a more ‘art’-based approach to
exploring your responses, e.g. using pencil or paint, or creative writing?
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4. What is your own personal bias in respect of abstract, conceptual language on the
one hand, and non-rational, poetic language on the other? How does this work

itself out in your own life? How is this reflected in terms of how you relate to
scientific and poetic truths?

5. How do you relate to the contention that archetypal experience is as significant as
our ongoing everyday experience of ourself?

In the group

Share and discuss any relevant experience sparked off by reading the text above and the
questions that have been of interest to you, as well as any other issues relating to the
principal themes of the unit.
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Aim

Unit 2 — The Mahayana’s Stance

This unit, in focusing on the spiritual tradition of the Mahayana from which the
Saddharma-pundarika Sitra emerged, aims to help us clarify some of the spiritual
concerns and attitudes that inspired Mahayana practitioners and that are expressed
throughout the Sitra.

Preparation

As for the last unit, below is a précis condensing a number of Urgyen Sangharakshita’s
lectures and published writings (see references below). Read this and reflect on one, or
more, of the questions that you’ll find at the end.

“In discussing how best to read the Sttra we have come to some understanding of
why the Lotus Siitra explores the Dharma principally through parables, myths,
symbols and archetypes. As we read the Siitra, it is also important to bear in mind
that it is a product of the second great phase of Indian Buddhism, the Mahayana.
And while the fundamentals, the essence of the Dharma remains the same, the way
the Siitra presents the Dharma reflects the particular emphases and perspectives of
the Mahayana.

Although one way to deepen our understanding of these concerns is through
studying the history of the development of the Mahayana — and there are some
excellent explorations of this (see ‘Further reading’ in the Appendix) — in this unit
we will simply introduce a few of the distinctive emphases of the Mahayana
expressed in the Lotus Sitra.

In keeping with the Saitra’s mode, we’ll start with a parable. Let’s suppose that
there is a terrible famine somewhere of the kind that still happens. People are
gaunt and emaciated, and there is horrible suffering. In a certain town in the
country which has been struck by this famine there live two men: one old, one
young, who each have an enormous quantity of grain, easily enough to feed all the
people.

The old man puts outside his front door a notice which reads: ‘Whoever comes
will be given food.” But after that statement there follows a long list of conditions
and rules. If people want food they must come at a certain time, on the very
minute. They must bring with them receptacles of a certain shape and size. And
holding these receptacles in a certain way, they must ask the old man for food in
certain set phrases which are to be spoken in an archaic language. Not many
people see the notice, for the old man lives in an out-of-the-way street; and of
those who do see it, a few come for food and receive it, but others are put off by
the long list of rules. If food is only available on those terms it seems less
troublesome to go hungry. When the old man is asked why he imposes so many
rules, he says, ‘That’s how it was in my grandfather’s time whenever there was a
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famine. What was good enough for him is certainly good enough for me. Who am

| to change things?’ He adds that, ‘if people really want food they will observe any
number of rules to get it. If they won’t observe the rules they can’t really be
hungry.’

Meanwhile the young man takes a great sack of grain on his back and goes from
door to door giving it out. As soon as one sack is empty, he rushes home for
another one. In this way he gives out a great deal of grain all over the town. He
gives it to anyone who asks. He’s so keen to feed the people that he doesn’t mind
going into the poorest, darkest, and dirtiest of hovels. He doesn’t mind going to
places where respectable people don’t usually venture. The only thought in his
head is that nobody should be allowed to starve. Some people say that he’s a
busybody, others that he takes too much on himself. Some people go so far as to
say that he’s interfering with the law of karma. Others complain that a lot of grain
is being wasted, because people take more than they really need. The young man
doesn’t care about any of this. He says it’s better that some grain is wasted than
that anyone should starve to death.

One day the young man happens to pass by the old man’s house. The old man is
sitting outside peacefully smoking his pipe, because it isn’t yet time to hand out
grain. He says to the young man as he hurries past, ‘You look tired. Why don’t
you take it easy?’ The young man replies, rather breathlessly, ‘I can’t. There are
still lots of people who haven’t been fed.” The old man shakes his head
wonderingly. ‘Let them come to you! Why should you go dashing off to them?’
But the young man, impatient to be on his way, says, ‘They’re too weak to come
to me. They can’t even walk. If I don’t go to them they’ll die.” ‘That’s too bad,’
says the old man, ‘they should have come earlier, when they were stronger. If they
didn’t think ahead that’s their fault. Why should you worry if they die?’ But by
this time the young man is out of earshot, already on his way home for another
sack. The old man rises and pins another notice beside the first one. The notice
reads: ‘Rules for reading the rules.’

No doubt you’ve already guessed one possible reading of the parable: that it
contrasts two very different attitudes to spiritual life and our motives for engaging
in it. The old man can be seen to represent the Hinayana; the young man the
Mahayana; the ‘stock’ characters of Arhat and Bodhisattva respectively found in
so many Mahayana Stitras. The famine is the human predicament, the people of
the town are all living beings, and the grain is the Dharma, the teaching. As a
universal religion, Buddhism addresses itself not to any particular group or
community, but potentially to each and every human being. Nevertheless, just as
in principle both the old man and the young man are willing to give out grain to
everybody, so in principle both the Hinayana and the Mahayana are universally
applicable, i.e. meant for all, but we find there are important differences in
approach and emphasis.
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The Mahayana derives its inspiration not only from the Buddha’s teaching but also
from the way he lived his life, particularly the very evident compassion that
motivated the Buddha’s entire life. This is why the Mahayana stresses both
wisdom and compassion, saying that compassion inevitably arises from true
wisdom. Mahayana scriptures say, ‘Wisdom and Compassion are the two wings of
the bird of Enlightenment, and with one wing only it cannot fly.” The life story of
the Buddha shows that he didn’t wait for people to come to him. He didn’t just sit
under the bodhi tree and wait for disciples. During the forty-five years following
his Enlightenment, he travelled far and wide to seek people out and teach them.
Time and time again the scriptures report the Buddha as saying, ‘I went to them
and said...” He used to go out to meet people - merchants, queens, goatherds,
flower-sellers — and afterwards tell his disciples, ‘I went to them and said...” And
if someone came to see him, the Buddha would take the initiative in the
conversation. He would greet the newcomer and put them at their ease, so that
they felt welcome. This was the living example of the Buddha.

In the same spirit the Mahayana goes out to meet people. The Mahayana literally
speaks the language of the people it is addressing. For example, in all the
Mahayana Buddhist countries - China, Japan, Tibet, Mongolia — the scriptures
were translated from the Indian languages into the local language from the very
first. Tibet didn’t even have a written alphabet when Buddhism first arrived there.
The first Tibetan Buddhists created a literary language so that the Tibetan people
could read them for themselves. But more than this, the Mahayana also tries to
speak the appropriate language of its audience, not just literally but
metaphorically.

The young man’s activity, coming from his compassionate concern for others’
welfare, exemplifies the Mahayana’s great emphasis on ‘skilful means’ (upaya-
kausalya), i.e. the use of whatever pragmatic means, pertinent in particular
circumstances, that lead in the direction of authentic spiritual freedom. On a
practical level, this is essentially a matter of approaching people, not through some
ulterior motive such as wanting them to convert to Buddhism, but as an expression
of positive feeling, kindness, friendly concern, and natural spontaneous awareness
of what they need, empathizing with and encouraging them. This is what draws
people to follow the Dharma, which is itself the greatest of ‘skilful means’, and
what constitutes the life-blood of the Sangha.

Consequently, one of the Buddha’s teachings that the Mahayana is concerned to
emphasise is the simple — but profound — realization that concern for the welfare
and the spiritual development of other people is an integral part of one’s own
spiritual development. Indeed, to be concerned with one’s own development but
completely uninterested in that of other people is self-defeating in the long run.

The Mahayana’s great spiritual hero, the Bodhisattva - a being (sattva) dedicated
to the attainment of Enlightenment or awakening (bodhi) — draws inspiration from
the figure of Siddhartha Gotama setting out on the quest for Enlightenment. The
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Bodhisattva is one in whom the urge to grow which is present in every living
being has become self-conscious. Realizing that the urge to develop spiritually is
potential in all living beings, a Bodhisattva feels a sense of solidarity with other
beings, and could not possibly ignore them and think solely in terms of his or her
own salvation. Bodhisattvas therefore dedicate themselves to Enlightenment not
just for their own sake but for the sake of all living beings whatsoever.

The Mahayana vision sees that all forms of life in the universe on all levels, and
perhaps especially on the human level, are interrelated and interacting. This vision
IS not static, for the individual forms that make it up are in motion, all are heading
in one direction. Admittedly, some are a little further ahead, and some are lagging
behind, but they are all moving towards the same goal, and they are all, directly or
indirectly, in contact with one another. The urge to Enlightenment, the
transcendent urge to something above and beyond the world, is innate in all life,
but it is a blind urge, like that of lotus plants sunk in the mud groping for the light,
and it becomes self-conscious in the Bodhisattva.

But we should not think, ‘Hinayana — bad’, ‘Mahayana — good’. These two great
Buddhist traditions enshrine enormously important spiritual principles that have
appealed to practitioners to this day, the contrast between them helping to
elucidate those principles. Evidence of the contrast between the Bodhisattva and
the Arhat is plentiful in the Mahayana scriptures, and indeed the Saddharma-
pundarika Sitra. For a really vivid impression you have only to look at the
Buddhist paintings and sculptures produced in India and China. The Bodhisattva is
usually depicted as a beautiful young man or woman sitting on a delicate lotus
flower. He or she has a graceful figure, long flowing locks, and many fine
ornaments. The Arhat, on the other hand, is usually an old man with a bald head
and bushy eyebrows. Clad in a shabby monastic robe, he leans wearily on a
knotted staff. No lotus seat for him - he is usually standing on solid rock, or
sometimes, for a change, floating on the ocean.

