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14 THE PRECIOUS TREASURY OF PHILOSOPHICAL SYSTEMS 

turning the wheel of dharma, 
and passing into nirvana: all those who demonstrate these 

deeds25 

do so within the total range of impure realms 
for as long as there is conditioned existence.26 

II. THE TEACHINGS 

After having thus awakened to buddha hood, the Buddha turned the 
wheel of dharma in the following ways. 

A. The Hinayana Interpretation 

According to the shravaka schools, the Buddha did not teach for a period 
of seven weeks after his enlightenment. Then, in response to supplica
tions by Brahma and Indra, he journeyed to Varanasi, where he taught 
the four truths. His audience, made up of "the five noble ones" as well 
as eighty thousand gods, perceived the truth. 27 From that point until his 
eightieth year, the Buddha presented his teachings in three stages. These 
schools maintain that he taught in response to specific situations, giving 
a distinct teaching in each place according to the capacities of those to be 
guided. The Scriptural Transmission of Vinaya states: 

On the banks of the Varata River, he gave to the nagas a great 
outpouring of teachings concerning the ten kinds of positive ac
tions .... The descendants of Vasishtha, together with their five 
hundred attendants, simultaneously gained unclouded vision free 
of distortions through the teachings on unsurpassable enlighten
ment. 28 

Regarding the Buddha's passing into nirvana at the age of eighty, The 
Great Treasury of Detailed Explanations explains: 

In each of the following locations, the Sage, 
the sublime person, spent one year: 
the sacred site where he turned the wheel of dharma,29 Vaishali, 
Makkola, the abode of the gods, 
Shishumara, Kaushambhi, 
Atavaka, Chaityargira, 
the bamboo grove ofVenuvana, Vairata, 
and the city of Kapilavastu. [9a] 
He spent two years at the sacred site of Blazing Cave, 
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four in the medicinal groves of Bhaishajyavana, 
and five in the city of Rajagriha. 
He spent six years practicing austerities, 
twenty-three in Shravasti, 
and twenty-nine at the palace. 
Thus, the Victorious One was eighty 

THE BUDDHA 15 

when he, the holy and sublime sage, passed into nirvana. 3o 

Some shravaka authors maintain that he prolonged his life for two 
months, as we read in The Commentary on "The Hundred Thousand 
Stanzas"; 

Having vanquished Mara, the lord of death, he prolonged his life 
for two months. 31 

B. The Ordinary Mahayana Interpretation 

According to the well-known interpretation of the ordinary Mahayana, 
in the excellent place of Varanasi, on excellent occasions, the excellent 
teacher Shakyamuni spoke to an excellent retinue made up of the five no
ble ones and eighty thousand gods, teaching the excellent dharma-the 
first cycle of the Buddha's words, the various teachings pertaining to the 
four truths; this he did between the ages of thirty-six and forty-two. He 
began by teaching principally the training in discipline, what came to be 
known as the compilation of Vinaya. The ethical codes of Vinaya contain 
extensive overviews that classify actions according to their nature or their 
relation to formal precepts. The discourses of Vinaya concern the stages 
of meditative absorption and the celibate way of life undertaken in yogic 
practice. The further teachings of Vinaya give extensive, detailed expla
nations and analyses of these topics. 

Then, at the excellent place of Vulture Peak, [9bj the excellent teacher 
Shakyamuni spoke to several excellent retinues. Among the four relatively 
ordinary retinues were about five thousand arhats, including Shariputra 
and Maudgalyayana;32 about five hundred nuns, including Shakyamuni's 
stepmother, Prajapati; and groups of laypeople, including the householder 
Anathapindaka and the laywoman Sagama. As well, there were enormous 
numbers of gods, nagas, demigods, and gandharvas. The extraordinary 
retinue was made up of an enormous number of bodhisattvas-includ
ing Bhadrapala, Ratnasambhava, and Jaladatta-who had truly attained 
great leyels of realization. On excellent occasions, he taught these reti-
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r6 THE PRECIOUS TREASURY OF PHILOSOPHICAL SYSTEMS 

nues the excellent dharma-the intermediate cycle of the Buddha's words, 
the various teachings pertaining to the characterization of phenomena as 
nonexistent; this he did between the ages of forty-three and seventy-two. 
He taught principally the training in mind, what came to be known as 
the compilation of Sutra. The ethical codes of Sutra classify the precepts 
of the bodhisattva vow. The discourses of Sutra discuss meditative ab
sorption in profound and extensive ways. The further teachings of Sutra 
analyze related topics-spiritual levels and paths, powers of recall, and 
meditative absorption-in great detail. 

Then, in excellent places-not anyone place-such as the human 
world and the abodes of gods and nagas, on excellent occasions, the 
excellent teacher Shakyamuni spoke to an excellent retinue of innumer
able monks, nuns, gods, nagas, bodhisattvas, and others, [rca] teach
ing the excellent dharma-the final cycle of the Buddha's words, the 
various teachings pertaining to definitive truth; this he did between the 
ages of seventy-three and eighty-two. He taught principally the train
ing in sublime knowing, what came to be known as the compilation of 
Abhidharma. The ethical codes of Abhidharma have to do with taming 
the afflictive states in ways that are easy to implement and involve little 
hardship.33 The discourses of Abhidharma discuss the vast range of tech
niques for engaging in the experience of suchness. The further teachings 
of Abhidharma analyze in great detail the mind-body aggregates, the 
fields of experience, the components of perception, the controlling factors, 
consciousness, and tathagatagarbha (the innately, totally pure "buddha 
nature") and discuss related topics. 34 As the sutra The Seven Hundred 
Stanzas states: 

The Sage taught the collections of the dharma thoroughly 
to benefit beings. 
In stages, at various places and times, 
the Buddha imparted his teachings in melodious tones. 

c. The Extraordinary Mahayana Interpretation 

According to the extraordinary interpretation, in terms of the intelligence 
of those to be guided, for those whose karma allowed them to compre
hend the teachings gradually, it seemed that the Buddha taught in three 
successive cycles. For those whose intelligence enabled them to compre
hend everything all at once, he seemed to teach, in its entirety and on a 
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single occasion, everything that needed to be taught. According to the 
sutra The Majestic Array of Qualities: 

Without saying anything at all, [rob] 
I manifest to beings in infinite and pervasive ways.35 
When there are those who sincerely wish to comprehend in a 

gradual way, 
that is what occurs for all of them. 
For those who comprehend all at once, 
the varieties of spiritual teachings manifest in their entirety. 
Such is the great quality of enlightened speech-
to fulfill beings' hopes just as they wish. 

Some masters hold exclusively that the three cycles were taught all at 
once, while others maintain that they were taught in stages. Both points 
of view amount to nothing more than ignorance of the significance un
derlying the distinction between the ordinary and extraordinary interpre
tations, which is based on the acumen of individual beings. 

Like a precious wish-fulfilling gem, then, the Teacher ensured benefit 
for beings exactly according to their interests. This benefit came about 
because, by his blessings, individual beings heard him, his speech marked 
by sixty melodious qualities, as if he were speaking in their respective 
languages. Nevertheless, these words and sounds actually had no autono
mous existence. Their manifestation was similar to that of an echo and 
arose because of the coming together of three things: the interests of 
those to be guided, the Buddha's blessings, and the occasions on which 
these two factors coincided. The Highest Continuum explains: 

The sound of an echo 
occurs within someone's consciousness; 
it is nonconceptual and unfabricated. 
Similarly, the enlightened speech of the Tathagata 
occurs within someone's consciousness, 
but it is not located externally or internally. 36 

Referring to the same theme, The Amassing of the Rare and Sublime 
states: 

o Shantimati, from the night that I awakened to manifestly per
fect buddha hood to the night that I pass into nirvana, [Ila] I will 
not have spoken even a single syllable of spiritual teachings. 
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18 THE PRECIOUS TREASURY OF PHILOSOPHICAL SYSTEMS 

Some ignorant people say that this means he did not teach in the ultimate 
sense, only in the relative sense. But they seem to be confused about what 
is actually so-that enlightened speech, which is beyond words and let
ters, seems to be expressed in words and letters that conform to the per
ceptions of beings. 

Therefore, regarding these cycles of the Buddha's words, which mani
fested in the perceptions of those to be guided, let us put aside the ques
tion of whether he taught in a single or in numerous locations. When 
those to be guided differ in three ways-in terms of bias, character, and 
interest-what each of them hears the Tathagata speak will be a differ
ent teaching, and all of these teachings will occur simultaneously. In The 
Majestic State of Meditative Absorption, we read the following: 

Benefactor of the world, a single instance of your enlightened 
speech 

arises as sounds that accord with different interests. 
Each one thinks, "This is what the Victorious One taught me." 
That is why you smile. 

Moreover, the sutra Prophetic Enlightened Intent states: 

In a single instance of vajra speech
nonconceptual, unchanging, and delightful
there are many different interpretations 
based on the mentalities of those to be guided. 

Because it seemed to some that the Buddha spoke these three cycles of 
teachings in succession at different times, there exists such a classification. 
As The Intermediate-Length "Mother" indicates: 

How marvelous that in the human world there occurred the sec
ond turning of the wheel of dharma! 

According to The Perfection of Sublime Knowing in Seven Hundred 
Stanzas: 

Restating his teaching three times, [lIb] he turned the wheel of 
dharma in twelve ways. 37 

There are also cases in which what the single Teacher spoke on a sin
gle occasion in a single place was perceived as different teachings by the 
individuals to be guided. The sutra The Array of Treasure Urns states: 
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On that occasion, some bodhisattvas heard a variety of teachings 
about supreme compassion, while others heard a variety of teach
ings about the characterization of phenomena as nonexistent. 

As we find in The Definitive Commentary on Enlightened Intent: 

... for while different teachings were spoken, they were not ex
plained in separate places on separate occasions. 

You may wonder, "Doesn't the preceding citation disprove the claim 
that the Buddha ever spoke in stages?" However, the intended meaning of 
the foregoing passages is that a single theme of the teachings is subject to 
different analyses and that no other location or occasion is involved; but 
this does not imply that he did not speak on other topics in other places 
and at other times. 

III. THE BUDDHA'S NIRVANA 

Then, at age eighty-two, the Buddha saw that he could no longer ensure 
benefit by continuing to manifest physically, so it became his intention to 
demonstrate his passing into nirvana. The sutra The Exalted Passing into 
Complete Nirvana states: 

At this time, when the life span is one hundred years, 
it is only fitting that I pass into nirvana at eighty. 
But for your sake, 0 brahmin, 
I will endeavor to prolong my life for an additional two. 38 

The ordinary scriptural sources state that he lived for eighty years, 
whereas the extraordinary sources state that he lived to be eighty-two. 39 

[I2a] Although different methods of calculation are involved, these 
sources are considered to be in fundamental agreement. An excellent ex
planation is given by the master Bhavadeva, who states that if one counts 
the actual years, there were eighty, whereas if one counts from the Bud
dha's birth (disregarding the ten months he spent in the womb) and adds 
up the intercalary months, one arrives at a total of eighty-two. That is, by 
separately counting the intercalary month that was traditionally added 
eyery three years, at the end of eighty years one obtains a total of twenty
four months (or two years) extra, thus giving the total of eighty-two; 
there are also the two months by which the Buddha deliberately extended 
~is life .. \lternatiyely. there are nyenty days that can be counted as the 
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OUTLINE OF THE DIAMOND SUTRA 
 

From Buddhist Wisdom Books 
Containing The Diamond Sutra And The Heart Sutra 

Translated and Explained by Edward Conze 
 
 
 
I) Introduction  

A) The Convocation of the Assembly (1) 
B) Subhuti makes a request (2) 
 

II) The Bodhisattva's Career  
A) The Vow of a Bodhisattva (3) 
B) The Practice of the Perfections (4) 
C) Buddhahood and the thirty‐two Marks (5) 
D) Buddhahood and the Dharmabody 

1)  The Dharmabody as the body of teachings (6) 
2)  The Dharmabody as the result of Gnosis (7) 
3)  The Dharmabody as the result of Merit (8) 
 

III) The range of the spiritual life 
A) The four Great Saints (9) 
B) The Bodhisattva's thought of enlightenment (10a) 
C) The Bodhisattva and his Pure Land (10b) 
D) The Bodhisattva's final Nirvana (10C) 
E) The merit derived from Perfect Wisdom (11, 12) 
 

IV) The first ending (13a)  
 
V) Transcendentality  

A) The dialectical nature of reality (13a‐d) 
B) The supreme excellence of this teaching (13e‐14d) 
C) Selfless patience and perfect inner freedom (14e) 
D) The existence and non‐existence of beings (14f) 
E) Truth and falsehood (14g) 
F) The merit acquired, its presuppositions and results (14h‐16c) 

 
VI) The Bodhisattvas  

A) The Bodhisattva's Vow (17a) 
B) His state of mind when he met Dipankara (17b) 
C) The Bodhisattva at the end of his career (17c‐e) 
D) The Bodhisattva's attitude to his tasks (17f‐h) 
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VII) The Buddhas 

A) The Buddha's Five Eyes (18a) 
B) The Buddha's super knowledge of others' thoughts (18b) 
C) The Buddha's Merit is no Merit (19) 
D) The Buddha's physical body (20) 
E) The Buddha's teaching (2I) 
F) The Buddha's Dharma (22, 23) 
G) Once more about the Buddha's Merit (24) 
H) The Buddha as a saviour, and the nature of emancipation (25) 
I) The true nature of a Buddha (26) 
J) The effectiveness of meritorious deeds (27‐29) 
 

VIII) Advice to the imperfect 
A) The material world (30) 
B) Views and attitudes (31) 
C) The key to supreme knowledge (32a) 
 

IX) The second conclusion (32b) 

22



23



24



25



26



27



28



29



30



THE PERFECTION OF WISDOM 
IN EIGHT THOUSAND LINES 
& ITS VERSE S U M M A R Y  

translated by Edward Conze 

Four Seasons Foundation 
Bolinas, California 

31



Chapter XXXl 

DHA RMODGA TA 

1 .THE COMING A N D  GOING O F  THE T A T H A G A T A S  

Dharmodgata: Tathagatas certainly do not come from anywhere, nor 
do they go anywhere. Because Suchness does not move, and the Tathagata 
is Suchness. Non-production does not come nor go, and the Tathagata i s  
non-production. One cannot conceive o f  the coming or going of the reali- 
ty-limit, and the Tathagata i s  the reality-limit. The same can be said o f  
emptiness, o f  what exists in accordance with fact,of dispassion, o f  stop- 
ping, of the element o f  space. For the Tathagata is not outside these 
dharmas. The Suchness of these dharmas and the Suchness of all dharmas, 
and the Suchness o f  the Tathagata are simply this one single Suchness. 
There i s  no division within Suchness. Just simply one single is this Such- 
ness, not two, nor three. Suchness has passed beyond counting, because it 
is  not. A man, scorched by the heat o f  the summer, during the last month 
of summer [513], at noon might see a mirage floating along, and might 
run towards it, and think 'there I shall find some water, there I shall find 
something to drink.' What do you think, son of good family, has that 
water come from anywhere, or does that water go anywhere, to the East- 
ern great ocean, or the Southern, Northern or Western? 

Sadaprarudita: No water exists in the mirage. How could i t s  coming or 
going be conceived? That man again is foolish and stupid if, on seeing the 
mirage, he Corms the idea of water where there i s  no water. Water in i t s  
own being certainly does not exist in that mirage. 

Dharmodgata: Equally foolish are all those who adhere to the Tatha- 
gata through form and sound, and who in consequence imagine the coming 
or going o f  a Tathagata. For a Tathagata cannot be seen from his form- 
body. The Dharma-bodies are the Tathagatas and the real nature o f  dhar- 
mas does not come or go. There is  no coming or going of the body of an 
elephant, horse, chariot or foot-soldier, which has been conjured up by a 
magician. Just so there is  neither coming nor going of the Tathagatas. A 
sleeping man might in his dreams see one Tathagata, or two, or three, or 
up to one thousand, or s t i l l  more [514]. On waking up he would, how- 
ever, no longer see even one single Tathagata. What do you think, son o f  
good family, have these Tathagatas come from anywhere, or gone to any- 
where? 

Sadaprarudita: One cannot conceive that in that dream any dharma at 
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292 THE PERFECTION OF WISDOM 

all had the status of a full and perfect reality, for the dream was deceptive. 
Dharmodgata: Just so the Tathagata has taught that all dharmas are 

like a dream. All those who do not wisely know all dharmas as they really 
are, i.e. as like a dream, as the Tathagata has pointed out, they adhere to 
the Tathagatas through their name-body and their form-body, and in con- 
sequence they imagine that the Tathagatas come and go. Those who in 
their ignorance of the true nature of dharmas imagine a coming or going of 
the Tathagatas, they are just foolish common people, at all times they 
belong to  birth-and-death with i t s  six places o f  rebirth, and they are far 
from the perfection of wisdom, far away from the dharmas of a Buddha. 
On the contrary, however, those who know as they really are all dharmas 
as like a dream, in agreement with the teaching of the Tathagata, they do 
not imagine the coming or going of any dharma, nor i ts  production or 
stopping. They wisely know the Tathagata in his true nature, and they do 
not imagine a coming or going of the Tathagatas. And those who wisely 
know this true nature of a Tathagata, they course near to full enlighten- 
ment and they course in the perfection o f  wisdom. These disciples of the 
Lord do not consume their alms fruitlessly, [515] and they are worthy of 
the world's gifts. The gems which are in the great ocean do not come from 
any place in the East, or West, or in any other of the ten directions, but 
they owe their existence to the wholesome roots of beings. They are not 
produced without cause. And when, dependent on cause, condition and 
reason, these gems have been coproduced and stopped by conditions, they 
do not pass on to any place anywhere in the world in any of the ten 
directions. And nevertheless, when those conditions exist, the gems are 
augmented; when those conditions are absent, no augmentation takes 
place. just so the perfect body of the Tathagatas has not come from any 
place anywhere in the ten directions, and i t  does not go to any place 
anywhere in the world with i t s  ten directions. But the body of the Bud- 
dhas and Lords i s  not without cause. It has been brought to perfection by 
their conduct in the past, and it has been produced dependent on causes 
and conditions, coproduced by subsidiary conditions, produced as a result 
of karma done in the past. It is, however, not in any place anywhere in the 
world with i t s  ten directions. But when those conditions exist, the accom- 
plishment of the body takes place; when those conditions are absent, the 
accomplishment of the body becomes inconceivable. When the sound of a 
boogharp i s  being produced, i t  does not come from anywhere. When it i s  
stopped, it does not go anywhere, nor does it pass o n  to anywhere. But it 
has been produced conditioned by the totality of i t s  causes and condi- 
tions,-namely the boat-shaped hollow body of the harp, the parchment 
sounding board, the strings, the hollow arm of the boogharp, the bindings, 
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the plectrum, the person who plays it, and his exertions. [516] In that 
way this sound comes forth from the boogharp, dependent on causes, 
dependent on conditions. And yet that sound does not come forth from 
that hollow body of the harp, nor from the parchment sounding board, 
nor from the strings, nor from the hollow arm, nor from the bindings, nor 
from the plectrum, nor from the person who plays it, nor from his exer- 
tions. It is  just the combination of all of them that makes the sound 
conceivable. And when it is  stopped, the sound also does not go anywhere. 
Just so the perfect body of the Buddhas and Lords is  dependent on causes, 
dependent on conditions, and it has been brought to perfection through 
exertions which have led to many wholesome roots. But the augmenting of 
the Buddha-body does not result from one single cause, nor from one 
single condition, nor from one single wholcsomc root. And it is  also not 
without cause. I t  has been coproduced by a totality o f  many causes and 
conditions, but it does not come from anywhere. And when the totality of 
causes and conditions has ceased to be, then it does not go to anywhere. It 
is thus that you should view the coming and going o f  those Tathagatas, 
and that you should conform to the true nature of all dharmas. And it is  
just because you will wisely know that the Tathagatas, and also all dhar- 
mas, are neither produced nor stopped, that you shall become fixed on full 
enlightenment, and that you shall definitely course in the perfection of 
wisdom and in skill in means. 

When this disquisition on the fact that the Tathagatas neither come 
nor go had been taught, the earth and the entire great trichiliocosm shook 
in six ways, it stirred, quaked, was agitated, resounded and rumbled. And 
all the realms of Mara were stirred up ahd discomfited. All the grasses, 
shrubs, herbs and trees in the great trichiliocosm bent in the direction of 
the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata. [517] Flowers came up out o f  season. 
From high up in the air a great rain o f  flowers came down. And Shakra, 
Chief of Gods, and the Four Great Kings scattered and poured heavenly 
sandalwood powder and heavenly flowers over the Bodhisattva Dharmod- 
gata, and said: "Well spoken, son of good family. Through your might we 
have heard a sermon which has issued from ultimate reality, which is  
contrary to the whole world, and which gives no ground to any of those 
beings who are established in any of the views which involve the assump- 
tion o f  an individuality, or who have settled down in any of the views 
which assume the existence o f  something that is not." 

Saduprarudita then asked Dharmodgata: "What is the cause, what i s  

the reason why this great earthquake i s  manifested in the world?" 
Dharmodgata: In consequence of your asking for this disquisition on 

the not-coming and not-going of the Tathagatas, and through my exposi- 
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tion o f  it, eight thousand living beings have acquired the patient accept- 
ance of dharmas which fail to be produced, eighty niyutas of living beings 
have raised their hearts to full enliglitenment, and of sixty-four thousand 
living beings has the dispassionate, unstained dharma-eye been purified for 
the vision o f  dharmas. 

I 
2. S A D A P R A R U D I T A ' S  SELF-SACRIF ICE I 

The Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita then had a supreme, a most sublime 
feeling of zest and joy: "It is  a gain to me, a very great gain that, by asking 
for the perfection of wisdom and for this disquisition, I have wrought the 
weal of so many beings. 1.51 81 That alone should bring me merit sufficient 
for the accomplishment of full enlightenment. Unquestionably I shall be- 
come a Tathagata." In his zest and joy he rose seven palm trees high into 
the air, and, standing at the height of seven palm trees, he reflected: "How 
can I, standing here in the air, do honour to the Bodhisattva Dharmod- 
gata?" Sakra, Chief of Gods, saw him, read his thoughts, presented him 
with heavenly Mandarava flowers, and said to him: "Honour the Bodhisat- 
tva Dharmodgata with these heavenly flowers! For we feel that we should 
honour the man who helped you. Today your might has wrought the weal 
of many thousands of living beings. Rare are the beings who, like you, 

i 
have the strength, for the sake of all beings through countless aeons to 
bear the great burden," 

The Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita then took the Mandarava flowers from 
Sakra, Chief of Gods, and scattered them over the Bodhisattva Dharmod- 
gata. He presented the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata with his own body, and 
said to him: "I give you myself as a present, and I shall be your attendant 
and servant from today onwards." And with folded hands he stood before 
Dharmodgata. [519] The merchant's daughter and her five hundred maid- 
ens then said to the Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita: "We in our turn make a 
present of ourselves to you, son o f  good family. Through this wholesome 
root we also shall become recipients of just those dharmas, and together 
with you we shall again and again honour and revere the Buddhas and 
Lords, and the Bodhisattvas, and we shall remain near to you." Sadapra- 
rudita replied: "If you, maidens, in imitation of my own earnest intention, 
give yourselves with earnest intentions to me, then I will accept you." The 
maidens replied: "We imitate you, and with earnest resolution we give 
ourselves as presents to you, to do with us as you will." Thereupon the 
Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita presented the rnerchan t's daughter and her five 
hundred maidens, embellished and adorned, together with their five hun- 
dred well-decorated carriages, to the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata, and said; 
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"All these I present to you as attendants and servants, and also the car- 
riages for your own use." Sakra, Chief o f  Gods, applauded him and said: 
"Well done, son o f  good family! A Bodhisattva must renounce all his prop- 
erty. Through that thought of renunciation he soon wins full enlight- 
enment, and the worship he pays thus to the preachers of dharma enables 
him to hear about the perfection of wisdom and skill in means. [520] Also 
in the past the Tathagatas, when they still were Bodhisattvas, have, by the 
fact that they renounced everything, procured a claim to full enlighten- 
ment; and they also have asked questions about perfect wisdom and about 
skill in means." The Bodhisattva Dharmodgata accepted Sadaprarudita's 
gift, so that his wholcsomc root might reach fulfilment. Immediately after- 
wards he returned it to Sadaprarudita. After that, the Bodhisattva Dhar- 
modgata went into his house. The sun was about to set. 

The Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita then thought to  himself: "It would 
not indeed be seemly for me, who have come here out o f  love for dharma, 
to s i t  or to lie down. I will remain either standing or walking, until the 
time when the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata shall again come out o f  his 
house, in order to reveal dharma to us." 

The Bodhisattva Dharmodgata then remained for seven years im- 
mersed in one uninterrupted state of trance, and he dwelt in countless 
thousands of concentrations, peculiar to Bodhisattvas, issued from perfec- 
tion of wisdom and skill in means. For seven years Sadaprarudita never 
adopted any other posture than the two just mentioned, and he did not 
fall into sloth and torpor. For seven years he never felt any preoccupation 
with sense desires, or with ill will, or with harming others, he never felt 
any eagerness for tastes, nor any self-satisfaction. But he thought: "When 
then will the Bo'dhisattva Dharmodgata emerge from his trance, [521] so 
that we may spread out a seat for him, whereon he may demonstrate 
dharma, and so that we may sprinkle well the place where he will reveal 
the perfection of wisdom and skill in means, anoint it well and bedeck it 
with manifold flowers?" And the merchant's daughter with her five hun- 
dred maidens followed his example, passed their time in two postures 
only, and imitated all his works. 

One day the Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita heard a heavenly voice which 
said: "On the seventh day from today the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata will 
emerge from his trance, and he will then, seated in the center of the town, 
demonstrate dharma." When Sadaprarudita heard the heavenly voice, he 
was contented, elated, joyous, overjoyed and jubilant. Together with the 
merchant's daughter and her five hundred maidens he cleansed the ground, 
spread out the seat made of the seven precious things, took off his upper 
garment, and spread it on top o f  the seat. The maidens also took off their 
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upper garments, spread their five hundred upper garments on that seat, 
and thought: "Seated on that seat will the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata 
demonstrate dharma." [522] And they also were contented, elated, joy- 
ous, overjoyed and jubilant. 

When the Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita wanted to sprinkle the ground he 
could not find any water, though he searched all round. For Mara, the Evil 
One, had hidden all the water. And he did this so that Sadaprarudita, if he 
could not find any water, should become depressed and sad, or change his 
mind, with the result that his wholesome root would vanish, or the fervour , 

of this worship be dimmed. The Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita then thought 
to himself: "Let me pierce my own body, and sprinkle the ground with 
my blood. The ground is full of rising dust, and I fear that some of it may 
fall on the body of the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata. What else can I do with 
this body which is o f  necessity doomed to break up? Better surely that 
this my body should be destroyed by such an action rather than by an 
ineffectual one. For the sake of sense pleasures, as a result of sense plea- 
sures many thousands of frames o f  mine have again and again, while I 
wandered in birth-and-death, been broken up, but never in conditions as 
favourable as these, never for the sake of gaining the good law. If they 
must once more be broken up, let them in any case be broken up in a holy 
cause." He [523] then took a sharp sword, pierced his body on every side, 
and everywhere sprinkled that piece of ground with his own blood. The 
merchant's daughter with her five hundred maidens followed his example, 
and did as he did. But there was no alteration of thought in either the 
Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita, or in all those maidens, which would have 
given Mara, the Evil One, a chance of entering in order to obstruct their 
wholesome roots. 

Sakra, chief of Gods, then thought to himself: "It is wonderful how 
much this Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita loves dharma, how firm is  his sense 
of obligation, how great the armour he has put on, and how he disregards 
his body, his life, and his pleasures, and how resolutely he has set out with 
the goal of knowing full enlightenment, in his desire to 'set free all beings 
from the measureless sufferings of birth-and-death, after he has known full 
enlightenment." Sakra then changed by magic all that blood into heavenly 
sandalwood water. And all round that piece o f  ground, for one hundred 
leagues, an inconceivably sublime scent, the scent o f  that heavenly sandal- 
wood water, filled the air. And Sakra said to Sadaprarudita: "Well done, 
son of good family! I applaud your inconceivable vigour, your supreme 
love and search for dharma. The Tathagatas in the past [524] also have 
procured the right to full enlightenment through this kind o f  earnest inten- 
tion, vigour, and love for dharma." 
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The Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita then thought to himself: "I have 
spread out the seat for the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata, and I have well 
swept and sprinkled this piece o f  ground. Now I must still get flowers with 
which to cover this piece of ground, and to scatter over the Bodhisattva 
Dharmodgata when he demonstrates dharma." Sakra then said to Sadapra- 
rudita: "Accept these heavenly Mandarava flowers for that twofold pur- 
pose!" And he presented him with a thousand heavenly Khara measures o f  
heavenly flowers. And the Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita accepted those 
flowers, and used some of  them to cover the piece of ground, and, later 
on, he strewed others over the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata. 

3. D H A R M O D G A T A ' S  D E M O N S T R A T I O N  O F  D H A R M A  

After the lapse of seven years the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata emerged 
from his trance, went up to the seat spread out for him, sat down on it, 
and, surrounded and attended by an assembly of many hundreds of thou- 
sands, he demonstrated dharma. The moment the Bodhisattva Sadapra- 
rudita [525] saw the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata, he was filled with that 
kind of happiness which a monk feels when, with one-pointed attention, 
he has obtained the first trance. And this is the demonstration of the 
perfection of wisdom by the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata: 

"The perfection o f  wisdom is self-identical, because all dharmas are 
the same. Perfect wisdom i s  isolated because all dharmas are isolated. 
Perfect wisdom is  immobile because all dharmas are immobile. Perfect 
wisdom i s  devoid of mental acts because all dharmas are devoid of mental 
acts. Perfect wisdom i s  unbenumbed, because all dharmas are unbe- 
numbed. Perfect wisdom has but one single taste because all dharmas have 
one and the same taste. Perfect wisdom is  boundless because all dharmas 
are boundless. Perfect wisdom is non-production because all dharmas are 
non-production. Perfect wisdom is  non-stopping because all dharmas are 
not stopped. As the firmament i s  boundless, so i s  perfect wisdom. As the 
ocean is boundless, so i s  perfect wisdom. As Meru shines in multicoloured 
brilliance, so does the perfection o f  wisdom. As the firmament i s  not 
fashioned, so i s  perfect wisdom not fashioned. Perfect wisdom is  bound- 
less, because form, and the other skandhas are boundless. Perfect wisdom 
is  boundless because the element of earth, and the other elements, are 
boundless. Perfect wisdom is  self-identical, because the adamantine dhar- 
ma is self-identical. Perfect wisdom i s  undifferentiated because all dharmas 
are undifferentiated. The non-apprehension o f  perfect wisdom follows 
from the non-apprehension of all dharmas. Perfect wisdom remains the 
same whatever it may surpass because all dharmas remain the same what- 
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ever they may surpass. [526] Perfect wisdom i s  powerless to act because 
all dharmas are powerless to act. Perfect wisdom i s  unthinkable because all 
dharmas are unthinkable." 

Thereupon on that occasion there was born in the Bodhisattva Sada- 
prarudita the king of concentrations called "the sameness of all dharmas," 
and, consequent on that, the concentrations called "isolation of all dhar- 
mas," "immobility of all dharmas," "absence of all mental acts in all 
dharmas," "lack of  numbness in all dharmas," "the one taste of all dhar- 
mas," "the boundlessness of all dharmas," "the non-production of all 
dharmas," "the non-slopping of all dharmas," "boundless like the firma- 
ment," "boundless like the ocean," "brilliant and multicoloured like 
Meru," "not fashioned, like the firmament," "boundless like form, etc.," 
"boundless like the elernent of earth, etc.," "adamantine," "non-differen- 
tiatedness of all dharmas," "non-apprehension of all dharmas," "sameness 
of all dharmas whatever they may surpass," "all dharmas are powerless to 
act," "all dharmas are unthinkable.'' Beginning with these, the Bodhisattva 
Sadaprarudita acquired six million concentration doors. 
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T h e n Bodhisattva Gunakara1 questioned the Bhagavan:
"Bhagavan, when you say 'Bodhisattvas are wise with respect
to the character of phenomena; Bodhisattvas are wise with
respect to the character of phenomena,' Bhagavan, just how
are Bodhisattvas wise with respect to the character of phe-
nomena? For what reason does the Tathāgata designate a
Bodhisattva as being wise with respect to the character of
phenomena?"

The Bhagavan replied to the Bodhisattva
"Gunākara, you are involved in [asking] this in order to benefit
many beings, to bring happiness to many beings, out of sym-
pathy for the world, and for the sake of the welfare, benefit,
and happiness of many beings, including gods and humans.
Your intention in questioning the Tathāgata about this subject
is good! It is good! Therefore, Gunākara, listen well and I will
describe for you how [Bodhisattvas] are wise with respect to
the character of phenomena.

i, there are three characteristics of phenomena.
What are these three? They are the imputational character,
the other-dependent character, and the thoroughly estab-
lished character.

"Gunākara, what is the imputational character of phenom-
ena?2 It is that which is imputed as a name or symbol in terms
of the own-being or attributes of phenomena in order to sub-
sequently designate any convention whatsoever.
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"Gunākara, what is the other-dependent character of phe-
nomena? It is simply the dependent origination of phenom-
ena. It is like this: Because this exists, that arises; because this
is produced, that is produced. It ranges from: 'Due to the con-
dition of ignorance, compositional factors [arise],' up to: 'In
this way, the whole great assemblage of suffering arises.'3

"Gunākara, what is the thoroughly established character of
phenomena? It is the suchness of phenomena. Through dili-
gence and through proper mental application, Bodhisattvas
establish realization and cultivate realization of [the thoroughly
established character]. Thus it is what establishes [all the
stages] up to unsurpassed, complete, perfect enlightenment.4

"Gunākara, for example, the imputational character should
be viewed as being like the defects of clouded vision5 in the
eyes of a person with clouded vision. Gunākara; for example,
the other-dependent character should be viewed as being
like the appearance of the manifestations of clouded vision in
that very [person], manifestations which appear as a net of
hairs, or as insects, or as sesame seeds; or as a blue manifesta-
tion, or a yellow manifestation, or a red manifestation, or a
white manifestation.

"Gunākara, for example, the thoroughly established char-
acter should be viewed as being like the unerring objective
reference, the natural objective reference of the eyes when
that person's eyes have become pure and free from the de-
fects of clouded vision.

b d
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"Gunakara, for example, when a very clear crystal comes
in contact with the color blue, it then appears as a precious
gem, such as a sapphire or a mahānīla.6 Further, by mistaking
it for a precious gem such as a sapphire or a mahānīla, sentient
beings are deluded.