The Bodhisattva represents the transcendental spiritual ideal in all its perfection
and purity, the abstract ideal not stained by anything of the world, but lifted above
it. The Bodhisattva is not young as distinct from being old, but eternally young,
which means that the youthfulness of the Bodhisattva represents something
outside time and space.

The Arhat, by contrast, represents the realization of the ideal under the conditions
and limitations of space and time, the stress of history. So the Arhat is not just
somebody who is old, but somebody who has become old. No wonder the Arhat
has a weather-beaten, worn look.

The youthful figure of the Bodhisattva represents the ideal as it exists outside
space and time, and the Arhat is that same ideal incorporated within the historical
process, manifesting under the conditions of space and time. The very fact of those
conditions means that the ideal cannot manifest fully. Even if you have realized
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that the eternally youthful Bodhisattva represents you as a human being, can you
manifest that spiritual ideal fully in your life? Your life has only a certain length,
and you have only two arms, two legs, and one pair of hands. There is so much to
do, and so much that you cannot do. So within the historical process the ideal
cannot actually be manifested fully by any individual, not even by the Buddha.
The historical Buddha died. To manifest the ideal fully he would have had to go
on living for ever and ever, and living everywhere. A limitation is automatically
imposed if you are existing under the conditions of space and time as an ordinary
human being. This is what the Arhat represents, and this is why he appears
battered and bowed. The ideal is there, but it is there as manifested under the
conditions of space and time.

Another reading of our parable could be as follows: until we have reached a
relatively refined level of spiritual practice, there is little point in exploring
metaphysical subtleties; while we are still finding it difficult to concentrate the
mind, or practise mindfulness in the affairs of everyday life, it is more important
to focus on basic principles, such as generosity (dana). Without this preparation
the deeper insights of Buddhism may remain for us just matters of philosophy in
the narrow intellectual sense, with no real bearing on our own lives. This is why
the Dharma as presented in such works as the Lotus Siitra is so popular.

Nevertheless some introduction to the Mahayana’s ‘philosophical perspectives’
can help us with what may appear at first sight fantastical in works such as the
Sttra, and help explain why Mahayanists used what to our minds are ‘science-
fictional’ flights of fancy.

The Mahayana wants to stress that we should see existence not statically, but
dynamically; not in terms of entities, but in terms of processes; not in terms of
fixed solid unchanging things, but terms of what are called dharmas — an
untranslatable term which means something like ‘phenomena.” These dharmas are
in the ultimate sense neither existent nor non-existent — the terms ‘existent’ and
‘non-existent’ themselves are only ideas of our own mind. Dharmas being neither
existent nor non-existent, they have no separate characteristics by which they can
be distinguished or recognised. Because they have no separate characteristics, they
are inconceivable and inexpressible.

While it might be relatively easy to say, this is not easy to understand deeply. We
can find ourselves speaking of higher spiritual experience, even Nirvana, as if we
know all about it. But we don’t. While we may think we can conceive of it, in fact,
we don’t really know anything about it at all. And it is vital to remember this. It
means that as we progress in the spiritual life, we are going forward into the
unknown. Spiritual emancipation is always freedom from the known; its
attainment always of the unknown, the unpredictable, the unforeseen, even the
unforeseeable. The truth is that spiritual emancipation is inconceivable.
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It is not that we don’t know anything about higher spiritual experiences. Since
existence itself is inconceivable, the fact is we don’t really know anything about
anything at all. It’s not that we don’t know very much, or that we don’t know it
very well. This statement is to be taken quite literally: we don’t know anything
about anything. But of course we think we know, and on that basis we build up all
sorts of thought-constructions, ideas, attitudes, views and philosophies. But,
according to the Mahayana these are nothing but delusions.

So here is a paradox: the Dharma reveals the nature of existence — but if the nature
of existence is inconceivable and not to be fathomed by thought, it cannot be
uttered in words. And not only do we not know anything about anything, we
cannot really say anything about anything. Even Buddhas and Bodhisattvas cannot
really teach the Dharma in words. So how is the Dharma to be communicated and
taught?

The Mahayana seeks to demonstrate the Dharma through action, and frequently
through magical action. According to Buddhist tradition, Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas possess all sorts of magical powers. They can move things from
place to place, create things, transform themselves into the likeness of anything
they wish. Moreover, they can do this on a cosmic scale. They can move whole
universes, and play with space and time. This is the stuff of transcendental science
fiction in which the magical acts are seen to demonstrate the Dharma.

There is good reason for this: existence itself is frequently compared to a magic
show, like a magical illusion. Just as dharmas are neither existent nor non-existent
they cannot be said to really appear nor disappear. Existence is just like a great
collective hallucination, that the Mahayana also compares to a dream, an echo, a
mirage, a reflection, a ball of foam, and so on. But, for all this the Mahayana is not
trying to tell us that nothing exists at all. What it questions is the ultimate validity
of the conceptual constructions that we superimpose upon our experience. Where
we go wrong is in interpreting our experience in terms of fixed, solid, unchanging
things. This is why the Mahayana regards magical acts as being demonstrations of
the Dharma: because these acts are themselves an illustration of what existence is
really like.

Bearing these concerns of Mahayana practitioners in mind we will be more able to
mine the riches deep within the Siitras they wrote to express their inspiration and
love of the Dharma.”
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Suggested questions

Reflect on one or more of the questions below:

1.

Can you summarize the difference in the perspectives of the Hinayana and
Mahayana?

As exemplified in the ‘Parable of the Young and Old Man’, Sangharakshita asserts
that, whilst all forms of Buddhism are in principle universal, the Mahayana is
more effectively universal in practice than Hinayana. This is because, in following
the example of the Buddha in going forth out of compassion to communicate truth
to others, the Mahayana stresses both Wisdom and Compassion. The Mahayana
does not wait for people to come to it, but goes out to them in many different
ways. Explore for yourself what makes for a ‘universal’ perspective. To what
extent are you motivated by it?

If we find ‘Basic Buddhism’ communicated within the pages of the Pali Canon,
what need for Mahayana Sitras, and spending time with them?

To what extent do you engage with the ideal of the Bodhisattva, and hence might
think of yourself as a ‘Novice bodhisattva’? If so, what particularly attracts you in
the Bodhisattva’s path of training? What challenges does it pose for you in your
life? Or would you prefer to see yourself as a potential Arhat? Wherein lie any
dangers of literalism for the practitioner?

What do you make of the Mahayana’s concern to envisage magical action as a
means to exemplifying the inconceivable nature of experience?

In the group

Share and discuss any relevant experience sparked off by reading the text above and the
questions that have been of interest to you, as well as any other issues relating to the
principal themes of the unit.
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Unit 3 — The Saddharma-pundarika Siitra, The White Lotus Siitra
Aim

To get an introductory overview of the Saddharma-pundarika Sitra and a sense of how
the story unfolds, its shape and feel.

Preparation

Before you get hold of a copy of the Sitra, (or even the Abridgement) and start reading,
as a first step | strongly recommend listening to Sangharakshita’s audio-lecture: The
Drama of Cosmic Enlightenment (link below), in which he introduces the story of the
Stutra, chapter by chapter (you can also download a transcript of the talk from the same
site). This will come as near as you can get to the original mode of oral transmission by
which the Sttra passed from generation to generation until it was written down.

As you listen, just listen: imagine the story unfolding in your mind’s eye, as it were,
visualising the scenes like watching a film. The Sitra is a kind of transcendental science-
fiction: at times strange, bizarre, unfamiliar, unintelligible, incomprehensible, surreal.
Stop your rational mind from ticking; don’t think, or ask yourself what it means, or what
it’s getting at; don’t try to work it out. For now just let the Sttra’s images work their own
effect; allow yourself to feel and imagine the story unfolding.

You can listen online, or download Tracks 6-14 of the mp3/mp4 audio-file formats at:

http://freebuddhistaudio.com/talks/details?num=96

The total length of this section of the talk is 65 minutes.
Afterwards, reflect on some of the questions below:

1. What impact has the story of the Siitra as a whole made on you? What kind of a
feeling are you left with? This may not be easily put into words. It may be more of
a sense of ‘something’, even some kind of meaningful embodied experience:
definite but more physical and kinesthetic than conceptual.

2. Clarify your personal responses to the Siitra, e.g. do you feel inspired and uplifted,
or alternatively, challenged and disturbed? What are the nature of any doubts or
questions you may have?

3. What do you make of the Sitra both as a whole and any particular aspects of it
that strongly appeal to you? What is your overall felt sense of its meaning and
purpose?

4. Ask yourself: ”Are there any implications here for my life: my attitude, my
approach to spiritual life, the choices | make?”
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In the group

Discuss your experience of doing the preparation with reference to any questions that
have been of interest to you, other issues arising in relation to the text, and any further
reflections that members of the group may wish to share from engaging with material in
the Appendix.

Alternatively, spend the evening reading the Abridgement together, assigning different
parts to different readers. It will take approx. 2 hrs 15 minutes.
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Unit 4 — Transcending the Human Predicament
Aim

To explore our individual response to the Buddha’s revelation of Universal
Enlightenment in the Saitra’s first three chapters, and to engage with questions implicit to
practising upaya or ‘skilful means’ as highlighted through the ‘Parable of the Burning
House’.

Preparation

For a succinct recapitulation of the first three chapters of the Sutra, read the relevant
paragraphs, reproduced here, from Chapter Nine of Sangharakshita’s The Eternal Legacy,
pp.109-112.