"When it comes in contact with the color red, it then
appears as a precious gem such as a ruby and, by mistaking
it for a precious gem such as a ruby, sentient beings are de-
luded. When it comes in contact with the color green, it then
appears as a precious gem such as an emerald and, further, by
mistaking it for a precious gem such as an emerald, sentient
beings are deluded. When it comes in contact with the color
gold, it then appears as gold and, further, by mistaking it for
gold, sentient beings are deluded.

"Gunākara, for example, you should see that in the same
way as a very clear crystal comes in contact with a color, the
other-dependent character comes in contact with the predis-
positions for conventional designations that are the imputa-
tional character. For example, in the same way as a very clear
crystal is mistaken for a precious substance such as a sap-
phire, a mahānīla, a ruby, an emerald, or gold, see how the
other-dependent character is apprehended as the imputa-
tional character.

"Gunākara, for example, you should see that the other-
dependent nature is like that of very clear crystal. For exam-
ple, a clear crystal is not thoroughly established in permanent,

ofGunakara
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permanent time or in everlasting, everlasting time as having
the character of a precious substance like a sapphire, a mahā-
nīla, a ruby, an emerald, or gold, and is without the natures [of
such things].

"In the same way, you should see that since the other-
dependent character is not thoroughly established in perma-
nent, permanent time, or in everlasting, everlasting time as
being the imputational character, and is without its nature, it
is the thoroughly established character.

i, in dependence upon names that are con-
nected with signs, the imputational character is known. In
dependence upon strongly adhering to the other-dependent
character as being the imputational character, the other-
dependent character is known. In dependence upon absence
of strong adherence to the other-dependent character as
being the imputational character, the thoroughly established
character is known.7

"Gunākara, when Bodhisattvas know the imputational
character as it really is with respect to the other-dependent
character of phenomena, then they know characterless phe-
nomena as they really are.

i, when Bodhisattvas know the other-dependent
character as it really is, then they know the phenomena of
afflicted character as they really are.

b d
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i, when Bodhisattvas know the thoroughly estab-

lished character as it really is, then they know the phenomena

of purified character as they really are.

i, when Bodhisattvas know characterless phe-

nomena as they really are with respect to the other-dependent

character, then they completely abandon phenomena of

afflicted character. When they have completely abandoned

phenomena of afflicted character, they realize phenomena of

purified character.

"Therefore, Guçākara, Bodhisattvas know the imputa-
tional character of phenomena, the other-dependent charac-
ter, and the thoroughly established character of phenomena
as they really are. Once they know characterlessness, the
thoroughly afflicted character, and the purified character as
they really are, then they know characterless phenomena as
they really are. They completely abandon the phenomena of
afflicted character, and when they have completely aban-
doned phenomena of afflicted character, then they realize
phenomena of purified character.

"This is how Bodhisattvas are wise with respect to the
character of phenomena. When the Tathāgata designates
Bodhisattvas as being wise with respect to the character of
phenomena, he designates them as such for this very reason."

Then the Bhagavan spoke these verses:

The Questions ofGunakara 89
102



io a
"When one knows characterless phenomena,

one abandons phenomena of afflicted character.

When one abandons phenomena of afflicted character,

one attains phenomena of pure character.

"Heedless beings, overcome by faults and lazy,

do not consider the faults of compounded phenomena.

Weak regarding stable and fluctuating phenomena,

they are objects of compassion."

This completes the sixth chapter of

CX
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T h e n Bodhisattva Paramārthasamudgata1 questioned the
Bhagavan: "Bhagavan, when I was in seclusion there arose
this thought: 'The Bhagavan has spoken in many ways of the
own-character of the aggregates and further spoken of their
character of production, their character of disintegration, and
their abandonment and realization. Just as he has spoken of
the aggregates, he has also spoken of the sense spheres, de-
pendent origination, and the sustenances.

"'The Bhagavan has also spoken in many ways of the [own-]
character of the [four] truths and further spoken of the reali-
zation [of suffering], abandonment [of the source of suffering],
actualization [of the cessation of suffering], and meditative cul-
tivation [of the path].

"'The Bhagavan has also spoken in many ways of the own-
character of the constituents and has further spoken of the
various constituents, the manifold constituents, and of their
abandonment and realization.

"'The Bhagavan has also spoken in many ways of the own-
character of the mindful establishments and further spoken
of their discordances and antidotes, their meditative cultiva-
tion, the production of [the mindful establishments] that have
not yet arisen, the abiding of those that have arisen, their non-
forgetting, continued arising, increasing, and extending.

"'Just as he spoke of the mindful establishments, he has also
spoken of the correct abandonings, the bases of magical
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abilities, the powers, the forces, and the branches of enlight-

enment. The Bhagavan has also spoken in many ways of the

own-character of the eight branches of the path of the Âryas

and further spoken of their discordances and antidotes, their

meditative cultivation, the production of those that have not

yet arisen, the abiding of those that have arisen, their non-

forgetting, continued arising, increasing, and extending.

"'The Bhagavan has also said that all phenomena lack own-

being, that all phenomena are unproduced, unceasing, quies-

cent from the start, and naturally in a state of nirvāna/

"Then I thought, 'Of what was the Bhagavan thinking when
he said, "All phenomena lack own-being; all phenomena are
unproduced, unceasing, quiescent from the start, and natu-
rally in a state

"'Why was the Bhagavan thinking, "All phenomena lack
own-being; all phenomena are unproduced, unceasing, qui-
escent from the start, and naturally in a state of nirvāna?"' I ask
the Bhagavan the meaning of this."2

The Bhagavan replied to Bodhisattva Paramārthasamudgata:
"Paramārthasamudgata, your thought, virtuously arisen, is
good! It is good! Paramārthasamudgata, you are involved [in
asking] this in order to benefit many beings, to bring happi-
ness to many beings, out of sympathy for the world, and for
the sake of the welfare, benefit, and happiness of beings,
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including gods and humans. Your intention in questioning
the Tathāgata about this subject is good! Therefore,
Paramārthasamudgata, listen well and I will explain to you
what I was thinking when I said: 'All phenomena lack an own-
being; all phenomena are unproduced, unceasing, quiescent
from the start, and naturally in a state of nirvāna.'

"Paramārthasamudgata, thinking of the three types of lack
of own-being of phenomena—the lack of own-being in terms
of character, the lack of own-being in terms of production,
and an ultimate lack of own-being—I taught, 'All phenomena
lack own-being.'

"Paramārthasamudgata, what is the lack of own-being in
terms of character of phenomena? It is the imputational char-
acter. Why is this? The [imputational character] is a character
posited as names and symbols, but it does not subsist by way
of its own character. Therefore, it is the 'lack of own-being in
terms of character'.

"Paramārthasamudgata, what is the lack of own-being in
terms of production of phenomena? It is the other-dependent
character of phenomena. Why is this? The [other-dependent
character] arises through the force of other conditions and
not by itself. Therefore, it is the 'lack of own-being in terms of
production'.

"Paramārthasamudgata, what is an ultimate lack of own-
being of phenomena? Phenomena that are dependently

b 6
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originated lack an own-being due to the lack of own-being in
terms of production. They also lack own-being due to an ulti-
mate lack of own-being. Why is this? Paramārthasamudgata, I
teach that whatever is an object of observation for purification
of phenomena is the ultimate.3 Since the other-dependent
character is not an object of observation for purification, it is
an 'ultimate lack of own-being'.

"Moreover, Paramārthasamudgata, the thoroughly estab-
lished character of phenomena is also 'an ultimate lack of
own-being'. Why is this? Paramārthasamudgata, that which is
the 'selflessness of phenomena' of phenomena is known as
their 'lack of own-being'. That is the ultimate. Since the ulti-
mate is distinguished as the lack of own-being of all phenom-
ena, it is an 'ultimate lack of own-being'.

"Paramārthasamudgata, for example, you should view lack
of own-being in terms of character as being like a sky-flower.4

For example, Paramārthasamudgata, you should also view
the lack of own-being in terms of production as being like a
magical apparition.

"The ultimate lack of own-being should be viewed as being
something other than those [first two characters]. For exam-
ple, Paramārthasamudgata, just as [space] is distinguished by
being just the lack of own-being of forms in space and as
pervading everywhere, in the same way the ultimate lack of

h.
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own-being is distinguished by being the selflessness of phe-
nomena and should be viewed as all-pervasive and unitary.

"Paramārthasamudgata, thinking of those three types of
lack of own-being, I taught, 'All phenomena lack own-being.'

"Paramārthasamudgata, thinking of lack of own-being in
terms of character, I taught: All phenomena are unproduced,
unceasing, quiescent from the start, and naturally in a state of
nirvāna.' Why is this?

"Paramārthasamudgata, that which does not exist by way
of its own character is not produced. That which is not pro-
duced does not cease. That which is not produced and does
not cease is quiescent from the start. That which is quiescent
from the start is naturally in a state of nirvāna. That which is
naturally in a state of nirvāna does not have even the slightest
remainder that could pass beyond sorrow. Therefore, think-
ing of lack of own-being in terms of character, I taught, 'All
phenomena are unproduced, unceasing, quiescent from the
start, and naturally in a state of nirvāna.'5

"Moreover, Paramārthasamudgata, thinking of an ultimate
lack of own-being that is distinguished by being the selfless-
ness of phenomena, I taught: 'All phenomena are unproduced,
unceasing, quiescent from the start, and naturally in a state of
nirvāna.' Why is this?

"An ultimate lack of own-being, distinguished by being
the selflessness of phenomena, abides solely in permanent,
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permanent time and everlasting, everlasting time. That
uncompounded reality of phenomena is free from all afflic-
tions. That which is uncompounded, which abides in perma-
nent, permanent time and everlasting, everlasting time due to
being this very reality, is uncompounded. Therefore, it is
unproduced and unceasing. Because it is free from all afflic-
tions, it is quiescent from the start and is naturally in a state of
nirvāna. Therefore, thinking of an ultimate lack of own-being
that is distinguished by being the selflessness of phenomena,
I taught, 'All phenomena are unproduced, unceasing, quies-
cent from the start, and naturally in a state of nirvāna.'

"Paramārthasamudgata, I do not designate the three types
of lack of own-being because sentient beings in the realms of
sentient beings view the own-being of the imputational as
distinct [from the other-dependent and the thoroughly estab-
lished character] in terms of own-being; or because they view
the other-dependent and the thoroughly established as dis-
tinct in terms of own-being. Superimposing the own-being of
the imputational onto the own-being of the other-dependent
and the thoroughly established, sentient beings subsequently
attribute conventions of the character of the own-being of the
imputational to the own-being of the other-dependent and the
thoroughly established.

"To the extent that they subsequently attribute such con-
ventions, their minds are infused with conventional designa-
tions. Thereafter, because of being bound to conventional

Q-
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designations or due to predispositions toward conventional
designations, they strongly adhere to the character of the
own-being of the imputational as the own-being of the other-
dependent and the thoroughly established.

"To the extent that they strongly adhere [to this], they
strongly adhere to the own-being of the imputational as the
own-being of the other-dependent. Due to these causes and
conditions, in the future [this view of] the own-being of the
other-dependent proliferates. Based on this, the afflictive
afflictions give rise to further afflictions.

"The afflictions of actions and the afflictions of birth give
rise to further afflictions. For a long time sentient beings will
wander, transmigrating among hell beings, or animals, or
hungry ghosts, or gods, or asuras, or humans. They will not
pass beyond cyclic existence.

"Paramārthasamudgata, I initially teach doctrines starting
with the lack of own-being in terms of production to those
beings who have not generated roots of virtue, who have not
purified obstructions, who have not ripened their continuums,
who do not have much conviction, and who have not com-
pleted the accumulations of merit arid wisdom. When they
hear those doctrines, they understand dependency origi-
nated compounded phenomena as being impermanent. They
know them to be phenomena that are unstable, unworthy of
confidence, and changeable, whereupon they develop aver-
sion and antipathy toward all compounded phenomena.

b d
The Questions ofParamarthasamudgata 107

111



"Having developed aversion and antipathy, they turn away
from wrong-doing. They do not commit any wrong-doing, and
they adhere to virtue. Because of adhering to virtue, they gen-
erate roots of virtue that were not previously generated. They
also purify obscurations that were not previously purified.
They also ripen their continuums, which were not previously
ripened. On that basis, they have great conviction, and they
complete the accumulations of merit and wisdom.

"In that way they complete everything from the generation
of roots of virtue up to the accumulation of merit and wisdom.
However, because they do not understand, as they are, the
two aspects pertaining to lack of own-being in terms of pro-
duction—lack of own-being in terms of character and ultimate
lack of own-being—they do not become wholly averse toward
all compounded phenomena. They do not become separated
from attachment. They do not become fully liberated. They do
not become fully liberated from the afflictive afflictions nor
fully liberated from the afflictions of actions nor fully liberated
from the afflictions of birth.

"The Tathāgatha further teaches them doctrines begin-
ning with lack of own-being in terms of character and ulti-
mate lack of own-being. Thus they become wholly averse
toward all compounded phenomena, separated from attach-
ment, and liberated; they pass beyond the afflictive afflictions,
pass beyond the afflictions of actions, and pass beyond the
afflictions of birth.
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"Hearing these doctrines, they do not strongly adhere to
the own-being of the other-dependent as being of the char-
acter of the own-being of the imputational. Further, they
become confident that the lack of own-being in terms of pro-
duction does not exist as an ultimate own-being in the sense
that it is just an absence of own-being in terms of character
with respect to those [phenomena]. They fully distinguish this.
They realize it as it is and, in this way, their understanding
is not infused with conventional designations. Thereafter,
because they are not bound to conventional designations and
because their understanding is free from predispositions
toward conventions, in this lifetime they produce the ability
to understand the other-dependent character. In future lives
they achieve cessation through cutting off the continuum.

"Based on this, they become wholly averse toward all com-
pounded phenomena, free from attachment, and liberated.
They become fully liberated from the afflictive afflictions, the
afflictions of actions, and the afflictions of birth.

"Paramārthasamudgata, through just this path and through
just this attainment, even sentient beings of the Śrāvaka lin-
eage attain the establishment and abiding of unsurpassed
nirvāna. Through just this path and through just this attain-
ment, sentient beings of the Pratyekabuddha lineage and
sentient beings of the Tathāgata lineage also attain the estab-
lishment and abiding of unsurpassed nirvāna. Thus, there is a
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single path of purification for Śrāvakas, Pratyekabuddhas, and
Bodhisattvas, and there is a single purification. There is no
other. Thinking of that, therefore, I have taught that there is a
single vehicle. Yet in the realms of sentient beings, there are
various types of sentient beings, such as those who are natu-
rally of weak faculties, or naturally of middling faculties, or
naturally of sharp faculties.

"Paramārthasamudgata, even if all the Buddhas were to
attempt to establish someone having the Śrāvaka lineage, who
proceeds solely towards peacefulness, in the heart of enlight-
enment, that person would be unable to attain unsurpassed,
perfect enlightenment.6 Why is this? Due to extremely limited
compassion and great fear of suffering, that one is simply by
nature of an inferior lineage. Just as his compassion is ex-
tremely limited, so he turns away from the welfare of sentient
beings. Just as he is extremely afraid of suffering, so he turns
away from all the activities of compounded phenomena.

"I do not describe those who turn away from the welfare of
sentient beings and who turn away from all the activities of
compounded existence as unsurpassably, perfectly enlight-
ened. They are 'those who seek peace for themselves alone'.

"[However] I teach that Śrāvakas who evolve with respect
to enlightenment are a type of Bodhisattva.7 It is like this:
Having become liberated from the afflictive obstructions, they

6
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liberate their minds from the obstructions to omniscience
when they are encouraged by the Tathāgatas. Thus, the
Tathāgata designates those who initially work for their own
benefit and are freed from the afflictive obstructions as being
of the Śrāvaka lineage.8

"Paramārthasamudgata, it is like this: My disciplinary doc-
trine is explained well, is complete, and is taught with a very
pure thought. With respect to this well-taught doctrine, de-
grees of conviction appear among sentient beings.9

"Paramārthasamudgata, thinking of just these three types
of lack of own-being, through the teachings that are Sutras of
interpretable meaning, the Tathāgata taught such doctrines
as: 'All phenomena lack own-being; all phenomena are unpro-
duced, unceasing, quiescent from the start, and naturally in a
state of nirvāna.'

"When those sentient beings who have generated great
roots of virtue, purified the obstructions, ripened their con-
tinuums, who have great conviction and have completed the
great accumulations of merit and wisdom10 hear those doc-
trines, they understand the teaching just as it is in accordance
with my thought.11 They further understand those doctrines
to be doctrine. Through wisdom they also realize the meaning
just as it is. Through cultivating realization of that [meaning],
they rapidly attain the final state. Regarding [these doctrines],
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they develop faith, [thinking], 'Ah! The Bhagavan is completely
and perfectly enlightened. He is completely and perfectly
enlightened with respect to all phenomena.'

"When sentient beings who have not generated great roots
of virtue, have not purified the obstructions, have not ripened
their continuums, do not have great conviction, and have not
completed the great accumulations of merit and wisdom, who
are honest and have an honest nature, who are unable to
remove conceptuality, who are not fixated on holding their
own view to be supreme, [when such beings] hear those doc-
trines, they do not understand the teaching just as it is in
accordance with my thought.

"Still, [these beings] develop conviction and also attain faith
in these doctrines. They are convinced that: 'These Sutras
taught by the Tathāgata are profound, brilliantly profound,
are endowed with emptiness, are difficult to perceive, diffi-
cult to understand, unanalyzable, not subject to dispute, and
are known by the wise capable of fine discernment and by
the astute.'

"They think: 'We do not understand the meaning of those
Sutras or the meaning of those teachings/ They think: 'The
enlightenment of the Buddha is profound. The reality of phe-
nomena is also profound. The Tathāgata alone knows; we do
not understand. The doctrinal teaching of Tathāgatas influ-
ences sentient beings according to their diverse beliefs. The
Tathāgatas' wisdom and perception are infinite, whereas our
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understanding and perception are like mere cowprints.' With
reverence toward these Sutras, they copy the letters. Having
copied them, they also memorize them, read them, propagate
them, venerate them, receive their oral transmission, recite
them, and repeat them to others. However, because they do
not understand these profound teachings in accordance with
my thought, they are unable to apply themselves to the types
of meditative cultivation. Based on that, they progress due to
the accumulation of merit; they also progress due to the accu-
mulation of wisdom. They also progressively ripen their con-
tinuums which were not previously ripened.

"When other sentient beings who have not completed [the
stages of the path] up to the great accumulations of merit and
wisdom, who are not honest and do not have an honest
nature, who are able to remove conceptuality, but who are
fixated on holding their own view to be supreme12 hear these
doctrines, they do not understand this profound explanation
just as it is, in accordance with my thought.

"Although they believe in the doctrine, they strongly ad-
here just to the literal meaning of the doctrine, [thinking], 'All
phenomena just lack own-being; all phenomena are just un-
produced, just unceasing, just quiescent from the start, just
naturally in a state of nirvāna/ Based on this, they adopt the
view that all phenomena do not exist and that character does
not exist.13 Having adopted the view of non-existence and the
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view that character does not exist, they also deprecate every-
thing through [deprecating] all characters. Because they dep-
recate the imputational character of phenomena, they also
deprecate the other-dependent character of phenomena and
the thoroughly established character.

"Why is this? Paramārthasamudgata, if the other-depen-
dent and thoroughly established characters exist, then the
imputational character is also understood.14 However, those
who see the other-dependent character and the thoroughly
established character as non-existent also deprecate the impu-
tational character. Therefore, they also 'deprecate all three
types of character'. They perceive my doctrine to be doctrine,
but they perceive what is not the meaning to be the meaning.

"Those who perceive my doctrine to be doctrine but per-
ceive what is not the meaning to be the meaning also under-
stand the doctrine to be doctrine. They also understand what
is not the meaning to be the meaning. Due to belief in the
doctrine, they progress by means of virtuous qualities. But,
due to strongly adhering to what is not the meaning, they fall
away from wisdom. When they fall away from wisdom, they
also fall away from vast and immeasurable virtuous qualities.

"Others, having heard from them that the doctrine is the
doctrine, but that what is not the meaning is the meaning,
delight in that view. Because they conceive the doctrine to be
doctrine and conceive what is not the meaning to be the
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meaning, they strongly adhere to doctrine as being doctrine
and to what is not the meaning as being the meaning. Know
that based on this they also fall away from virtuous qualities.

"When people who do not delight in such views hear from
others that phenomena lack an own-being and hear that
phenomena are unproduced, unceasing, quiescent from the
start, and naturally in a state of nirvāna, they become fearful
and develop misgivings, saying, 'This is not the word of the
Buddha. This is a statement from Mara!' Thinking in this way
they also deprecate these Sutras. They reject them, condemn
them, and speak badly of them.

"Based on this, they earn great misfortune, and they also
meet with great karmic obstructions. Also based on this, since
they cause many beings to meet with great obstructions, they
deceive them. I state that those who view all characters as
non-existent and who teach what is not the meaning to be the
meaning possess great karmic obstructions.

"Paramārthasamudgata, when those sentient beings who
have not produced roots of virtue, have not purified the
obstructions, have not ripened their continuums, do not have
great conviction, have not completed the accumulations of
merit and wisdom, who are not honest and do not have an
honest nature, and who are unable to remove conceptuality
and who are fixated on holding their own view to be supreme
hear these doctrines, they do not understand the teaching
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just as it is in accordance with my thought. They also do not
develop belief in this doctrine; they perceive the doctrine as
non-doctrine and perceive the meaning to be what is not the
meaning. Strongly adhering to the doctrine as non-doctrine
and to the meaning as not being the meaning, they say: 'This is
not the word of the Buddha. This is a statement from Mara!'
Thinking in this way, they deprecate these Sutras. They reject
them, condemn them, speak badly of them, and also engage
in interpolation. In many ways they are involved with these
Sutras in order to reject, undermine, and eradicate them.
They also perceive people who believe in these [Sutras] to be
enemies. From the very beginning, they are obstructed by
karmic obstructions. Based on that, they continue to be ob-
structed by similar karmic obstructions. It is easy to designate
the beginning of these karmic obstructions; it is difficult to des-
ignate during how many hundred thousands of millions of
epochs they will continue to arise.

"Paramārthasamudgata, in that way, degrees of conviction
appear among sentient beings with respect to this well-taught
doctrine, my disciplinary instruction which is explained well,
is complete, and is taught with a very pure thought."

Then the Bhagavan spoke these verses:

"What sage would propound, without a thought behind it,
that dharmas lack own-being; dharmas are unproduced;
dharmas are unceasing; dharmas are quiescent from the start;
that all dharmas are naturally in a state of nirvāria?
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"I explain lack of own-being in terms of character,
in terms of production, and in terms of the ultimate.
Whatever sage understands the thought behind this
will not travel a path of degeneration.

"The path of purity is this alone;
there is one purity; there is no other.
Thus this one vehicle is designated,
although there are various types of beings.

"In the realms of beings, innumerable beings
seek nirvana for themselves alone.
Those who, steadfast and compassionate,
attain nirvana without abandoning beings are very rare.

"The uncontaminated realm of those who are liberated
is subtle, inconceivable, equal, and undifferentiated,
all-beneficial, free from suffering and affliction,
inexpressible in dualistic terms, blissful and stable."

Then the Bodhisattva Paramārthasamudgata said to the
Bhagavan: "Bhagavan, since [your] teaching, having the thought
of the Buddhas and the Bhagavans, is subtle, is supremely
subtle, profound, supremely profound, difficult to realize,
supremely difficult to realize, it is amazing and wondrous.

"Bhagavan, I understand the meaning of that which the
Bhagavan said in this way: The imputational character con-
sists of [first] those things that are posited in terms of names
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and symbols—the objects of conceptual activity, the bases of

the imputational character, the signs of compounded phe-

nomena—as the character of the own-being or as the charac-

ter of attributes of 'the form aggregate'; and [second], those

things that are posited in terms of names and symbols as the

character of own-being or the character of attributes of 'the

production of a form aggregate', or its 'cessation', or the aban-

donment and realization of a form aggregate'. In dependence

upon that, the Bhagavan designated the lack of own-being in

terms of character of phenomena.

"Those things that are the objects of conceptual activity, the

bases of the imputational character, the signs of compounded

phenomena, are the other-dependent character. In depen-

dence upon that, the Bhagavan designated the lack of own-

being in terms of production of phenomena and, additionally,

an ultimate lack of own-being.

"Bhagavan, I understand the meaning of the Bhagavan's

teaching in this way: Those very objects of conceptual activity,

the bases of the imputational character, and the signs of com-

pounded phenomena are not established as being that impu-

tational character, and they lack own-being. Because of just

that, the lack of own-being, selflessness of phenomena, such-

ness, and object of observation for purification are the thor-

oughly established character. In dependence upon that, the

Bhagavan additionally designated the ultimate lack of own-

being of phenomena.
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"Just as this is applied to the form aggregate, so it should

also be applied to the remaining aggregates. Just as this is

applied to the aggregates, so it should also be applied to each

of the sense spheres that comprise the twelve sense spheres.

The same is true for each of the limbs of existence that com-

prise the twelve limbs of existence. The same is true for each

of the sustenances that comprise the four sustenances. The

same is true for each of the constituents that comprise the six

constituents and the eighteen constituents.

"Bhagavan, I understand the meaning of the Bhagavan's

teaching in this way: The imputational character consists of

those things posited in terms of names and symbols—which

are the objects of conceptual activity, the bases of the imputa-

tional character, and the signs of compounded phenomena—

as the character of own-being and the character of attributes

of the 'truth of suffering and understanding the truth of suf-

fering'. In dependence upon that, the Bhagavan designated

lack of own-being in terms of character of phenomena.

"Those things that are the objects of conceptual activity,

the bases of the imputational character, and the signs of com-

pounded phenomena are the other-dependent character. In

dependence upon that, the Bhagavan •additionally designated

the lack of own-being in terms of production of phenomena

and an ultimate lack of own-being.

"Bhagavan, I understand the meaning of the Bhagavan's

teaching in this way: Those things that are the objects of
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conceptual activity, the bases of the imputational character,
and the signs of compounded phenomena are not established
as being the imputational character. And because of just that
own-being, the lack of own-being, the selflessness of phenom-
ena, suchness, and the object of observation for purification
are the thoroughly established character. In dependence
upon that, the Bhagavan additionally designated an ultimate
lack of own-being of phenomena.

"Just as this is applied to the noble truth of suffering, so it
should be applied to the remaining truths. Just as this is
applied to the truths, so it should be applied to the mindful
establishments, the correct abandonings, the bases of magical
abilities, the powers, the forces, the branches of enlighten-
ment, and each of the branches of the path of the Āryas.

"Bhagavan, I understand the meaning of the Bhagavan's
teaching in this way: The imputational character consists of
those things posited in terms of names and symbols—which
are objects of conceptual activity, the bases of the imputa-
tional character, and the signs of compounded phenomena—
as the character of own-being or the character of attributes
of 'pure samādhi' or the 'discordances and antidotes of
samādhis', or the 'production of those which have not been
produced', or the 'abiding of those which have been pro-
duced, and their non-forgetting, their further arising, and
their increasing and extending'. In dependence upon that, the

Q-

The Questions ofParamarthasamudgata 133
124



Q

Bhagavan designated the lack of own-being in terms of char-

acter of phenomena.

"Those things which are the objects of conceptual activity,
the bases of the imputational character, and the signs of com-
pounded phenomena are the other-dependent character. In
dependence upon that, the Bhagavan^additionally designated
the lack of own-being in terms of production of phenomena
and an ultimate lack of own-being.

"Bhagavan, I understand the meaning of the Bhagavan's
teaching in this way: Those things which are the objects of
conceptual activity, the bases of the imputational character,
and the signs of compounded phenomena are not established
as being the imputational character. And because of just that
own-being, the lack of own-being, the selflessness of phenom-
ena, suchness, and the object of observation for purification
are the thoroughly established character. In dependence
upon that, the Bhagavan additionally designated an ultimate
lack of own-being of phenomena.

"Bhagavan, for example, dried ginger is added to all medic-
inal powders and elixirs. Similarly, beginning with the lack of
own-being of phenomena, and beginning with [the teachings
that phenomena are] unproduced, unceasing, quiescent from
the start, and naturally in a state of nirvāna, the Bhagavan
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also placed teachings of definitive meaning in all Sutras of
interpretable meaning.15

"Bhagavan, for example, the background of a painting,
whether it is blue, yellow, red, or white, is of one taste
throughout the^entire painted work and also highlights the
details of the painting. Similarly, the Bhagavan's teachings of
definitive meaning, ranging from the lack of own-being of
phenomena to their being naturally in a state of nirvāna, are
all of one taste in all Sutras of interpretable meaning and also
highlight meanings that are interpretable.

"Bhagavan, for example, when one adds clarified butter to
all types of dishes, for instance cooked grain or cooked meat,
it is very satisfying. Similarly, when the Bhagavan's teachings
of definitive meaning, ranging from the lack of own-being of
phenomena to their being naturally in a state of nirvāna, are
added to all Sutras of interpretable meaning, it is satisfying,
supremely satisfying!

"Bhagavan, for example, space is all of one taste and yet
does not obstruct any undertakings. Similarly, the Bhagavan's
teachings of definitive meaning, ranging from the lack of own-
being of phenomena to their being naturally in a state of
nirvāna, are also all of one taste in all Sutras of interpretable
meaning, and yet do not obstruct any undertaking concerned
with either the Śrāvaka vehicle, or the Pratyekabuddha vehi-
cle, or the Great Vehicle."16
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"Excellent!" the Bhagavan replied to the Bodhisattva
Paramārthasamudgata. "Paramārthasamudgata, that is good,
good! Paramārthasamudgata, having the thought of the
Tathāgata, you understand this expjanation.

"Your good illustrations of the meaning, [analogies] such
as dried ginger, the background of a painting, adding butter,
and space, are accurate, Paramārthasamudgata. The [teach-
ing] is not other than this. Therefore it should be appre-
hended in just this way."

Then the Bodhisattva Paramārthasamudgata said to the
Bhagavan: "Initially, in the Vārānasī area, in the Deer Park
called Sages' Teaching, the Bhagavan taught the aspects of the
four truths of the Āryas for those who were genuinely en-
gaged in the [Srāvaka] vehicle. The wheel of doctrine you
turned at first is wondrous. Similar doctrines had not been
promulgated before in the world by gods or humans. How-
ever, this wheel of doctrine that the Bhagavan turned is sur-
passable, provides an opportunity [for refutation], is of
interpretable meaning, and serves as a basis for dispute.17

"Then the Bhagavan turned a second wheel of doctrine
which is more wondrous still for those who are genuinely
engaged in the Great Vehicle, because of the aspect of teach-
ing emptiness, beginning with the lack of own-being of phe-
nomena, and beginning with their absence of production,
absence of cessation, quiescence from the start, and being
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naturally in a state of nirvana. However, this wheel of doctrine
that the Bhagavan turned is surpassable, provides an oppor-
tunity [for refutation], is of interpretable meaning, and serves
as a basis for dispute.

"Then the Bhagavan turned a third wheel of doctrine, pos-
sessing good differentiations, and exceedingly wondrous, for
those genuinely engaged in all vehicles, beginning with the
lack of own-being of phenomena, and beginning with their
absence of production, absence of cessation, quiescence from
the start, and being naturally in a state of nirvāna. Moreover,
that wheel of doctrine turned by the Bhagavan is unsurpass-
able, does not provide an opportunity [for refutation], is of
definitive meaning, and does not serve as a basis for dispute.

"Bhagavan, when sons or daughters of good lineage hear
the Bhagavan's teachings of definitive meaning, from [the
teachings] of the lack of own-being of phenomena up to [the
teachings] of [phenomena] being naturally in a state of
nirvāria, they develop conviction in them and write them
down. Having transcribed them, they also memorize them,
read them, venerate them, propagate them, receive their oral
transmission, recite them to others, and reflect and apply
themselves to the types of meditative cultivation. How much
merit will they generate?"

The Bhagavan replied to the Bodhisattva Paramārtha-
samudgata: "Paramārthasamudgata, those sons or daughters
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of good lineage will generate immeasurable, incalculable
merit. It is not easy to give examples of that [merit], but I will
explain it to you briefly.

"Paramārthasamudgata, for example, if one compares the
particles of earth on the tip of a fingernail to all the particles of
earth in the earth, they do not approach even a hundredth
part. They do not approach even a thousandth part, [or] even
a one-hundred-thousandth part. They do not approach any
number, any part, any approximation, any comparison. If one
compares the water in a cow's hoofprint to the water of the
four great oceans, it does not approach even a hundredth
part. It does not approach any comparison.

"Paramārthasamudgata, similarly, I have described the
merit [generated] by people who develop conviction in Sutras
of interpretable meaning up to those who apply themselves
to the types of meditative cultivation. If one compares this
merit to the merit [generated] by people who are established
in teachings of definitive meaning through conviction up to
those who are established [in them] through applying them-
selves to the types of meditative cultivation, that merit does
not approach even a hundredth part. It does not approach
any comparison."

The Bodhisattva Paramārthasamudgata asked the Bhagavan:
"Bhagavan, what is the name of this form of Dharma discourse
that explains your thought? How should it be apprehended?"

Ç\

The Questions ofParamarthasamudgata 143
129



lo a
The Bhagavan replied: "Paramārthasamudgata, this is the

teaching of the ultimate, the definitive meaning. Apprehend it
as 'the teaching of the ultimate, the definitive meaning'."

When this teaching of the ultimate, the definitive meaning,
was explained, six hundred thousand beings generated the
aspiration toward unsurpassed, complete, and perfect en-
lightenment. Three hundred Śrāvakas purified the Dharma
eye that is free from dust and stainless with respect to the
Dharma. One hundred and fifty thousand Śrāvakas liberated
their minds from contamination, becoming free from attach-
ment. Seventy-five thousand Bodhisattvas attained the for-
bearance of the doctrine of non-production.

This completes the seventh chapter of the Bodhisattva
Paramārthasamudgata.

b Q
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"If the basis-consciousness did not exist, appropriation of a body
would be impossible; initial operation [of consciousness] would be
impossible; clear operation [of consciousness] would be impossi-
ble; seeds would be impossible; karma would be impossible; bodily
feelings would be impossible; meditative absorptions in which
mind is absent would be impossible; and transmigration of con-
sciousness would be impossible." (B, vol. cho [2O5]:124.6)

8 This passage refers to the fanciful etymology of the Sanskrit
word citta from the verbal root -fa, which means 'to accumulate'.
Thus, citta is what 'accumulates' the predispositions. The basis-
consciousness has seeds within it that ripen into eye-conscious-
nesses. When these become activated, an eye-consciousness results.
(KJ 4.12-6.9 and KY 5a, l i b . See also JBW 111-19,138, 409-20)

9 In other words, this reason alone is not sufficient for Bodhi-
sattvas to merit the designation: "wise with respect to the secrets of
mind, thought, and consciousness." They must also directly realize
the ultimate in order to be worthy of this designation.