“As in the case of a number of other Sttras, both Hinayana and Mahayana, the
venue of the great revelation is the Grdhrakita or “Vulture-Peak’ overlooking
Rajagrha. In the Saddharma-pundarika, however, the earth is spiritualised, and the
Peak represents, not a geographical expression, but the summit of existence. This
is indicated by the fact that around the Buddha are gathered not only twelve
thousand Arhats but eighty thousand Bodhisattvas, besides tens of thousands of
gods and other non-human beings with their followers. To this vast assembly he
preaches the Vaipulya-sitranta known as the Maha-nirdesa or ‘Great Exposition’.

Flowers fall from the heavens and the universe shakes. He then enters into deep
meditation, whereupon there issues from between his eyebrows a ray of light
which illumines upward to their highest heavens and downwards to their lowest
hells, innumerable world-systems in the infinitude of space, revealing in each one
of them a Buddha teaching the Dharma to his disciples, and Bodhisattvas
sacrificing life and limbs for the sake of Supreme Enlightenment. Voicing the
curiosity of the whole congregation, Maitreya inquires of Mafjusri the meaning of
this sublime spectacle. The latter, who has witnessed such wonders before, under
previous Buddhas, replies that the emission of the Ray has always preceded the
promulgation of the Saddharma-pundarika Sitra, which he believes the present
Exalted one to be about to preach (Chapter 1).

Emerging from his meditation, the Buddha proceeds to justify the transition from
the more elementary teaching to which he had hitherto confined himself and the
higher one now to be disclosed. Addressing Sariputra, and through him the whole
assembly, he declares that truth in its plenitude can be understood only by the
Tathagatas. Others must have faith in the Word of the Buddha and approach it
gradually, step by step, through a series of progressive stages. For this reason it
had been necessary for him to preach, by way of introduction, first the lower,
preparatory ideals of the Arhat and the Pratyekabuddha. Had he all at once
revealed to his disciples the highest truth, telling them outright that they too were
one day to attain Supreme Enlightenment, they would never have believed him.
Even now, despite the entreaties of Sariputra, he is doubtful whether the
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congregation is ready for his ultimate revelation. For some, who refuse to accept
it, it may even be an occasion of spiritual disaster. As though in confirmation of
his words, five thousand Hinayana disciples, recoiling in dismay from the
threatened supersession of their cherished ideals and achievements, withdraw from
the assembly. To the faithful that remain, Bodhisattvas and Disciples (sravakas)
both, the Buddha reveals the final truth.

The three different yanas or vehicles which he has appeared to preach,
representing the Arhat, the Pratyekabuddha and the Bodhisattva ideals, are only
temporary expedients made necessary by the diversity of temperament among the
disciples, as well as by their varying degrees of spiritual development. In reality
there is but One Vehicle (ekayana), the Great Vehicle (Mahayana), wherein the
Buddha himself abides and by means of which he delivers sentient beings, leading
them from the provisional to the final truth, from partial to complete
enlightenment. Were he to act otherwise he would be guilty of spiritual
selfishness. Supreme Buddhahood alone is for all the ultimate goal. Whoever
practise the paramitas, ‘engage in devotional observances’ - offering even a single
flower in worship — have, as it were, already become Buddhas. The one thing
needful is faith (Sraddha), not in the sense of belief in unverifiable propositions,
but in that of the existential response of one’s total being when confronted by the
image of the highest spiritual perfection (Chapter 2).

This response to the Buddha’s words elicits from Sariputra, who, overjoyed that he
is to become a Fully Enlightened One, regrets at having hitherto devoted himself
to the realization of an inferior ideal. The Buddha tells him that he and the other
disciples took the Bodhisattva Vow under him aeons ago, but that temporarily
forgetful of the fact, he had, in his present existence, wrongly imagined the
Hinayanic Nirvana to be the highest possible achievement. In the inconceivably
distant future, he predicts, Sariputra will become a Tathagata called
Padmaprabhasa or ‘Lotus-Radiance’, his Buddha-field (-ksetra) will be known as
the Vimala, ‘Dustless’ or ‘Passionless’, and his aeon (kalpa) as the
Maharatnaprati-mandita or ‘Great Jewel-Adorned’. He will train and mature
countless Bodhisattvas.

Though Sariputra had accepted the new dispensation with such alacrity, other
members of the congregation are still tormented by doubts. Was the previous
teaching actually false? Have they gained nothing at all by following it so
devotedly over such a long period? Has the Buddha not deceived them? In order to
reassure and finally convince these disciples the Buddha tells the first of his
tremendous parables, that of the Burning House. At great length, with splendour of
language and abundance of picturesque detail, he describes how a prominent elder,
possessed of inexhaustible riches, lived with his numerous progeny in an old,
dilapidated, vermin-infested mansion. One day fire breaks out. The children,
absorbed in play, do not notice what has happened; but their father, who is
outside, realises that they are in imminent danger of destruction and calls to them
to come out.
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Since they ignore his appeals, and go on playing, he resolves to have recourse to a
stratagem. Knowing that his boys were inordinately fond of playthings of various
kinds, he again calls out to them, this time promising to some goat-carts, to others
deer-carts and to yet others bullock-carts. On hearing these words they all come
rushing and tumbling out of the burning house. Having brought them to safety, the
elder bestows upon them, in response to their demands, not the three different
kinds of cart actually promised, but bullock-carts only, all of the most splendid
workmanship imaginable. For he feels that possessed as he is of inexhaustible
riches it would be unbecoming for him to bestow upon his own offspring inferior
things. The burning house is conditioned existence; the children, sentient beings;
the wise elder, the Buddha. By the three kinds of vehicle are typified the Arhat,
the Pratyekabuddha, and the Bodhisattva ideals. The bullock-carts in which, after
their escape from the house, the children all equally ride, is the Buddha-yana or
Mahayana.

In promising one thing and giving another the elder was not guilty of falsehood,
for he had from the beginning determined to save his children by means of an
expedient. No more, therefore, is the Buddha himself guilty of falsehood in first
preaching the Three Vehicles to attract all sentient beings and afterwards saving
them by means of the One Vehicle only (Chapter 3).”

Read Chapters 1-3 of the Sutra. As you do so reflect on one, or more, of the questions
below:

1. Which elements in these first three chapters, as well as the parable, are you drawn
to, and why? What kind of spiritual issues are raised for you?

2. The parable’s principal metaphor of the ‘Burning House’ has had an enduring
effect on the Buddhist imagination, as well as raising challenging questions for
both teachers and disciples. In what ways do you experience ‘the burning house’
of sammsara? Do you resonate with the metaphor of the human condition being that
of a predicament or trap? Are you prone to ‘escapism’? If so, how? Are there any
particular ‘games’ that you are not so willing to ‘let go of’, to ‘move on from’? In
what sense could Buddhism be said to promote ‘escapism’ (as other religions are
similarly accused by scientific rationalists)? How do you respond to the criticism
that the parable is effectively a secularized vision of Heaven and Hell?

3. What sort of ‘vehicle’ will really work to ‘get you out of your burning house’? Is
this really any different to any other vehicles that you know of? How important is
that?

4. Can you identify in any way with the Father’s predicament? How do you envisage
reconciling ‘carrot’ and ‘stick’ approaches? The parable might appear to suggest
that ‘ends can justify the means’? What do you think about this? What do you
make of the parable’s exemplification of ‘skilful means’ (upaya)? How do you
make sense of the Sttra’s claim that the father has not acted dishonestly in

Triratna Dharma Training Course for Mitras
Year Four — Module 4: The Drama of Cosmic Enlightenment
Parables, Myths and Symbols of the Saddharma-pundarika Sitra
http.//freebuddhistaudio.com/study
Page 20 of 150




In the

3.

offering his children different carts but then giving them all the same kind? How
does this relate to the distinction between Doctrine (dharma) and Method
(vinaya)?

The ‘Parable of the Burning House’ is told by the Buddha in the wake of a number
of his advanced followers deciding they have learnt all that they need to learn.
What do you make of the incident in the Sttra of the Arahats ‘walking out’? What
do you think this says about the relationship of a Teacher(s) to his or her disciples,
and the notion of ‘living independently of the Teacher’s dispensation’? What do
you make of reviewing your whole understanding of the Dharma whenever you
gain a new insight into an aspect of it?

How could the distinction between ultimate (paramartha-satya) and relative
(samvrti-satya) truths help with rationalising the justification of any activity as
skilful means, e.g: “It works for me”?

group

Assigning parts to different readers, read aloud Chapters 1-3 of the Abridgement
of the Siitra, (reproduced in the Appendix).

Discuss your experience with reference to any questions that have been of interest
to you, or other issues arising in relation to the text, and any further reflections
that members of the group may wish to share from engaging with material or other
exercises suggested in the Appendix.

Conclude your session by reading the excerpt from the Abridgement again.
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Unit 5 — The Myth of the Return Journey
Aim

To explore those symbols that speak to us of the human condition, to examine in what
sense we personally are ‘on a return journey’, and to engage further with the questions
inherent to the use of ‘skilful means’.

Preparation

The Buddha’s four most senior disciples tell the ‘Myth of the Return Journey’ as a way of
expressing their delight in the Buddha’s revelation of the ‘higher truth’ — that they too can
follow the Buddha’s example in achieving supreme Enlightenment.

For a succinct recapitulation of this section of the Siitra, read the relevant paragraphs,
reproduced here, from Chapter Nine of Sangharakshita’s The Eternal Legacy, pp.112-
113.