10 "It is deep because it is difficult for its depth to be fathomed by
the intelligence even of the wise of the world. It is subtle because it
is difficult to know even for Śrāvakas. Therefore, [Buddha] does not
teach this [basis-] consciousness to Śrāvakas and the like, because
they do not seek extremely subtle omniscience. With respect to [the
phrase,] 'all its seeds flowing like a river': Because it continues from
one moment to another, it flows without its continuum being cut
off, like a river. With respect to [the phrase,] 'I have not taught this to
children': It is not revealed to those having a view of self. This is
because those who conceive of a self would apprehend [the appro-
priating consciousness] as being a unitary, unchanging 'self that
exists as long as cyclic existence lasts." (W, vol. ti [118]:489.6, citing
Asvabhāva's commentary on MS)

Notes to Chapter Si?c

l "With respect to [the name] Gunākara (Source of Qualities'):
Because [he] has accumulated the causes of [good] qualities for
immeasurable eons, this is a case of a designation of a name from a
causal point of view. Because [he] has accumulated both types of
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bases of [good] qualities—the collections of merit and wisdom—he is
[called] Gunākara." (W, vol.ti [118]:493.5)

This entire chapter is quoted by Asañga in VS (P 5539, vol. 'i [ill]:
60a.2-62b.2). He states that the subject of this chapter is the character
of phenomena (chos-rnams-kyi-mtshan-nyid, dharma-laksana).

2 "Why is it called 'imputational' (kun-btags, parikalpita)? Because
mental consciousness, having the aspects of immeasurable concep-
tions, just gives rise to error, [it is termed] 'imputational'. Also
because its own character does not truly exist, but is merely per-
ceived conceptually, it is called 'imputational'." (W, vol. ti [118]:496.4,
citing MS) "'A character that gives rise to error' means that it has a
character of unreal, erroneous objects of observation. 'Its own
character does not truly exist' [because] its nature does not truly
exist." (W citing Vasubandhu's commentary, 496.7)

"The imputational character is a character that is posited in the
manner of names and terminology, but is not posited through its
own character. Since it is utterly non-existent in terms of both of the
two truths, it lacks own-being due to lacking own-being in terms of
character." (B, vol. cho [2O5]:213.5)

3 "The 'other-dependent (gzhan-dbang, paratantra) character' is
the own-being of internal and external phenomena that are depen-
dently arisen through the power of other conditions. Because the
own-being of things that are apprehended objects and apprehend-
ing subjects are produced due to the power of other causes and
conditions, it is the 'other-dependent character'." (B, vol. cho [205]:
187.7) "The other-dependent character is produced by the power of
other conditions but is not [produced] through its nature. There-
fore—since it exists merely [like] a magician's illusions in terms of
conventional truths—it is a lack of own-being due to being a lack of
own-being in terms of production. Since it does not have ultimate
lack of own-being because it is not an object of observation for puri-
fication, it is not an ultimate lack of own-being because it is not an
ultimate truth. Therefore, it is a lack of own-being, and the thor-
oughly established character is the ultimate, and the ultimate is
distinguished by being the lack of own-being of all phenomena. Be-
cause [the thoroughly established character] is both the ultimate
truth and a lack of own-being, it is a lack of own-being due to being
the ultimate lack of own-being." (B 213.6. See also pp. 99-105 of this Sūtra)
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"Because this exists, that arises" indicates that [effects] arise from
conditions unalterably. "Because this is produced, that is produced"
indicates that objects are produced from conditions that are im-
permanent. This is because production of an effect from causes that
do not give rise to any phenomenon is not established. The phrase,
"due to the condition of ignorance, compositional factors [arise],"
indicates that [effects] are produced from conditions that are poten-
cies. Although phenomena are unfluctuating and impermanent,
any effect does not arise from any condition. Why is this? Since
there are different divisions of potencies of phenomena, it is said
that "there are [the links of dependent origination] ranging from the
arising of compositional factors due to the power of ignorance up to
the arising of old age and death due to the power of birth." "The
whole great assemblage of suffering" indicates that there is no be-
ginning or end to the accumulation of suffering. (W, vol. ti [118]: 504-5)

4 "Because [the thoroughly established character] does not change
into something else, because it is an object of observation for puri-
fication, because it is supreme of all virtuous phenomena, it is called
the thoroughly established character' in the sense of being su-
preme." (W quoting MS, vol. ti [118]:499.7) "'Because it does not change
into something else' it is not a false phenomenon. It is like a minis-
ter who is free from falsity." (W quoting Vasubandhu, 500.1)

"The 'thoroughly established character' is correct knowledge
and suchness that are distinguished by having been transformed
and by being the suchness of phenomena." (B, vol. cho [2O5]:187.6)

5 "Clouded vision" (rab-rib, timira) indicates a wide range of visual
defects, including occluded or hazy vision, seeing spots or lines in
the visual field that may look like a net of hairs, insects, sesame
seeds, etc., or perceiving colors incorrectly. (See W, vol. ti [118]:517.4,
518.5; Vimśatikā-kārikā-vrtti 161, verse 2 and commentary)

6 Mahānīla (mthon-ka-chen-po) is a blue-colored gem.

7 "In that way, through entering into [understanding of] the char-
acter of objects that appear in the manner of mental verbalizations,
those Bodhisattvas enter into [understanding of] the imputational
character. Through entering into [understanding of] cognition-only,
they enter into [understanding of] the other-dependent character.
How do they enter into [understanding of] the thoroughly estab-
lished character? They enter after having reversed even concep-
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tions of cognition-only." (W, vol. ti [118]:538.1, citing MS) "At that time,
since objects of observation and observers are equalized for those
Bodhisattvas, the non-conceptual exalted wisdom of equality arises.
Therefore, those Bodhisattvas have entered into [understanding of]
the thoroughly established character." (W 538.6)

Notes to Chapter Seven

1 Regarding the name of this Bodhisattva, Paramārthasamudgata
('Exalted by the Ultimate'): "The 'ultimate' is the object to be attained,
and it is the object of the supreme exalted wisdom. Therefore it
is called 'ultimate'. Because the exalted wisdom that is the means
of attainment arises from observing the ultimate, he is exalted'."
(W, vol. ti [118]:544.7) This chapter explains the meaning of the char-
acter of lack of own-being of phenomena. (VS, P 5539, vol. 'i [lil]:62b.2)

2 Paramārthasamudgata's question implies that the two sets of
teachings (the teachings concerning the aggregates and so forth
taught in other Sutras and the teachings concerning lack of own-
being and so forth taught in this Sūtra) are mutually contradictory
(phan-tshun-'gal-ba). (W, vol. ti [118]:552.4) Paramārthasamudgata is
asking the Buddha to clarify the intentions behind his earlier teach-
ings in light of the teachings being given in this text. According to G
(74.6-75.13), Paramārthasamudgata is asking this question not for
himself, but for the benefit of others who might have such questions.

3 "That suchness which is the object of the exalted wisdom puri-
fying the two obstructions [i.e., the afflictive obstructions and the
obstructions to omniscience] is the thoroughly established nature
and is the object of observation for purification." (DLG 48.1)

4 "Lack of own-being in the sense of lack of own-being in terms of
character should be understood to be an utter non-existence in
terms of both conventional and ultimate truths, like a sky-flower
Like a magical apparition, lack of own-being in the sense of lack of
own-being in terms of production and ultimate lack of own-being
should be understood as existing only as a conventional truth."
(B, vol. cho [205]:187.6) "The similarity of imputational natures with a
sky-flower is an example of their merely being imputed by thought
and is not an example of their not occurring among objects of
knowledge." (EG 13.11)
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•D"
5 Asañga states that when the Buddha said that all phenomena are
unproduced and so forth, he was "thinking only of lack of own-
being in terms of character." (VS, P 5539, vol. 'i [m]:l8a.8)

6 "'Peacefulness' (zhi-ba, śānti) refers to liberation from the afflic-
tive obstructions. 'Proceeds' (bgrod-pa, yāna) refers to the path and
the fruit: the path of the Śrāvaka vehicle and the fruit of libera-
tion. 'Solely' (gcig-pu, eka) refers to not attaining the lineage which
achieves the conditions for complete transformation into [the state
of] unsurpassable enlightenment at that time, and abiding in the
partial liberation and nirvana of the Śrāvaka." (B, vol. cho [205]: 239.1.
See also Bh 14.5)

"Since the causes of unsurpassed, perfect enlightenment are
thoroughly ripening sentient beings and ripening the qualities of a
Buddha for oneself, those who do not complete those two [activi-
ties] lack the causes of that [i.e., enlightenment] at that time. More-
over, this is merely a difference in practice; it does not come from
the nature of the mind. Therefore, [Buddha's] thought is that they
are called 'those who proceed solely towards peacefulness' as long
as they have not attained the lineage of transformation into unsur-
passed enlightenment and do not exert themselves." (B 240.3)

7 "Because Śrāvakas [who evolve with respect to enlightenment]
immediately thereafter abide on the eighth Bodhisattva stage,
Śrāvakas are also indicated as being among the enumeration of
Bodhisattvas." (B, vol. cho [2O5]:241.2) "When [Śrāvakas] become non-
learners [when they reach the path of no more learning of the
Śrāvaka vehicle], they turn away from the aspirations of Śrāvakas,
and through the Tathāgatas' encouragement they apply themselves
to unsurpassed, complete, perfect enlightenment with a body that
has a remainder of aggregates [impelled by former contaminated
actions and afflictive emotions]." (B 241.3. See also WE 261)

8 "As long as [their enlightenment] is not transformed into unsur-
passed enlightenment, they are designated as being of the Śrāvaka
lineage." (B, vol. cho [205]:241.4)

9 The "disciplinary doctrine" (chos-'dul-ba, dharma-vinaya) is here
understood as "the teaching of the Bhagavan, the Buddha, [which is]
endowed with the eight branches of the path of Āryas. Correct views,
realization, mindfulness, and samādhi are doctrine. Correct speech,
aims of actions, and livelihood are discipline. Correct exertion is
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omnipresent. It is 'well taught' since that disciplinary doctrine is ex-
plained exceptionally well. It is 'well taught' since it is virtuous in the
beginning, virtuous in the middle, and virtuous in the end." (B, vol.
cho [205]:242.l) "Because all three scriptural collections [of Vinaya,
Sūtra, and Abhidharma] have the capacity to discipline ill deeds,
[they are] 'disciplinary'." (W, vol. thi [119]:46.4. See also WE 29-34)

10 "'Having ripened their continuums' [means that] although Bodhi-
sattvas on the occasion of having gained the Bodhisattva lineage
abide in the lineage and have thoroughly purified obstructions,
due to four causes, they are unable to attain unsurpassed, perfect
enlightenment. Due to being free from those four causes indicated
earlier, [these Bodhisattvas] have 'thoroughly ripened continuums'.
. . . 'Great conviction' [refers to] conviction in the ability to attain the
qualities of a Buddha... Thoroughly ripened wisdom [is that which]
differentiates doctrines and apprehends the ultimate truth. This is
indicated by they have completed the great accumulations of merit
and wisdom.'" (B, vol. cho [205]:244.2)

11 The Buddha's thought differs from what the actual words of his
teaching indicate to beings who do not understand this thought.
This point is developed at length in EG, especially 3-29, and DLG,
especially 8-36. See also JBW 294-97.

12 This is because they do not seek the definitive meaning and the
Mahāyāna but adhere to the literal meaning, thus misunderstand-
ing the teachings. (W, vol. thi [119]:61.7) Because they do not seek
scriptures of definitive meaning, but grasp at scriptures of inter-
pretable meaning, they hold their own views to be supreme. (W 62.1)

13 The dGe-lugs-pa tradition, beginning with Tsong-kha-pa, inter-
prets this passage to mean that these beings, whom they identify as
Prāsañgika-Mādhyamikas, think that no object exists by way of its
own-character. Thus they fall into the extreme of nihilism. (See EG
13-14) W states that this passage indicates the faults of exaggerated
adherence to literal meanings. (W, vol. thi [119] :62)

14 "They [adopt] the view that all phenomena do not exist' [be-
cause] they view the phenomena that lack character, the phenom-
ena of thoroughly afflicted character, and the phenomena of
purified character as being equally non-existent. They [adopt] the
view that character does not exist': They view all imputational char-
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acters, other-dependent characters, and thoroughly established
characters as equally non-existent. With respect to [the phrase,] 'If
other-dependent and thoroughly established characters exist, then
the imputational character is also understood': This is because
imputation of names and terminology in the manner of own-being
and attributes is itself the imputational character. [The phrase,]
'Therefore, they also deprecate all three types of characters' indi-
cates [that they hold] a specific type of belief that arises from little
wisdom." (B, vol. cho [205]:252.4)

15 "When dried ginger is put in medicinal powders, they become
potent. When one puts these words of lack of own-being and so
forth in all Sutras of interpretable meaning, then one will under-
stand the thoughts [behind] those Sutras." (W, vol. thi [H9]:1O7.5)

16 Through these examples, Paramārthasamudgata offers four
ways of looking at the relation between what the Buddha said in his
interpretable teachings and the definitive teachings that state his
actual thought. In the first example, the definitive teaching is com-
pared to an ingredient in a medicinal preparation essential to its
efficacy. In the second example, the definitive teaching is compared
to the background of a painting, which may remain unnoticed, but
which provides the basis for the placement of lines and color. In the
third example, the definitive teaching is compared to an ingredient
in cooking that enhances flavor. In the final example, the definitive
teaching is compared to space. Space is all-pervasive, subtle, imper-
ceptible, and generally not noticed, but makes possible the mani-
festation of physical objects. In the same way, the definitive teaching
is said to be subtle, difficult to perceive, and so forth, but is the
essence of the explanations given by Buddha in the first two wheels,
even when this was not noticed by his audience. (See W, vol. thi
[119]:109.2; B, vol. cho [205]:262; and Bh 14-15)

17 "'Surpassable' indicates that there are other Sutras of definitive
meaning that are higher. [They] 'provide an opportunity' [for refu-
tation because they] provide an opportunity for other disputants to
find fault with respect to the literal reading of the explicit teaching.
. . . [The first wheel] serves as a basis for controversy in that there is
a basis for dispute because the Teacher did not differentiate indi-
vidually in terms of the three characters whether they do or do not
exist by way of their own character." (DLG, 29.4)
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Chapter One 

Purification of the Buddha-Field 

 

Reverence to all Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Aryasravakas, and Pratyekabuddhas, in the past, the 

present, and the future.  

 

Thus have I heard at one time. The Lord Buddha was in residence in the garden of Amrapali, in 

the city of Vaisali, attended by a great gathering. Of bhikshus there were eight thousand, all 

saints. They were free from impurities and afflictions, and all had attained self-mastery. Their 

minds were entirely liberated by perfect knowledge. They were calm and dignified, like royal 

elephants. They had accomplished their work, done what they had to do, cast off their burdens, 

attained their goals, and totally destroyed the bonds of existence. They all had attained the 

utmost perfection of every form of mind control. 

 

Of bodhisattvas there were thirty-two thousand, great spiritual heroes who were universally 

acclaimed. They were dedicated through the penetrating activity of their great 

superknowledges and were sustained by the grace of the Buddha. Guardians of the city of 

Dharma, they upheld the true doctrine, and their great teachings resounded like the lion's roar 

throughout the ten directions. 

 

Without having to be asked, they were the natural spiritual benefactors of all living beings. They 

maintained unbroken the succession of the Three Jewels, conquering devils and foes and 

overwhelming all critics. 

 

Their mindfulness, intelligence, realization, meditation, incantation, and eloquence all were 

perfected. They had attained the intuitive tolerance of the ultimate incomprehensibility of all 

things. They turned the irreversible wheel of the Dharma. They were stamped with the insignia 

of signlessness. They were expert in knowing the spiritual faculties of all living beings. They 

were brave with the confidence that overawes all assemblies. They had gathered the great 

stores of merit and of wisdom, and their bodies, beautiful without ornaments, were adorned 

with all the auspicious signs and marks. 

 

They were exalted in fame and glory, like the lofty summit of Mount Sumeru. Their high resolve 

as hard as diamond, unbreakable in their faith in Buddha, Dharma and Sangha, they showered 

forth the rain of ambrosia that is released by the light rays of the jewel of the Dharma, which 

shines everywhere. 

 

Their voices were perfect in diction and resonance, and versatile in speaking all languages. They 

had penetrated the profound principle of relativity and had destroyed the persistence of the 

instinctual mental habits underlying all convictions concerning finitude and infinitude. They 

spoke fearlessly, like lions, sounding the thunder of the magnificent teaching. Unequaled, they 

surpassed all measure. They were the best captains for the voyage of discovery of the treasures 

of the Dharma, the stores of merit and wisdom. They were expert in the way of the Dharma, 

146



The Holy Teaching of Vimalakirti Page 4 

which is straight, peaceful, subtle, gentle, hard to see, and difficult to realize. 

 

They were endowed with the wisdom that is able to understand the thoughts of living beings, 

as well as their comings and goings. They had been consecrated with the anointment of the 

peerless gnosis of the Buddha. With their high resolve, they approached the ten powers, the 

four fearlessnesses, and the eighteen special qualities of the Buddha. 

 

They had crossed the terrifying abyss of the bad migrations, and yet they assumed 

reincarnation voluntarily in all migrations for the sake of disciplining living beings. Great Kings 

of medicine, understanding all the sicknesses of passions, they could apply the medicine of the 

Dharma appropriately. They were inexhaustible mines of limitless virtues, and they glorified 

innumerable buddha-fields with the splendor of these virtues. They conferred great benefit 

when seen, heard, or even approached. Were one to extol them for innumerable hundreds of 

thousands of myriads of aeons, one still could not exhaust their mighty flood of virtues. 

 

These bodhisattvas were named: Samadarsana, Asamadarsana, Samadhivikurvitaraja, 

Dharmesvara, Dharmaketu, Prabhaketu, Prabhavyuha, Ratnavyuha, Mahavyuha, 

Pratibhanakuta, Ratnakuta, Ratnapani, Ratnamudrahasta, Nityapralambahasta, 

Nityotksipthasta, Nityatapta, Nityamuditendriya, Pramodyaraja, Devaraja, 

Pranidhanapravesaprapta, Prasiddhapratisamvitprapta, Gaganaganja, Ratnolkaparigrhita, 

Ratnasura, Ratnapriya, Ratnasri, Indrajala, Jaliniprabha, Niralambanadhyana, Prajnakuta, 

Ratnadatta, Marapramardaka, Vidyuddeva, Vikurvanaraja, Kutanimittasamatikranta, 

Simhanadanadin, Giryagrapramardiraja, Gandhahastin, Gandhakunjaranaga, Nityodyukta, 

Aniksiptadhura, Pramati, Sujata, Padmasrigarbha, Padmavyuha, Avalokitesvara, 

Mahasthamaprapta, Brahmajala, Ratnadandin, Marakarmavijeta, Ksetrasamalamkara, 

Maniratnacchattra, Suvarnacuda, Manicuda, Maitreya, Manjusrikumarabhuta, and so forth, 

with the remainderof the thirty-two thousand. 

 

There were also gathered there ten thousand Brahmas, at their head Brahma Sikhin, who had 

come from theAsoka universe with its four sectors to see, venerate, and serve the Buddha and 

to hear the Dharma from hisown mouth. There were twelve thousand Sakras, from various 

four-sector universes. And there were otherpowerful gods: Brahmas, Sakras, Lokapalas, devas, 

nagas, yaksas, gandharvas, asuras, garudas, kimnaras, and mahoragas. Finally, there was the 

fourfold community, consisting of bhikshus, bhikshunis, laymen, and laywomen. 

The Lord Buddha, thus surrounded and venerated by these multitudes of many hundreds of 

thousands of living beings, sat upon a majestic lion-throne and began to teach the Dharma. 

Dominating all the multitudes, just as Sumeru, the king of mountains, looms high over the 

oceans, the Lord Buddha shone, radiated, and glittered as he sat upon his magnificent lion-

throne. 

 

Thereupon, the Licchavi bodhisattva Ratnakara, with five hundred Licchavi youths, each holding 

a precious parasol made of seven different kinds of jewels, came forth from the city of Vaisali 

and presented himself at the grove of Amrapali. Each approached the Buddha, bowed at his 

feet, circumambulated him clockwise seven times, laid down his precious parasol in offering, 
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and withdrew to one side. 

 

As soon as all these precious parasols had been laid down, suddenly, by the miraculous power 

of the Lord, they were transformed into a single precious canopy so great that it formed a 

covering for this entire billion-world galaxy. The surface of the entire billion-world galaxy was 

reflected in the interior of the great precious canopy, where the total content of this galaxy 

could be seen: limitless mansions of suns, moons, and stellar bodies; the realms of the devas, 

nagas, yaksas, gandharvas, asuras, garudas, kimnaras, and mahoragas, as well as the realms of 

the four Maharajas; the king of mountains, Mound Sumeru; Mount Himadri, Mount Mucilinda, 

Mount Mahamucilinda, Mount Gandhamadana, Mount Ratnaparvata, Mount Kalaparvata, 

Mount Cakravada, Mount Mahacakravada; all the great oceans, rivers, bays torrents, streams, 

brooks, and springs; finally, all the villages, suburbs, cities, capitals, provinces, and 

wildernesses. All this could be clearly seen by everyone. And the voices of all the Buddhas of 

the ten directions could be heard proclaiming their teachings of the Dharma in all the worlds, 

the sounds reverberating in the space beneath the great precious canopy. 

 

At this vision of the magnificent miracle effected by the supernatural power of the Lord 

Buddha, the entire host was ecstatic, enraptured, astonished, delighted, satisfied, and filled 

with awe and pleasure. They all bowed down to the Tathagata, withdrew to one side with 

palms pressed together, and gazed upon him with fixed attention. The young Licchavi 

Ratnakara knelt with his right knee on the ground, raised his hands, palms pressed together in 

salute of the Buddha, and praised him with the following hymn. 

 

Pure are your eyes, broad and beautiful, like the petals of a blue lotus. 

Pure is your thought, having discovered the supreme transcendence of all trances. 

Immeasurable is the ocean of your virtues, the accumulation of your good deeds. 

You affirm the path of peace. 

 

Oh, Great Ascetic, obeisance to you! 

Leader, bull of men, we behold the revelation of your miracle. 

The superb and radiant fields of the Sugatas appear before us, 

And your extensive spiritual teachings, that lead to immortality 

Make themselves heard throughout the whole reach of space. 

 

Dharma-King, you rule with the Dharma your supreme Dharma-kingdom, 

And thereby bestow the treasures of the Dharma upon all living beings. 

Expert in the deep analysis of things, you teach their ultimate meaning. 

Sovereign Lord of Dharma, obeisance to you. 

 

All these things arise dependently, from causes, 

Yet they are neither existent nor nonexistent. 

Therein is neither ego, nor experiencer, nor doer, 

Yet no action, good or evil, loses its effects. 

Such is your teaching. 
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O Sakyamuni, conquering the powerful host of Mara, 

You found peace, immortality, and the happiness of that supreme enlightenment, 

Which is not realized by any among the heterodox, 

Though they arrest their feeling, thought and mental processes. 

 

O Wonderful King of Dharma, 

You turned the wheel of Dharma before men and gods, 

With its threefold revolution, its manifold aspects, 

Its purity of nature, and its extreme peace; 

And thereby the Three Jewels were revealed. 

 

Those who are well disciplined by your precious Dharma 

Are free of vain imaginings and always deeply peaceful. 

 

Supreme doctor, you put an end to birth, decay, sickness, and death. 

Immeasurable ocean of virtue, obeisance to you! 

Like Mount Sumeru, you are unmoved by honor or scorn. 

You love moral beings and immoral beings equally. 

Poised in equanimity, your mind is like the sky. 

Who would not honor such a precious jewel of a being? 

 

Great Sage, in all these multitudes gathered here, 

Who look upon your countenance with hearts sincere in faith, 

Each being beholds the Victor, as if just before him. 

This is a special quality of the Buddha. 

 

Although the Lord speaks with but one voice, 

Those present perceive that same voice differently, 

And each understands in his own language according to his own needs. 

This is a special quality of the Buddha. 

 

From the Leader's act of speaking in a single voice, 

Some merely develop an instinct for the teaching, some gain realization, 

Some find pacification of all their doubts. 

This is a special quality of the Buddha. 

 

Obeisance to you who command the force of leadership and the ten powers! 

Obeisance to you who are dauntless, knowing no fear! 

Obeisance to you, leader of all living beings, 

Who fully manifests the special qualities! 

 

Obeisance to you who have cut the bondage of all fetters! 

Obeisance to you who, having gone beyond, stand on firm ground! 
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Obeisance to you who save the suffering beings! 

Obeisance to you who do not remain in the migrations! 

 

You associate with living beings by frequenting their migrations. 

Yet your mind is liberated from all migrations. 

Just as the lotus, born of mud, is not tainted thereby, 

So the lotus of the Buddha preserves the realization of voidness. 

 

You nullify all signs in all things everywhere. 

You are not subject to any wish for anything at all. 

The miraculous power of the Buddhas is inconceivable. 

I bow to you, who stand nowhere, like infinite space. 

 

Then, the young Licchavi Ratnakara, having celebrated the Buddha with these verses, further 

addressed him: 

 

"Lord, these five hundred young Licchavis are truly on their way to unexcelled, perfect 

enlightenment, and they have asked what is the bodhisattvas' purification of the buddha-field. 

Please, Lord, explain to them the bodhisattvas' purification of the buddha-field!" 

Upon this request, the Buddha gave his approval to the young Licchavi Ratnakara: "Good, good, 

young man! 

 

Your question to the Tathagata about the purification of the buddha-field is indeed good. 

Therefore, young man, listen well and remember! I will explain to you the purification of the 

buddha-field of the bodhisattvas." 

 

"Very good, Lord," replied Ratnakara and the five hundred young Licchavis, and they set 

themselves to listen. 

 

The Buddha said, "Noble sons, a buddha-field of bodhisattvas is a field of living beings. Why so? 

A bodhisattva embraces a buddha-field to the same extent that he causes the development of 

living beings. He embraces a buddha-field to the same extent that living beings become 

disciplined. He embraces a buddha-field to the same extent that, through entrance into a 

buddha-field, living beings are introduced to the buddha-gnosis. He embraces a buddha-field to 

the same extent that, through entrance into that buddha-field, living beings increase their holy 

spiritual faculties. Why so? Noble son, a buddha-field of bodhisattvas springs from the aims of 

living beings. 

 

"For example, Ratnakara, should one wish to build in empty space, one might go ahead in spite 

of the fact that it is not possible to build or to adorn anything in empty space. In just the same 

way, should a bodhisattva, who knows full well that all things are like empty space, wish to 

build a buddha-field in order to develop living beings, he might go ahead, in spite of the fact 

that it is not possible to build or to adorn a buddha-field in empty space. 
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"Yet, Ratnakara, a bodhisattva's buddha-field is a field of positive thought. When he attains 

enlightenment, living beings free of hypocrisy and deceit will be born in his buddha-field. 

 

"Noble son, a bodhisattva's buddha-field is a field of high resolve. When he attains 

enlightenment, living beings who have harvested the two stores and have planted the roots of 

virtue will be born in his buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field is a field of virtuous application. When he attains enlightenment 

living beings who live by all virtuous principles will be born in his buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field is the magnificence of the conception of the spirit of 

enlightenment. When he attains enlightenment, living beings who are actually participating in 

the Mahayana will be born in his buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field is a field of generosity. When he attains enlightenment, living 

beings who give away all their possessions will be born in his buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field is a field of tolerance. When he attains enlightenment, living 

beings with the transcendences of tolerance, discipline, and the superior trance - hence 

beautiful with the thirty-two auspicious signs - will be born in his buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field is a field of meditation. When he attains enlightenment, living 

beings who are evenly balanced through mindfulness and awareness will be born in his buddha-

field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field is a field of wisdom. When he attains enlightenment, living beings 

who are destined for the ultimate will be born in his buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field consists of the four immeasurables. When he attains 

enlightenment, living beings who live by love, compassion, joy, and impartiality will be born in 

his buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field consists of the four means of unification. When he attains 

enlightenment, living beings who are held together by all the liberations will be born in his 

buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field is skill in liberative technique. When he attains enlightenment, 

living beings skilled in all liberative techniques and activities will be born in his buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field consists of the thirty-seven aids to enlightenment. Living beings 

who devote their efforts to the four foci of mindfulness, the four right efforts, the four bases of 

magical power, the five spiritual faculties, the five strengths, the seven factors of 

enlightenment, and the eight branches of the holy path will be born in his buddha-field. 
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"A bodhisattva's buddha-field is his mind of total dedication. When he attains enlightenment, 

the ornaments of all virtues will appear in his buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field is the doctrine that eradicates the eight adversities. When he 

attains enlightenment, the three bad migrations will cease, and there will be no such thing as 

the eight adversities in his buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field consists of his personal observance of the basic precepts and his 

restraint in blaming others for their transgressions. When he attains enlightenment, even the 

word 'crime' will never be mentioned in his buddha-field. 

 

"A bodhisattva's buddha-field is the purity of the path of the ten virtues. When he attains 

enlightenment, living beings who are secure in long life, great in wealth, chaste in conduct, 

enhanced by true speech, soft-spoken, free of divisive intrigues and adroit in reconciling 

factions, enlightening in their conversations, free of envy, free of malice, and endowed with 

perfect views will be born in his buddha-field. 

 

"Thus, noble son, just as is the bodhisattva's production of the spirit of enlightenment, so is his 

positive thought. And just as is his positive thought, so is his virtuous application. 

"His virtuous application is tantamount to his high resolve, his high resolve is tantamount to his 

determination, his determination is tantamount to his practice, his practice is tantamount to his 

total dedication, his total dedication is tantamount to his liberative technique, his liberative 

technique is tantamount to his development of living beings, and his development of living 

beings is tantamount to the purity of his buddha-field. 

 

"The purity of his buddha-field reflects the purity of living beings; the purity of the living beings 

reflects the purity of his gnosis; the purity of his gnosis reflects the purity of his doctrine; the 

purity of his doctrine reflects the purity of his transcendental practice; and the purity of his 

transcendental practice reflects the purity of his own mind." 

 

Thereupon, magically influenced by the Buddha, the venerable Sariputra had this thought: "If 

the buddha-field is pure only to the extent that the mind of the bodhisattva is pure, then, when 

Sakyamuni Buddha was engaged in the career of the bodhisattva, his mind must have been 

impure. Otherwise, how could this buddha-field appear to be so impure?" 

The Buddha, knowing telepathically the thought of venerable Sariputra, said to him, "What do 

you think, Sariputra? Is it because the sun and moon are impure that those blind from birth do 

not see them?" 

 

Sariputra replied, "No, Lord. It is not so. The fault lies with those blind from birth, and not with 

the sun and moon." 

 

The Buddha declared, "In the same way, Sariputra, the fact that some living beings do not 

behold the splendid display of virtues of the buddha-field of the Tathagata is due to their own 

ignorance. It is not the fault of the Tathagata. Sariputra, the buddha-field of the Tathagata is 
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pure, but you do not see it." 

 

Then the Brahma Sikhin said to the venerable Sariputra, "Reverend Sariputra, do not say that 

the buddha-field of the Tathagata is impure. Reverend Sariputra, the buddha-field of the 

Tathagata is pure. I see the splendid expanse of the buddha-field of the Lord Sakyamuni as 

equal to the splendor of, for example, the abodes of the highest deities." 

 

Then the venerable Sariputra said to the Brahma Sikhin, "As for me, O Brahma, I see this great 

earth, with its highs and lows, its thorns, its precipices, its peaks, and its abysses, as if it were 

entirely filled with ordure." 

 

Brahma Sikhin replied, "The fact that you see such a buddha-field as this as if it were so impure, 

reverend Sariputra, is a sure sign that there are highs and lows in your mind and that your 

positive thought in regard to the buddha-gnosis is not pure either. Reverend Sariputra, those 

whose minds are impartial toward all living beings and whose positive thoughts toward the 

buddha-gnosis are pure see this buddha-field as perfectly pure." 

 

Thereupon the Lord touched the ground of this billion-world-galactic universe with his big toe, 

and suddenly it was transformed into a huge mass of precious jewels, a magnificent array of 

many hundreds of thousands of clusters of precious gems, until it resembled the universe of the 

Tathagata Ratnavyuha, called Anantagunaratnavyuha. Everyone in the entire assembly was 

filled with wonder, each perceiving himself seated on a throne of jeweled lotuses.  

 

Then, the Buddha said to the venerable Sariputra, "Sariputra, do you see this splendor of the 

virtues of the buddha-field?" 

 

Sariputra replied, "I see it, Lord! Here before me is a display of splendor such as I never before 

heard of or beheld!" 

 

The Buddha said, "Sariputra, this buddha-field is always thus pure, but the Tathagata makes it 

appear to be spoiled by many faults, in order to bring about the maturity of the inferior living 

beings. For example, Sariputra, the gods of the Trayastrimsa heaven all take their food from a 

single precious vessel, yet the nectar which nourishes each one differs according to the 

differences of the merits each has accumulated. Just so, Sariputra, living beings born in the 

same buddha-field see the splendor of the virtues of the buddha-fields of the Buddhas 

according to their own degrees of purity." 

 

When this splendor of the beauty of the virtues of the buddha-field shone forth, eighty-four 

thousand beings conceived the spirit of unexcelled perfect enlightenment, and the five hundred 

Licchavi youths who had accompanied the young Licchavi Ratnakara all attained the 

conformative tolerance of ultimate birthlessness. 

 

Then, the Lord withdrew his miraculous power and at once the buddha-field was restored to its 

usual appearance. Then, both men and gods who subscribed to the disciple-vehicle thought,  
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"Alas! All constructed things are impermanent." 

 

Thereby, thirty-two thousand living beings purified their immaculate, undistorted Dharma-eye 

in regard to all things. The eight thousand bhikshus were liberated from their mental 

defilements, attaining the state of nongrasping. And the eighty-four thousand living beings who 

were devoted to the grandeur of the buddha-field, having understood that all things are by 

nature but magical creations, all conceived in their own minds the spirit of unexcelled, totally 

perfect enlightenment. ∧ 
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Chapter Two 

Inconceivable Skill in Liberative Technique 

 

At that time, there lived in the great city of Vaisali a certain Licchavi, Vimalakirti by name. 

Having served the ancient Buddhas, he had generated the roots of virtue by honoring them and 

making offerings to them. He had attained tolerance as well as eloquence. He played with the 

great superknowledges. He had attained the power of incantations and the fearlessnesses. He 

had conquered all demons and opponents. He had penetrated the profound way of the 

Dharma. He was liberated through the transcendence of wisdom. Having integrated his 

realization with skill in liberative technique, he was expert in knowing the thoughts and actions 

of living beings. Knowing the strength or weakness of their faculties, and being gifted with 

unrivaled eloquence, he taught the Dharma appropriately to each. Having applied himself 

energetically to the Mahayana, he understood it and accomplished his tasks with great finesse. 