“This parable is not without effect. Four of the leading elders, Subhuti,
Mahakatyayana, Mahakasyapa and Mahamaudgalyayana, though at first amazed
by the Buddha’s prediction of Sariputra to Supreme Enlightenment, now realise
that even for Arhats like themselves who, owing to age and decrepitude, have so
far remained content with the Hinayanic Nirvana, it is not too late to transfer their
allegiance to the higher Bodhisattva ideal and aspire after Buddhahood. Elated by
the glorious prospect, they give expression to their joy, which Mahakasyapa, with
the Buddha’s permission, explains in the form of a parable.:

A young man has left home and for many years wandered from place to place
abroad, becoming all the while poorer and more wretched. His father, after
searching for him in vain, settles in a certain city and engaging in business
amasses immense riches. Eventually, by accident, the son reaches that very place
and happens to see his father seated in his mansion surrounded by all the
paraphernalia of wealth, but without being able to recognise him. The rich man,
however, at once recognises his son, and dispatches his attendants to call him. The
poor wretch, afraid of being arrested, falls down senseless with fear. Realising that
years of poverty have debased his son’s mind, the rich man decides not to
announce their relationship all at once. Instead, he sends first an attendant to set
him at liberty, and afterwards two shabbily dressed men to hire him as a
scavenger. When he has been employed for some time the father, disguising
himself, contrives to approach him periodically, admonishing him to work well,
promising to increase his wages, and eventually declaring that he will henceforth
regard him as his own son. As a result of this treatment, mutual confidence
develops between the two, and the son gradually learns to go in and out of his
adoptive father’s mansion as he pleases. One day the rich man falls ill, and
knowing he will soon die, commits the management of his entire property, and all
his affairs, to the son, who is now equal to the responsibility. Finally, on his
deathbed, he publicly relates the whole story, declaring that the supposed manager
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is in reality his son and the natural heir to his immense riches. The son, on hearing
these words, is filled with joy at such an unexpected stroke of good fortune.

As Mahakasyapa proceeds to explain, the rich man is the Buddha, while the poor
son represents himself and the other disciples who, after removing the dirt of the
passions, have been content to receive Nirvana as it were for their day’s wages.
The announcement that the real relation between the two was that of father and
son is like the Buddha’s declaration that the Arhats are not hirelings of the
Dharma but his own true sons, that is to say Bodhisattvas, and heirs to the infinite
riches of Supreme Enlightenment. Like the poor man, they too are astounded and
rejoice (Chapter IV).”

Read Chapter 4 of the Siitra. As you do so reflect on one, or more, of the questions below:

1.

In the

What are the main point(s) being communicated through this myth to you? Are
there any elements in the myth that you particularly identify with, or that speak to
you? How do you experience that? Are there any particular spiritual issues there
for you?

In what ways do you experience your (spiritual) life as ‘a journey’? How, if at all,
could you view this as ‘a return’? Even if you don’t have a sense of ‘returning’,
how would doing so make a difference to your experience of ‘journeying’?

Are there any other symbols, perhaps coming from great works of art, that speak
to you of the human condition? In what ways does this bring out different
dimensions of your experience to that of ‘life as a journey’?

If we read the Myth of the Return Journey as symbolising different dimensions of
our own individual psyche, what do you personally draw from it that speaks to you
of a relationship between your Higher and Lower Selves? How can this language
work as a skilful means?

Does this Myth promote paternalism?

What are you learning about the Buddhist conception of upaya or ‘skilful means’?
In what ways do you see the parables exemplifying the four ‘means of unification’
(samghrahavastu): generosity, loving speech, beneficial activity and
exemplification, that is said to be one of the key elements of skilful means?

group

Assigning parts to different readers, read aloud Chapter 4 of the Sutra from the
Abridgement (reproduced in the Appendix).

Discuss your experience with reference to any questions that have been of interest
to you, other issues arising in relation to the text, and any further reflections that
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members of the group may wish to share from engaging with material or other
exercises in the Appendix.

3. Conclude your session by reading the excerpt from the Abridgement again.
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Aim

Unit 6 — The Jewel in the Lotus

To continue to explore the symbolism of lower and higher self through firstly the parables
of the ‘Place of Jewels’, and the ‘Drunkard and the Jewel’, and secondly that of
Avalokitesvara’s mantra.

Preparation

While Chapter 10’s parable of the ‘Drunkard and the Jewel’ has similar motifs to that in
the ‘Myth of the Return Journey’, there are some essential differences that are interesting
to explore. At the same time, as Sangharakshita demonstrates in his lecture, the parable
has close resonances with Avalokite§vara’s mantra. So, although Avalokite§vara’s role in
the Lotus Siitra is arguably peripheral, this is an opportunity to pay attention to Chapter
25, devoted to perhaps the most prominent of Mahayana Bodhisattvas.

For a succinct recapitulation of this section of the Siitra, read the relevant paragraphs,
reproduced here, from Chapter Nine of Sangharakshita’s The Eternal Legacy, pp.114-

117.

“Interest now shifts from the future to the past. Addressing the whole body of his
disciples, the Buddha speaks of Mahabhijiajhanabhibhu, a Tathagata who had
flourished incalculable aeons earlier and whose career in certain respects parallels
his own. While the rest of this Buddha’s followers had remained content with the
Hinayana doctrine, his sixteen sramanera sons, born before his retirement from
the world, had aspired to Supreme Enlightenment, and for their benefit he had
preached the Saddharma-pundarika. All of them had subsequently been crowned
with the highest spiritual achievement, the youngest being none other than the
speaker, Sakyamuni, himself. The countless beings to whom the sixteen, as
sramaneras, had given instruction, were now reborn as human beings and had
become Hinayana bhikshus. Similarly those who, at the time of his parinirvana,
were still unable to accept the Mahayana, would be reborn in other world-systems
where, under his guidance, they would continue their training and be led,
eventually, into the way of Supreme Enlightenment.

His seeming entry into parinirvana was only a device for training monks of lower
aims. In reality there could be only one parinirvana and one yana, not a second or
a third. The Tathagata preached the Hinayana Nirvana for the sake of those who
were bent on the enjoyment of trifling things and deeply attached to human
desires. This is illustrated by a parable:

A guide is conducting a large party of travellers through a dense forest, along a
dangerous and difficult road, to Ratnadvipa, ‘The Place of Jewels’, their
destination. On the way the travellers become exhausted, and tell the guide they
want to turn back. The latter, out of pity, thereupon conjures up a magic city and
invites them to rest and refresh themselves therein. Only when they have regained
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their strength does he cause the city to disappear and urge them to complete their
journey. The magical city is the Hinayanic Nirvana conjured up, as it were, by the
Buddha out of compassion for those who might otherwise have turned back,
discouraged, before reaching Supreme Enlightenment. It is a temporary,
provisional state, for the true Nirvana is Buddhahood itself.

The Buddhas, the onward Leaders,
Call the resting-place Nirvana,

But, perceiving Their people rested,
They lead on to Buddha-Wisdom.*

The effects of Sakyamuni’s exhortations now begin to be felt among the
congregation at large, and more and more disciples come forward to confess their
shortcomings and announce their acceptance of the new teaching. Piirna
Maitrayaniputra, whom the Buddha extols as the foremost of his preachers, is
predicted to Supreme Enlightenment, likewise five hundred other distinguished
Arhats. As Mahakasyapa had done, they give expression to their feelings by means
of a parable which, being shorter than most of the others, may be quoted in full:

‘World-honoured One! It is as if some man goes to an intimate friend’s house, gets
drunk, and falls asleep. Meanwhile his friend, having to go forth on official duty,
ties a priceless jewel within his garment as a present, and departs. The man, being
drunk and asleep, knows nothing of it. On arising he travels onward till he reaches
some other country, where for food and clothing he expends much labour and
effort, and undergoes exceedingly great hardship, and is content even if he can
obtain but little. Later, his friend happens to meet him and speaks thus: “Tut! Sir,
how is it you have come to this for the sake of food and clothing? Wishing you to
be in comfort and able to satisfy all your five senses, | formerly in such a year and
month and on such a day tied a priceless jewel within your garment. Now as of old
it is present there and you in ignorance are slaving and worrying to keep yourself
alive. How very stupid! Go you now and exchange that jewel for what you need
and do what-ever you will, free from all poverty and shortage.””?

The jewel represents the aspiration after Supreme Enlightenment which, though
taught them by the Buddha in a previous existence, the Arhats had temporarily
forgotten (Chapter VIII).

Further predictions follow. Ananda, Rahula, and two thousand other disciples are
in turn assured of the highest spiritual perfection. The apparent favouritism shown
to Ananda, whose prediction is couched in particularly glowing terms, is explained
as the consequence of his Original Vow that, till the time of his own Supreme

! ibid. Ch.7, last four lines.
? The Threefold Lotus Sutra Bunno Kato, Yoshiro Tamura, and Kojiro Miyasaka (New York and Tokyo, 1975), p.177.
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Enlightenment, he would be the guardian of the Dharma of future Buddhas
(Chapter IX).

The Hinayana disciples having been persuaded to accept the higher spiritual ideal,
Sakyamuni impresses upon all the Bodhisattvas present the supreme importance of
the Saddharma-pundarika and the necessity for its preservation. Addressing the
Bodhisattva Bhaisajyaraja or ‘King of Healing’ he declares that those sentient
beings, of the various types and classes represented in the assembly, who hear but
a single verse or word of this Siitra, or by so much as a single thought delight in it,
are all assured of Supreme Enlightenment. Moreover, the written text is not only
to be read, recited, copied and expounded, but ceremonially worshipped with all
manner of precious things. Thereby incalculable spiritual benefits will accrue. On
the other hand, while all other blasphemy, even the Buddha, is comparatively
trivial, the sin of abusing Siitra, or defaming its devotees, is extremely grave. Such
indeed, is its transcendent virtue, that beings having even the remotest connection
with it are blessed. Those who worship it become themselves worthy of worship.