He lived with the deportment of a Buddha, and his superior intelligence was as wide as an 

ocean. He was praised, honored, and commended by all the Buddhas and was respected by 

Indra, Brahma, and all the Lokapalas. In order to develop living beings with his skill in liberative 

technique, he lived in the great city of Vaisali.  

 

His wealth was inexhaustible for the purpose of sustaining the poor and the helpless. He 

observed a pure morality in order to protect the immoral. He maintained tolerance and self-

control in order to reconcile beings who were angry, cruel, violent, and brutal. He blazed with 

energy in order to inspire people who were lazy. He maintained concentration, mindfulness, 

and meditation in order to sustain the mentally troubled. He attained decisive wisdom in order 

to sustain the foolish. 

 

He wore the white clothes of the layman, yet lived impeccably like a religious devotee. He lived 

at home, but remained aloof from the realm of desire, the realm of pure matter, and the 

immaterial realm. He had a son, a wife, and female attendants, yet always maintained 

continence. He appeared to be surrounded by servants, yet lived in solitude. He appeared to be 

adorned with ornaments, yet always was endowed with the auspicious signs and marks. He 

seemed to eat and drink, yet always took nourishment from the taste of meditation. He made 

his appearance at the fields of sports and in the casinos, but his aim was always to mature 

those people who were attached to games and gambling. He visited the fashionable heterodox 

teachers, yet always kept unswerving loyalty to the Buddha. He understood the mundane and 

transcendental sciences and esoteric practices, yet always took pleasure in the delights of the 

Dharma. He mixed in all crowds, yet was respected as foremost of all. 

 

In order to be in harmony with people, he associated with elders, with those of middle age, and 

with the young, yet always spoke in harmony with the Dharma. He engaged in all sorts of 

businesses, yet had no interest in profit or possessions. To train living beings, he would appear 

at crossroads and on street corners, and to protect them he participated in government. To 

turn people away from the Hinayana and to engage them in the Mahayana, he appeared 

among listeners and teachers of the Dharma. To develop children, he visited all the schools. To 
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demonstrate the evils of desire, he even entered the brothels. To establish drunkards in correct 

mindfulness, he entered all the cabarets. 

 

He was honored as the businessman among businessmen because he demonstrated the 

priority of the Dharma. He was honored as the landlord among landlords because he renounced 

the aggressiveness of ownership. He was honored as the warrior among warriors because he 

cultivated endurance, determination, and fortitude. He was honored as the aristocrat among 

aristocrats because he suppressed pride, vanity, and arrogance. He was honored as the official 

among officials because he regulated the functions of government according to the Dharma. He 

was honored as the prince of princes because he reversed their attachment to royal pleasures 

and sovereign power. He was honored as a eunuch in the royal harem because he taught the 

young ladies according to the Dharma. 

 

He was compatible with ordinary people because he appreciated the excellence of ordinary 

merits. He was honored as the Indra among Indras because he showed them the temporality of 

their lordship. He was honored as the Brahma among Brahmas because he showed them the 

special excellence of gnosis. He was honored as the Lokapala among Lokapalas because he 

fostered the development of all living beings. 

 

Thus lived the Licchavi Vimalakirti in the great city of Vaisali, endowed with an infinite 

knowledge of skill in liberative techniques. 

 

At that time, out of this very skill in liberative technique, Vimalakirti manifested himself as if 

sick. To inquire after his health, the king, the officials, the lords, the youths, the aristocrats, the 

householders, the businessmen, the townfolk, the countryfolk, and thousands of other living 

beings came forth from the great city of Vaisali and called on the invalid. When they arrived, 

Vimalakirti taught them the Dharma, beginning his discourse from the actuality of the four main 

elements: 

 

"Friends, this body is so impermanent, fragile, unworthy of confidence, and feeble. It is so 

insubstantial, perishable, short-lived, painful, filled with diseases, and subject to changes. Thus, 

my friends, as this body is only a vessel of many sicknesses, wise men do not rely on it. This 

body is like a ball of foam, unable to bear any pressure. It is like a water bubble, not remaining 

very long. It is like a mirage, born from the appetites of the passions. It is like the trunk of the 

plantain tree, having no core. Alas! This body is like a machine, a nexus of bones and tendons. It 

is like a magical illusion, consisting of falsifications. It is like a dream, being an unreal vision. It is 

like a reflection, being the image of former actions. It is like an echo, being dependent on 

conditioning. It is like a cloud, being characterized by turbulence and dissolution. It is like a flash 

of lightning, being unstable, and decaying every moment. The body is ownerless, being the 

product of a variety of conditions. 

 

"This body is inert, like the earth; selfless, like water; lifeless, like fire; impersonal, like the wind; 

and nonsubstantial, like space. This body is unreal, being a collocation of the four main 

elements. It is void, not existing as self or as self-possessed. It is inanimate, being like grass, 
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trees, walls, clods of earth, and hallucinations. It is insensate, being driven like a windmill. It is 

filthy, being an agglomeration of pus and excrement. It is false, being fated to be broken and 

destroyed, in spite of being anointed and massaged. It is afflicted by the four hundred and four 

diseases. It is like an ancient well, constantly overwhelmed by old age. Its duration is never 

certain - certain only is its end in death. This body is a combination of aggregates, elements, 

and sense-media, which are comparable to murderers, poisonous snakes, and an empty town, 

respectively. 

 

Therefore, you should be revulsed by such a body. You should despair of it and should arouse 

your admiration for the body of the Tathagata. 

 

"Friends, the body of a Tathagata is the body of Dharma, born of gnosis. The body of a 

Tathagata is born of the stores of merit and wisdom. It is born of morality, of meditation, of 

wisdom, of the liberations, and of the knowledge and vision of liberation. It is born of love, 

compassion, joy, and impartiality. It is born of charity, discipline, and self-control. It is born of 

the path of ten virtues. It is born of patience and gentleness. It is born of the roots of virtue 

planted by solid efforts. It is born of the concentrations, the liberations, the meditations, and 

the absorptions. It is born of learning, wisdom, and liberative technique. It is born of the thirty-

seven aids to enlightenment. It is born of mental quiescence and transcendental analysis. It is 

born of the ten powers, the four fearlessnesses, and the eighteen special qualities. It is born of 

all the transcendences. It is born from sciences and superknowledges. It is born of the 

abandonment of all evil qualities, and of the collection of all good qualities. It is born of truth. It 

is born of reality. It is born of conscious awareness. 

 

"Friends, the body of a Tathagata is born of innumerable good works. Toward such a body you 

should turn your aspirations, and, in order to eliminate the sicknesses of the passions of all 

living beings, you should conceive the spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment." 

While the Licchavi Vimalakirti thus taught the Dharma to those who had come to inquire about 

his sickness, many hundreds of thousands of living beings conceived the spirit of unexcelled, 

perfect enlightenment. ∧ 
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Chapter Three 

The Disciples' Reluctance to Visit Vimalakirti 

 

Then, the Licchavi Vimalakirti thought to himself, "I am sick, lying on my bed in pain, yet the 

Tathagata, the saint, the perfectly accomplished Buddha, does not consider or take pity upon 

me, and sends no one to inquire after my illness."  

 

The Lord knew this thought in the mind of Vimalakirti and said to the venerable Sariputra, 

"Sariputra, go to inquire after the illness of the Licchavi Vimalakirti." 

 

Thus having been addressed, the venerable Sariputra answered the Buddha, "Lord, I am indeed 

reluctant to go to ask the Licchavi Vimalakirti about his illness. Why? I remember one day, when 

I was sitting at the foot of a tree in the forest, absorbed in contemplation, the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti came to the foot of that tree and said to me, 'Reverend Sariputra, this is not the way 

to absorb yourself in contemplation. You should absorb yourself in contemplation so that 

neither body nor mind appear anywhere in the triple world. You should absorb yourself in 

contemplation in such a way that you can manifest all ordinary behavior without forsaking 

cessation. You should absorb yourself in contemplation in such a way that you can manifest the 

nature of an ordinary person without abandoning your cultivated spiritual nature. You should 

absorb yourself in contemplation so that the mind neither settles within nor moves without 

toward external forms. You should absorb yourself in contemplation in such a way that the 

thirty-seven aids to enlightenment are manifest without deviation toward any convictions. You 

should absorb yourself in contemplation in such a way that you are released in liberation 

without abandoning the passions that are the province of the world. 

 

"'Reverend Sariputra, those who absorb themselves in contemplation in such a way are 

declared by the Lord to be truly absorbed in contemplation.' 

 

"Lord, when I heard this teaching, I was unable to reply and remained silent. Therefore, I am 

reluctant to go to ask that good man about his sickness." 

 

Then, the Buddha said to the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana, "Maudgalyayana, go to the 

Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness." 

 

Maudgalyayana replied, "Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire 

about his illness. Why? I remember one day when I was teaching the Dharma to the 

householders in a square in the great city of Vaisali, and the Licchavi Vimalakirti came along and 

said to me, 'Reverend Maudgalyayana, that is not the way to teach the Dharma to the  

householders in their white clothes. The Dharma must be taught according to reality. 

 

"'Reverend Maudgalyayana, the Dharma is without living beings, because it is free of the dust of 

living beings. It is selfless, because it is free of the dust of desire. It is lifeless, because it is free 

of birth and death. It is without personalities, because it dispenses with past origins and future 
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destinies. 

 

"'The Dharma is peace and pacification, because it is free from desire. It does not become an 

object, because it is free of words and letters; it is inexpressible, and it transcends all 

movement of mind. 

 

"'The Dharma is omnipresent, because it is like infinite space. It is without color, mark, or 

shape, because it is free of all process. It is without the concept of "mine," because it is free of 

the habitual notion of possession. It is without ideation, because it is free of mind, thought, or 

consciousness. It is incomparable, because it has no antitheses. It is without presumption of 

conditionality, because it does not conform to causes. 

 

"'It permeates evenly all things, because all are included in the ultimate realm. It conforms to 

reality by means of the process of nonconformity. It abides at the reality-limit, for it is utterly 

without fluctuation. It is immovable, because it is independent of the six objects of sense. It is 

without coming and going, for it never stands still. It is comprised by voidness, is remarkable 

through signlessness, and is free of presumption and repudiation, because of wishlessness. It is 

without establishment and rejection, without birth or destruction. It is without any 

fundamental consciousness, transcending the range of eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, and 

thought. It is without highness and lowness. It abides without movement or activity. 

 

"'Reverend Mahamaudgalyayana, how could there be a teaching in regard to such a Dharma? 

Reverend Mahamaudgalyayana, even the expression "to teach the Dharma" is presumptuous, 

and those who listen to it listen to presumption. Reverend Maudgalyayana, where there are no 

presumptuous words, there is no teacher of the Dharma, no one to listen, and no one to 

understand. It is as if an illusory person were to teach the Dharma to illusory people. 

 

"'Therefore, you should teach the Dharma by keeping your mind on this. You should be adept in 

regard to the spiritual faculties of living beings. By means of the correct vision of the wisdom-

eye, manifesting the great compassion, acknowledging the benevolent activity of the Buddha, 

purifying your intentions, understanding the definitive expressions of the Dharma, you should 

teach the Dharma in order that the continuity of the Three Jewels may never be interrupted.' 

 

"Lord, when Vimalakirti had discoursed thus, eight hundred householders in the crowd 

conceived the spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment, and I myself was speechless. 

Therefore, Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to this good man to inquire about his illness." 

Then, the Buddha said to the venerable Mahakasyapa, "Mahakasyapa, you go to the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness." 

 

"Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness. Why? I 

remember one day, when I was in the street of the poor begging for my food, the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti came along and said to me, 'Reverend Mahakasyapa, to avoid the houses of the 

wealthy, and to favor the houses of the poor - this is partiality in benevolence. Reverend 

Mahakasyapa, you should dwell on the fact of the equality of things, and you should seek alms 
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with consideration for all living beings at all times. You should beg your food in awareness of 

the ultimate nonexistence of food. You should seek alms for the sake of eliminating the 

materialism of others. 

 

When you enter a town, you should keep in mind its actual voidness, yet you should proceed 

through it in order to develop men and women. You should enter homes as if entering the 

family of the Buddha. You should accept alms by not taking anything. You should see form like a 

man blind from birth, hear sounds as if they were echoes, smell scents as if they were winds, 

experience tastes without any discrimination, touch tangibles in awareness of the ultimate lack 

of contact in gnosis, and know things with the consciousness of an illusory creature. That which 

is without intrinsic substance and without imparted substance does not burn. And what does 

not burn will not be extinguished. 

 

"'Elder Mahakasyapa, if, equipoised in the eight liberations without transcending the eight 

perversions, you can enter the equanimity of reality by means of the equanimity of perversion, 

and if you can make a gift to all living beings and an offering to all the saints and Buddhas out of 

even a single measure of alms, then you yourself may eat. Thus, when you eat, after offering, 

you should be neither affected by passions nor free of passions, neither involved in 

concentration nor free from concentration, neither living in the world nor abiding in liberation. 

Furthermore, those who give such alms, reverend, have neither great merit nor small merit, 

neither gain nor loss. They should follow the way of the Buddhas, not the way of the disciples. 

Only in this way, Elder Mahakasyapa, is the practice of eating by alms meaningful.' 

 

"Lord, when I heard this teaching, I was astonished and thought: 'Reverence to all bodhisattvas! 

If a lay bodhisattva may be endowed with such eloquence, who is there who would not 

conceive the spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment? From that time forth, I no longer 

recommend the vehicles of the disciples and of the solitary sages but recommend the 

Mahayana. And thus, Lord, I am reluctant to go to this good man to inquire about his illness." 

 

Then, the Buddha said to the venerable Subhuti, "Subhuti, go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to 

inquire about his illness." 

 

Subhuti replied, "Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to this good man to inquire about his illness. 

Why? My Lord, 

 

I remember one day, when I went to beg my food at the house of the Licchavi Vimalakirti in the 

great city of Vaisali, he took my bowl and filled it with some excellent food and said to me, 

'Reverend Subhuti, take this food if you understand the equality of all things, by means of the 

equality of material objects, and if you understand the equality of all the attributes of the 

Buddha, by means of the equality of all things. Take this food if, without abandoning desire, 

hatred, and folly, you can avoid association with them; if you can follow the path of the single 

way without ever disturbing the egoistic views; if you can produce the knowledges and 

liberations without conquering ignorance and the craving for existence; if, by the equality of the 

five deadly sins, you reach the equality of liberation; if you are neither liberated nor bound; if 
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you do not see the Four Holy Truths, yet are not the one who "has not seen the truth"; if you 

have not attained any fruit, yet are not the one who "has not attained"; if you are an ordinary 

person, yet have not the qualities of an ordinary person; if you are not holy, yet are not unholy; 

if you are responsible for all things, yet are free of any notion concerning anything. 

 

"'Take this food, reverend Subhuti, if, without seeing the Buddha, hearing the Dharma, or 

serving the Sangha, you undertake the religious life under the six heterodox masters; namely, 

Purana Kasyapa, Maskarin Gosaliputra, Samjayin Vairatiputra, Kakuda Katyayana, Ajita 

Kesakambala, and Nirgrantha Jnaniputra, and follow the ways they prescribe. 

 

"'Take this food, reverend Subhuti, if, entertaining all false views, you find neither extremes nor 

middle; if, bound up in the eight adversities, you do not obtain favorable conditions; if, 

assimilating the passions, you do not attain purification; if the dispassion of all living beings is 

your dispassion, reverend; if those who make offerings to you are not thereby purified; if those 

who offer you food, reverend, still fall into the three bad migrations; if you associate with all 

Maras; if you entertain all passions; if the nature of passions is the nature of a reverend; if you 

have hostile feelings toward all living beings; if you despise all the Buddhas; if you criticize all 

the teachings of the Buddha; if you do not rely on the Sangha; and finally, if you never enter 

ultimate liberation.' 

 

"Lord, when I heard these words of the Licchavi Vimalakirti, I wondered what I should say and 

what I should do, but I was totally in the dark. Leaving the bowl, I was about to leave the house 

when the Licchavi Vimalakirti said to me, 'Reverend Subhuti, do not fear these words, and pick 

up your bowl. What do you think, reverend Subhuti? If it were an incarnation created by the 

Tathagata who spoke thus to you, would you be afraid?'  

 

"I answered, 'No indeed, noble sir!' He then said, 'Reverend Subhuti, the nature of all things is 

like illusion, like a magical incarnation. So you should not fear them. Why? All words also have 

that nature, and thus the wise are not attached to words, nor do they fear them. Why? All 

language does not ultimately exist, except as liberation. The nature of all things is liberation.' 

 

"When Vimalakirti had discoursed in this way, two hundred gods obtained the pure doctrinal 

vision in regard to all things, without obscurity or defilement, and five hundred gods obtained 

the conformative tolerance. As for me, I was speechless and unable to respond to him. 

Therefore, Lord, I am reluctant to go to this good man to inquire about his illness." 

 

Then, the Buddha said to the venerable Purnamaitrayaniputra, "Purna, go to the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness." 

 

Purna replied, "Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to this good man to inquire about his illness. 

Why? Lord, I remember one day, when I was teaching the Dharma to some young monks in the 

great forest, the Licchavi Vimalakirti came there and said to me, 'Reverend Purna, first 

concentrate yourself, regard the minds of these young bhikshus, and then teach them the 

Dharma! Do not put rotten food into a jeweled bowl! First understand the inclinations of these 
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monks, and do not confuse priceless sapphires with glass beads! 

 

"'Reverend Purna, without examining the spiritual faculties of living beings, do not presume 

upon the one-sidedness of their faculties; do not wound those who are without wounds; do not 

impose a narrow path upon those who aspire to a great path; do not try to pour the great 

ocean into the hoof-print of an ox; do not try to put Mount Sumeru into a grain of mustard; do 

not confuse the brilliance of the sun with the light of a glowworm; and do not expose those 

who admire the roar of a lion to the howl of a jackal! 

 

"'Reverend Purna, all these monks were formerly engaged in the Mahayana but have forgotten 

the spirit of enlightenment. So do not instruct them in the disciple-vehicle. The disciple-vehicle 

is not ultimately valid, and you disciples are like men blind from birth, in regard to recognition 

of the degrees of the spiritual faculties of living beings.' 

 

"At that moment, the Licchavi Vimalakirti entered into such a concentration that those monks 

were caused to remember their various former existences, in which they had produced the 

roots of virtue by serving five hundred Buddhas for the sake of perfect enlightenment. As soon 

as their own spirits of enlightenment had become clear to them, they bowed at the feet of that 

good man and pressed their palms together in reverence. He taught them the Dharma, and 

they all attained the stage of irreversibility from the spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. 

It occurred to me then, 'The disciples, who do not know the thoughts or the inclinations of 

others, are not able to teach the Dharma to anyone. Why? These disciples are not expert in 

discerning the superiority and inferiority of the spiritual faculties of living beings, and they are 

not always in a state of concentration like the Tathagata, the Saint, the perfectly accomplished 

Buddha.' 

 

"Therefore, Lord, I am reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his health." 

 

The Buddha then said to the venerable Mahakatyayana, "Katyayana, go to the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness." 

 

Katyayana replied, "Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go that good man to inquire about his illness. 

Why? Lord, I remember one day when, after the Lord had given some brief instruction to the 

monks, I was defining the expressions of that discourse by teaching the meaning of 

impermanence, suffering, selflessness, and peace; the Licchavi Vimalakirti came there and said 

to me, 'Reverend Mahakatyayana, do not teach an ultimate reality endowed with activity, 

production, and destruction! Reverend Mahakatyayana, nothing was ever destroyed, is 

destroyed, or will ever be destroyed. Such is the meaning of "impermanence." The meaning of 

the realization of birthlessness, through the realization of the voidness of the five aggregates, is 

the meaning of "suffering." The fact of the nonduality of self and selflessness is the meaning of 

"selflessness." That which has no intrinsic substance and no other sort of substance does not 

burn, and what does not burn is not extinguished; such lack of extinction is the meaning of 

"peace."' 
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"When he had discoursed thus, the minds of the monks were liberated from their defilements 

and entered a state of nongrasping. 

 

Therefore, Lord, I am reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his illness." 

 

The Buddha then said to the venerable Aniruddha, "Aniruddha, go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to 

inquire about his illness." 

 

"My Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go that good man to inquire about his illness. Why? I 

remember, Lord, one day when I was taking a walk, the great Brahma named Subhavyuha and 

the ten thousand other Brahmas who accompanied him illuminated the place with their 

radiance and, having bowed their heads at my feet, withdrew to one side and asked me, 

'Reverend Aniruddha, you have been proclaimed by the Buddha to be the foremost among 

those who possess the divine eye. To what distance does the divine vision of the venerable 

Aniruddha extend?' 

 

I answered, 'Friends, I see the entire billion-world-galactic universe of the Lord Sakyamuni just 

as plainly as a man of ordinary vision sees a myrobalan nut on the palm of his hand.' When I 

had said these words, the Licchavi Vimalakirti came there and, having bowed his head at my 

feet, said to me, 'Reverend Aniruddha, is your divine eye compounded in nature? Or is it 

uncompounded in nature? 

 

If it is compounded in nature, it is the same as the superknowledges of the heterodox. If it is 

uncompounded in nature, then it is not constructed and, as such, is incapable of seeing. Then, 

how do you see, O elder?' 

 

"At these words, I became speechless, and Brahma also was amazed to hear this teaching from 

that good man. 

 

Having bowed to him, he said, 'Who then, in the world, possesses the divine eye?' 

 

"Vimalakirti answered, 'In the world, it is the Buddhas who have the divine eye. They see all the 

buddha-fields without even leaving their state of concentration and without being affected by 

duality.' 

 

"Having heard these words, the ten thousand Brahmas were inspired with high resolve and 

conceived the spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. Having paid homage and respect 

both to me and to that good man, they disappeared. As for me, I remained speechless, and 

therefore I am reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his illness." 

 

The Buddha then said to the venerable Upali, "Upali, go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire 

about his illness." 

 

Upali replied, "Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his illness. 
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Why? Lord, I remember that one day there were two monks who had committed some 

infraction and were too ashamed to appear before the Lord, so they came to me and said, 

'Reverend Upali, we have both committed an infraction but are too ashamed to appear before 

the Buddha. Venerable Upali, kindly remove our anxieties by absolving us of these infractions.' 

 

"Lord, while I was giving those two monks some religious discourse, the Licchavi Vimalakirti 

came there and said to me, 'Reverend Upali, do not aggravate further the sins of these two 

monks. Without perplexing them, relieve their remorse. Reverend Upali, sin is not to be 

apprehended within, or without, or between the two. Why? 

 

The Buddha has said, "Living beings are afflicted by the passions of thought, and they are 

purified by the purification of thought." 

 

"'Reverend Upali, the mind is neither within nor without, nor is it to be apprehended between 

the two. Sin is just the same as the mind, and all things are just the same as sin. They do not 

escape this same reality. 

 

"'Reverend Upali, this nature of the mind, by virtue of which your mind, reverend, is liberated - 

does it ever become afflicted?' 

 

"'Never,' I replied. 

 

"'Reverend Upali, the minds of all living beings have that very nature. Reverend Upali, passions 

consist of conceptualizations. The ultimate nonexistence of these conceptualizations and 

imaginary fabrications - that is the purity that is the intrinsic nature of the mind.  

Misapprehensions are passions. The ultimate absence of misapprehensions is the intrinsic 

nature of the mind. The presumption of self is passion. The absence of self is the intrinsic 

nature of the mind. Reverend Upali, all things are without production, destruction, and 

duration, like magical illusions, clouds, and lightning; all things are evanescent, not remaining 

even for an instant; all things are like dreams, hallucinations, and unreal visions; all things are 

like the reflection of the moon in water and like a mirror-image; they are born of mental 

construction. Those who know this are called the true upholders of the discipline, and those 

disciplined in that way are indeed well disciplined.'" 

 

"Then the two monks said, 'This householder is extremely well endowed with wisdom. The 

reverend Upali, who was proclaimed by the Lord as the foremost of the upholders of the 

discipline, is not his equal.' 

 

"I then said to the two monks, 'Do not entertain the notion that he is a mere householder! 

Why? With the exception of the Tathagata himself, there is no disciple or bodhisattva capable 

of competing with his eloquence or rivaling the brilliance of his wisdom.' 

 

"Thereupon, the two monks, delivered from their anxieties and inspired with a high resolve, 

conceived the spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. Bowing down to that good man, they 
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made the wish: 'May all living beings attain eloquence such as this!' Therefore, I am reluctant to 

go to that good man to inquire about his illness." 

 

The Buddha then said to the venerable Rahula, "Rahula, go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire 

about his illness." 

 

Rahula replied, "Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his illness. 

Why? Lord, I remember that one day many young Licchavi gentlemen came to the place where I 

was and said to me, 'Reverend Rahula, you are the son of the Lord, and, having renounced a 

kingdom of a universal monarch, you have left the world. What are the virtues and benefits you 

saw in leaving the world?' 

 

"As I was teaching them properly the benefits and virtues of renouncing the world, the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti came there and, having greeted me, said, 'Reverend Rahula, you should not teach 

the benefits and virtues of renunciation in the way that you do. Why? Renunciation is itself the 

very absence of virtues and benefits. Reverend Rahula, one may speak of benefits and virtues in 

regard to compounded things, but renunciation is uncompounded, and there can be no 

question of benefits and virtues in regard to the uncompounded. Reverend Rahula, 

renunciation is not material but is free of matter. It is free of the extreme views of beginning 

and end. It is the path of liberation. It is praised by the wise, embraced by the saints, and causes 

the defeat of all Maras. It liberates from the five states of existence, purifies the five eyes, 

cultivates the five powers, and supports the five spiritual faculties. Renunciation is totally 

harmless to others and is not adulterated with evil things. It disciplines the heterodox, 

transcending all denominations. It is the bridge over the swamp of desire, without grasping, and 

free of the habits of "I" and "mine." It is without attachment and without disturbance, 

eliminating all commotion. It disciplines one's own mind and protects the minds of others. It 

favors mental quiescence and stimulates transcendental analysis. It is irreproachable in all 

respects and so is called renunciation. Those who leave the mundane in this way are called 

"truly renunciant." Young men, renounce the world in the light of this clear teaching! The 

appearance of the Buddha is extremely rare. Human life endowed with leisure and opportunity 

is very hard to obtain. To be a human being is very precious.' 

 

"The young men complained: 'But, householder, we have heard the Tathagata declare that one 

should not renounce the world without the permission of one's parents.' 

 

"Vimalakirti answered: 'Young men, you should cultivate yourselves intensively to conceive the 

spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. That in itself will be your renunciation and high 

ordination!' 

 

"Thereupon, thirty-two of the Licchavi youths conceived the spirit of unexcelled, perfect 

enlightenment. 

 

Therefore, Lord, I am reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his illness." 

The Buddha then said to the venerable Ananda, "Ananda, go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to 
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inquire about his illness." 

 

Ananda replied, "Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his illness. 

Why? Lord, I remember one day when the body of the Lord manifested some indisposition and 

he required some milk; I took the bowl and went to the door of the mansion of a great 

Brahman family. The Licchavi Vimalakirti came there, and, having saluted me, said, 'Reverend 

Ananda, what are you doing on the threshold of this house with your bowl in your hand so early 

in the morning?' 

 

"I replied: 'The body of the Lord manifests some indisposition, and he needs some milk. 

Therefore, I have come to fetch some.' 

 

"Vimalakirti then said to me, 'Reverend Ananda, do not say such a thing! Reverend Ananda, the 

body of the Tathagata is tough as a diamond, having eliminated all the instinctual traces of evil 

and being endowed with all goodness. How could disease or discomfort affect such a body? 

 

"'Reverend Ananda, go in silence, and do not belittle the Lord. Do not say such things to others. 

It would not be good for the powerful gods or for the bodhisattvas coming from the various 

buddha-fields to hear such words. 

 

"'Reverend Ananda, a universal monarch, who is endowed only with a small root of virtue, is 

free of diseases. How then could the Lord, who has an infinite root of virtue, have any disease? 

It is impossible. 

 

"'Reverend Ananda, do not bring shame upon us, but go in silence, lest the heterodox 

sectarians should hear your words. They would say, "For shame! The teacher of these people 

cannot even cure his own sicknesses. How then can he cure the sicknesses of others?" 

Reverend Ananda, go then discreetly so that no one observes you. 

 

"'Reverend Ananda, the Tathagatas have the body of the Dharma - not a body that is sustained 

by material food. The Tathagatas have a transcendental body that has transcended all mundane 

qualities. There is no injury to the body of a Tathagata, as it is rid of all defilements. The body of 

a Tathagata is uncompounded and free of all formative activity. Reverend Ananda, to believe 

there can be illness in such a body is irrational and unseemly!' 

 

"When I had heard these words, I wondered if I had previously misheard and misunderstood 

the Buddha, and I was very much ashamed. Then I heard a voice from the sky: 'Ananda! The 

householder speaks to you truly. Nevertheless, since the Buddha has appeared during the time 

of the five corruptions, he disciplines living beings by acting lowly and humble. Therefore, 

Ananda, do not be ashamed, and go and get the milk!' 

 

"Lord, such was my conversation with the Licchavi Vimalakirti, and therefore I am reluctant to 

go to that good man to inquire about his illness." 
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In the same way, the rest of the five hundred disciples were reluctant to go to the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti, and each told the Buddha his own adventure, recounting all his conversations with 

the Licchavi Vimalakirti. ∧ 
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Chapter Four 

The Reluctance of the Bodhisattvas 

 

Then, the Buddha said to the bodhisattva Maitreya, "Maitreya, go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to 

inquire about his illness."  

 

Maitreya replied, "Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his 

illness. Why? Lord, I remember that one day I was engaged in a conversation with the gods of 

the Tusita heaven, the god Samtusita and his retinue, about the stage of nonregression of the 

great bodhisattvas. At that time, the Licchavi Vimalakirti came there and addressed me as 

follows: 

 

"'Maitreya, the Buddha has prophesied that only one more birth stands between you and 

unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. What kind of birth does this prophecy concern, Maitreya? Is 

it past? Is it future? Or is it present? If it is a past birth, it is already finished. If it is a future birth, 

it will never arrive. If it is a present birth, it does not abide. For the Buddha has declared, 

"Bhikshus, in a single moment, you are born, you age, you die, you transmigrate, and you are 

reborn." 

 

"'Then might the prophecy concern birthlessness? But birthlessness applies to the stage of 

destiny for the ultimate, in which there is neither prophecy nor attainment of perfect 

enlightenment. 

 

"'Therefore, Maitreya, is your reality from birth? Or is it from cessation? Your reality as 

prophesied is not born and does not cease, nor will it be born nor will it cease. Furthermore, 

your reality is just the same as the reality of all living beings, the reality of all things, and the 

reality of all the holy ones. If your enlightenment can be prophesied in such a way, so can that 

of all living beings. Why? Because reality does not consist of duality or of diversity. Maitreya, 

whenever you attain Buddhahood, which is the perfection of enlightenment, at the same time 

all living beings will also attain ultimate liberation. Why? The Tathagatas do not enter ultimate 

liberation until all living beings have entered ultimate liberation. For, since all living beings are 

utterly liberated, the Tathagatas see them as having the nature of ultimate liberation. 

 

"'Therefore, Maitreya, do not fool and delude these deities! No one abides in, or regresses 

from, enlightenment. 

 

Maitreya, you should introduce these deities to the repudiation of all discriminative 

constructions concerning enlightenment. 

 

"'Enlightenment is perfectly realized neither by the body nor by the mind. Enlightenment is the 

eradication of all marks. Enlightenment is free of presumptions concerning all objects. 

Enlightenment is free of the functioning of all intentional thoughts. Enlightenment is the 

annihilation of all convictions. Enlightenment is free from all discriminative constructions. 
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Enlightenment is free from all vacillation, mentation, and agitation. 

 

Enlightenment is not involved in any commitments. Enlightenment is the arrival at detachment, 

through freedom from all habitual attitudes. The ground of enlightenment is the ultimate 

realm. Enlightenment is realization of reality. Enlightenment abides at the limit of reality. 

Enlightenment is without duality, since therein are no minds and no things. Enlightenment is 

equality, since it is equal to infinite space. 

 

"'Enlightenment is unconstructed, because it is neither born nor destroyed, neither abides nor 

undergoes any transformation. Enlightenment is the complete knowledge of the thoughts, 

deeds, and inclinations of all living beings. Enlightenment is not a door for the six media of 

sense. Enlightenment is unadulterated, since it is free of the passions of the instinctually driven 

succession of lives. Enlightenment is neither somewhere nor nowhere, abiding in no location or 

dimension. Enlightenment, not being contained in anything, does not stand in reality.  

 

Enlightenment is merely a name and even that name is unmoving. Enlightenment, free of 

abstention and undertaking, is energyless. There is no agitation in enlightenment, as it is utterly 

pure by nature. Enlightenment is radiance, pure in essence. Enlightenment is without 

subjectivity and completely without object. Enlightenment, which penetrates the equality of all 

things, is undifferentiated. Enlightenment, which is not shown by any example, is incomparable. 

Enlightenment is subtle, since it is extremely difficult to realize. Enlightenment is all-pervasive, 

as it has the nature of infinite space. 

 

Enlightenment cannot be realized, either physically or mentally. Why? The body is like grass, 

trees, walls, paths, and hallucinations. And the mind is immaterial, invisible, baseless, and 

unconscious.' 

 

"Lord, when Vimalakirti had discoursed thus, two hundred of the deities in that assembly 

attained the tolerance of birthlessness. As for me, Lord, I was rendered speechless. Therefore, I 

am reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his illness." 

 

The Buddha then said to the young Licchavi Prabhavyuha, "Prabhavyuha, go to the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness." 

 

Prabhavyuha replied, "Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his 

illness. Why? Lord, I remember one day, when I was going out of the great city of Vaisali, I met 

the Licchavi Vimalakirti coming in. He greeted me, and I then addressed him: 'Householder, 

where do you come from?' He replied, 'I come from the seat of enlightenment.' I then inquired, 

'What is meant by "seat of enlightenment"?' He then spoke the following words to me, 'Noble 

son, the seat of enlightenment is the seat of positive thought because it is without artificiality. 

It is the seat of effort, because it releases energetic activities. It is the seat of high resolve, 

because its insight is superior. It is the seat of the great spirit of enlightenment, because it does 

not neglect anything. 
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"'It is the seat of generosity, because it has no expectation of reward. It is the seat of morality, 

because it fulfills all commitments. It is the seat of tolerance, because it is free of anger toward 

any living being. It is the seat of effort, because it does not turn back. It is the seat of 

meditation, because it generates fitness of mind. It is the seat of wisdom, because it sees 

everything directly. 