In particular should the preacher of this Siitra be honoured even with flowers,
perfumes and jewels. The preacher himself, however, must be endowed with
qualities commensurate with those of the discourse. He should ‘enter into the
abode of the Tathagata, be clad with the Robe of the Tathagata, and sit on the
sacred Seat of the Tathagata... The abode of the Tathagata is love (maitr?) towards
all sentient beings. The Robe of the Tathagata is great patient forbearance
(mahaksanti). The sacred Seat of the Tathagata is the Voidness of all the elements
of existence (sarvadharma-sinyata).”® Besides cherishing and protecting such a
preacher, Sakyamuni promises, he will from time to time appear before him in a
pure and shining spiritual form (Chapter X).

...In the Sanskrit text as now extant there ensues a series of episodes, devoted to
the cult of various Bodhisattvas, such as Bhaisajyaraja, who offer spells
(dharanis) for the protection of the Stitra, Gadgadasvara, and Avalokite§vara
(Chapters XXI-XXV1). As these interrupt the continuity of the action, and are no
doubt interpolations, they are described in Chapter 11, below. ...

...Chapter XXIV (of the Siitra) celebrates the praises of the great Bodhisattva
Avalokite$vara, here also called Samantamukha, and which even now often
circulates as an independent work. Asked why Avalokite§vara is so called, the
Buddha replies it is because he delivers from fire, flood, shipwreck and other
calamities those who invoke his name. He, too, assumes different forms according
to the needs of sentient beings. Towards the end of the chapter his compassionate
regard for suffering humanity is hymned in verses of uncommon pathos and
beauty:

O you, whose eyes are clear, whose eyes are friendly,

? Saddharmapundarikasutram, p.155.
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Whose eyes betray distinguished wisdom-knowledge;

Whose eyes are pitiful, whose eyes are pure,

O you, so lovable, with beautiful face, with beautiful eyes!
Your lustre is spotless and immaculate,

Your knowledge without darkness, your splendour like the sun,
Radiant like the blaze of a fire not disturbed by the wind,
Warming the world you shine splendidly.

Eminent in your pity, friendly in your words,
One great mass of fine virtues and friendly thoughts,
You appease the fire of defilements which burn beings,

And you rain down the rain of the deathless Dharma.”

Then read Chapters 7-10, and 25 of the Sttra in one or another of its full translations, as
well as Edward Conze’s translation of the Bodhisattva Ak$ayamati’s famous paean of
praise to Avalokitesvara, reproduced below. As you read reflect on one or more of the
questions below:

1.

What are the significant different emphases between the ‘Parable of the Drunkard
and the Jewel’ and the ‘Myth of the Return Journey’? Which elements of the
parable do you most identify with, and why? What kind of spiritual issues do they
pose for you? Do they bring out any fresh perspectives on how to envisage the
notion of ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ self?

As symbols, what do you make of ‘sleep’ and ‘drunkenness’? How do you relate
to them personally?

In what ways does the symbolism of the jewel appeal to you?

What are your personal responses to the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara? Is a
Bodhisattva particularly associated with compassion meaningful to you? Explore
your personal responses to the myth of Avalokite§vara’s birth (attached in the
Appendix) — what do you make of the 11 headed, 1000-armed form?

Avalokitesvara’s mantra can be literally translated as ‘The Jewel in the Lotus’ -
what does this suggest to you? Can you explain how a mantra works? How do you
respond to the idea that symbols are not necessarily visual? What place do you see
for music?
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In the group

1. Assigning parts to different readers, read aloud Chapters 7, 8, 10 of the Siitra from
the Abridgement (reproduced in the Appendix).

2. Discuss your experience with reference to any questions that have been of interest
to you, other issues arising in relation to the text, and any further reflections that
members of the group may wish to share from engaging with material or other
exercises in the Appendix.

3. Conclude your session by reading the excerpt from the Abridgement again.

Devotion To Avalokitesvara

Strong in fine knowledge, Avalokitesvara surveys
Beings afflicted by countless ills,
And by many ills oppressed.

He thus becomes the Saviour of the worlds with its gods.

He has reached perfection in wonder-working power,
He is trained in abundant cognition and skill in means.
Everywhere in all the ten directions of the world,

In all the Buddha fields he can be seen.

And the terrors of the untoward and bad re-births,
In hells, in brute creation, and in Yama’s kingdom,
And the oppressions from birth, old age, and sickness,

Will slowly come to an end for living beings.

Thereupon the Bodhisattva Ak§ayamati, joyous and contented in his heart,

Spoke these verses:

“O you, whose eyes are clear, whose eyes are friendly,
Whose eyes betray distinguished wisdom knowledge;
Whose eyes are pitiful, whose eyes are pure,

O you, so lovable, with beautiful face, with beautiful eyes!
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Your lustre is spotless and immaculate,

Your knowledge without darkness,

Your splendour like the sun,

Radiant like the blaze of a fire not disturbed by the wind.

Eminent in your pity, friendly in your words,
One great mass of fine virtues and friendly thoughts,
You appease the fire of the defilements which burn beings,

And you rain down the rain of the deathless Dharma.

In quarrels, disputes and strife,
In battles of mean, and in any great danger,
To recollect the name of Avalokite$vara,

Will appease the troops of evil foes.

His voice is like that of a cloud or drum;
Like a rain-cloud he thunders, sweet in voice like Brahma.
His voice is the most perfect that can be,

So one should recall Avalokitesvara.

Think of Him, think of Him, without hesitation,
Of Avalokites$vara, that pure being.
In death, disaster and calamity,

He is the saviour, refuge and recourse.

As he who has reached perfection in all virtues,
Who looks on all beings with pity and friendliness,
Who is virtue itself, a great ocean of virtues,

As such Avalokite$vara is worthy of adoration.

He who is now so compassionate to the world,
He will be a Buddha in future ages,
Humbly I bow to Avalokite§vara

Who destroys all sorrows, fear and suffering.”
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Saddharma-pundarika, XXIV, vv 17-27

Conze, Horner, Snellgrove, Waley (Eds.), Buddhist Texts through the Ages, Harper &
Row, London, 1954, pp.194-6
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Unit 7 — Symbols of Life and Growth
Aim

To explore as fully as we can the difference in how we personally experience the
implications of two common — contrasting — symbols for spiritual life: a) organic,
‘spatial’ symbols, e.g. an unfolding lotus, b) ‘temporal’ ones such as the path and the
journey?

Preparation

After the parables and myths of the chapters so far, we now encounter one of the most
enduring of Buddhist poetic images, no less potent and dramatic. To mine its riches, we
need to bring a fine sensibility to bear.

Here are the relevant paragraphs from p.113-4 of The Eternal Legacy recapitulating
Chapter 5 of the Sitra.

“Praising the four elders for their discernment, the Buddha explains that the
qualities of the Tathagata are beyond calculation. Knowing as he does both the
Absolute Truth and the inmost hearts of sentient beings, he leads them into the
way of Supreme Enlightenment by tactfully adapting his teachings to their
individual dispositions and capacities. This procedure is illustrated by two
parables:

A dense raincloud arises, its moisture universally fertilising the plants, shrubs, and
trees; but though nourished by the same rain, and springing from a common soil,
all these grow according to their own species, and bring forth different kinds of
flowers and fruits. In the same way the Buddha preaches one universal Dharma,
but sentient beings are benefited by it in accordance with their different capacities.
Again as the sun shines on all alike, making no distinction of great or small, high
or low, so the Buddha diffuses over all beings impartially the Light of Truth.

At this point Mahakasyapa raises various questions, which the Buddha answers
with the help of two more parables. According to the first of these the differences
of nomenclature between the three yanas is comparable to that between, for
example, a curd-jar, a butter-jar, and so on, which derive their respective
designations from their contents; the jars themselves being the same. Even so,
though the Buddha-yana is one only, three yanas are spoken of by the Tathagatas
by reason of the difference of mental endowment among sentient beings. In the
second parable, a blind man after having his eyesight restored, by a skilful
physician, is urged to acquire, by means of meditation, the still more powerful
supernormal vision of the Saint. Just as ordinary eyesight occupies an intermediate
place between blindness and yogic vision, so the Nirvana of the Arhats constitutes
a respite on the way from a state of spiritual ignorance to the final and complete
illumination of a Buddha. Ultimately there is one Nirvana for the followers of all
three yanas, not three separate Nirvanas (Chapter V).”
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Read Chapter Five of the Siitra. As you do so reflect on one, or more, of the questions

below:

1.

In the

3.

In what sense could it be said that you yourself are becoming a living symbol of
life and growth? For example, do you feel the impact of the Dharma on you in the
same way as a plant responds to rain and sun? What sort of plant, as it were, are
you? What is particularly characteristic to the way you grow and develop? You
might like to draw, paint a picture, or write some lines, or find some other way to
express your experience of this.

In what ways have you, or are you, changing as a consequence of meeting the
Dharma? How do you experience this? What ‘stages of growth or development’
have you experienced? Is it helpful to express this ‘poetically’? Are there any
other ‘spatial’ symbols, images, myths, archetypes that express this well for you?

What do you think is the significance of the plant imagery compared to that of the
journey? How does the contrast between your experience of being on a spiritual
journey with that of being a living symbol of life and growth impact on you? Do
you experience any paradox or conflict in this? Is it a productive tension? Can you
see any limitations or advantages to the plant imagery?

group

Assigning parts to different readers, read aloud Chapter 5 of the Satra from the
Abridgement.

Discuss your experience with reference to any questions that have been of interest
to you, other issues arising in relation to the text, and any further reflections that
members of the group may wish to share from engaging with material in the
Appendix.

Conclude your session by reading the excerpt from the Abridgement again.
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Unit 8 — The Revelation of Abundant Treasures
Aim

To deepen our understanding and appreciation of the unfolding events and elements
within chapter 11 of the Sitra.