 

"'It is the seat of love, because it is equal to all living beings. It is the seat of compassion, 

because it tolerates all injuries. It is the seat of joy, because it is joyfully devoted to the bliss of 

the Dharma. It is the seat of equanimity, because it abandons affection and aversion. 

 

"'It is the seat of paranormal perception, because it has the six superknowledges. It is the seat 

of liberation, because it does not intellectualize. It is the seat of liberative technique, because it 

develops living beings. It is the seat of the means of unification, because it brings together living 

beings. It is the seat of learning, because it makes practice of the essence. It is the seat of 

decisiveness, because of its precise discrimination. It is the seat of the aids to enlightenment, 

because it eliminates the duality of the compounded and the uncompounded. It is the seat of 

truth, because it does not deceive anyone. 

 

"'It is the seat of interdependent origination, because it proceeds from the exhaustion of 

ignorance to the exhaustion of old age and death. It is the seat of eradication of all passions, 

because it is perfectly enlightened about the nature of reality. It is the seat of all living beings, 

because all living beings are without intrinsic identity. It is the seat of all things, because it is 

perfectly enlightened with regard to voidness. 

 

"'It is the seat of the conquest of all devils, because it never flinches. It is the seat of the triple 

world, because it is free of involvement. It is the seat of the heroism that sounds the lion's roar, 

because it is free of fear and trembling. It is the seat of the strengths, the fearlessnesses, and all 

the special qualities of the Buddha, because it is irreproachable in all respects. It is the seat of 

the three knowledges, because in it no passions remain. It is the seat of instantaneous, total 

understanding of all things, because it realizes fully the gnosis of omniscience. 

 

"'Noble son, when bodhisattvas are thus endowed with the transcendences, the roots of virtue, 

the ability to develop living beings, and the incorporation of the holy Dharma, whether they lift 

up their feet or put them down, they all come from the seat of enlightenment. They come from 

the qualities of the Buddha, and stand on the qualities of the Buddha.' 

 

"Lord, when Vimalakirti had explained this teaching, five hundred gods and men conceived the 

spirit of enlightenment, and I became speechless. Therefore, Lord, I am reluctant to go to that 

good man to inquire about his illness." 

 

The Buddha then said to the bodhisattva Jagatimdhara, "Jagatimdhara, go to the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness." 
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Jagatimdhara replied, "My Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about 

his illness. Why? Lord, I remember that one day, when I was at home, the wicked Mara, 

disguised as Indra and surrounded with twelve thousand heavenly maidens, approached me 

with the sounds of music and singing. Having saluted me by touching my feet with his head, he 

withdrew with his retinue to one side. I then, thinking he was Sakra, the king of the gods, said 

to him, 'Welcome, O Kausika! You should remain consciously aware in the midst of the 

pleasures of desire. You should often think on impermanence and strive to utilize the essential 

in body, life, and wealth.' 

 

"Mara then said to me, 'Good sir, accept from me these twelve thousand divine maidens and 

make them your servants.' 

 

"I replied, 'O Kausika, do not offer me, who am religious and a son of the Sakya, things which 

are not appropriate. It is not proper for me to have these maidens.' 

 

"No sooner had I said these words than the Licchavi Vimalakirti came there and said to me, 

'Noble son, do not think that this is Indra! This is not Indra but the evil Mara, who has come to 

ridicule you.' 

 

"Then the Licchavi Vimalakirti said to Mara, 'Evil Mara, since these heavenly maidens are not 

suitable for this religious devotee, a son of the Sakya, give them to me.' 

 

"Then Mara was terrified and distressed, thinking that the Licchavi Vimalakirti had come to 

expose him. He tried to make himself invisible, but, try as he might with all his magical powers, 

he could not vanish from sight. Then a voice resounded in the sky, saying, 'Evil One, give these 

heavenly maidens to the good man Vimalakirti, and only then will you be able to return to your 

own abode.' 

 

"Then Mara was even more frightened and, much against his will, gave the heavenly maidens. 

"The Licchavi Vimalakirti, having received the goddesses, said to them, 'Now that you have 

been given to me by Mara, you should all conceive the spirit of unexcelled, perfect 

enlightenment.' 

 

"He then exhorted them with discourse suitable for their development toward enlightenment, 

and soon they conceived the spirit of enlightenment. He then said to them, 'You have just 

conceived the spirit of enlightenment. 

 

From now on, you should devote yourselves to find joy in pleasures of the Dharma, and should 

take no pleasure in desires.' 

 

"They then asked him, 'What is "joy in the pleasures of the Dharma"?' 

 

"He declared, 'It is the joy of unbreakable faith in the Buddha, of wishing to hear the Dharma, of 

serving the Sangha and honoring the spiritual benefactors without pride. It is the joy of 
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renunciation of the whole world, of not being fixed in objects, of considering the five 

aggregates to be like murderers, of considering the elements to be like venomous serpents, and 

of considering the sense-media to be like an empty town. It is the joy of always guarding the 

spirit of enlightenment, of helping living beings, of sharing through generosity, of not slackening 

in morality, of control and tolerance in patience, of thorough cultivation of virtue by effort, of 

total absorption in meditation, and of absence of passions in wisdom. It is the joy of extending 

enlightenment, of conquering the Maras, of destroying the passions, and of purifying the 

buddha-field. It is the joy of accumulating all virtues, in order to cultivate the auspicious marks 

and signs. It is the joy of the liberation of nonintimidation when hearing the profound teaching. 

It is the joy of exploration of the three doors of liberation, and of the realization of liberation. It 

is the joy of being an ornament of the seat of enlightenment, and of not attaining liberation at 

the wrong time. It is the joy of serving those of equal fortune, of not hating or resenting those 

of superior fortune, of serving the spiritual benefactors, and of avoiding sinful friends. It is the 

joy of the superior gladness of faith and devotion to the Dharma. It is the joy of acquiring 

liberative techniques and of the conscious cultivation of the aids to enlightenment. Thus, the 

bodhisattva admires and finds joy in the delights of the Dharma.' 

 

"Thereupon, Mara said to the goddesses, 'Now come along and let us return home.' 

 

"They said, 'You gave us to this householder. Now we should enjoy the delights of the Dharma 

and should no longer enjoy the pleasures of desires.' 

 

"Then Mara said to the Licchavi Vimalakirti, 'If it is so that the bodhisattva, the spiritual hero, 

has no mental attachment, and gives away all his possessions, then, householder, please give 

me these goddesses.' 

 

"Vimalakirti replied, 'They are given, Mara. Go home with your retinue. May you fulfill the 

religious aspirations of all living beings!' 

 

"Then the goddesses, saluting Vimalakirti, said to him, 'Householder, how should we live in the 

abode of the Maras?' 

 

"Vimalakirti replied, 'Sisters, there is a door of the Dharma called "The Inexhaustible Lamp." 

Practice it! What is it? Sisters, a single lamp may light hundreds of thousands of lamps without 

itself being diminished. 

 

Likewise, sisters, a single bodhisattva may establish many hundreds of thousands of living 

beings in enlightenment without his mindfulness being diminished. In fact, not only does it not 

diminish, it grows stronger. Likewise, the more you teach and demonstrate virtuous qualities to 

others, the more you grow with respect to these virtuous qualities. This is the door of the 

Dharma called "The Inexhaustible Lamp." When you are living in the realm of Mara, inspire 

innumerable gods and goddesses with the spirit of enlightenment. In such a way, you will repay 

the kindness of the Tathagata, and you will become the benefactors of all living beings.' 
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"Then, those goddesses bowed at the feet of the Licchavi Vimalakirti and departed in the 

company of Mara. Thus, Lord, I saw the supremacy of the magical power, wisdom, and 

eloquence of the Licchavi Vimalakirti, and therefore I am reluctant to go to that good man to 

inquire about his illness." 

 

The Buddha then said to the merchant's son, Sudatta, "Noble son, go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti 

to inquire about his illness." 

 

Sudatta replied, "Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his illness. 

Why? Lord, I remember one day in my father's house when, in order to celebrate a great 

sacrifice, I was bestowing gifts upon religious devotees, Brahmans, the poor, the wretched, the 

unfortunate, beggars, and all the needy. On the seventh and final day of this great sacrifice, the 

Licchavi Vimalakirti came there and said, 'Merchant's son, you should not celebrate a sacrifice 

in this way. You should celebrate a Dharma-sacrifice. What is the use of the sacrifice of material 

things?' 

 

"I then asked him, 'How does one give a Dharma-sacrifice?' 

 

"He replied, 'A Dharma-sacrifice is that which develops living beings without beginning or end, 

giving gifts to them all simultaneously. What is that? It consists of the great love which is 

consummated in enlightenment; of the great compassion which is consummated in the 

concentration of the holy Dharma on the liberation of all living beings; of the great joy which is 

consummated in the awareness of the supreme happiness of all living beings; and of the great 

equanimity which is consummated in concentration through knowledge. 

 

"'The Dharma-sacrifice consists of the transcendence of generosity, which is consummated in 

peacefulness and self-discipline; of the transcendence of morality, which is consummated in the 

moral development of immoral beings; of the transcendence of tolerance, consummated 

through the principle of selflessness; of the transcendence of effort, consummated in initiative 

toward enlightenment; of the transcendence of meditation, consummated in the solitude of 

body and mind; and of the transcendence of wisdom, consummated in the omniscient gnosis. 

 

"'The Dharma-sacrifice consists of the meditation of voidness, consummated in effectiveness in 

the development of all living beings; of the meditation of signlessness, consummated in the 

purification of all compounded things; and of the meditation of wishlessness, consummated in 

voluntarily assuming rebirths. 

 

"'The Dharma-sacrifice consists of heroic strength, consummated in the upholding of the holy 

Dharma; of the power of life, consummated in the means of unification; of the absence of 

pride, consummated in becoming the slave and the disciple of all living beings; of the gain of 

body, health, and wealth, consummated by the extraction of essence from the essenceless; of 

mindfulness, consummated by the six remembrances; of positive thought, consummated 

through the truly enjoyable Dharma; of purity of livelihood, consummated by correct spiritual 

practice; of the respect of saints, consummated by joyful and faithful service; of soberness of 
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mind, consummated by absence of dislike for ordinary people; of high resolve, consummated 

by renunciation; of skill in erudition, consummated by religious practice; of retirement in 

solitary retreats, consummated by understanding things free of passions; of introspective 

meditation, consummated by attainment of the Buddha-gnosis; of the stage of the practice of 

yoga, consummated by the yoga of liberating all living beings from their passions. 

 

"'The Dharma-sacrifice consists of the store of merit which is consummated by the auspicious 

signs and marks, the ornaments of the buddha-fields, and all other means of development of 

living beings; of the store of knowledge which is consummated in the ability to teach the 

Dharma according to the thoughts and actions of all living beings; of the store of wisdom, which 

is consummated in the uniform gnosis free of acceptance and rejection in regard to all things; 

of the store of all roots of virtue, consummated in the abandonment of all passions, 

obscurations, and unvirtuous things; and of the attainment of all the aids to enlightenment, 

consummated in the realization of the gnosis of omniscience as well as in accomplishment of all 

virtue. 

 

"'That, noble son, is the Dharma-sacrifice. The bodhisattva who lives by this Dharma-sacrifice is 

the best of sacrificers, and, through his extreme sacrifice, is himself worthy of offerings from all 

people, including the gods.' 

 

"Lord, as soon as the householder had discoursed thus, two hundred Brahmans among the 

crowd of Brahmans present conceived the spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. And I, 

full of astonishment, having saluted this good man by touching his feet with my head, took 

from around my neck a necklace of pearls worth one hundred thousand pieces of gold and 

offered it to him. But he would not accept it. I then said to him, 'Please accept, good man, this 

necklace of pearls, out of compassion for me, and give it to whomsoever you wish.' 

 

"Then, Vimalakirti took the pearls and divided them into two halves. He gave one half of them 

to the lowliest poor of the city, who had been disdained by those present at the sacrifice. The 

other half he offered to the Tathagata Dusprasaha. And he performed a miracle such that all 

present beheld the universe called Marici and the Tathagata Dusprasaha. On the head of the 

Tathagata Dusprasaha, the pearl necklace took the form of a pavilion, decorated with strings of 

pearls, resting on four bases, with four columns, symmetrical, well constructed, and lovely to 

behold. Having shown such a miracle, Vimalakirti said, 'The giver who makes gifts to the 

lowliest poor of the city, considering them as worthy of offering as the Tathagata himself, the 

giver who gives without any discrimination, impartially, with no expectation of reward, and 

with great love - this giver, I say, totally fulfills the Dharma-sacrifice.' 

 

"Then the poor of the city, having seen that miracle and having heard that teaching, conceived 

the spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. Therefore, Lord, I am reluctant to go to that 

good man to inquire about his illness." 

 

In the same way, all the bodhisattvas, great spiritual heroes, told the stories of their 

conversations with Vimalakirti and declared their reluctance to go to him. ∧ 
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Chapter Five 

The Consolation of the Invalid 

 

Then, the Buddha said to the crown prince, Manjusri, "Manjusri, go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti 

to inquire about his illness."  

 

Manjusri replied, "Lord, it is difficult to attend upon the Licchavi Vimalakirti. He is gifted with 

marvelous eloquence concerning the law of the profound. He is extremely skilled in full 

expressions and in the reconciliation of dichotomies. His eloquence is inexorable, and no one 

can resist his imperturbable intellect. He accomplishes all the activities of the bodhisattvas. He 

penetrates all the secret mysteries of the bodhisattvas and the Buddhas. He is skilled in 

civilizing all the abodes of devils. He plays with the great superknowledges. He is consummate 

in wisdom and liberative technique. He has attained the supreme excellence of the indivisible, 

nondual sphere of the ultimate realm. He is skilled in teaching the Dharma with its infinite 

modalities within the uniform ultimate. He is skilled in granting means of attainment in 

accordance with the spiritual faculties of all living beings. He has thoroughly integrated his 

realization with skill in liberative technique. He has attained decisiveness with regard to all 

questions. Thus, although he cannot be withstood by someone of my feeble defenses, still, 

sustained by the grace of the Buddha, I will go to him and will converse with him as well as I 

can." 

 

Thereupon, in that assembly, the bodhisattvas, the great disciples, the Sakras, the Brahmas, the 

Lokapalas, and the gods and goddesses, all had this thought: "Surely the conversations of the 

young prince Manjusri and that good man will result in a profound teaching of the Dharma." 

Thus, eight thousand bodhisattvas, five hundred disciples, a great number of Sakras, Brahmas, 

Lokapalas, and many hundreds of thousands of gods and goddesses, all followed the crown 

prince Manjusri to listen to the Dharma. And the crown prince Manjusri, surrounded and 

followed by these bodhisattvas, disciples, Sakras, Brahmas, Lokapalas, gods, and goddesses, 

entered the great city of Vaisali. 

 

Meanwhile, the Licchavi Vimalakirti thought to himself, "Manjusri, the crown prince, is coming 

here with numerous attendants. Now, may this house be transformed into emptiness!" 

Then, magically his house became empty. Even the doorkeeper disappeared. And, except for 

the invalid's couch upon which Vimalakirti himself was lying, no bed or couch or seat could be 

seen anywhere. 

 

Then, the Licchavi Vimalakirti saw the crown prince Manjusri and addressed him thus: 

"Manjusri! Welcome, Manjusri! You are very welcome! There you are, without any coming. You 

appear, without any seeing. You are heard, without any hearing." 

 

Manjusri declared, "Householder, it is as you say. Who comes, finally comes not. Who goes, 

finally goes not. 
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"Why? Who comes is not known to come. Who goes is not known to go. Who appears is finally 

not to be seen. 

 

"Good sir, is your condition tolerable? Is it livable? Are your physical elements not disturbed? Is 

your sickness diminishing? Is it not increasing? The Buddha asks about you - if you have slight 

trouble, slight discomfort, slight sickness, if your distress is light, if you are cared for, strong, at 

ease, without self-reproach, and if you are living in touch with the supreme happiness. 

"Householder, whence came this sickness of yours? How long will it continue? How does it 

stand? How can it be alleviated?" 

 

Vimalakirti replied, "Manjusri, my sickness comes from ignorance and the thirst for existence 

and it will last as long as do the sicknesses of all living beings. Were all living beings to be free 

from sickness, I also would not be sick. Why? Manjusri, for the bodhisattva, the world consists 

only of living beings, and sickness is inherent in living in the world. Were all living beings free of 

sickness, the bodhisattva also would be free of sickness. For example, Manjusri, when the only 

son of a merchant is sick, both his parents become sick on account of the sickness of their son. 

And the parents will suffer as long as that only son does not recover from his sickness. Just so, 

Manjusri, the bodhisattva loves all living beings as if each were his only child. He becomes sick 

when they are sick and is cured when they are cured. You ask me, Manjusri, whence comes my 

sickness; the sicknesses of the bodhisattvas arise from great compassion." 

 

Manjusri: Householder, why is your house empty? Why have you no servants? 

 

Vimalakirti: Manjusri, all buddha-fields are also empty. 

 

Manjusri: What makes them empty? 

 

Vimalakirti: They are empty because of emptiness. 

 

Manjusri: What is "empty" about emptiness? 

 

Vimalakirti: Constructions are empty, because of emptiness. 

 

Manjusri: Can emptiness be conceptually constructed? 

 

Vimalakirti: Even that concept is itself empty, and emptiness cannot construct emptiness. 

 

Manjusri: Householder, where should emptiness be sought? 

 

Vimalakirti: Manjusri, emptiness should be sought among the sixty-two convictions. 

 

Manjusri: Where should the sixty-two convictions be sought? 

 

Vimalakirti: They should be sought in the liberation of the Tathagatas. 
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Manjusri: Where should the liberation of the Tathagatas be sought? 

 

Vimalakirti: It should be sought in the prime mental activity of all living beings. Manjusri, you 

ask me why I am without servants, but all Maras and opponents are my servants. Why? The 

Maras advocate this life of birth and death and the bodhisattva does not avoid life. The 

heterodox opponents advocate convictions, and the bodhisattva is not troubled by convictions. 

Therefore, all Maras and opponents are my servants. 

 

Manjusri: Householder, of what sort is your sickness? 

 

Vimalakirti: It is immaterial and invisible. 

 

Manjusri: Is it physical or mental? 

 

Vimalakirti: It is not physical, since the body is insubstantial in itself. It is not mental, since the 

nature of the mind is like illusion. 

 

Manjusri: Householder, which of the four main elements is disturbed - earth, water, fire, or air? 

 

Vimalakirti: Manjusri, I am sick only because the elements of living beings are disturbed by 

sicknesses. 

 

Manjusri: Householder, how should a bodhisattva console another bodhisattva who is sick? 

 

Vimalakirti: He should tell him that the body is impermanent, but should not exhort him to 

renunciation or disgust. He should tell him that the body is miserable, but should not encourage 

him to find solace in liberation; that the body is selfless, but that living beings should be 

developed; that the body is peaceful, but not to seek any ultimate calm. He should urge him to 

confess his evil deeds, but not for the sake of absolution. He should encourage his empathy for 

all living beings on account of his own sickness, his remembrance of suffering experienced from 

beginningless time, and his consciousness of working for the welfare of living beings. He should 

encourage him not to be distressed, but to manifest the roots of virtue, to maintain the primal 

purity and the lack of craving, and thus to always strive to become the king of healers, who can 

cure all sicknesses. Thus should a bodhisattva console a sick bodhisattva, in such a way as to 

make him happy. 

 

Manjusri asked, "Noble sir, how should a sick bodhisattva control his own mind?" 

 

Vimalakirti replied, "Manjusri, a sick bodhisattva should control his own mind with the 

following consideration: Sickness arises from total involvement in the process of 

misunderstanding from beginningless time. It arises from the passions that result from unreal 

mental constructions, and hence ultimately nothing is perceived which can be said to be sick. 

Why? The body is the issue of the four main elements, and in these elements there is no owner 
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and no agent. There is no self in this body, and except for arbitrary insistence on self, ultimately 

no "I" which can be said to be sick can be apprehended. Therefore, thinking "I" should not 

adhere to any self, and "I" should rest in the knowledge of the root of illness,' he should 

abandon the conception of himself as a personality and produce the conception of himself as a 

thing, thinking, 'This body is an aggregate of many things; when it is born, only things are born; 

when it ceases, only things cease; these things have no awareness or feeling of each other; 

when they are born, they do not think, "I am born." When they cease, they do not think, "I 

cease."' 

 

"Furthermore, he should understand thoroughly the conception of himself as a thing by 

cultivating the following consideration: 'Just as in the case of the conception of "self," so the 

conception of "thing" is also a misunderstanding, and this misunderstanding is also a grave 

sickness; I should free myself from this sickness and should strive to abandon it.' 

 

"What is the elimination of this sickness? It is the elimination of egoism and possessiveness. 

What is the elimination of egoism and possessiveness? It is the freedom from dualism. What is 

freedom from dualism? It is the absence of involvement with either the external or the internal. 

What is absence of involvement with either external or internal? It is nondeviation, 

nonfluctuation, and nondistraction from equanimity. What is equanimity? It is the equality of 

everything from self to liberation. Why? Because both self and liberation are void. How can 

both be void? As verbal designations, they both are void, and neither is established in reality. 

Therefore, one who sees such equality makes no difference between sickness and voidness; his 

sickness is itself voidness, and that sickness as voidness is itself void. 

 

"The sick bodhisattva should recognize that sensation is ultimately nonsensation, but he should 

not realize the cessation of sensation. Although both pleasure and pain are abandoned when 

the buddha-qualities are fully accomplished, there is then no sacrifice of the great compassion 

for all living beings living in the bad migrations. Thus, recognizing in his own suffering the 

infinite sufferings of these living beings, the bodhisattva correctly contemplates these living 

beings and resolves to cure all sicknesses. As for these living beings, there is nothing to be 

applied, and there is nothing to be removed; one has only to teach them the Dharma for them 

to realize the basis from which sicknesses arise. What is this basis? It is object-perception. 

Insofar as apparent objects are perceived, they are the basis of sickness. What things are 

perceived as objects? 

 

The three realms of existence are perceived as objects. What is the thorough understanding of 

the basic, apparent object? It is its nonperception, as no objects exist ultimately. What is 

nonperception? The internal subject and the external object are not perceived dualistically. 

Therefore, it is called nonperception. 

 

"Manjusri, thus should a sick bodhisattva control his own mind in order to overcome old age, 

sickness, death, and birth. Such, Manjusri, is the sickness of the bodhisattva. If he takes it 

otherwise, all his efforts will be in vain. For example, one is called 'hero' when one conquers the 

miseries of aging, sickness, and death. 
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"The sick bodhisattva should tell himself: 'Just as my sickness is unreal and nonexistent, so the 

sicknesses of all living beings are unreal and nonexistent.' Through such considerations, he 

arouses the great compassion toward all living beings without falling into any sentimental 

compassion. The great compassion that strives to eliminate the accidental passions does not 

conceive of any life in living beings. Why? Because great compassion that falls into 

sentimentally purposive views only exhausts the bodhisattva in his reincarnations. But the great 

compassion which is free of involvement with sentimentally purposive views does not exhaust 

the bodhisattva in all his reincarnations. He does not reincarnate through involvement with 

such views but reincarnates with his mind free of involvement. Hence, even his reincarnation is 

like a liberation. Being reincarnated as if being liberated, he has the power and ability to teach 

the Dharma which liberates living beings from their bondage. As the Lord declares: 'It is not 

possible for one who is himself bound to deliver others from their bondage. But one who is 

himself liberated is able to liberate others from their bondage.' Therefore, the bodhisattva 

should participate in liberation and should not participate in bondage. 

 

"What is bondage? And what is liberation? To indulge in liberation from the world without 

employing liberative technique is bondage for the bodhisattva. To engage in life in the world 

with full employment of liberative technique is liberation for the bodhisattva. To experience the 

taste of contemplation, meditation, and concentration without skill in liberative technique is 

bondage. To experience the taste of contemplation and meditation with skill in liberative 

technique is liberation. Wisdom not integrated with liberative technique is bondage, but 

wisdom integrated with liberative technique is liberation. Liberative technique not integrated 

with wisdom is bondage, but liberative technique integrated with wisdom is liberation. 

"How is wisdom not integrated with liberative technique a bondage? Wisdom not integrated 

with liberative technique consists of concentration on voidness, signlessness, and wishlessness, 

and yet, being motivated by sentimental compassion, failure to concentrate on cultivation of 

the auspicious signs and marks, on the adornment of the buddha-field, and on the work of 

development of living beings it is bondage. 

 

"How is wisdom integrated with liberative technique a liberation? Wisdom integrated with 

liberative technique consists of being motivated by the great compassion and thus of 

concentration on cultivation of the auspicious signs and marks, on the adornment of the 

buddha-field, and on the work of development of living beings, all the while concentrating on 

deep investigation of voidness, signlessness, and wishlessness - and it is liberation. 

 

"What is the bondage of liberative technique not integrated with wisdom? The bondage of 

liberative technique not integrated with wisdom consists of the bodhisattva's planting of the 

roots of virtue without dedicating them for the sake of enlightenment, while living in the grip of 

dogmatic convictions, passions, attachments, resentments, and their subconscious instincts. 

 

"What is the liberation of liberative technique integrated with wisdom? The liberation of 

liberative technique integrated with wisdom consists of the bodhisattva's dedication of his 

roots of virtue for the sake of enlightenment, without taking any pride therein, while forgoing 
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all convictions, passions, attachments, resentments, and their subconscious instincts. 

 

"Manjusri, thus should the sick bodhisattva consider things. His wisdom is the consideration of 

body, mind, and sickness as impermanent, miserable, empty, and selfless. His liberative 

technique consists of not exhausting himself by trying to avoid all physical sickness, and in 

applying himself to accomplish the benefit of living beings, without interrupting the cycle of 

reincarnations. Furthermore, his wisdom lies in understanding that the body, mind, and 

sickness are neither new nor old, both simultaneously and sequentially. And his liberative 

technique lies in not seeking cessation of body, mind, or sicknesses. 

 

"That, Manjusri, is the way a sick bodhisattva should concentrate his mind; he should live 

neither in control of his mind, nor in indulgence of his mind. Why? To live by indulging the mind 

is proper for fools and to live in control of the mind is proper for the disciples. Therefore, the 

bodhisattva should live neither in control nor in indulgence of his mind. Not living in either of 

the two extremes is the domain of the bodhisattva. 

 

"Not the domain of the ordinary individual and not the domain of the saint, such is the domain 

of the bodhisattva. The domain of the world yet not the domain of the passions, such is the 

domain of the bodhisattva. Where one understands liberation, yet does not enter final and 

complete liberation, there is the domain of the bodhisattva. Where the four Maras manifest, 

yet where all the works of Maras are transcended, there is the domain of the bodhisattva. 

Where one seeks the gnosis of omniscience, yet does not attain this gnosis at the wrong time, 

there is the domain of the bodhisattva. Where one knows the Four Holy Truths, yet does not 

realize those truths at the wrong time, there is the domain of the bodhisattva. A domain of 

introspective insight, wherein one does not arrest voluntary reincarnation in the world, such is 

the domain of the bodhisattva. A domain where one realizes birthlessness, yet does not 

become destined for the ultimate, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. Where one sees 

relativity without entertaining any convictions, there is the domain of the bodhisattva. Where 

one associates with all beings, yet keeps free of all afflictive instincts, there is the domain of the 

bodhisattva. A domain of solitude with no place for the exhaustion of body and mind, such is 

the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of the triple world, yet indivisible from the ultimate 

realm, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of voidness, yet where one cultivates 

all types of virtues, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of signlessness, where 

one keeps in sight the deliverance of all living beings, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. 

The domain of wishlessness, where one voluntarily manifests lives in the world, such is the 

domain of the bodhisattva. 

 

"A domain essentially without undertaking, yet where all the roots of virtue are undertaken 

without interruption, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of the six 

transcendences, where one attains the transcendence of the thoughts and actions of all living 

beings, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of the six superknowledges, wherein 

defilements are not exhausted, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of living by 

the holy Dharma, without even perceiving any evil paths, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. 

The domain of the four immeasurables, where one does not accept rebirth in the heaven of 
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Brahma, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of the six remembrances, 

unaffected by any sort of defilement, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of 

contemplation, meditation, and concentration, where one does not reincarnate in the formless 

realms by force of these meditations and concentrations, such is the domain of the bodhisattva.  

 

The domain of the four right efforts, where the duality of good and evil is not apprehended, 

such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of the four bases of magical powers, where 

they are effortlessly mastered, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of the five 

spiritual faculties, where one knows the degrees of the spiritual faculties of living beings, such is 

the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of living with the five powers, where one delights in 

the ten powers of the Tathagata, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of 

perfection of the seven factors of enlightenment, where one is skilled in the knowledge of fine 

intellectual distinctions, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of the holy eightfold 

path, where one delights in the unlimited path of the Buddha, such is the domain of the 

bodhisattva. The domain of the cultivation of the aptitude for mental quiescence and 

transcendental analysis, where one does not fall into extreme quietism, such is the domain of 

the bodhisattva. The domain of the realization of the unborn nature of all things, yet of the 

perfection of the body, the auspicious signs and marks, and the ornaments of the Buddha, such 

is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain of manifesting the attitudes of the disciples and 

the solitary sages without sacrificing the qualities of the Buddha, such is the domain of the 

bodhisattva. The domain of conformity to all things utterly pure in nature while manifesting 

behavior that suits the inclinations of all living beings, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. A 

domain where one realizes that all the buddha-fields are indestructible and uncreatable, having 

the nature of infinite space, yet where one manifests the establishment of the qualities of the 

buddha-fields in all their variety and magnitude, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The 

domain where one turns the wheel of the holy Dharma and manifests the magnificence of 

ultimate liberation, yet never forsakes the career of the bodhisattva, such is the domain of the 

bodhisattva!" 

 

When Vimalakirti had spoken this discourse, eight thousand of the gods in the company of the 

crown prince Manjusri conceived the spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. ∧ 
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Chapter Six 

The Inconceivable Liberation 

 

Thereupon, the venerable Sariputra had this thought: "There is not even a single chair in this 

house. Where are these disciples and bodhisattvas going to sit?"  

 

The Licchavi Vimalakirti read the thought of the venerable Sariputra and said, "Reverend 

Sariputra, did you come here for the sake of the Dharma? Or did you come here for the sake of 

a chair?" 

 

Sariputra replied, "I came for the sake of the Dharma, not for the sake of a chair." 

 

Vimalakirti continued, "Reverend Sariputra, he who is interested in the Dharma is not 

interested even in his own body, much less in a chair. Reverend Sariputra, he who is interested 

in the Dharma has no interest in matter, sensation, intellect, motivation, or consciousness. He 

has no interest in these aggregates, or in the elements, or in the sense-media. Interested in the 

Dharma, he has no interest in the realm of desire, the realm of matter, or the immaterial realm. 

Interested in the Dharma, he is not interested in attachment to the Buddha, attachment to the 

Dharma, or attachment to the Sangha. Reverend Sariputra, he who is interested in the Dharma 

is not interested in recognizing suffering, abandoning its origination, realizing its cessation, or 

practicing the path. Why? The Dharma is ultimately without formulation and without 

verbalization. Who verbalizes: 'Suffering should be recognized, origination should be 

eliminated, cessation should be realized, the path should be practiced,' is not interested in the 

Dharma but is interested in verbalization. 

 

"Reverend Sariputra, the Dharma is calm and peaceful. Those who are engaged in production 

and destruction are not interested in the Dharma, are not interested in solitude, but are 

interested in production and destruction. 

 

"Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, the Dharma is without taint and free of defilement. He who 

is attached to anything, even to liberation, is not interested in the Dharma but is interested in 

the taint of desire. The Dharma is not an object. He who pursues objects is not interested in the 

Dharma but is interested in objects. The Dharma is without acceptance or rejection. He who 

holds on to things or lets go of things is not interested in the Dharma but is interested in 

holding and letting go. The Dharma is not a secure refuge. He who enjoys a secure refuge is not 

interested in the Dharma but is interested in a secure refuge. The Dharma is without sign. He 

whose consciousness pursues signs is not interested in the Dharma but is interested in signs. 

The Dharma is not a society. He who seeks to associate with the Dharma is not interested in the 

Dharma but is interested in association. The Dharma is not a sight, a sound, a category, or an 

idea. He who is involved in sights, sounds, categories, and ideas is not interested in the Dharma 

but is interested in sights, sounds, categories, and ideas. 

 

Reverend Sariputra, the Dharma is free of compounded things and uncompounded things. He 
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who adheres to compounded things and uncompounded things is not interested in the Dharma 

but is interested in adhering to compounded things and uncompounded things. 

 

"Thereupon, reverend Sariputra, if you are interested in the Dharma, you should take no 

interest in anything." 

 

When Vimalakirti had spoken this discourse, five hundred gods obtained the purity of the 

Dharma-eye in viewing all things. 

 

Then, the Licchavi Vimalakirti said to the crown prince, Manjusri, "Manjusri, you have already 

been in innumerable hundreds of thousands of buddha-fields throughout the universes of the 

ten directions. In which buddha-field did you see the best lion-thrones with the finest 

qualities?" 

 

Manjusri replied, "Noble sir, if one crosses the buddha-fields to the east, which are more 

numerous than all the grains of sand of thirty-two Ganges rivers, one will discover a universe 

called Merudhvaja. There dwells a Tathagata called Merupradiparaja. His body measures 

eighty-four hundred thousand leagues in height, and the height of his throne is sixty-eight 

hundred thousand leagues. The bodhisattvas there are forty-two hundred thousand leagues tall 

and their own thrones are thirty-four hundred thousand leagues high. Noble sir, the finest and 

most superb thrones exist in that universe Merudhvaja, which is the buddha-field of the 

Tathagata Merupradiparaja." 

 

At that moment, the Licchavi Vimalakirti, having focused himself in concentration, performed a 

miraculous feat such that the Lord Tathagata Merupradiparaja, in the universe Merudhvaja, 

sent to this universe thirty-two hundred thousand thrones. These thrones were so tall, 

spacious, and beautiful that the bodhisattvas, great disciples, Sakras, Brahmas, Lokapalas, and 

other gods had never before seen the like. The thrones descended from the sky and came to 

rest in the house of the Licchavi Vimalakirti. The thirty-two hundred thousand thrones arranged 

themselves without crowding and the house seemed to enlarge itself accordingly. The great city 

of Vaisali did not become obscured; neither did the land of Jambudvipa, nor the world of four 

continents. 

 

Everything else appeared just as it was before. 

 

Then, the Licchavi Vimalakirti said to the young prince Manjusri, "Manjusri, let the bodhisattvas 

be seated on these thrones, having transformed their bodies to a suitable size!" 

 

Then, those bodhisattvas who had attained the superknowledges transformed their bodies to a 

height of forty-two hundred thousand leagues and sat upon the thrones. But the beginner 

bodhisattvas were not able to transform themselves to sit upon the thrones. Then, the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti taught these beginner bodhisattvas a teaching that enabled them to attain the five 

superknowledges, and, having attained them, they transformed their bodies to a height of 

forty-two hundred thousand leagues and sat upon the thrones. But still the great disciples were 
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not able to seat themselves upon the thrones. 

 

The Licchavi Vimalakirti said to the venerable Sariputra, "Reverend Sariputra, take your seat 

upon a throne." 

 

He replied, "Good sir, the thrones are too big and too high, and I cannot sit upon them." 

 

Vimalakirti said, "Reverend Sariputra, bow down to the Tathagata Merupradiparaja, and you 

will be able to take your seat." 

 

Then, the great disciples bowed down to the Tathagata Merupradiparaja and they were seated 

upon the thrones. 

 

Then, the venerable Sariputra said to the Licchavi Vimalakirti, "Noble sir, it is astonishing that 

these thousands of thrones, so big and so high, should fit into such a small house and that the 

great city of Vaisali, the villages, cities, kingdoms, capitals of Jambudvipa, the other three 

continents, the abodes of the gods, the nagas, the yaksas, the gandharvas, the asuras, the 

garudas, the kimnaras, and the mahoragas - that all of these should appear without any 

obstacle, just as they were before!" 

 

The Licchavi Vimalakirti replied, "Reverend Sariputra, for the Tathagatas and the bodhisattvas, 

there is a liberation called 'Inconceivable.' The bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable 

liberation can put the king of mountains, Sumeru, which is so high, so great, so noble, and so 

vast, into a mustard seed. He can perform this feat without enlarging the mustard seed and 

without shrinking Mount Sumeru. And the deities of the assembly of the four Maharajas and of 

the Trayastrimsa heavens do not even know where they are. 

 

Only those beings who are destined to be disciplined by miracles see and understand the 

putting of the king of mountains, Sumeru, into the mustard seed. That, reverend Sariputra, is an 

entrance to the domain of the inconceivable liberation of the bodhisattvas. 

 

"Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, the bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable liberation can 

pour into a single pore of his skin all the waters of the four great oceans, without injuring the 

water-animals such as fish, tortoises, crocodiles, frogs, and other creatures, and without the 

nagas, yaksas, gandharvas, and asuras even being aware of where they are. And the whole 

operation is visible without any injury or disturbance to any of those living beings. 

 

"Such a bodhisattva can pick up with his right hand this billion-world-galactic universe as if it 

were a potter's wheel and, spinning it round, throw it beyond universes as numerous as the 

sands of the Ganges, without the living beings therein knowing their motion or its origin, and he 

can catch it and put it back in its place, without the living beings suspecting their coming and 

going; and yet the whole operation is visible. 

 

"Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, there are beings who become disciplined after an immense 
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period of evolution, and there are also those who are disciplined after a short period of 

evolution. The bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable liberation, for the sake of disciplining 

those living beings who are disciplined through immeasurable periods of evolution, can make 

the passing of a week seem like the passing of an aeon, and he can make the passing of an aeon 

seem like the passing of a week for those who are disciplined through a short period of 

evolution. The living beings who are disciplined through an immeasurable period of evolution 

actually perceive a week to be the passing of an aeon, and those disciplined by a short period of 

evolution actually perceive an aeon to be the passing of a week. 

 

"Thus, a bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable liberation can manifest all the splendors of 

the virtues of all the buddha-fields within a single buddha-field. Likewise, he can place all living 

beings in the palm of his right hand and can show them with the supernatural speed of thought 

all the buddha-fields without ever leaving his own buddha-field. He can display in a single pore 

all the offerings ever offered to all the Buddhas of the ten directions, and the orbs of all the 

suns, moons, and stars of the ten directions. He can inhale all the hurricanes of the cosmic 

wind-atmospheres of the ten directions into his mouth without harming his own body and 

without letting the forests and the grasses of the buddha-fields be flattened. He can take all the 

masses of fire of all the supernovas that ultimately consume all the universes of all the buddha-

fields into his stomach without interfering with their functions. Having crossed buddha-fields as 

numerous as the sands of the Ganges downward, and having taken up a buddha-field, he can 

rise up through buddha-fields as numerous as the sands of the Ganges and place it on high, just 

as a strong man may pick up a jujube leaf on the point of a needle. 

 

"Thus, a bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable liberation can magically transform any kind 

of living being into a universal monarch, a Lokapala, a Sakra, a Brahma, a disciple, a solitary 

sage, a bodhisattva, and even into a Buddha. The bodhisattva can transform miraculously all 

the cries and noises, superior, mediocre, and inferior, of all living beings of the ten directions, 

into the voice of the Buddha, with the words of the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha, 

having them proclaim, 'Impermanent! Miserable! Empty! Selfless!' And he can cause them to 

recite the words and sounds of all the teachings taught by all the Buddhas of the ten directions. 

 

"Reverend Sariputra, I have shown you only a small part of the entrance into the domain of the 

bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable liberation. Reverend Sariputra, to explain to you the 

teaching of the full entrance into the domain of the bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable 

liberation would require more than an aeon, and even more than that." 

 

Then, the patriarch Mahakasyapa, having heard this teaching of the inconceivable liberation of 

the bodhisattvas, was amazed, and he said to the venerable Sariputra, "Venerable Sariputra, if 

one were to show a variety of things to a person blind from birth, he would not be able to see a 

single thing. Likewise, venerable Sariputra, when this door of the inconceivable liberation is 

taught, all the disciples and solitary sages are sightless, like the man blind from birth, and 

cannot comprehend even a single cause of the inconceivable liberation. Who is there among 

the wise who, hearing about this inconceivable liberation, does not conceive the spirit of 

unexcelled, perfect enlightenment? As for us, whose faculties are deteriorated, like a burned 
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and rotten seed, what else can we do if we do not become receptive to this great vehicle? We, 

all the disciples and solitary sages, upon hearing this teaching of the Dharma, should utter a cry 

of regret that would shake this billion-world-galactic universe! And as for the bodhisattvas, 

when they hear of this inconceivable liberation they should be as joyful as a young crown prince 

when he takes the diadem and is anointed, and they should increase to the utmost their 

devotion to this inconceivable liberation. Indeed, what could the entire host of Maras ever do 

to one who is devoted to this inconceivable liberation?" 

 

When the patriarch Mahakasyapa had uttered this discourse, thirty-two thousand gods 

conceived the spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. 

 

Then the Licchavi Vimalakirti said to the patriarch Mahakasyapa, "Reverend Mahakasyapa, the 

Maras who play the devil in the innumerable universes of the ten directions are all bodhisattvas 

dwelling in the inconceivable liberation, who are playing the devil in order to develop living 

beings through their skill in liberative technique. Reverend Mahakasyapa, all the miserable 

beggars who come to the bodhisattvas of the innumerable universes of the ten directions to 

ask for a hand, a foot, an ear, a nose, some blood, muscles, bones, marrow, an eye, a torso, a 

head, a limb, a member, a throne, a kingdom, a country, a wife, a son, a daughter, a slave, a 

slave-girl, a horse, an elephant, a chariot, a cart, gold, silver, jewels, pearls, conches, crystal, 

coral, beryl, treasures, food, drink, elixirs, and clothes - these demanding beggars are usually 

bodhisattvas living in the inconceivable liberation who, through their skill in liberative 

technique, wish to test and thus demonstrate the firmness of the high resolve of the 

bodhisattvas. Why? Reverend Mahakasyapa, the bodhisattvas demonstrate that firmness by 

means of terrible austerities. Ordinary persons have no power to be thus demanding of 

bodhisattvas, unless they are granted the opportunity. They are not capable of killing and 

depriving in that manner without being freely given the chance. 

 

"Reverend Mahakasyapa, just as a glowworm cannot eclipse the light of the sun, so reverend 

Mahakasyapa, it is not possible without special allowance that an ordinary person can thus 

attack and deprive a bodhisattva. Reverend Mahakasyapa, just as a donkey could not muster an 

attack on a wild elephant, even so, reverend Mahakasyapa, one who is not himself a 

bodhisattva cannot harass another bodhisattva, and only a bodhisattva can tolerate the 

harassment of another bodhisattva. Reverend Mahakasyapa, such is the introduction to the 

power of the knowledge of liberative technique of the bodhisattvas who live in the 

inconceivable liberation." ∧ 
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Chapter Seven 

The Goddess 

 

Thereupon, Manjusri, the crown prince, addressed the Licchavi Vimalakirti: "Good sir, how 

should a bodhisattva regard all living beings?"  

 

Vimalakirti replied, "Manjusri, a bodhisattva should regard all livings beings as a wise man 

regards the reflection of the moon in water or as magicians regard men created by magic. He 

should regard them as being like a face in a mirror; like the water of a mirage; like the sound of 

an echo; like a mass of clouds in the sky; like the previous moment of a ball of foam; like the 

appearance and disappearance of a bubble of water; like the core of a plantain tree; like a flash 

of lightning; like the fifth great element; like the seventh sense-medium; like the appearance of 

matter in an immaterial realm; like a sprout from a rotten seed; like a tortoise-hair coat; like the 

fun of games for one who wishes to die; like the egoistic views of a stream-winner; like a third 

rebirth of a once-returner; like the descent of a nonreturner into a womb; like the existence of 

desire, hatred, and folly in a saint; like thoughts of avarice, immorality, wickedness, and hostility 

in a bodhisattva who has attained tolerance; like the instincts of passions in a Tathagata; like 

the perception of color in one blind from birth; like the inhalation and exhalation of an ascetic 

absorbed in the meditation of cessation; like the track of a bird in the sky; like the erection of a 

eunuch; like the pregnancy of a barren woman; like the unproduced passions of an emanated 

incarnation of the Tathagata; like dream-visions seen after waking; like the passions of one who 

is free of conceptualizations; like fire burning without fuel; like the reincarnation of one who 

has attained ultimate liberation. 

 

"Precisely thus, Manjusri, does a bodhisattva who realizes the ultimate selflessness consider all 

beings." 

 

Manjusri then asked further, "Noble sir, if a bodhisattva considers all living beings in such a 

way, how does he generate the great love toward them?" 

 

Vimalakirti replied, "Manjusri, when a bodhisattva considers all living beings in this way, he 

thinks: 'Just as I have realized the Dharma, so should I teach it to living beings.' Thereby, he 

generates the love that is truly a refuge for all living beings; the love that is peaceful because 

free of grasping; the love that is not feverish, because free of passions; the love that accords 

with reality because it is equanimous in all three times; the love that is without conflict because 

free of the violence of the passions; the love that is nondual because it is involved neither with 

the external nor with the internal; the love that is imperturbable because totally ultimate. 

 

"Thereby he generates the love that is firm, its high resolve unbreakable, like a diamond; the 

love that is pure, purified in its intrinsic nature; the love that is even, its aspirations being equal; 

the saint's love that has eliminated its enemy; the bodhisattva's love that continuously 

develops living beings; The Tathagata's love that understands reality; the Buddha's love that 

causes living beings to awaken from their sleep; the love that is spontaneous because it is fully 
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enlightened spontaneously; the love that is enlightenment because it is unity of experience; the 

love that has no presumption because it has eliminated attachment and aversion; the love that 

is great compassion because it infuses the Mahayana with radiance; the love that is never 

exhausted because it acknowledges voidness and selflessness; the love that is giving because it 

bestows the gift of Dharma free of the tight fist of a bad teacher; the love that is morality 

because it improves immoral living beings; the love that is tolerance because it protects both 

self and others; the love that is effort because it takes responsibility for all living beings; the 

love that is contemplation because it refrains from indulgence in tastes; the love that is wisdom 

because it causes attainment at the proper time; the love that is liberative technique because it 

shows the way everywhere; the love that is without formality because it is pure in motivation; 

the love that is without deviation because it acts from decisive motivation; the love that is high 

resolve because it is without passions; the love that is without deceit because it is not artificial; 

the love that is happiness because it introduces living beings to the happiness of the Buddha.  

 

Such, Manjusri, is the great love of a bodhisattva." 

 

Manjusri: What is the great compassion of a bodhisattva? 

 

Vimalakirti: It is the giving of all accumulated roots of virtue to all living beings. 

 

Manjusri: What is the great joy of the bodhisattva? 

 

Vimalakirti: It is to be joyful and without regret in giving. 

 

Manjusri: What is the equanimity of the bodhisattva? 

 

Vimalakirti: It is what benefits both self and others. 

 

Manjusri: To what should one resort when terrified by fear of life? 

 

Vimalakirti: Manjusri, a bodhisattva who is terrified by fear of life should resort to the 

magnanimity of the Buddha. 

 

Manjusri: Where should he who wishes to resort to the magnanimity of the Buddha take his 

stand? 

 

Vimalakirti: He should stand in equanimity toward all living beings. 

 

Manjusri: Where should he who wishes to stand in equanimity toward all living beings take his 

stand? 

 

Vimalakirti: He should live for the liberation of all living beings. 

 

Manjusri: What should he who wishes to liberate all living beings do? 
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Vimalakirti: He should liberate them from their passions. 

 

Manjusri: How should he who wishes to eliminate passions apply himself? 

 

Vimalakirti: He should apply himself appropriately. 

 

Manjusri: How should he apply himself, to "apply himself appropriately"? 

 

Vimalakirti: He should apply himself to productionlessness and to destructionlessness. 

 

Manjusri: What is not produced? And what is not destroyed? 

 

Vimalakirti: Evil is not produced and good is not destroyed. 

 

Manjusri: What is the root of good and evil? 

 

Vimalakirti: Materiality is the root of good and evil. 

 

Manjusri: What is the root of materiality? 

 

Vimalakirti: Desire is the root of materiality. 

 

Manjusri: What is the root of desire and attachment? 

 

Vimalakirti: Unreal construction is the root of desire. 

 

Manjusri: What is the root of unreal construction? 

 

Vimalakirti: The false concept is its root. 

 

Manjusri: What is the root of the false concept? 

 

Vimalakirti: Baselessness. 

 

Manjusri: What it the root of baselessness? 

 

Vimalakirti: Manjusri, when something is baseless, how can it have any root? Therefore, all 

things stand on the root which is baseless. 

 

Thereupon, a certain goddess who lived in that house, having heard this teaching of the 

Dharma of the great heroic bodhisattvas, and being delighted, pleased, and overjoyed, 

manifested herself in a material body and showered the great spiritual heroes, the 

bodhisattvas, and the great disciples with heavenly flowers. When the flowers fell on the bodies 

189



The Holy Teaching of Vimalakirti Page 47 

of the bodhisattvas, they fell off on the floor, but when they fell on the bodies of the great 

disciples, they stuck to them and did not fall. The great disciples shook the flowers and even 

tried to use their magical powers, but still the flowers would not shake off. Then, the goddess 

said to the venerable Sariputra, "Reverend Sariputra, why do you shake these flowers?" 

 

Sariputra replied, "Goddess, these flowers are not proper for religious persons and so we are 

trying to shake them off." 

 

The goddess said, "Do not say that, reverend Sariputra. Why? These flowers are proper indeed! 

Why? Such flowers have neither constructual thought nor discrimination. But the elder 

Sariputra has both constructual thought and discrimination. 

 

"Reverend Sariputra, impropriety for one who has renounced the world for the discipline of the 

rightly taught Dharma consists of constructual thought and discrimination, yet the elders are 

full of such thoughts. One who is without such thoughts is always proper. 

 

"Reverend Sariputra, see how these flowers do not stick to the bodies of these great spiritual 

heroes, the bodhisattvas! This is because they have eliminated constructual thoughts and 

discriminations. 

 

"For example, evil spirits have power over fearful men but cannot disturb the fearless. Likewise, 

those intimidated by fear of the world are in the power of forms, sounds, smells, tastes, and 

textures, which do not disturb those who are free from fear of the passions inherent in the 

constructive world. Thus, these flowers stick to the bodies of those who have not eliminated 

their instincts for the passions and do not stick to the bodies of those who have eliminated their 

instincts. Therefore, the flowers do not stick to the bodies of these bodhisattvas, who have 

abandoned all instincts." 

 

Then the venerable Sariputra said to the goddess, "Goddess, how long have you been in this 

house?" 

 

The goddess replied, "I have been here as long as the elder has been in liberation." 

Sariputra said, "Then, have you been in this house for quite some time?" 

 

The goddess said, "Has the elder been in liberation for quite some time?" 

 

At that, the elder Sariputra fell silent. 

 

The goddess continued, "Elder, you are 'foremost of the wise!' Why do you not speak? Now, 

when it is your turn, you do not answer the question." 

 

Sariputra: Since liberation is inexpressible, goddess, I do not know what to say. 

Goddess: All the syllables pronounced by the elder have the nature of liberation. Why? 

Liberation is neither internal nor external, nor can it be apprehended apart from them. 
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Likewise, syllables are neither internal nor external, nor can they be apprehended anywhere 

else. Therefore, reverend Sariputra, do not point to liberation by abandoning speech! Why? The 

holy liberation is the equality of all things! 

 

Sariputra: Goddess, is not liberation the freedom from desire, hatred, and folly? 

 

Goddess: "Liberation is freedom from desire, hatred, and folly" that is the teaching of the 

excessively proud. But those free of pride are taught that the very nature of desire, hatred, and 

folly is itself liberation. 

 

Sariputra: Excellent! Excellent, goddess! Pray, what have you attained, what have you realized, 

that you have such eloquence? 

 

Goddess: I have attained nothing, reverend Sariputra. I have no realization. Therefore I have 

such eloquence. Whoever thinks, "I have attained! I have realized!" is overly proud in the 

discipline of the well-taught Dharma. 

 

Sariputra: Goddess, do you belong to the disciple-vehicle, to the solitary-vehicle, or to the great 

vehicle? 

 

Goddess: I belong to the disciple-vehicle when I teach it to those who need it. I belong to the 

solitary-vehicle when I teach the twelve links of dependent origination to those who need 

them. And, since I never abandon the great compassion, I belong to the great vehicle, as all 

need that teaching to attain ultimate liberation. 

 

Nevertheless, reverend Sariputra, just as one cannot smell the castor plant in a magnolia wood, 

but only the magnolia flowers, so, reverend Sariputra, living in this house, which is redolent 

with the perfume of the virtues of the Buddha-qualities, one does not smell the perfume of the 

disciples and the solitary sages. Reverend Sariputra, the Sakras, the Brahmas, the Lokapalas, the 

devas, nagas, yaksas, gandharvas, asuras, garudas, kimnaras, and mahoragas who live in this 

house hear the Dharma from the mouth of this holy man and, enticed by the perfume of the 

virtues of the Buddha-qualities, proceed to conceive the spirit of enlightenment. 

 

Reverend Sariputra, I have been in this house for twelve years, and I have heard no discourses 

concerning the disciples and solitary sages but have heard only those concerning the great love, 

the great compassion, and the inconceivable qualities of the Buddha. 

Reverend Sariputra, eight strange and wonderful things manifest themselves constantly in this 

house. What are these eight? 

 

A light of golden hue shines here constantly, so bright that it is hard to distinguish day and 

night; and neither the moon nor the sun shines here distinctly. That is the first wonder of this 

house. 

 

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, whoever enters this house is no longer troubled by his 
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passions from the moment he is within. That is the second strange and wonderful thing. 

 

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, this house is never forsaken by Sakra, Brahma, the Lokapalas, 

and the bodhisattvas from all the other buddha-fields. That is the third strange and wonderful 

thing. 

 

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, this house is never empty of the sounds of the Dharma, the 

discourse on the six transcendences, and the discourses of the irreversible wheel of the 

Dharma. That is the fourth strange and wonderful thing. 

 

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, in this house one always hears the rhythms, songs, and music 

of gods and men, and from this music constantly resounds the sound of the infinite Dharma of 

the Buddha. That is the fifth strange and wonderful thing. 

 

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, in this house there are always four inexhaustible treasures, 

replete with all kinds of jewels, which never decrease, although all the poor and wretched may 

partake to their satisfaction. That is the sixth strange and wonderful thing. 

 

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, at the wish of this good man, to this house come the 

innumerable Tathagatas of the ten directions, such as the Tathagatas Sakyamuni, Amitabha, 

Aksobhya, Ratnasri, Ratnarcis, Ratnacandra, Ratnavyuha, Dusprasaha, Sarvarthasiddha, 

Ratnabahula, Simhakirti, Simhasvara, and so forth; and when they come they teach the door of 

Dharma called the "Secrets of the Tathagatas" and then depart. That is the seventh strange and 

wonderful thing. 

 

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, all the splendors of the abodes of the gods and all the 

splendors of the fields of the Buddhas shine forth in this house. That is the eighth strange and 

wonderful thing. 

 

Reverend Sariputra, these eight strange and wonderful things are seen in this house. Who then, 

seeing such inconceivable things, would believe the teaching of the disciples? 

 

Sariputra: Goddess, what prevents you from transforming yourself out of your female state? 

 

Goddess: Although I have sought my "female state" for these twelve years, I have not yet found 

it. Reverend Sariputra, if a magician were to incarnate a woman by magic, would you ask her, 

"What prevents you from transforming yourself out of your female state?" 

 

Sariputra: No! Such a woman would not really exist, so what would there be to transform? 

 

Goddess: Just so, reverend Sariputra, all things do not really exist. Now, would you think, "What 

prevents one whose nature is that of a magical incarnation from transforming herself out of her 

female state?" 
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Thereupon, the goddess employed her magical power to cause the elder Sariputra to appear in 

her form and to cause herself to appear in his form. Then the goddess, transformed into 

Sariputra, said to Sariputra, transformed into a goddess, "Reverend Sariputra, what prevents 

you from transforming yourself out of your female state?" 

 

And Sariputra, transformed into the goddess, replied, "I no longer appear in the form of a male! 

My body has changed into the body of a woman! I do not know what to transform!" 

 

The goddess continued, "If the elder could again change out of the female state, then all 

women could also change out of their female states. All women appear in the form of women 

in just the same way as the elder appears in the form of a woman. While they are not women in 

reality, they appear in the form of women. With this in mind, the Buddha said, 'In all things, 

there is neither male nor female.'" 

 

Then, the goddess released her magical power and each returned to his ordinary form. She 

then said to him, 

 

"Reverend Sariputra, what have you done with your female form?" 

 

Sariputra: I neither made it nor did I change it. 

 

Goddess: Just so, all things are neither made nor changed, and that they are not made and not 

changed, that is the teaching of the Buddha. 

 

Sariputra: Goddess, where will you be born when you transmigrate after death? 

 

Goddess: I will be born where all the magical incarnations of the Tathagata are born. 

 

Sariputra: But the emanated incarnations of the Tathagata do not transmigrate nor are they 

born. 

 

Goddess: All things and living beings are just the same; they do not transmigrate nor are they 

born! 

 

Sariputra: Goddess, how soon will you attain the perfect enlightenment of Buddhahood? 

 

Goddess: At such time as you, elder, become endowed once more with the qualities of an 

ordinary individual, then will I attain the perfect enlightenment of Buddhahood. 

 

Sariputra: Goddess, it is impossible that I should become endowed once more with the qualities 

of an ordinary individual. 

 

Goddess: Just so, reverend Sariputra, it is impossible that I should attain the perfect 

enlightenment of Buddhahood! Why? Because perfect enlightenment stands upon the 

193



The Holy Teaching of Vimalakirti Page 51 

impossible. Because it is impossible, no one attains the perfect enlightenment of Buddhahood. 

 

Sariputra: But the Tathagata has declared: "The Tathagatas, who are as numerous as the sands 

of the Ganges, have attained perfect Buddhahood, are attaining perfect Buddhahood, and will 

go on attaining perfect Buddhahood." 

 

Goddess: Reverend Sariputra, the expression, "the Buddhas of the past, present and future," is 

a conventional expression made up of a certain number of syllables. The Buddhas are neither 

past, nor present, nor future. Their enlightenment transcends the three times! But tell me, 

elder, have you attained sainthood? 

 

Sariputra: It is attained, because there is no attainment. 

 

Goddess: Just so, there is perfect enlightenment because there is no attainment of perfect 

enlightenment. 

 

Then the Licchavi Vimalakirti said to the venerable elder Sariputra, "Reverend Sariputra, this 

goddess has already served ninety-two million billion Buddhas. She plays with the 

superknowledges. She has truly succeeded in all her vows. She has gained the tolerance of the 

birthlessness of things. She has actually attained irreversibility. She can live wherever she 

wishes on the strength of her vow to develop living beings." ∧ 
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Chapter Nine 

The Dharma-Door of Nonduality 

 

Then, the Licchavi Vimalakirti asked those bodhisattvas, "Good sirs, please explain how the 

bodhisattvas enter the Dharma-door of nonduality!"  

 

The bodhisattva Dharmavikurvana declared, "Noble sir, production and destruction are two, 

but what is not produced and does not occur cannot be destroyed. Thus the attainment of the 

tolerance of the birthlessness of things is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Srigandha declared, " 'I' and 'mine' are two. If there is no presumption of a self, 

there will be no possessiveness. Thus, the absence of presumption is the entrance into 

nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Srikuta declared, " 'Defilement' and 'purification' are two. When there is 

thorough knowledge of defilement, there will be no conceit about purification. The path leading 

to the complete conquest of all conceit is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Bhadrajyotis declared, " 'Distraction' and 'attention' are two. When there is no 

distraction, there will be no attention, no mentation, and no mental intensity. Thus, the 

absence of mental intensity is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Subahu declared, " 'Bodhisattva-spirit' and 'disciple-spirit' are two. When both 

are seen to resemble an illusory spirit, there is no bodhisattva-spirit, nor any disciple-spirit. 

Thus, the sameness of natures of spirits is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Animisa declared, " 'Grasping' and 'nongrasping' are two. What is not grasped 

is not perceived, and what is not perceived is neither presumed nor repudiated. Thus, the 

inaction and noninvolvement of all things is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Sunetra declared, " 'Uniqueness' and 'characterlessness' are two. Not to 

presume or construct something is neither to establish its uniqueness nor to establish its 

characterlessness. To penetrate the equality of these two is to enter nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Tisya declared, " 'Good' and 'evil' are two. Seeking neither good nor evil, the 

understanding of the nonduality of the significant and the meaningless is the entrance into 

nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Simha declared, " 'Sinfulness' and 'sinlessness' are two. By means of the 

diamond-like wisdom that pierces to the quick, not to be bound or liberated is the entrance 

into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Simhamati declared, "To say, 'This is impure' and 'This is immaculate' makes 
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for duality. One who, attaining equanimity, forms no conception of impurity or 

immaculateness, yet is not utterly without conception, has equanimity without any attainment 

of equanimity - he enters the absence of conceptual knots. Thus, he enters into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Suddhadhimukti declared, "To say, 'This is happiness' and 'That is misery' is 

dualism. One who is free of all calculations, through the extreme purity of gnosis - his mind is 

aloof, like empty space; and thus he enters into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Narayana declared, "To say, 'This is mundane' and 'That is transcendental' is 

dualism. This world has the nature of voidness, so there is neither transcendence nor 

involvement, neither progress nor standstill. Thus, neither to transcend nor to be involved, 

neither to go nor to stop - this is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Dantamati declared, "'Life' and 'liberation' are dualistic. Having seen the nature 

of life, one neither belongs to it nor is one utterly liberated from it. Such understanding is the 

entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Pratyaksadarsana declared, "'Destructible' and 'indestructible' are dualistic. 

What is destroyed is ultimately destroyed. What is ultimately destroyed does not become 

destroyed; hence, it is called 'indestructible.' What is indestructible is instantaneous, and what 

is instantaneous is indestructible. The experience of such is called 'the entrance into the 

principle of nonduality.'" 

 

The bodhisattva Parigudha declared, "'Self' and 'selflessness' are dualistic. Since the existence 

of self cannot be perceived, what is there to be made 'selfless'? Thus, the nondualism of the 

vision of their nature is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Vidyuddeva declared, "'Knowledge' and 'ignorance' are dualistic. The natures 

of ignorance and knowledge are the same, for ignorance is undefined, incalculable, and beyond 

the sphere of thought. The realization of this is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Priyadarsana declared, "Matter itself is void. Voidness does not result from the 

destruction of matter, but the nature of matter is itself voidness. Therefore, to speak of 

voidness on the one hand, and of matter, or of sensation, or of intellect, or of motivation, or of 

consciousness on the other - is entirely dualistic. 

 

Consciousness itself is voidness. Voidness does not result from the destruction of 

consciousness, but the nature of consciousness is itself voidness. Such understanding of the five 

compulsive aggregates and the knowledge of them as such by means of gnosis is the entrance 

into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Prabhaketu declared, "To say that the four main elements are one thing and 

the etheric space-element another is dualistic. The four main elements are themselves the 

nature of space. The past itself is also the nature of space. The future itself is also the nature of 
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space. Likewise, the present itself is also the nature of space. The gnosis that penetrates the 

elements in such a way is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Pramati declared, "'Eye' and 'form' are dualistic. To understand the eye 

correctly, and not to have attachment, aversion, or confusion with regard to form - that is 

called 'peace.' Similarly, 'ear' and 'sound,' 'nose' and 'smell,' 'tongue' and taste,' 'body' and 

touch,' and 'mind' and 'phenomena' - all are dualistic. But to know the mind, and to be neither 

attached, averse, nor confused with regard to phenomena - that is called 'peace.' To live in such 

peace is to enter into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Aksayamati declared, "The dedication of generosity for the sake of attaining 

omniscience is dualistic. The nature of generosity is itself omniscience, and the nature of 

omniscience itself is total dedication. 

 

Likewise, it is dualistic to dedicate morality, tolerance, effort, meditation, and wisdom for the 

sake of omniscience. Omniscience is the nature of wisdom, and total dedication is the nature of 

omniscience. Thus, the entrance into this principle of uniqueness is the entrance into 

nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Gambhiramati declared, "It is dualistic to say that voidness is one thing, 

signlessness another, and wishlessness still another. What is void has no sign. What has no sign 

has no wish. Where there is no wish there is no process of thought, mind, or consciousness. To 

see the doors of all liberations in the door of one liberation is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Santendriya declared, "It is dualistic to say 'Buddha,' 'Dharma,' and 'Sangha.' 

The Dharma is itself the nature of the Buddha, the Sangha is itself the nature of the Dharma, 

and all of them are uncompounded. The uncompounded is infinite space, and the processes of 

all things are equivalent to infinite space. Adjustment to this is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Apratihatanetra declared, "It is dualistic to refer to 'aggregates' and to the 

'cessation of aggregates.' Aggregates themselves are cessation. Why? The egoistic views of 

aggregates, being unproduced themselves, do not exist ultimately. Hence such views do not 

really conceptualize 'These are aggregates' or 'These aggregates cease.' Ultimately, they have 

no such discriminative constructions and no such conceptualizations. Therefore, such views 

have themselves the nature of cessation. Nonoccurrence and nondestruction are the entrance 

into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Suvinita declared, "Physical, verbal, and mental vows do not exist dualistically. 

Why? These things have the nature of inactivity. The nature of inactivity of the body is the same 

as the nature of inactivity of speech, whose nature of inactivity is the same as the nature of 

inactivity of the mind. It is necessary to know and to understand this fact of the ultimate 

inactivity of all things, for this knowledge is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Punyaksetra declared, "It is dualistic to consider actions meritorious, sinful, or 
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neutral. The non-undertaking of meritorious, sinful, and neutral actions is not dualistic. The 

intrinsic nature of all such actions is voidness, wherein ultimately there is neither merit, nor sin, 

nor neutrality, nor action itself. The nonaccomplishment of such actions is the entrance into 

nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Padmavyuha declared, "Dualism is produced from obsession with self, but true 

understanding of self does not result in dualism. Who thus abides in nonduality is without 

ideation, and that absence of ideation is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Srigarbha declared, "Duality is constituted by perceptual manifestation. 

Nonduality is objectlessness. Therefore, nongrasping and nonrejection is the entrance into 

nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Candrottara declared, "'Darkness' and 'light' are dualistic, but the absence of 

both darkness and light is nonduality. Why? At the time of absorption in cessation, there is 

neither darkness nor light, and likewise with the natures of all things. The entrance into this 

equanimity is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Ratnamudrahasta declared, "It is dualistic to detest the world and to rejoice in 

liberation, and neither detesting the world nor rejoicing in liberation is nonduality. Why? 

Liberation can be found where there is bondage, but where there is ultimately no bondage 

where is there need for liberation? The mendicant who is neither bound nor liberated does not 

experience any like or any dislike and thus he enters nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Manikutaraja declared, "It is dualistic to speak of good paths and bad paths. 

One who is on the path is not concerned with good or bad paths. Living in such unconcern, he 

entertains no concepts of 'path' or 'nonpath.' Understanding the nature of concepts, his mind 

does not engage in duality. Such is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

The bodhisattva Satyarata declared, "It is dualistic to speak of 'true' and 'false.' When one sees 

truly, one does not ever see any truth, so how could one see falsehood? Why? One does not 

see with the physical eye, one sees with the eye of wisdom. And with the wisdom-eye one sees 

only insofar as there is neither sight nor nonsight. There, where there is neither sight nor 

nonsight, is the entrance into nonduality." 

 

When the bodhisattvas had given their explanations, they all addressed the crown prince 

Manjusri: "Manjusri, what is the bodhisattva's entrance into nonduality?" 

 

Manjusri replied, "Good sirs, you have all spoken well. Nevertheless, all your explanations are 

themselves dualistic. To know no one teaching, to express nothing, to say nothing, to explain 

nothing, to announce nothing, to indicate nothing, and to designate nothing - that is the 

entrance into nonduality." 

 

Then the crown prince Manjusri said to the Licchavi Vimalakirti, "We have all given our own 
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teachings, noble sir. Now, may you elucidate the teaching of the entrance into the principle of 

nonduality!" 

 

Thereupon, the Licchavi Vimalakirti kept his silence, saying nothing at all. 

 

The crown prince Manjusri applauded the Licchavi Vimalakirti: "Excellent! Excellent, noble sir! 

This is indeed the entrance into the nonduality of the bodhisattvas. Here there is no use for 

syllables, sounds, and ideas." 

 

When these teachings had been declared, five thousand bodhisattvas entered the door of the 

Dharma of nonduality and attained tolerance of the birthlessness of things. ∧ 
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THE CONCEPT OF TATHAGATAGARBHA IN THE 
SRIMALADE VI S UTRA (SHENG-MAN CHING)* 

DIANA PAUL 

STANFORD UNIVERSITY 

"Tathagatagarbha" refers to a theory in Mahayana Buddhism which interprets the nature of the mind 
as intrinsically pure (unconditioned) yet defiled (conditioned). The objective of this theory is to link 
living beings with the Buddha, encouraging them to attain enlightenment. In the Srnmaladevt-sutra, a 
major scriptural authority on Tathagatagarbha, a correlation between the nature of Emptiness and the 
nature of mind is explicated. The devlopment of ideas first presented in the Srnmaladevr-sitra greatly 
influenced the evolution of the notion of dlayavijiana, the key concept in the second major Mahayana 
school known as Vijnanavada. It will be demonstrated that Tathagatagarbha accounts for the 
possibility of change from a defiled to an enlightened state due to the two dimensions of the inherently 
pure nature of mind as "embryo" and "womb." 