Preparation
Read the relevant paragraphs of The Eternal Legacy, pp.117-120, reproduced below.:

“This assurance having been given, we come to the impressively dramatic scene of
the whole marvellous pageant. Suddenly there springs up from the earth, and
towers into the sky, a Stiipa of stupendous size and unbelievable magnificence.
Made of the seven precious things, and most superbly adorned, its light, fragrance
and music fill the entire earth. From the midst of the Stiipa there comes a mighty
voice praising Sakyamuni for his preaching of the Saddharma-pundarika bearing
witness to the truth of all that he has said. In response to the enquiry of
Mahapratibhana or ‘Great Eloquence’, a Bodhisattva, Sakyamuni explains that the
Stipa contains the entire body of an ancient Buddha called Prabhiitaratna or
‘Abundant Treasures’, who, ages ago, had made a vow that, after his parinirvana,
his Staipa would spring forth wherever the Saddharma-pundarika was being
expounded, so that he would bear testimony to the truth of its teaching.

The assembly is naturally desirous of beholding the actual body of the Tathagata,
miraculously preserved within the Sttipa but according to another vow made by
Prabhiitaratna, if a Buddha in whose presence his Stiipa has sprung forth is
desirous of showing him to his disciples, that Buddha must first of all cause all the
Buddhas who have emanated from him, and who are preaching the Dharma
throughout the universe, to return and assemble in one place. To fulfil this
condition, Sakyamuni emanates a ray which illuminates innumerable pure
Buddha-fields in the ten directions of space, revealing the Buddhas there.
Knowing the significance of the summons, each of them informs the host of his
Bodhisattvas that they must go to the Saha-world and worship Sakyamuni Buddha
and the Stiipa of the Tathagata ‘Abundant Treasures’. Thereupon the Saha-world
is instantly purified for their reception. The earth, transformed into the blue
radiance of lapis lazuli, becomes adorned with jewel-trees, and marked off in
squares with golden cords. Gods and men, other than those of the congregation,
are translated elsewhere; villages, towns, mountains, rivers and forests disappear.
The earth smokes with incense, and its ground is strewn with heavenly flowers.

To a world so purified come five hundred Buddhas, each attended by a great
Bodhisattva, and take their seats on five hundred magnificent lion-thrones beneath
as many jewel-trees. All the available space in the world-system is thus already
exhausted, and the Buddhas who have emanated from Sakyamuni Buddha have
hardly begun to arrive. In the same way that he has already purified and
transformed the Saha-world, the latter therefore purifies for the reception of the
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incoming multitudes untold millions of worlds in the eight directions of space.
Only when all these Buddhas have arrived, taken their seats beneath the
innumerable jewel-trees, and worshipped him each with a double handful of jewel-
flowers does Sakyamuni, understanding the desire of the congregation, ascend into
the sky and with a sound like thunder open the door of the Stipa.

Seated in his entire body, within, as though meditating, they see the Buddha
Prabhiitaratna, who, lifting up his voice, again commends Sakyamuni. Awestruck,
the congregation praises the unprecedented marvel, and scatters over the two
Buddhas heaps of celestial jewel-flowers. Prabhiitaratna invites Sakyamuni to
share his throne. Seeing the two Buddhas seated side by side in the Stiipa, far
above their heads, the congregation desires to be raised to the same level.
Whereupon, by his supernormal power, Sakyamuni receives the whole assembly
into the sky, at the same time demanding, in a loud voice: “Who is able to declare
the Saddharma-pundarika Sitra in this Saha-world? Now indeed is the time. The
Tathagata not long hence must enter Nirvana. The Buddha desires to bequeath this
Saddharma-pundarika Sitra, so that it may endure for ever. 4

Before anyone can reply there occurs the episode, or rather the group of episodes,
that constitutes Chapter XII of Kumarajiva’s Chinese version. In the extant
Sanskrit text this forms the latter half of the previous chapter. Interrupting to some
extent the continuity of the ‘action’, it may well be an interpolation; though in
spirit and style it fully accords with the text as so far delivered. The Buddha
recounts how, in one of his previous existences, he had as a king sacrificed
possessions, body and life itself for the sake of the Dharma. Eventually, after
abdicating in favour of his son and making a public proclamation offering himself
as a servant to whosoever would teach him a Great Vehicle, he had received the
Saddharma-pundarika from a hermit. This hermit was none other than Devadatta
who also, the Buddha now predicts, in the far distant future will become a
Tathagata. Numerous advantages, moreover, will accrue from the hearing of this
‘Devadatta Chapter’ of the Stra.

At this point occurs an interruption. Emerging from the Nadir, a Bodhisattva
named Prajnakita, or ‘Wisdom-Heap’, solicits the return of Prabhiitaratna to his
own world-system. At Sakyamuni’s request, however, the latter stays to have a
talk with Manjusri, who arrives on a thousand-petalled lotus-flower from the Naga
Palace in the depths of the ocean, where he had converted innumerable beings. In
the course of conversation it transpires that his most gifted pupil is the eight-year-
old daughter of the Naga king, who has, so the great Bodhisattva declares, the
power of speedily attaining Buddhahood. Prajiiakiita doubts this; but the princess
appears in person before them, and extols the Buddha in verse. Sariputra is still
more sceptical, doubting not only that she should be able to attain Buddhahood
speedily, but that a woman should be capable of such an achievement at all.
However, the princess transforms herself into a male Bodhisattva who, going

* The Lotus of the Wonderful Law, p.163.
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instantly to a distant world-system, attains Supreme Enlightenment there and
preaches the Dharma.

Both these episodes illustrate the universality of the Mahayana, from the benefits
of which even evil-doers like Devadatta are not excluded, and within whose
embrace superficial differences such as those of age and sex have no significance
(Chapter XI).”

Read one or another of the full translations of Chapter 11. As you do so reflect on one, or
more, of the questions below:

1. What do you make of the dramatic action in Ch.11 of the Siitra? How do you make
sense of the Buddha Abundant Treasures’ appearance and his vow? What does this
all mean?

2. Spend some time looking at photos of different Stuipas, and exploring your
response to them; Google has a wealth of images.

3. What do you make of Stiipa-worship? Is the Stiipa just a funereal reliquary, or can
you get a feeling for how it embodies the continuing presence of Enlightened
Ones?

4. In what sense does the Stiipa work as a symbol for you? Can you see how it could
be a symbol of the synthesis of Path and Goal for you?

In the group

1. Assigning parts to different readers, read aloud Chapter 11 of the Sttra from the
Abridgement.

2. Discuss your experience with reference to any questions that have been of interest
to you, other issues arising in relation to the text, and any further reflections that
members of the group may wish to share from engaging with material in the
Appendix.

3. Conclude your session by reading the excerpt from the Abridgement again.
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Unit 9 — The Eternal Buddha
Aim

In this, and the next unit, we pursue the meaning of the revelation of the Buddha’s Eternal
Enlightenment as portrayed through the symbolism of the Lotus Sutra’s climactic
chapters.

Preparation
Read the relevant paragraphs from Chapter Nine of The Eternal Legacy, (pp.120-124):

“...No sooner are they over, than a response to Sakyamuni’s demand for persons
able to declare the Siitra is forthcoming. Bhaisajyaraja and another Bodhisattva,
appropriately called Mahapratibhana, or ‘Great Eloquence’, declare their readiness
to preserve and propagate it throughout the world-system after his parinirvana.
Even in the evil age to come, they promise, when beings would be difficult to
convert, they will patiently propagate this Sttra, pay it every kind of homage, and
be unsparing of body and life. All the Arhats who have been predicted to
Buddhahood pledge themselves to do likewise. Seeing Mahaprajapati Gautami and
Yasodhara standing disconsolate, as no prediction has been made concerning
them, Sakyamuni not only assures his foster-mother and former wife that they
were included in his previous prediction of the entire assembly to Buddhahood but
now gives them each an individual prediction, whereupon, amidst universal
rejoicings, they undertake to preserve and propagate the Sttra throughout all
world-systems except the Saha-world, which has already been covered by the
preceding vows.

Finally, having appealed in vain for an absolute directive from the Buddha, the
Irreversible Bodhisattvas announce their determination to disseminate it
throughout the world-systems in all the directions of space. These various
promises given, the assembly in unison begs the Buddha to have no anxiety about
the future of the Sttra, assuring him that despite abuse, calumny and persecution,
it will proclaim it in the dreadful dark age to come (Chapter XII).

Maiijusri points out that this is a tremendous responsibility. The Buddha, agreeing
with him, declares that in order to accomplish their mission the Bodhisattvas will
have to be endowed with four qualities (dharmas). They must, (i) be perfect in
their conduct (acara), (ii) confine themselves to their proper sphere of activity,
avoiding unsuitable company, and dwelling inwardly in the true nature of Reality,
(iif) maintain a happy, peaceful state of mind (sukhasthita), unaffected by zeal or
envy, and (iv) cultivate feelings of love (maitri) towards all sentient beings. These
are explained in detail, the exposition constituting a fine description not only of
the ideal preacher of the Siitra, but also, in effect, of the perfect monk as
conceived by the Mahayana. Endowed with such qualities, the Buddha tells the
assembly, a Bodhisattva will be able to gain a hearing from all classes of people,
from kings and ministers to ordinary householders. He impresses upon the minds

Triratna Dharma Training Course for Mitras
Year Four — Module 4: The Drama of Cosmic Enlightenment
Parables, Myths and Symbols of the Saddharma-pundarika Sitra
http.//freebuddhistaudio.com/study
Page 37 of 150




of his auditors the unique value of the Sttra committed to their charge by means of
the following parable:

Desirous of extending his domains, a great ‘Wheel-rolling’ (cakravarti) king goes
to war. His soldiers fight heroically, so that well pleased with their conduct the
king bestows upon them, according to their desert, all manner of things by way of
reward, from houses and lands, including whole cities, to gorgeous apparel, slaves,
conveyances, and treasures of gold, silver and gems. Only the crown-jewel on his
head he gives to none. Even so the Tathagata, pleased with the conduct of his
disciples in the holy war against Mara, graces them with spiritual gifts such as the
meditations, the emancipations and the powers, together with the whole wealth of
the Dharma. In addition, he gives them the city of Nirvana. Yet he does not yet
preach to them the Saddharma-pundarika Stutra. However, just as the king, seeing
the valour of his troops, eventually bestows upon them even the priceless crown-
jewel itself, so the Tathagata, beholding the exploits of his spiritual warriors, at
last reveals to them this supreme Sitra (Chapter XIII).

The great Bodhisattvas, numerous as the sands of the Ganges, who have come
with their Buddhas from the other world-systems, now offer their services to
Sakyamuni in his Buddha-field. Telling them that their help is not required, the
latter declares that he has in his Saha-world innumerable Bodhisattvas who will be
able, after his parinirvana, to protect and keep, read and recite, and preach abroad
the Stitra. At this the universe trembles and quakes, and from the space below the
earth there issues a great host of Irreversible Bodhisattvas all accompanied by
their retinues. Advancing one by one, they salute in turn all the Buddhas,
beginning with Sakyamuni and Prabhiitaratna, and then glorify them in various
hymns. So numerous are the Bodhisattvas that these proceedings occupy fifty
minor kalpas, during which time the whole assembly remains silent; but through
the supernormal power of Sakyamuni the period seems but half a day. An
exchange of civilities follows between Sakyamuni and the four leaders of the vast
host.

Maitreya and the disciples, who all this while have been amazed at the sudden
apparition of all these unknown Bodhisattvas, ask whence they have sprung and
how Sakyamuni can claim them for his own. The disciples of the other Buddhas
present put each to their own Buddha the same question. Approving their
enquiries, and urging them to be resolute, Sakyamuni tells Maitreya:

‘Ajital Know thou!

These great Bodhisattvas,

Who, from past numberless Kalpas,

Have observed the Buddha wisdom,

All of these are my converts,

Whose minds | have set on the Great Way.
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These Bodhisattvas are my sons

Who dwell in this Buddha-world.

Ever practising the Dhuta deeds,
Joyfully devoted to quiet places,
Shunning the clamour of crowds,

With no pleasure in many words.

All these sons of mine,

Learning and keeping the Law of my Way,
Are always zealous day and night,

For the sake of seeking Buddhahood;
They dwell below the Saha-world,

In the region of space beneath it.

Firm in their powers of will and memory,
Ever diligent in seeking wisdom,

They preach every kind of mystic law,
Their minds devoid of any fear.

I, near the city of Gaya,

Sitting beneath the Bodhi-tree,
Accomplished Perfect Enlightenment;
And rolling the supreme Law-wheel,

| then taught and converted them

And caused them to seek the One Way.
Now they all abide in the never-relapsing state,
And every one will become a Buddha.”

This declaration serves only to increase the perplexity of Maitreya and the
disciples. How is it possible, they wonder, that the Master should have instructed
so great a host in so short a time? They remind him that only fifty years have
passed since his own enlightenment beneath the Bodhi-tree, yet he is claiming to
have converted and trained an incalculable host of Bodhisattvas belonging, it
would seem, to past ages and other world-systems. It is as though a young man of
twenty-five should claim centenarians as his sons, and the latter acknowledge him
as their father (Chapter XIV).

3 Ibid, pp.196-197
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In reply to these questions Sakyamuni now makes his grand revelation. The scene
is therefore the climax of the entire spiritual drama of the Saddharma-pundarika,
up to which the preceding scenes have led, and the truths of which their teachings
have to some extent foreshadowed. Herein Sakyamuni reveals himself as being,
sub specie aeternitatis, the Eternal Buddha; or rather, the Eternal Buddha reveals
himself as Sakyamuni and all the other Buddhas, who are not independent entities
but the various guises under which he, the Supreme Reality, appears at different
places and in different ages.

All the worlds of Gods, men and asuras declare: ‘“Now has Sakyamuni-Buddha,
coming forth from the palace of the Sakya-clan, and seated at the place of
enlightenment, not far from the city of Gaya, attained to Perfect Enlightenment,
But, good sons, since | veritably became Buddha, there have passed infinite,
boundless, hundreds, thousands, myriads, kotis, nayutas of kalpas. [That is to say,
he is eternally enlightened.]® From that time forward | have constantly been
preaching and teaching in this Saha-world, and also leading and benefitting the
living in other places in hundreds, thousands, myriads, kotis, nayutas of
numberless domains.”’

He it was who, according to the dispositions of beings, had created Dipankara and
other Buddhas, and made them, as an expedient, deliver discourses and attain
parinirvana. Appearing as Sakyamuni, he tells beings of his birth in the world and
of how, retiring from the household life as a youth, he had attained sambodhi. Had
he announced that he had become a Buddha millions of years ago it would not
have produced a favourable effect on people’s minds. Nevertheless he was not
guilty of falsehood, because a Tathagata viewed the universe as devoid of
origination and cessation, without rebirth or parinirvana, neither existent nor non-
existent, neither real nor unreal, neither the same nor different. His viewpoint
being completely different from that of an ordinary person it does not constitute a
lie when, in order to teach the Dharma to beings of different conduct, aspirations
and ideas, he has recourse to various expedients. In reality the life of a Tathagata
is unlimited; he never dies. ...”

Read Chapters 14 and 15 of the Sttra. Reflect on one, or more, of the questions below:

1. Who are these ‘emanations’? How do you find the enormous vistas that the Sttra
speaks of? How are we to relate to them?

2. Do you share Maitreya’s doubts? Are you convinced by the Buddha’s reply?

3. The opening verse of Blake’s Augeries of Innocence reads:

% Ibid. pp.200-201. Cf. Saddharma-Purldarlia or The Lotus of the True Law translated by H. Kern (Oxford 1984), 'The Sacred Books of the
East' Volume XXI, pp.288-289.
7 The Lotus of the Wonderful Law, p.289.
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“To see a World in a Grain of Sand,
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand,
And Eternity in an hour.”

Explore any affinity you see between this vision and that expressed in the Siitra.

Read the précis below of excerpts (given in the Appendix) taken from two of
Sangharakshita’s lectures, and reflect on the themes of ‘Eternity and Time,
Buddha and Bodhisattva’; discuss your responses, questions and doubts. How do
you relate to the concept of ‘Eternity’ and an Eternal Buddha? Isn’t this simply
‘eternalism’ via the back door? What does it mean to say that the path and goal are
discontinuous? How does all this affect your understanding of Chapter 11 in the
Sutra, and the Revelation of Abundant Treasures?

“We usually — and up to a point quite justifiably — think of the Buddha as a
historical figure, and this is quite correct as far as it goes. And we think of the
Buddha’s attainment of Enlightenment as a historical event that took place two
thousand five hundred years ago. We regard the Buddha’s attainment of
Enlightenment as something occurring in time, within this dimension of time. And
so long as we make it clear that we are speaking popularly, conventionally, then
this isn’t altogether wrong.

While Buddhahood can be regarded as the culmination of the evolutionary
process, a culmination that is reached through and by means of personal effort, if
we go on to think of Buddhahood itself as existing in time, this is quite wrong.
This is altogether wrong because although the Buddha is a historical person,
Buddhahood itself exists outside time. Buddhahood exists in what we call the
dimension of eternity, a new dimension beyond time and beyond the evolutionary
process.

Likewise it is only too easy to think of the Bodhisattva’s Path and the Bodhisattva
goal in the same sort of way, rather literally. It’s only too easy to think of the
Bodhisattva’s path, leading up, as it were, to Buddhahood as though to the door of
a house. We think of the Bodhisattva as going along step by step, stage by stage,
and one day he comes up against this great and wonderful door or gateway of
Nirvana, all glistening and pearly and golden and there it is, just like coming to the
door of a house, and he just enters, he just goes in.

But it isn’t really like that at all. When you come to the end of the Bodhisattva
path, when you come in fact to the end of the spiritual path, you don’t find a gate,
you don’t find a doorway - you don’t find any sort of house, any sort of spiritual,
any sort of celestial mansion waiting for you. So what do you find? When you get
to the end of the path, you don’t find anything at all — there’s just nothing there.
The path just ends. The path just comes to an end. The path just stops, and there
you are at the end of the path with nothing there. The path, as I’ve said, just ends.
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So you find yourself, as it were, (again a metaphor so don’t start taking it
literally), you find yourself at the edge of a precipice. The path has gone on nicely,
step by step, stage by stage, mile after mile, and you had counted all those
milestones, and you were expecting to arrive in comfort at the door, the entrance
of a great house, a mansion, but no - you find that the path ends right at the edge
of a precipice. And there you are standing right on the edge of the precipice, and
the precipice goes down not just a few feet, or even a few miles, it just goes down
to infinity. Now what is one to do?

The Bodhisattva represents the dimension of time, because - obviously - the
Bodhisattva path is followed in time. It’s something that happens, that has a past,
and a present and a future; it doesn’t go beyond time. But the Buddha represents
the dimension of eternity. The Buddha represents the goal, and the goal is gained
out of time. One reaches the end of the path in time, but one shouldn’t think that
one attains the goal in time: one can attain the goal out of time or one can put it
another way and say that the goal is eternally attained.