THE SRIMALADEVI-SUTRA IS a scriptural authority on 
the theory of Tathagatagarbha. In this text there are two 
principal definitions of Tathagatagarbha: 1) the basis or 
support for all phenomena, both conditioned and 
unconditioned, symbolically represented as the 
"womb"; 2) the causal element for the gradual 
maturation of the Buddha-nature, symbolically 
represented as the "embryo." 

In the Lahkavatara-sutra the concept of Tatha- 
gatagarbha, with reference to the first defini- 
tion, is expanded to include the notion of the 
storehouse-consciousness (alaya-vijndna) which 
receives sensory input (bija). With reference to the 
second definition, the Lahkavatara introduces the 
transformation of this basic consciousness (dsraya- 
paravrtti or asraya-parivrtti) towards enlighten- 
ment as an account for the nature of mind. The 
prototype for this storehouse-consciousness may be 
found, in part, in the metaphors of the "jewel- 
storehouse" and the "storehouse of merit" found in 
the ritmaladevr-sutra. The dominant characteristics 
of Tathagatagarbha, however, according to the 
Srimaladevt-sutra, are in terms of the two definitions 
mentioned above, without reference to a storehouse- 
consciousness but rather to an originally pure state 
of mind (cittam prabhasvaram orprakrtiparisuddha- 
garbha). 

The theory of Tathagatagarbha, as developed in 
the Srlmaladevi-satra, results in an interpretation 
of mind as intrinsically pure (unconditioned) yet 
defiled (conditioned), which reflects all phenomena 
as their basis and foundation, redefining emptiness 
as the negation of the defiled (klesa) and the 

affirmation of the intrinsically pure (Buddha- 
dharma). This interpretation of mind as the 
undifferentiated Dharma-realm (Dharma-dhatu), 
consisting of the absolutely pure dharmas, accounts 
for the universal enlightenment of all beings and for 
the possibility of change from a defiled state to an 
enlightened state. Since the Tathagatagarbha partici- 
pates in both the causal plane (original state of 
mind) and the resultant plane (the Dharma-Body, 
the enlightened state of mind), it is the basis for both 
the conditioned and unconditioned levels of exist- 
ence vis-a-vis its Dharma-nature (tathatO). 

The compound tathagata-garbha (/u-lai-tsang)a 
has two constituents, tathagata signifying "thus 
come" or "thus gone," designating a Buddha, and 
garbha signifying "womb, inside, middle, interior of 
anything... a foetus or embryo, child, brood."' 
Tathagatagarbha would then signify the womb or the 
embryo of the Tathagata. The container in which the 
Tathagata resides is implied in the "womb" 
dimension ofgarbha. The potentiality of becoming a 
Tathagata is represented by the foetus or "embryo" 
nature of garbha. 

From the two definitions of garbha, a passive and 
an active interpretation can be derived. Garbha as 
Tathagata-in-utero refers to a receptacle which 
possesses or receives the Tathagata. Garbha as 
Tathagata-in-embryo refers to the process of growth 
and birth which culminates in the Tathagata. The 
Tathagatagarbha, therefore, has a dual function: 1) 
as the receptacle of the Buddha-nature; 2) as a cause 
for the gradual development and maturation of the 
Tathagata. 
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The Chinese term for garbha which is tsangb 
denoting "storehouse," "container," or hidden 
place (often used to translate the Sanskrit kosa), 
indicates the first function of Tathagatagarbha. No 
reference is made to embryo, essence, or womb.2 
The interpretation of Tathagatagarbha as a store- 
house is explicitly demonstrated when Tathagata- 
garbha is assimilated to the concept of the 
"storehouse-consciousness" (alaya-vijiina) in the 
Lahkavatara-sutra ,3 employing the same word, 
tsang, for both Tathagatagarbha and alaya-vijUtna 
(shih-tsang).d 

In identifying Tathagatagarbha with the alaya- 
vijAdna, the Lahkavatara cites the Srtmaladevt- 
sutra4 (Sheng-man ching)e and interprets Tathagata- 
garbha as the receiver of input (btja) which directs 
the consciousness towards transformation into the 
Buddha-nature,5 an adaptation of both definitions 
mentioned above. However, the identity of Tatha- 
gatagarbha with the alaya-vijnana is a late 
development, immediately prefiguring Vijfianavada.6 
The SrTmaladevl-sztra remains silent with regard to 
a storehouse-consciousness.7 

Although there are no instances of a storehouse- 
consciousness in the Srtmaladevt-satra there is the 
metaphor of a jewel-storehouse which describes the 
merits and virtues of the Tathagatagarbha, viz. the 
Acceptance of the true Dharma (saddharma- 
parigraha):8 

Again the Great Earth has four kinds of jewel- 
storehouses (pao-tsangg). What are the four? 1) the 
priceless 2) the supremely valuable 3) the moderately 
valuable 4) the slightly valuable. These are the 
Great Earth's four kinds of jewel-storehouses. 

Similarly, the good sons and daughters who 
accept the true Dharma and build the great earth, 
obtain the four kinds of most precious jewels, viz., 
living beings. Who are the four? 1) Those who have 
not heard [the Dharmal or are without the Dharma 
are presented with the merits and virtuous deeds of 
men and the gods by the good sons and daughters 
who have accepted the true Dharma; 2) Those who 
seek Sravakahood are presented with the Sravaka 
vehicle; 3) Those who seek Pratyeka-buddhahood 
are presented with the Pratyeka vehicle; 4) Those 
who seek Mahayana are presented with Mahayana. 

Thus, all the good sons and daughters who obtain 
the great jewels, viz., living beings, realize extra- 
ordinarily rare merits because of the Acceptance of 
the true Dharma. Lord, the greatjewel-storehouse is 
the Acceptance of the true Dharma.9 

The extension of the Acceptance of the true 
Dharma includes all the Buddha-dharmas.10 Stated 
otherwise, the Acceptance of the true Dharma 
contains the Buddha-nature, or is a receptacle of the 
Buddha-nature. 

In terms of the Tathagatagarbha itself, four 
storehouses or "wombs" are ascribed to it: "O 
Lord, the Tathagatagarbha is the Womb of the 
Dharma-realm (fa-chieh tsangi), the Womb of the 
Dharma-Body (fa-shen tsangi), the transcendental 
Womb (chCu shih-chien shang-shang tsangk), and 
the inherently pure Womb (tzu-hsing chcing-ching 
tsangl)" (p. 222b, col. 21-22)." The first two 
Wombs refer to the constituents of the Tathagata- 
garbha, the latter two to the nature of the 
Tathagatagarbha itself. An allusion is being made 
here to the basis for the unconditioned (Dharma- 
realm), the enlightened state of mind (Dharma- 
Body), and to the original state of mind as 
transcendental and inherently pure. 

The Tathagatagarbha as the causal element for 
the gradual development and maturation of the 
Tathagata as the Dharma-Body (Nirvana) accounts 
for the possibility of change from a defiled to an 
enlightened state. In acknowledging an originally 
pure state of mind in all living beings, i.e., universal 
enlightenment, the cause of the immanent enlightened 
state is attributed to the Tathagatagarbha. Conse- 
quently, as a soteriological device, Tathagatagarbha 
inspires encouragement and hope in all living 
beings. This soteriological dimension is accompanied 
by an epistemological account for the change from 
defiled, but originally pure, state of mind (Tatha- 
gatagarbha) to an actualized, enlightened pure state 
of mind (Dharma-Body): 

O Lord, if there were no Tathagatagarbha, there 
would be no revulsion towards suffering, nor the 
aspiration to seek Nirvana. Why? Because the seven 
[mental] phenomena-the six consciousnesses and 
the knowledge of [accompanying] mental phenom- 
ena-do not continue even momentarily and do not 
accept the impressions of suffering, there cannot be 
revulsion for suffering nor the aspiration to seek 
Nirvana (p. 222b, col. 13-16). 

Because there is the causal element (Tathagata- 
garbha) for the enlightened state of mind (Dharma- 
Body), there is enlightenment: 

"The Highest, Complete Enlightenment (anuttara 
samyaksambodhi) is a name for the Nirvana realm 
(nirvana-dhatu). The 'Nirvana realm', Lord, is a 
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name for the Dharma-Body of the Tathagata" 
(p. 220c, col. 22-23).12 Consequently, the cause for 
the Dharma-Body, viz, the Highest, Complete 
Enlightenment, is the Tathagatagarbha. 

The nature of the embryo or potentiality of the 
Dharma-Body in the expression Tathagatagarbha is 
more explicitly illustrated in the Ta-fang-teng ju- 
lai-tsang chingn (Mah vaipulya-Tathagatagarbha 
sutra),13 regarded as the initial text of the 
Tathagatagarbha transmission,14 and cited in the 
Ratnagotravibhaga (p. 60, verse 97) as the eighth 
of the nine metaphors for the Tathagatagarbha, viz. 
"the Tathagatagarbha is like the foetus of an 
outcaste woman, impregnated by a king, who will 
live to be a future king." (jaghanyanarijathare 
nrpatvam)15 (Taisho v. 16, n. 666, p. 459a, col. 7- 
9, 16-17). The essentially pure nature of the 
Tathagatagarbha, the unconditioned, is represented 
by the embryo concomitant with the extraneously 
defiled nature of the mother's womb, the conditioned: 

Therefore, O Lord, the life-death cycle (sarhsara) 
is both conditioned and unconditioned. Nirvana is 
likewise [both conditioned and unconditioned], 
being [Nirvana] with remainder [i.e., conditioned] 
and [Nirvana] without remainder [i.e., uncondi- 
tioned] (p. 221b, cols. 24-25).16 

The relationship between the Tathagatagarbha 
and the life-death cycle is described in the following 
manner: 

O Lord, the life-death cycle is based upon the 
Tathagatagarbha. Because there is the Tathagata- 
garbha, one refers to the [life-death cycle's] original 
limit, which in unknowable. O Lord, because there 
is the Tathagatagarbha, one refers to the life-death 
cycle as a proper designation [for the Tathagata- 
garbha].'7 (p. 222b 4-6)... 0 Lord, these two 
phenomena-life and death-are the Tathagata- 
garbha. It is worldly convention to say 'there is life' 
and 'there is death'. 'Death' is the extinction of 
one's senses. 'Life' is the arising of new senses. The 
Tathagatagarbha is neither life nor death. The 
Tathagatagarbha is separate from the conditioned. 
The Tathagatagarbha is eternal and unchanging. 
Therefore, the Tathagatagarbha is the basis, 
support, and foundation. (p. 222b 7-11)18 

Consequently, the Tathagatagarbha as the life- 
death cycle is both conditioned and unconditioned 
and as the Dharma-Body is both conditioned and 

unconditioned. The relationship between Tathagata- 
garbha as the causal element and Dharma-Body as 
the result resembles the maturation from embryo to 
completely matured Buddha-nature as illustrated in 
the eighth of the nine metaphors in the Ratnagotra- 
vibhaga cited above. The distinction between the 
causal plane (Tathagatagarbha) and the resultant 
plane (Dharma-Body) is defilement (klesa):19 

In explaining Tathagatagarbha one explains the 
Dharma-Body of the Tathagata, the inconceivable 
Buddha realms, and skillful means (p. 221b 17- 
18) ... The extinction of suffering signifies the 
Dharma-Body of the Tathagata which is from 
beginningless time, uncreated, non-arising, free 
from destruction, eternal, inherently pure, and 
separate from all the stores of defilement. O Lord, 
the Dharma-Body is not separate from, free from, or 
different from the inconceivable Buddha-dharmas, 
which are more numerous than the sands of the 
Ganges. O Lord, the Dharma-Body of the Tathagata 
is called the Tathagatagarbha when it is inseparable 
from the stores of defilement. (p. 221 c 7-11 )20 

The sentient consciousness' process of spiritual 
maturation is referred to as the Tathagatagarbha 
when in embryonic form, i.e., as contained within a 
defiled nature, represented by the eighth metaphor. 
The result of this maturation is the Dharma-Body, 
the enlightened state of consciousness which is both 
conditioned and unconditioned. The originally pure 
state of mind, as the seed or cause for the gradual 
development and maturation of the Tathagata, viz., 
the Tathagatagarbha, must be differentiated from 
the enlightened, actualized pure state of mind, viz., 
the Dharma-Body.While the unconditioned, origi- 
nally pure state of mind is the cuase for all 
phenomena, both conditoned and unconditioned, the 
potentially enlightened state (Tathagatagarbha) and 
the enlightened state (Dharma-Body) are not 
identical vis-a-vis defilements (klesa). 

In the Mahayana-abhidharma-sutra which is 
quoted in the Ratnagotravibhaga (p. 72, lines 13- 
14), the latter citing the Snrmaladevl sftra as a 
gloss, a crucial interpolation ofgarbha is introduced: 

Anadikaliko dhatuh sarvadharmasamasrayah/ 
Tasmin sati gatih sarva nirvanadhigamo 'pi ca.// 
The causal element which continues from beginning- 
less time is the basis for all phenomena. Because of 
its existence, there are all levels of existence as well 
as the attainment of Nirvana. 
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In this passage not only is the cause for the levels of 
existence and the attainment of Nirvana attributed 
to the causal element but the basis of all phenomena 
are dependent upon this element. In the Vijfanavadin 
framework the causal element, the basis for all 
phenomena, is equated with the alayavijniana by 
Sthiramati.21 The Ratnagotravibhaga (pp. 72-73, 
lines 15-16, 1-3) attributes this basis to the 
Tathagatagarbha: 

sarvadharmasraya iti/yad aha/ tasmad bhagavarms 
tathagatagarbho nisraya ddharah pratiStha sambad- 
dhanam avinirbhaganam amuktajinananam asarh- 
skrtanadm dharmanam/ asamhbaddhanam api bhaga- 
van vinirbhaga-dharmanam muktajnianonarh sarh- 
skrtlanam dharmdnamtr nisraya adharah pratiStha 
tathagatagarbha iti/ (RGV p. 73, lines 1-5) 
... "The basis for all phenomena"-It is said: 
"Therefore, O Lord, the Tathagatagarbha is the 
basis, support, and foundation for all the intercon- 
nected phenomena which are unconditioned, being 
the knowledge inseperable and indivisible [from the 
Buddha-dharmas]. The Tathagatagarbha is also the 
basis, support, and foundation for all the non- 
interconnected phenomena which are conditioned, 
being the knowledge separable and divisible [from 
the Buddha dharmas].22 

In this citation we see the convergence of the 
meaning of cause or "embryo" with basis (asrayah), 
foundation, and support which is reiterated in the 
Srrmaladevl sutra. 

The Buddha-dharmas are the unconditioned 
constituents of the Tathagatagarbha. The constitu- 
ents which are not Buddha-dharmas, viz., defile- 
ments, are also associated with the Tathagatagarbha. 

The Tathagatagarbha as a causal element which 
gradually develops and matures is fused with the 
concept of a basis upon which all phenomena 
depend. The identity between the cause for Buddha- 
nature on the one hand and the basis or foundation 
for all phenomena on the other is due to the true 
nature or essence of all phenomena, viz., Suchness. 
This fusion of embryo or cause with both foundaton 
and essence is again demonstrated in the following 
passage of the Mahayanasutralarhkara:23 

sarveSam avisiitapi tathata suddhim agata/ 
tathagatvam tasmac ca tadgarbhah sarvadehinah// 
"Suchness, which is characteristic of all things, is 

purity 
And has the nature of the Tathagata; therefore, that 

essence belongs to all beings." 

According to this verse, there is no differentiation 
between living beings and the Tathagata from the 
aspect of Suchness. However, from the standpoint of 
those who have reached the enlightened state and 
those who have not, there is a distinction between 
living beings and the Tathagata. 

The Tibetan translation of garbha (in the 
compound Tathagatagarbha), siih po, most adequately 
connotes the full range of meanings as seed or cause, 
essence or heart,24 which are not connotations 
derived from tsang.b However, the Srfmaladevi- 
sutra, in the passages cited above, attempts, for the 
first time within the evolution of Tathagatagarbha 
literature, to delineate a definitive exposition on the 
Tathagatagarbha as the cause for the maturation of 
the Buddha-nature concomitant with a description as 
the essence of the mind and the basis for all 
phenomena. Therefore, two dimensions of Tathagata- 
garbha are specified: 1) the active process in which 
the sentient consciousness realizes spiritual matura- 
tion, implied in the "embryo" dimension and 2) the 
underlying nature or foundation which is the basis and 
essence of all phenomena, metaphorically represented 
as a storehouse or Womb for the merits of the 
Tathagata upon which all existence depends, serving 
as a prototype for a storehouse-consciousness. 

From the above citations we have seen that the 
living being has within his consciousness the cause 
which enables him to attain enlightenment. While 
living beings have this seed of enlightenment, they 
nonetheless remain in a defiled state and must 
nurture and mature this embryonic seed or causal 
element concomitant with the extirpation of defile- 
ment. Defilement is the falsely discriminating nature 
of mind, covering over the original pure state. 
Defilement exists conditionally but is extrinsic 
(agantuka) or not truly the nature of mind. This total 
condition of the sentient consciousness is ascribed to 
the Tathagatagarbha as the inherently pure mind 
residing in a defiled state. 

This Tathagatagarbha which is inherently pure is 
the inconceivable realm of the Tathagata which has 
been contaminated by extrinsic defilements and 
other virulent defilements. Why? The good mind is 
momentary and not contaminated by defilements. 
The evil mind is also momentary but is not 
contaminated by defilements either. Defilements do 
not affect the mind. Then, how does the mind, which 
is unaffected by nature, become defiled? O Lord, 
there are defilements and there are defiled minds. 
The fact that there is defilement in the mind which is 
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inherently pure is difficult to comprehend. Only the 
Buddhas, the Lords, who have the eye of truth and 
the wisdom of truth, who are the sources of the 
Dharma and penetrate the Dharma, and who are the 
refuge of the true Dharma, can comprehend this 
truth." (p. 222b 22-222c 1)25 

A strict identity between the sentient conscious- 
ness and the Tathagatagarbha is not intended. 
Rather, the Tathagatagarbha refers to the essential 
nature of mind which is intrinsically pure but 
obfuscated by defiled living beings who do not 
comprehend the true nature of their own minds. 
There is the identity between living beings and the 
Tathagatagarbha from the perspective of the enlight- 
ened state wherein one understands the dharma- 
nature as Emptiness, the non-differentiation between 
the pure and the impure. From the perspective of the 
embryonic state of becoming enlightened, the 
defilement which has not been understood as Empty, 
is still differentiated from the pure, enlightened state 
which understands Emptiness, i.e. the identity 
between original enlightenment (Tathagatagarbha) 
and actual enlightenment (Dharma-Body) is not 
maintained when there is false discrimination instead 
of wisdom (prajih). 

The author of the Srtmacladevf-sutra introduces 
the latent stage of ignorance (avidyavasa-bhuimi)26 
(wu-ming chu-ti)t as the subtle, subconscious 
propensity which conditions every active state of 
defiled consciousness and obscures the true state 
which is the intrinsically pure mind. Only the Buddha 
can eliminate this most subtle and fundamental 
character of sentient consciousness: 

O Lord, such is the power of the latent stage of 
ignorance! The power of the latent stage of ignorance 
is much greater than the other latent stages 
represented by the fourth stage of desire for existence 
(p. 220a 9)... The power of the latent stage of 
ignorance is far superior to that of the other latent 
stages of defilement represented by the fourth stage 
of desire for existence, and is the basis for the active 
defilements more numerous than the sands of the 
Ganges. It [the latent stage of ignorance] also causes 
(ling)u the four [other] kinds of [latent] defilements 
to continue for a long time. The Arhats and 
Pratyekas' wisdom cannot eliminate it. Only the 
Tathagata's enlightenment wisdom27 can eliminate 
it. Yes, the stage of ignorance is extremely powerful! 
(p. 220a 12-15) 

The active defiled state of consciousness is 
extirpated only by the Tathagata. Consequently, the 
absolutely pure state of mind is realized only by the 
Tathagata (Dharma-Body). The last remnant of 
impurity which distinguishes the sentient mind 
(sattvacitta) from the enlightenment wisdom (bodhi) 
of the Tathagata is the latent stage of ignorance. In 
order to understand phenomenal existence which is 
activated by the propensity of the beginningless28 
ignorance, one must realize the intrinsically pure 
state of mind, i.e., the knowledge of the Tathagata- 
garbha: 

O Lord, the Arhats, Pratyeka-buddhas and the 
Bodhisattvas in their very last body do not know and 
do not awaken to the various phenomena which are 
obscured29 by the stage of ignorance. Because they 
are not aware (of these phenomena) they cannot 
absolutely eliminate what should be eliminated. 
(p. 220a 25-29) 

The tenacity of beginningless ignorance prevents 
the comprehension of the true nature of all things 
(dharmata). Stated otherwise, beginningless ignor- 
ance impedes the Tathagatagarbha, i.e., the matura- 
tion of the Buddha-nature. 

If there were no Tathagatagarbha upon which all 
phenomena, conditioned and unconditioned, are 
based, there would be no possibility for change, i.e., 
no transformation from a defiled state to an 
intrinsically pure state of mind since the Tathagata- 
garbha is the cause for both all levels of existence 
and Nirvana. 

The Tathagatagarbha accounts for the possibility 
of change and for the activity of all phenomena. In 
terms of consciousness Tathagatagarbha is the 
foundation for changing (pravrtti) from the sentient 
defiled consciousness to an intrinsically pure state of 
consciousness (nivrtti).30 In terms of the activity of 
all phenomena, the Tathagatagarbha is the basis for 
both the conditoned and unconditioned but whether 
the status of all phenomena are mental as in 
Vijnanavada remains unexplained. 

The nature of the Tathagatagarbha as the basis for 
all phenomena is equated with Emptiness for the first 
time in the Srfmaladevi-sutra.31 Analyzed in two 
dimensions, the nature of the Tathagatagarbha is 
both the negation (sunya) of the defiled active state 
of mind (sarimsra) and the affirmation (asunya) of 
the intrinsically pure mind (nirvana): 
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O Lord, the wisdom of Tathagatagarbha (ju-lai 
tsang chih)Z is the Tathagata's wisdom of Emptiness 
(ju-lai k'ung chih)aa (p. 221c 12)... Lord, there 
are two kinds of wisdom of Emptiness with reference 
to the Tathagatagarbha (ju-lai tsang k'ung chih).ab 

1) The Tathagatagarbha which is Empty is 
separate from, free from, and different from the 
stores of all defilements. 

2) The Tathagatagarbha which is not Empty is not 
separate from, not free from, and not different from 
the inconceivable Buddha-dharmas, more numerous 
than the sands of the Ganges. (p. 221c 15-17). 

From the level of the Tathagata's wisdom, the two 
states of consciousness, defiled and inherently pure, 
are identical in nature, all phenomena being of one 
and the same nature as Emptiness: 

There is the attainment of Nirvana because there are 
no [differentiations between] inferior and superior 
phenomena. There is the attainment of Nirvana 
because of the equality of knowledge. There is the 
attainment of Nirvana because of the equality of 
liberation. There is the attainment of Nirvana 
because of the equality of purity. Therefore, Nirvana 
has one and the same quality which is that of 
liberation. (p. 220b 8-11)32 

The oneness of all phenomena, i.e., nondiscrimina- 
tive wisdom, is identical with the intrinsically pure, 
luminous mind, viz., Tathagatagarbha, an identifica- 
tion prefigured in the A.tasahasrika-prajina-para- 
mit433 in terms of no-mindedness (acittata) rather 
than Tathagatagarbha. The wisdom of the intrinsically 
pure, luminous mind (the enlightened state) is 
identical with the wisdom of Emptiness. What 
impedes the wisdom of the intrinsically pure, 
luminous mind, i.e., the wisdom of the Tathagata- 
garbha, is the latent stage of beginningless ignorance, 
the most formidable obstacle (jieyavarana) to 
attaining liberation, causing the mind to differentiate 
phenomena as inferior and superior: 

Lord, if the stage of ignorance is not ultimately 
eliminated, then one does not attain the one and the 
same quality of knowledge and liberation. (p. 220b 
11-12) 

When beginningless ignorance is eliminated, the 
culmination of the path, i.e., the maturation of 
Buddha-nature is attained. The Buddha-nature is 
expressed negatively in the SrtmaladevT-sutra by the 

One Noble Truth, viz., the extinction of suffering. 
What remains after this extinction is the wisdom of 
the intrinsically pure mind, the wisdom of Emptiness.34 

Defilement is negated or Empty due to its lack of 
any real existence, being extrinsic to reality.35 
Consequently, the defiled, conditioned mind is really 
non-existent while the Buddha-nature, the uncondi- 
tioned, inherently pure mind is truly existent, i.e., 
"not Empty." 

The affirmation of Emptiness in the Srtmaladevi- 
sutra is the attribution of positive qualities (Buddha 
dharmas) to the Tathagatagarbha as the Tathagata's 
wisdom of Emptiness. The nature of Tathagata- 
garbha is Emptiness; the knowledge of Tathagata- 
garbha is the knowledge of Emptiness. 

It is only possible to affirm Emptiness after the 
negation of the Empty, i.e., defilement, since the 
defiled consciousness impedes the correct under- 
standing of Emptiness. After one understands that 
the defiled, sentient consciousness is dependent upon 
the instrinsically pure consciousness, phenomena 
may be affirmed as Emptiness and defilement 
negated as extrinsic, unreal, or "Empty."36 

In the Srtmaladevl-sutra the true Dharma is 
Tathagatagarbha, manifested both in the conditioned 
and unconditioned levels of existence in much the 
same way as Emptiness is manifested both in 
samsara and Nirvana.37 With the elimination of the 
beginningless ignorance, the apprehension of the 
oneness of all phenomena and the basis for all 
phenomena, viz., the wisdom of the Tathagatagarbha, 
is realized. Only then is the identity between the pure 
and the defiled comprehended. 

The emphasis in the Srtmaladevl-satra is on the 
state of the sentient consciousness, both in its defiled 
state and its mature, inherently pure state, tending 
towards the theory of consciousness-only (Vijiia- 
navada),38 but avoiding any analysis of phenomena 
as either material or mental. 

The abstruse and profound nature of the meaning 
of Emptiness as both affirmation and negation were a 
re-interpretation of Emptiness in order to avoid the 
accusation of either the four contrary views39 
(viparydsa) (tien-tao)ac or the two limited views40 
(drsti) (pien chien).ad 

Since the time of early Buddhism, the four 
contrary views of permanence (nitya), happiness 
(sukha), substantial self (atman) and purity (subha), 
had been impediments to Arhatship. In the Srtmala- 
devt-satra the definition of the contrary views is 
retained with regard to conditioned existence but re- 
interpreted in terms of Emptiness. The two vehicles 
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have the four contrary views when they attempt to 
understand the affirmation of the Tathagatagarbha as 
not Empty.41 Because of the difficulty in understand- 
ing Emptiness, the Arhats and Pratyeka-buddhas 
cannot understand the affirmation of the truly 
existent Tathagatagarbha but understand only its 
negative aspect as Empty. Consequently, they see 
Emptiness where there is Non-Emptiness and 
become attached to the former: 

The impermanent is considered the permanent, 
suffering is considered happiness, the non-substanti- 
ality of the self is considered a substantial self, the 
impure is considered pure ... If there are living 
beings who believe in the Buddha's words, they will 
have thoughts of permanence, happiness, self, and 
purity. These are not contrary views but are correct 
views.42 (p. 222a18-19, 20-21) 

The Tathagatagarbha, as the nature of the Buddha 
who has attained Supreme Enlightenment, is 
unconditioned, being identical with all of the 
Buddha's qualities of wisdom. It is not the realm of 
living beings who are confused by Emptiness 
described in its positive aspect in terms of the 
categories "permanent," "happy," "substantial self," 
and "purity." 

Lord, the Tathagatagarbha is not a substantial self 
nor a living being nor "fate" nor a person. The 
Tathagatagarbha is not a realm for living beings who 
have degenerated into the belief of a substantially 
existent body or for those who have contrary views, 
or have minds bewildered by Emptiness. (p. 222b 
18-20)43 

The permament results from the wisdom of the 
equality of all dharmas, i.e., the identity of samsara 
and Nirvana, Tathagatagarbha and Dharma-Body. 
The pure cannot be found in a conditioned, defiled 
world but in the world of the Tathagata, i.e., the 
intrinsically pure nature of mind, which is devoid of 
the latent stages of defilement (vasabhumi) and is 
the peace resulting from the absence of philosophizing 
(prapanca) of ego and non-ego. Happiness results 
from the cessation of (discriminative) mental activity 
(manomayaskandha) and its cause. The eternal is 
the penetration into the equality of sarhsara and 
Nirv na.44 

The defiled mind which is tied to the phenomenal, 
conditoned level of existence is unable to bridge the 
gap between the absolute and the phenomenal 

whereas the Tathagatagarbha is able to co-exist as 
both the phenomenal, sentient consciousness and the 
absolute, intrinsically pure mind vis-a-vis Emptiness. 

The objective of the theory of Tathagatagarbha is 
to link living beings with the Buddha, encouraging 
them to attain enlightenment. The link between living 
beings who have the Tathagatagarbha as the cause 
for their enlightenment and the mature, enlightened 
state (bodhi) or Dharma-Body is the nature of the 
Dharma (Dharmata or Dharmadhatu) itself which 
is identical in both. The undifferentiated Dharma- 
dhatu is the ground for the identity between living 
beings and the Buddha, Tathagatagarbha and 
Dharma-Body. On the conditioned level, however, 
the differentiation between living beings and the 
Buddha is maintained. The foundation or base for 
enlightenment is the Tathagatagarbha as the defiled 
state (samala tathata) of the Dharma-nature or 
Suchness. The resultant state of enlightenment 
(bodhi= Dharma-Body) is the absolutely pure, 
unconditioned state (nirmala tathata) of the Dharma- 
nature, which consists of all the pure Buddha 
dharmas inseparable from the Dharma-realm.45 

In the Srtmaladevi-sutra the two dimensions of 
being, the Empty and the Non-Empty, are ascribed 
to the non-real and real respectively. What is Empty 
is what is devoid of reality, viz., what is conditioned 
by defilements. What is not Empty are the pure 
qualities of the Buddha-nature, the truly existent, 
unconditioned reality. 

The defiled sentient consciousness which is 
ultimately unreal is emphasized in discussing the 
Tathagatagarbha from the conditioned, phenomenal 
level of existence. The "matured mind," i.e., the 
inherently pure enlightened mind of Dharma-Body, 
is not the focus of the text. Consequently, the wisdom 
of Emptiness which is impeded for living beings by 
beginningless ignorance remains an unknown in the 
Srimaladevi-sutra, identified with the abstract 
Dharma-Body. Only the defiled, "Empty" dimension 
of Tathagatagarbha is discussed, the embryonic stage 
of the sentient consciousness. The essence of the 
Tathagata, which is the basis for all phenomena, is 
identified with the Tathagatagarbha as the compre- 
hension of Emptiness and Emptiness itself remains 
unanalyzed due to the text's ambiguity with regard to 
the status of phenomena as either material or mental. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In the Srimaladevi-satra the Tathagatagarbha had 
two dimensions. It functioned as a cause for the 
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gradual development of spiritual awareness in the 
sentient consciousness, similar to the gestation and 
maturation from embryo to adult. In addition to this 
active process of spiritual growth, the concept of 
Tathagatagarbha was linked with the underlying 
nature or basis for all phenomena, identified with the 
nature or essence of the Tathagata. Tathagatagarbha 
was not, as yet, a storehouse-consciousness although 
it was described as both a storehouse or merit vis-a- 
vis the Acceptance of the true Dharma and as 
possessing four jewel-storehouses. The fusion be- 
tween the storehouse-consciousness and the Tatha- 
gatabarbha did not occur until the Lahkavatara, as 
evidenced by the glosses in the Ratnagotra and 
Trimsika. Conseqently, the Srtmaladevf-sutra 
served as a prototype for a consciousness which 
would function both as a receiver of input directed 
towards spiritual transformation and the cause for 
that spiritual development. 

As the first text to identify Tathagatagarbha with 
the wisdom of Emptiness, re-interpreting Emptiness 
as both affirmative (the quiescent Buddha dharmas) 
and negative (the elimination of defilement), the 
Srimaladevl-sutra suggested that the defiled state of 
consciousness was ultimately unreal ("Empty"). In 
order to explain the defiled state, this text introduced 
the notion of beginningless ignorance to which the 
sentient consciousness tenaciously adhered, discrimi- 
nating and losing sight of the ultimately real ("not 
Empty") Buddha-nature. 

The potentiality to realize the Buddha-nature, the 
knowledge of the true nature of all phenomena, was 
illustrated in terms of the embryo of the Buddha, the 
process undertaken by the active sentient conscious- 
ness to eliminate ignorance and refine one's 
comprehension of Emptiness. While the active, 
spiritual maturation of the Buddha-nature within the 
sentient consciousness concomitant with the under- 
lying basis for all phenomena were attributed to the 
Tathagatagarbha, the relationship between the 
intrinsically pure mind and the phenomena which are 
apprehended as having the nature of Emptiness 
remained external to the sutra's analysis. 

In contrast to the Vijiianavada interpretation of the 
structure of mind in which the alayavijnana as the 
cause for conditioned phenomena (samskrtadharma), 
i.e., the unreal (nihsvabhava or sunya) is subse- 
quently transformed (asrayaparavrtti), the Tatha- 
gatagarbha is the basis for both the conditioned and 
unconditioned and is not negated, or rather 
transformed, since the defiled, conditioned phenomena 
as adventitious and unreal are denied any association 

with the intrinsically pure mind. The forerunner of 
the triple structure of being (trisvabhava) in the 
Vijinanavada tradition, however, is illustrated in the 
Srimaladevl-sutra by the link (tathata, Dharma- 
dhatu) between Tathagatagarbha (samala tathata) 
and the Dharma-Body (nirmala tathata), but the 
embryonic state (Tathagatagarbha) and the resultant 
state (Dharma-Body) remain the central focus rather 
than that of the Dharma-realm or Suchness.46 

* I am indebted to Prof. Geshe Sopa, University of 
Wisconsin, for criticism and suggestions on a draft of this 
paper, though of course the final version is not to be taken 
as representing any ba.t the author's views. Research was 
supported by the Fulbright-Hays Commission while 
studying at Kyoto University during the academic year 
1973-74. 
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the equality of all phenomena. O Lord, there is the 
attainment of Nirvana because their knowledge and 
liberation are the same, their liberation is the same, and 
their knowledge is the same. Therefore, O Lord, it is said: 
'The realm of Nirvana has one and the same quality', viz., 
the quality of liberation and knowledge." 
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36See Gadjin M. Nagao, "What Remains in Sinyata: A 
Yogacarin Interpretation of Emptiness" (soon to be 
published in Richard Robinson's commemorative volume) 
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37 Ruegg, La Theorie du Tathagatagarbha, p. 359. 
38 Etienne Lamotte, L'Enseignement de Vimalaktrti 

(Louvain: Institut Orientaliste, 1962), p. 40. 
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impermanent, it is known as permanent. When there is 
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syan na samyagdrtih/ nityam nirvanam iti ced bhagavan 
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samyagdr.tir iti/-"If someone considers 'The conditioned 
states are impermanent', this is nihilism, O Lord. This is not 
the correct view. If someone consideres 'Nirvana is eternal', 
this is eternalism, O Lord. This is not the correct view." 