The Buddha says, ‘Don’t think that | was Enlightened forty years ago. That is just
your way of looking at it. | am eternally Enlightened.” And when the Buddha
makes that statement it’s the eternal Buddha speaking or Buddhahood itself
speaking, not any particular person, not any particular individual, however great.
So when the Saddharma-pundarika Sutra speaks in terms of the eternal Buddha,
one is not to understand the word ‘eternal’ in the sense of indefinitely prolonged in
time, but rather in the sense of being outside time altogether.

We have therefore two principles: we’ve a principle of Buddhahood out of time, in
the dimension of eternity, and we’ve a principle of Bodhisattvahood in the
dimension of time. One, the principle of Buddhahood, eternity is transcendent.
The other, the principle of Bodhisattvahood, in time, the principle of growth,
evolution, development, is immanent. The one, the first represents perfection
eternally complete, eternally achieved. The other represents perfection
everlastingly in process of achievement, in the world order, through the
evolutionary process. And the two are discontinuous. The one does not lead into
the other. They are discontinuous, discrete.

Now the question that arises is, ‘Can we leave them like this?’ Is this the last word
that can be said on the subject, that here you’ve got Buddha, there you’ve got
Bodhisattva, there you’ve got eternity, there you’ve got time, discontinuous,
discrete. Is this the last word that can be said on the subject? Well certainly not
according to the Mahayana, and especially not according to the Tantra. There’s no
question though of merging one into the other. The solution isn’t as easy as that. It
isn’t saying, ‘Well time is illusory, merge it in eternity,’ or, ‘Eternity is illusory,
merge it in time.” No. They both are, irreducibly there — Buddhahood,
Bodhisattvahood, eternity, time — they can’t be merged, the one in the other.
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In the

3.

Rather, according to the Mahayana and again especially according to the Tantra,
it’s a question of realizing both of them simultaneously. In other words realizing
Buddha and Bodhisattva simultaneously, eternity and time simultaneously. Seeing
everything as eternally achieved and at the same time eternally in process of
achievement. Seeing that these two do not contradict each other. One may say one
has to see that everything moves but nothing moves. The two are there both, in a
sense, contradictory - movement but no movement - but they’re both there - one
can deny neither of them.

In the same way, one may say the Buddha sits eternally beneath the Bodhi tree.
The Buddha has always sat beneath the Bodhi tree and always will sit. At the same
time the Bodhisattva is eternally practising the paramitas, the Perfections, life after
life to infinity, and that these two, Buddha and Bodhisattva, represent different
aspects of one - one might even say the same — Reality. Reality as existing out of
time in, as it were, eternity, and Reality as progressively revealed in time.”

group

Assigning parts to different readers, read aloud Chapters 13, 14, 15, and 16 of the
Sttra (up to just prior to the ‘Parable of the Good Physician’) from the
Abridgement.

Discuss your experience with reference to any questions that have been of interest
to you, other issues arising in relation to the text, and any further reflections that
members of the group may wish to share from engaging with material or other
exercises in the Appendix.

Conclude your session by reading the excerpt from the Abridgement again.
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Unit 10 — The Parable of the Good Physician
Aim

This unit focuses on the Parable of the Good Physician, told by the Buddha to illustrate
his skilful means in entering parinirvana.

Preparation

For a succinct recapitulation of this section of the Sttra, read the relevant paragraphs,
reproduced here, from Chapter Nine of Sangharakshita’s The Eternal Legacy, pp.124-
126:

“...In reality the life of a Tathagata is unlimited; he never dies. Were he to remain
constantly among men, however, familiarity would breed contempt, and beings
would become arrogant and lazy. In order to increase their longing for his
presence, he tactfully tells them that the appearance of a Tathagata in the world is
a rare occurrence and manifests the phenomenon of entering into parinirvana. This
is illustrated by a parable:

An eminent physician who has been away for a long time returns home to find his
sons suffering from the effects of poisoning. Happy to see their father again, they
ask him to cure them. While some of the sons take the medicines he prescribes and
are restored to health, others, who are deeply affected by the poison, refuse to do
so. In order to bring the latter to their senses the physician therefore retires to a
distant country and sends them word of his death. The shock produces the desired
effect. Realising that they are now orphans with no one to help them, the sons take
the medicines their father had left behind and are cured. Hearing of their recovery,
the physician later on returns and shows himself to them still alive. Being actuated
by a desire to benefit others, neither the Buddha nor the physician can be accused
of falsehood (Chapter XV) (p.125).

The effect of this revelation on the congregation is profound. Vast hosts,
innumerable as the sands of the Ganges, attain various spiritual insights and
powers. All the while flowers, incense and jewels, together with other precious
things, fall in showers on the assembly; celestial canopies are raised on high, and
countless Bodhisattvas sing the praises of the Buddhas. Sakyamuni then tells
Maitreya that the merit of developing faith in the Eternal Life of the Tathagata, as
just revealed, incalculably surpasses that of cultivating the first five paramitas
throughout infinite ages. Besides exceeding in value all formal religious
observances, whether erecting Sttipas, temples, or monasteries, such faith in fact
renders them superfluous. Possessing such faith one will see the Buddha on the
Spiritual Vulture-Peak surrounded by the celestial host ever preaching this
Dharma. He will see, too, the realm in which he lives resplendent with palaces and
jewels. By the preservation and propagation of the Sitra, in conjunction with the
practice of the first five paramitas, infinite merit will be gained and one will
speedily reach Perfect Knowledge.
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He adds: ‘If any one reads and recites, receives and keeps this Satra, preaches it to
other people, or himself copies it, or causes others to copy it; moreover, is able to
erect Stiipas and monasteries, and to serve and extol the Sravaka-monks, and also
with hundreds, thousands, myriads, kotis of ways of extolling, extols the merits of
the Bodhisattvas; also if he to other people, with various reasonings, according to
its meaning, expounds this Law-Flower Siitra; again, if he is able to keep the
commandments in purity, amicably to dwell with the gentle, to endure insult
without anger, to be firm in will and thought, ever to value meditation, to attain to
profound concentration, zealously and boldly to support the good, to be clever and
wise in ably answering difficult questionings... those people have proceeded
towards the Wisdom-terrace, and are near to Perfect Enlightenment, sitting under
the tree of enlightenment.’®

So great is the value of the Siitra that one who preaches it is to be venerated as the
Buddha himself, and a Stiipa erected wherever he expounds as much as a phrase of
the sacred text (Chapter XVI)”

Read the ‘Parable of the Good Physician’ in Chapter 15 of the Sitra. As you do so, reflect
on one or more of the questions below:

1.

How do you make sense of the Buddha’s claim in the Siitra that he does not enter
extinction, and only appears to do so as a skilful means?

What is the spiritual significance of prominent elements of the parable, e.g. the
father going to a distant country, the sons becoming delirious from drinking the
father’s medicines, the sons saying they don’t want to be cured, and their grief at
the father’s death? What do you make of the claim that if the Buddha were here all
the time, we would not appreciate him, nor follow the Dharma?

How do you respond to the notion of humanity being psychologically and
spiritually ‘sick’, and the Dharma as ‘medicine’? What are the benefits and
limitations of seeing life from this perspective? How does this contrast with the
imagery of ‘The Burning House’?

Sangharakshita says in his commentary that the main point of the parable is that
we are on our own, and that we are most likely to develop when we realize this.
What do you make of this? How do you reconcile this with the importance of
Sangha?

C. G. Jung ‘defined’ archetypes as basic psychic patterns common to all humanity,
expressed in myths, religions, dreams and creative works of individuals. The same
pattern expresses itself in different forms through different cultures and
individuals; any sensory object serving as ‘image’, through which an archetype
expresses itself. Sangharakshita extends the meaning envisaging a stratification of
successive stages of unfoldment, or manifestation, of an archetype. Archetypes

8 ibid. p.213
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exist ultimately on a transcendental level, only fully realised in Enlightenment.
Prior to that we encounter them through their expression on successively lower
planes of the a-/ripalokas as subtle visions, and as emerging in sensory
experience as mythic, symbolic images of human cultures. ‘The Parable of the
Good Physician’ embodies the archetype of the Divine Healer, as discussed in
Sangharakshita’s The Drama of Cosmic Enlightenment, chapter 8. In what ways
do you connect with this? Are there any particular images that particularly appeal
to you conveying something of this archetype? For example: medicine man,
shaman, guru?

In the group

1.

3.

Assigning parts to different readers, read aloud the ‘Parable of the Good
Physician’ (Chapter 16) from the Abridgement.

Discuss your experience with reference to any questions that have been of interest
to you, other issues arising in relation to the text, and any further reflections that
members of the group may wish to share from engaging with material or other
exercises in the Appendix.

Conclude your session by reading the excerpt from the Abridgement again.
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White Lotus Siutra Appendix

Introduction

This Appendix is large, principally because it contains an Abridgement of the ‘Lotus
Sutra’. Aside from that, it aims to provide some extra reading material, suggestions for
further reading and talks to listen to, group and project work, and more questions. It is a
bit of a treasure-trove, full of all sorts, to support those who wish to take their exploration
of the Sutra further, to spark you off and get you going. So use only what is useful and
appeals to you. Being arranged by unit to reflect material that is relevant to each unit,
you’ll find some material, especially references, is repeated.

A very obvious next step in taking your understanding of the Siitra further is to read
Sangharakshita’s The Drama of Cosmic Enlightenment: Parables, Myths and Symbols of
the White Lotus Sutra. This is an excellent introduction and commentary. It also has some
very good material arising out of question and answer sessions with Sangharakshita.
Suggested reference materials

Course texts

Cittapala, The White Lotus Sitra — Abridged, 1999, in this Appendix — see below, or
www.cittapala.org.

Primary sources

Bunno Kato, Yoshira Tamura, & Kojiro Miyasaka, (trans.), The Threefold Lotus Siitra,
Weatherhill/