41 Sheng-man ching pao-k'u, Taisho v. 37, n. 1744 
p. 74c 10-12. See gloss af of the Chinese glossary for this 
passage. Cf. RGV p. 30, line 31, p. 31, line 1: sarvasrava- 
kapratyekabuddha api bhagavan sanyatdjndanenadrStapurve 
sarvajnajnanaviSaye tathagatadharmakaye viparyastdh/- 
"Even all the Sravakas and the Pratyeka-buddhas are 
perverted by their knowledge of Emptiness with reference to 
the Dharma-Body of the Tathagata, the realm of the 
knowledge of all knowledges, which has not been previously 
seen." Sunyatajniinena has been translated as the 
"knowledge of Emptiness" (asnyata + jhanena) rather 
than the "lack of knowledge of Emptiness" (sunyata + 
ajndnena) based upon the Chinese translation of Gunabhadra 
(kcung chih)ag (p. 221c 19). 

42 See footnote 39 for the Sanskrit fragment of this 
passage cited in RGV. 

43 See footnote 41 for the citation in the RGV which is 
similar in meaning. 

44 The Srnmaladevr sutra does not explicitly define the 
four positive attributes of the Tathagatagarbha. The 
interpretation of these attributes are based upon the 
Ratnagotravibhaga, p. 34, verses 37-38: 

sa hi prakrtisuddhatvad vasanapagamac chucih/ 
paramatmotmanairaitmyaprapancak$ayasdntitah// 3 7 
sukho manomayaskandhataddhetuvinivrttitah/ 
nityah samsaranirvdnasamataprativedhatah// 38 

45 For further discussion, see Takasaki Jikido, "Dharmata, 
Dharmadhatu," op.cit., pp. 910-911, for the identification 
of bodhi(jiidna) with tatpratalabdhajidna and Dharmakaya. 

46 For the correlation between the trisvabhava theory in 
Asafiga's Mahayanasarmgraha and the implicit triple 
structure of the Tathagatagarbha in the RGV, see Takasaki, 
"Dharmata, Dharmadhatu," op.cit., pp. 903-905. 
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Thus have I heard. At one time the Buddha was staying on the Vulture Peak near Rajagrha in 

the lecture hall of a many-tiered pavilion built of fragrant sandalwood. He had attained 

buddhahood ten years previously and was accompanied by an assembly of hundreds and 

thousands of great monks and a throng of bodhisattvas and great beings sixty times the 

number of sands in the Ganges River. All had perfected their zeal and had formerly made 

offerings to hundreds of thousands of myriad legions of buddhas. All could turn the 

irreversible wheel of the dharma. If a being were to hear their names, he would become 

irreversible in the highest path.  

 

Their names were Bodhisattva Dharma-Wisdom, Bodhisattva Lion-Wisdom, Bodhisattva 

Adamantine Wisdom (Vajra-mati), Bodhisattva Harmonious Wisdom, bodhisattva 

Wonderful Wisdom, Bodhisattva Moonlight, Bodhisattva Jeweled Moon, Bodhisattva Full 

Moon, Bodhisattva Courageous, Bodhisattva Measureless Courage, Bodhisattva 

Transcending the Triple World, Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, Bodhisattva Mahasthamaprapta, 

Bodhisattva Fragrant Elephant, Bodhisattva Fine Fragrance, Bodhisattva Finest Fragrance, 

Bodhisattva Main Treasury, Bodhisattva Sun Treasury, Bodhisattva Display of the Standard, 

Bodhisattva Display of the Great Standard, Bodhisattva Stainless Standard, Bodhisattva 

Boundless Light, Bodhisattva Bestower of Light, Bodhisattva Stainless Light, Bodhisattva 

King of Joy, Bodhisattva Eternal Joy, Bodhisattva Jeweled Hand, Bodhisattva Treasury of 

Space, Bodhisattva King of Light and Virtue, Bodhisattva Self-Abiding King of Dharanis, 

Bodhisattva Dharani, Bodhisattva Destroying All Ills, Bodhisattva Relieving All the Ills of 

Sentient Beings, Bodhisattva Joyous Thoughts, Bodhisattva Satisfied Will, Bodhisattva 

Eternally Satisfied, Bodhisattva Shining on All, Bodhisattva Moon Brightness, Bodhisattva 

Jewel Wisdom, Bodhisattva Transforming into a Woman’s Body, Bodhisattva Great 

Thunderclap, Bodhisattva Spiritual Guide, Bodhisattva Not Groundless Views, Bodhisattva 

Freedom in All Dharmas, Bodhisattva Maitreya, and Bodhisattva Manjusri. There were also 

present bodhisattvas and great beings just like them from countless Buddha lands, whose 

number equalled sixty times the number of sands in the Ganges River. Together with an 

uncountable number of gods, nagas, yaksas, gandharvas, asuras, garudas, kinnaras, and 

mahoragas [all divine and quasi-divine beings], they all gathered to pay their respects and 

make offerings. 

 

At that time, the Buddha sat up straight in meditation in the sandalwood pavilion and, with 

his supernatural powers, put on a miraculous display. There appeared in the sky a countless 

number of thousand-petaled lotus flowers as large as chariot wheels, filled with colors and 

fragrances that one could not begin to enumerate. In the center of each flower was a conjured 

image of a Buddha. The flowers rose and covered the heavens like a jewelled banner, each 

flower giving forth countless rays of light. The petals all simultaneously unfolded their 

splendor and then, through the Buddha’s miraculous powers, all withered in an instant. 

Within the flowers all the Buddha images sat cross-legged in the lotus position, and each 

issued forth countless hundreds of thousands of rays of light. The adornment of the spot at 
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the time was so extraordinary that the whole assembly rejoiced and danced ecstatically. In 

fact, it was so very strange and extraordinary that all began to wonder why all the countless 

wonderful flowers should suddenly be destroyed. As they withered and darkened, the smell 

they gave off was foul and loathsome. 

 

But at that point the World-honored One realized why the bodhisattvas were perplexed, so he 

addressed Vajramati (“Adamantine Wisdom”), saying, “O good son. If there is anything in 

the Buddha’s teaching that perplexes you, feel free to ask about it.” Bodhisattva Vajramati 

knew that everyone in the whole assembly was perplexed, and so addressed the Buddha, 

saying, “O World-honored One, why are there conjured Buddha images in all of the 

innumerable flowers? And for what reason did they ascend into the heavens and cover the 

world? And why did the Buddha images each issue forth countless hundreds of thousands of 

rays of light?” Everyone in the assembly looked on and then joined his hands together in 

respect. At that point, Bodhisattva Vajramati spoke in verses, saying: 

 

"Never ever have I witnessed  

A miraculous display like today's.  

To see hundreds of thousands and millions of buddhas 

Seated in the calyxes of lotus flowers, 

Each emitting countless streams of light, 

Filling all the fields, 

Scattering the dirt of false teachers,  

Adorning all the worlds!  

The lotuses suddenly wilted;  

There was not one which was not disgusting.  

Now tell us,  

Why did you display this conjured vision?  

We see buddhas more numerous than  

The sands of the Ganges, 

 

At that time the World-honored One spoke to Vajramati and the other bodhisttvas, saying, 

"Good sons, there is a great vaipulya-sutra called the 'Tathagatagarbha'. It was because I 

wanted to expound it to you that I showed you these signs. You should all listen attentively 

and ponder it well." All said, "Excellent. We very much wish to hear it." 

 

The Buddha said, "Good sons, there is a comparison that can be drawn between the countless 

flowers conjured up by the Buddha that suddenly withered and the innumerable conjured 

buddha images with their many adornments, seated in the lotus position within the flowers, 

who cast forth light so exceedingly rare that there was no one in the assembly who did not 

show reverence. In a similar fashion, good sons, when I regard all beings with my buddha 

eye, I see that hidden within the klesas [negative mental traits] of greed, desire, anger, and 

stupidity there is seated augustly and unmovingly the tathagata's wisdom, the tathagata's 

vision, and the tathagata's body. Good sons, all beings, though they find themselves with all 

sorts of klesas, have a tathagatagarbha that is eternally unsullied, and that is replete with 

virtues no different from my own.  
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Moreover, good sons, it is just like a person with supernatural vision who can see the bodies 

of tathagatas seated in the lotus position inside the flowers, even though the petals are not yet 

unfurled; whereas after the wilted petals have been removed, those tathagatas are manifested 

for all to see. In similar fashion, the Buddha can really see the tathagatagarbhas of sentient 

beings. And because he wants to disclose the tathagatagarbha to them, he expounds the sutras 

and the Dharma, in order to destroy klesas and reveal the buddha nature. Good sons, such is 

the Dharma of all the buddhas. Whether or not buddhas appear in the world, the 

tathagatagarbhas of all beings are eternal and unchanging. It is just that they are covered by 

sentient beings' klesas. When the Tathagata appears in the world, he expounds the Dharma 

far and wide to remove their ignorance and tribulation and to purify their universal wisdom. 

Good sons, if there is a bodhisattva who has faith in this teaching and who practices it single-

mindedly, he will attain liberation and true, universal enlightenment, and for the sake of the 

world he will perform buddha deeds far and wide." 

 

At that point, the World-honored One expressed himself in verses, saying: 

 

“It is like the wilted flowers; 

Before their petals have opened, 

One with supernatural vision can see 

The unstained body of the Tathagata. 

After the wilted flowers are removed, 

One sees, without obstacle, the Teacher, 

Who, in order to sever klesas, 

Triumphantly appears in the world. 

The Buddha sees that all kinds of beings 

Universally possess the tathagatagarbha. 

It is covered by countless klesas, 

Just like a tangle of smelly, wilted petals. 

So I, on behalf of all beings, 

Everywhere expound the true Dharma, 

In order to help them remove their klesas 

And quickly reach the Buddha way. 

I see with my Buddha eye 

That in the bodies of all beings 

There lies concealed the buddhagarbha, 

So I expound the Dharma in order to reveal it.  

 

“Or good sons, it is like pure honey in a cave or a tree, surrounded and protected by a 

countless swarm of bees. It may happen that a person comes along who knows some clever 

techniques. He first gets rid of the bees and takes the honey, and then does as he will with it, 

eating it or giving it away far and wide. Similarly, good sons, all sentient beings have the 

tathagatagarbha. It is like pure honey in a cave or tree, but it is covered by klesas, which, like 

a swarm of bees, keep one from getting to it. With my Buddha eye I see it clearly, and with 

appropriate skilful techniques I expound the Dharma, in order to destroy klesas and reveal 

the Buddha vision. And everywhere I perform Buddha deeds for the benefit of the world.” 

Thereupon the World-honored One expressed himself in verses, saying: 
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“It is just like what happens when the honey in a cave or tree, 

Though surrounded by countless bees, 

Is taken by someone who knows a clever technique 

To first get rid of the swarm. 

The tathagatagarbha of sentient beings 

Is like the honey in a cave or tree. 

The entanglement of ignorance and tribulation 

Is like the swarm of bees 

That keep one from getting to it. 

For the sake of all beings, 

I expound the true Dharma with skilful means, 

Removing the bees of klesas, 

Revealing the tathagatagarbha. 

Endowed with eloquence that knows no obstacle, 

I preach the Dharma of sweet dew, 

Compassionately relieving sentient beings, 

Everywhere helping them to true enlightenment. 

 

“Or, good sons, it is like a kernel of wheat that has not yet had its husk removed. Someone 

who is impoverished might foolishly disdain it, and consider it to be something that should 

be discarded. But when it is cleaned, the kernel can always be used. In like fashion, good 

sons, when I observe sentient beings with my Buddha eye, I see that the husk of klesas 

covers their limitless Tathagata vision. So with appropriate skilful means I expound the 

Dharma, to enable them to remove those klesas, purify their universal wisdom, and to attain 

in all worlds the highest true enlightenment.” Thereupon, the World-honored One expressed 

this in verses, saying: 

 

“It is just like what happens when all the kernels, 

The husks of which have not yet been washed away, 

Are disdained by someone who is impoverished, 

And said to be something to be discarded. 

But although the outside seems like something useless, 

The inside is genuine and not to be destroyed.  

After the husks are removed, 

It becomes food fit for a king. 

I see that all kinds of beings 

Have a buddhagarbha hidden by klesas. 

I preach the removal of those things 

To enable them to attain universal wisdom. 

Just as I have a Tathagata nature, 

So do all beings. 

When they develop it and purify it, 

They quickly attain the highest path. 

 

“Or, good sons, it is like the genuine gold that has fallen into a pit of waste and been 

submerged and not seen for years. The pure gold does not decay, yet no one knows that it is 

there. But suppose there came along someone with supernatural vision, who told people, 
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‘Within the impure waste there is a genuine gold trinket. You should get it out and do with it 

as you please.’ Similarly, good sons, the impure waste is your innumerable klesas. The 

genuine gold trinket is your tathagatagarbha. For this reason, the Tathagata widely expounds 

the Dharma to enable all beings to destroy their klesas, attain true enlightenment, and 

perform Buddha deeds.” 

 

At that time the World-honored One expressed himself in verses, saying: 

 

“It is just like what happens when gold is submerged 

In impure waste, where no one can see it. 

But someone with supernatural vision sees it 

And tells people about it, saying 

‘If you get it out and wash it clean, 

You may do with it as you will,’ 

Which causes their relatives and family all to rejoice. 

The Well-departed One’s vision is like this.  

He sees that for all kinds of beings, 

The Tathagata nature is not destroyed, 

Though it is submerged in the muddy silt of klesas. 

So he appropriately expounds the Dharma 

And enables them to manage all things, 

So that the klesas covering the Buddha nature 

Are quickly removed and beings are purified.” 

 

"Or, good sons, it is like a store of treasure hidden beneath an impoverished household. The 

treasure cannot speak and say that it is there, since it isn't conscious of itself and doesn't have 

a voice. So no one can discover this treasure store. It is just the same with sentient beings. 

But there is nothing that the power of the Tathagata's vision is afraid of. The treasure store of 

the great Dharma is within sentient beings' bodies. It does not hear and it is not aware of the 

addictions and delusions of the five desires. The wheel of samsara turns and beings are 

subjected to countless sufferings. Therefore buddhas appear in the world and reveal to them 

the Dharma store of the tathagata in their bodies. And they believe in it and accept it and 

purify their universal wisdom. Everywhere on behalf of beings he reveals the 

tathagatagarbha. He employs an eloquence which knows no obstacle on behalf of the 

Buddhist faithful. In this way, good sons, with my buddha eye I see that all beings possess 

the tathagatagarbha. And so on behalf of bodhisattvas I expound this Dharma." At that point, 

the Tathagta expressed himself in verses, saying: 

 

"It is like a store of treasure 

Inside the house of an impoverished man. 

The owner is not aware of it, 

Nor can the treasure speak. 

For a very long time it is buried in darkness, 

As there is no one who can tell of its presence. 

When you have treasure but do not know of it, 

This causes poverty and suffering. 

When the buddha eye observes sentient beings, 
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It sees that, although they transmigrate 

Through the five realms of reincarnation, 

There is a great treasure in their bodies 

That is eternal and unchanging. 

When he sees this, the Buddha 

Teaches on behalf of all beings, 

Enabling them to attain the treasure-store of wisdom, 

And the great wealth of widely caring for one another. 

If you believe what I have taught you 

About all having a treasure store, 

And practice it faithfully and ardently, 

Employing skillful means, 

You will quickly attain the highest path. 

 

“Or, good sons, it is like the pit inside a mango [“amra”] fruit which does not decay. When 

you plant it in the ground, it grows into the largest and most regal of trees. In the same 

manner, good sons, when I look at sentient beings with my Buddha vision, I see that the 

tathagatagarbha is surrounded by a husk of ignorance, just as the seeds of a fruit are only 

found at its core. Good sons, that tathagatagarbha is cold and unripe. It is the profound 

quiescence of nirvana that is brought about by great wisdom. It is called the truly enlightened 

one, the Tathagata, the arhat, and so on. Good sons, after the Tathagata has observed sentient 

beings, he reveals this message in order to purify the wisdom of bodhisattvas and great 

beings.” 

 

At that point, the World-honored One expressed himself in verses, saying: 

 

“It is just like the pit of a mango fruit 

Which does not decay.  

Plant it in the earth 

And inevitably a great tree grows. 

The Tathagata’s faultless vision 

Sees that the tathagatagarbha 

Within the bodies of sentient beings 

Is just like the seed within a flower or fruit. 

Though ignorance covers the buddhagarbha, 

You ought to have faith and realize  

That you are possessed of samadhi wisdom, 

None of which can be destroyed. 

For this reason I expound the Dharma 

And reveal the tathagatagarbha, 

That you may quickly attain the highest path, 

Just as a fruit grows into the most regal of trees. 

 

“Or, good sons, it is like a man with a statue of pure gold, who was to travel through the 

narrow roads of another country and feared that he might be victimized and robbed. So he 

wrapped the statue in worn-out rags so that no one would know that he had it. On the way the 

man suddenly died, and the golden statue was discarded in an open field. Travelers trampled 
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it and it became totally filthy. But a person with supernatural vision saw that within the 

worn-out rags there was a pure gold statue, so he unwrapped it and all paid homage to it. 

Similarly, good sons, I see the different sentient beings with their many klesas, 

transmigrating through the long night of endless samsara, and I perceive that within their 

bodies is the wondrous garbha of the Tathagata. They are august and pure and no different 

from myself. For this reason the Buddha expounds the Dharma for sentient beings, that they 

might sever those klesas and purify their Tathagata wisdom. I turn the wheel of the Dharma 

again and again in order to convert all worlds.” 

 

At that point, the World-honored One expressed himself in verses, saying: 

 

“It is like a traveller to another country 

Carrying a golden statue, 

Who wraps it in dirty, worn-out rags 

And discards it in an unused field. 

One with supernatural vision sees it 

And tells other people about it. 

They remove the dirty rags and reveal the statue 

And all rejoice greatly. 

My supernatural vision is like this. 

I see that beings of all sorts 

Are entangled in klesas and evil actions 

And are plagued with all the sufferings of samsara. 

Yet I also see that within 

The dust of ignorance of all beings, 

The Tathagata nature sits motionless,  

Great and indestructible. 

After I have seen this, 

I explain to bodhisattvas that 

Klesas and evil actions 

Cover the most victorious body. 

You should endeavor to sever them, 

And manifest the Tathagata wisdom. 

It is the refuge of all – 

Gods, men, nagas, and spirits. 

 

“Or, good sons, it is like a woman who is impoverished, vile, ugly, and hated by others, who 

bears a noble son in her womb. He will become a sage king, a ruler of all the four directions. 

But she does not know his future history, and constantly thinks of him as a base-born, 

impoverished child. In like fashion, good sons, the Tathagata sees that all sentient beings are 

carried around by the wheel of samsara, receiving suffering and poison, but their bodies 

possess the tathagata’s treasure store. Just like that woman, they do not realize this. This is 

why the Tathagata everywhere expounds the Dharma, saying, ‘Good sons, do not consider 

yourselves inferior or base. You all personally possess the Buddha nature.’ If you exert 

yourselves and destroy your past evils, then you will receive the title of bodhisattvas or 

world-honored ones, and convert and save countless sentient beings. 
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At that point, the World-honored One expressed himself in verses, saying: 

 

“It is like an impoverished woman 

Whose appearance is common and vile, 

But who bears a son of noble degree 

Who will become a universal monarch. 

Replete with seven treasures and all virtues, 

He will possess as king the four quarters of the earth. 

But she is incapable of knowing this 

And conceives only thoughts of inferiority. 

I see that all beings 

Are like infants in distress. 

Within their bodies is the tathagatagarbha, 

But they do not realize it. 

So I tell bodhisattvas, 

‘Be careful not to consider yourselves inferior. 

Your bodies are tathagatagarbhas; 

They always contain  

The light of the world’s salvation.’ 

If you exert yourselves 

And do not spend a lot of time 

Sitting in the meditation hall,  

You will attain the path of very highest realization 

And save limitless beings.” 

 

"Or, good sons, it is like a master foundryman casting a statue of pure gold. After casting is 

complete, it is inverted and placed on the ground. Although the outside is scorched and 

blackened, the inside is unchanged. When it is opened and the statue taken out, the golden 

color is radiant and dazzling. Similarly, good sons, when the Tathagata observes all sentient 

beings, he sees that the buddhagarbha is inside their bodies replete with all its many virtues. 

After seeing this, he reveals far and wide that all beings will obtain relief. He removes klesas 

with his adamantine wisdom, and reveals the Buddha body like a person uncovering a golden 

statue.” 

 

At that point, the World-honored One expressed himself in verses, saying: 

 

“It is like a great foundry 

With countless golden statues. 

Foolish people look at the outside 

And see only the darkened earthen molds. 

The master foundryman estimates that they have cooled, 

And opens them to extract their contents. 

All impurity is removed 

And the features clearly revealed. 

With my Buddha vision 

I see that all sentient beings are like this. 

Within the mud shell of passions, 
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All have the Tathagata-nature. 

By means of adamantine wisdom, 

We break the mold of the klesas 

And reveal the tathagatagarbha, 

Like pure, shining gold. 

Just as I have seen this 

And so instructed all the bodhisattvas, 

So should you accept it, 

And convert in turn all other beings.” 

 

At that point, the World-honored One spoke to Vajramati and the other bodhisattvas and 

great beings, saying, “Whether you are monks or laypersons, goods sons and daughters, you 

should accept, recite, copy, revere, and widely expound this “Tathagatagarbha Sutra” for the 

benefit of others. The virtues that you will derive from it are inestimable. Vajramati, if there 

were a bodhisattva who, for the sake of the Buddha path, worked diligently and assiduously, 

or who cultivated spiritual powers, or who entered all of the samadhis, or who desired to 

plant the roots of virtue, or who worshiped the Buddhas of the present, more numerous than 

the sands of the Ganges River, or who erected more seven-jeweled stupas than there are 

sands in the Ganges River, of a height of ten yojanas [one yojana equals about nine miles] 

and a depth and breadth of one yojana, or who set up in those stupas seven-jeweled couches 

covered with divine paintings, or who daily erected for each Buddha more seven-jeweled 

stupas than there are sands in the Ganges River, and who presented them to each Tathagata 

and bodhisattva and sravaka in the assembly, or who did this sort of thing everywhere for all 

the present-day Buddhas, whose number is greater than the sands of the Ganges River, or 

who erected fifty times more jewelled stupas than there are sands in the Ganges River and 

who presented them to each Tathagata and bodhisattva and sravaka in the assembly, or who 

did this sort of thing everywhere for all the present-day Buddhas, whose number is greater 

than the sands of the Ganges River, or who erected fifty times more jewelled stupas than 

there are sands in the Ganges River and who presented them as an offering to fifty times 

more Buddhas and bodhisattvas and sravakas in the assembly than there are sands in the 

Ganges River, and who did this for countless hundreds and thousands and tens of thousands 

of eons, O Vajramati, that bodhisattva would still not be the equal of the person who finds 

joy and enlightenment in the ‘Tathagatagarbha Sutra’, who accepts it, recites it, copies it, or 

even reveres but a single one of its metaphors. O Vajramati, even though the number of good 

roots and virtues planted by those good sons on behalf of the Buddhas is incalculable, it does 

not come to a hundredth or a thousandth or any possible calculable fraction of the number of 

virtues attained by the good sons and daughters who revere the ‘Tathagatagarbha Sutra’.” 

 

At that point, the World-honored One expressed himself in verses, saying: 

 

“If there is a person seeking enlightenment 

Who listens to and accepts this sutra, 

And who copies and reveres 

Even a single verse, 

The subtle and profound garbha of the Tathagata 

Will instantly come forth, accompanied with joy. 

If you give yourself to this true teaching 
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Your virtues will be incalculable. 

If there is a person seeking enlightenment 

Who has attained great spiritual powers, 

And who desires to make an offering 

To the Buddhas of the ten directions 

And to the bodhisattvas and sravakas of the assembly, 

The number of which is greater 

Than the sands of the Ganges, 

A hundred million times incalculable; 

If for each of the Buddhas 

He constructed a marvellous jewelled stupa 

Ten yojanas in height 

And a breadth of forty li [one li equals about one-third of a mile], 

Within which he would bestow a seven-jeweled seat, 

With all the marvels 

Appropriate for the august Teacher, 

Covered with divine pictures and cushions, 

Each one with its own unique designs; 

If he offered to the Buddhas and the Sangha 

An incalculable number of these, 

More than the sands of the Ganges River, 

And if he offered them 

Without ceasing day or night 

For hundreds and thousands 

And tens of thousands of eons, 

The virtues he would obtain in this manner 

Could not be compared with 

The far greater virtues of 

The wise person who listens to this sutra, 

Who accepts even a single metaphor from it 

And who explains it for the benefit of others. 

Beings who take refuge in it 

Will quickly attain the highest path. 

Bodhisattvas who devote their thought 

To the profound tathagatagarbha, 

Know that all beings possess it 

And quickly attain the highest path.” 

 

At that time the World-honored One again addressed Bodhisattva Vajramati, saying, "An 

incalculable time far back in the distant past, longer ago than many inconceivable countless 

eons, there was a buddha who was called the Eternally Light-Bestowing King, the Tathagata, 

the Arhat, the Truly Enlightened One, the One Possessed of Shining Actions, the One Who 

has Well Transcended the World, the Master Who Has Grasped the Highest, the Hero of 

Harmony, the Teacher of Men and Gods, the Buddha, the World-honored One. O Vajramati, 

why was he called the Eternally Light-Bestowing King? When that Buddha was originally 

practicing the bodhisattva path and descended as a spirit into his mother’s womb, he always 

gave off light which penetrated and illuminated in an instant even the tiniest atoms of all the 
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thousands of Buddha worlds in the ten directions. Any being who saw this light was filled 

with joy. His klesas were destroyed; he became endowed with the power of form; his 

wisdom was perfected; and he attained an eloquence which knew no obstacle. If a denizen of 

hell, a hungry ghost, an animal, King Yama, Lord of the Dead, or an asura saw this light, all 

of his rebirths in evil realms were cut off and he was born as a god. If any god saw this light, 

he attained irreversibility in the highest path and was endowed with the five supernatural 

powers. If anyone who had attained irreversibility saw this light, he attained unborn dharma-

patience and the fifty dharanis [incantations] of virtue. Vajramati, all the lands illuminated by 

that light became stately and pure, like translucent porcelain, with golden cords marking out 

the eightfold path, luxuriant with the fragrance of various kinds of jewelled trees, flowers, 

and fruits. Light breezes blew gently through them, producing soft, subtle sounds that 

expounded freely and unrestrainedly the three jewels, the bodhisattva virtues, the power of 

good roots, the study of the path, meditation, and liberation. Beings who heard it all attained 

joy in the Dharma. Their faith was made firm and they were forever freed from the realms of 

evil rebirth. Vajramati, because all the beings of the ten directions were instantly enveloped 

in light, at six o’clock every morning and evening they joined their palms together and 

offered worship. Vajramati, until the time he attained buddhahood and nirvana without a 

remainder, the place where that bodhisattva issued forth from the womb always shone with 

light. And after his final nirvana the stupa in which his ashes were kept also gleamed with 

light.  

 

Consequently, the inhabitants of the heavenly realms called him the Eternally Light-

bestowing King. Vajramati, when the Eternally Light-bestowing King, the Tathagata, the 

Arhat, the Universally Enlightened One, first attained buddhahood, among his Dharma-

disciples there was a bodhisattva named Boundless Light, as well as a group of two billion 

other bodhisattvas. The great being Bodhisattva Boundless Light turned toward the spot 

where the Buddha was and asked about the ‘Tathagatagarbha Sutra’, and the Buddha 

expounded it. He was in his seat for fifty long eons. And because he protected the thoughts 

of all the bodhisattvas, his voice reached everywhere in the ten Buddha worlds, even down to 

the smallest atoms, and it spread to hundreds of thousands of Buddha lands. Because of the 

numberless different backgrounds of the bodhisattvas, he presented hundreds of thousands of 

metaphors. He called it the ‘Mahayana Tathagatagarbha Sutra’. All the bodhisattvas who 

heard him preach this sutra accepted it, recited it, and practiced it just as it had been 

explained. All but four of the bodhisattvas attained buddhahood. Vajramati, you must not 

regard them as exceptional. How could Bodhisattva Boundless Light be different from you? 

You are identical with him. The four bodhisattvas who had not yet attained buddhahood were 

Manjusri, Avalokitesvara, Mahasthamaprapta, and you, Vajramati. Vajramati, the 

‘Tathagatagarbha Sutra’ has an abundant capacity. Anyone who hears it can attain the 

Buddha path.” 

 

Then the Buddha again expressed himself in verse, saying: 

 

“Countless eons ago 

A Buddha named King of Light 

Always shone forth great light 

And illumined innumerable lands everywhere. 

Bodhisattva Boundless Light 
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First attained the way under that Buddha, 

And requested this sutra. 

The Buddha accordingly preached it. 

All those who encountered it were victorious, 

And all those who heard it 

Attained buddhahood, 

Except for four bodhisattvas. 

Manjusri, Avalokitesvara, 

Mahasthamaprapta, and Vajramati – 

These four bodhisattvas 

All formerly heard this Dharma. 

Of them, Vajramati 

Was the most gifted disciple. 

At the time he was called Boundless Light 

And had already heard this sutra. 

When I originally sought the way 

At the lion standard marking the Buddha place, 

I too once received this sutra 

And practiced it as I had heard it. 

Because of these good roots, 

I quickly attained the Buddha path. 

Therefore all bodhisattvas 

Ought to uphold and preach this sutra. 

After you have heard it 

And practiced just as it has been explained, 

You will become Buddhas just like I am now. 

If a person upholds this sutra, 

He will comport himself like the World-honored One. 

If a person obtains this sutra, 

He will be called ‘Lord of the Buddhadharma’, 

And then, on behalf of the world, he will protect 

What all the Buddhas proclaim. 

If anyone upholds this sutra, 

He will be called ‘The Dharma King’, 

And in the eyes of the world 

He will deserve to be praised 

Like the World-honored One.” 

 

Then, when the World-honored One had finished expounding this sutra, Vajramati, together 

with the four groups of bodhisattvas, the gods, the gandharvas, the asuras, and the rest, 

rejoiced at what they had heard the Buddha explain, and they practiced it as they had been 

told. 

 

The End of the "Tathagatagarbha Sutra" 
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Chapter Five: On the Adamantine Body

Then the World-Honoured One said to Kasyapa: "O good man! The body of the Tathagata
is one that is eternal, one that is indestructible, and one that is adamantine, one that is not
sustained by various kinds of food. It is the Dharma-Body." Kasyapa said to the Buddha: "O
World-Honoured One! We do not see such a body as you speak of. What we see is one which
is non-eternal, destructible, of dust, one sustained by various kinds of food. How? In that you,
the Tathagata, are now about to enter Nirvana." The Buddha said to Kasyapa: "Do not say
that the body of the Tathagata is not strong, can easily be broken, and is the same as that of
common mortals. O good man! Know that the body of the Tathagata is as indestructible as
that which stands for countless billions of kalpas. It is neither the body of man or heaven, not
one that fears, not one sustained by various kinds of food. The body of the Tathagata is one
that is not a body and yet is a body. It is one not born and one that does not die. It is one
that does not learn or practise. It is one innumerable and boundless and one that does not leave
any tracks behind. It knows not and has no form to represent it. It is one ultimately pure. It
does not shake. It does not receive, nor does it do [act]. It does not abide, does not make. It is
tasteless and unmixed. It is an "is" and yet is not something created. It is neither action nor
fruition [i.e. it is beyond Karma]. It is not one made, not one that dies. It is no mind; it is
one not countable [whose dimensions can be reckoned]; It is the All-Wonderful, the one Eternal,
and the one not presumable. It is not consciousness and is apart from mind. And yet it does
not depart from mind. It is a mind that is all-equal. It is not an "is"; yet it is what is "is".
There is no going and no coming [with it]; and yet it goes and comes. It does not break up. It
is one indestructible. It does not snap and does not cease. It does not come out, nor does it die
out. It is no master and yet a master. It is not one that exists; nor does it not exist. It awakes
not, nor does it see. It is no letter, and is not no letter. It is no dhyana [meditation] and is not
no dhyana. It cannot be seen and can be well seen. It is no place and yet is a place. It is no
abode and yet is an abode. It is not dark and not bright. There is no quietness and yet there is
quietness [in it]. It is non-possession, non-receiving, and non-giving. It is pure and untainted.
It is no quarrelling and is never fighting. It is what is living and is not what is living. It is no
taking and no falling. It is no thing and is not no thing. It is no field of weal and is not no
field of weal. It is non-ending and does not end. It is separating and is a total ending. It is
Void and is apart from Void. Though not eternal, it is not the case that it dies out moment
after moment. There is no defilement and muddling [contamination]. There is no letter and it
is apart from letters. It is no voice and no talking. It is no practising and learning. It is no
praising and no weighing. It is not one and is not different. It has no form or characteristics.
All is grand adornment. It is not brave and is not afraid. It is no quietness and is not quiet. It
is heatless and is not hot. It cannot be seen; there is no form to represent it. The Tathagata
succours all beings. While not emancipating, he yet indeed emancipates beings. There being no
emancipation, there is the awakening of beings. There being no enlightening, he truly delivers
sermons. There being not two, he is immeasurable and is incomparably equal. Being as flat as
space, there is no form to represent [him]. Being equal to the nature of beings, he is not the
"not-is", nor is he the "is". He always practises the One Vehicle. He sees the three of beings
and does not retrogress, does not change, and cuts off all the roots of illusion. He does not fight
or touch. He is non-nature and yet abides in nature. He does not merge and does not disperse.
He is not long and not short. He is not round and not square. He is no skandha, sphere or
realm, and yet he is the skandha, sphere, and realm. He is non-increasing and is not a lessening.
He is no victor, and yet is one not vanquished. The body of the Tathagata is perfect in such
innumerable virtues. There is none that he knows, none not known. There is none that is seen
and none that is not seen. It is not that there is any creating and not that there is no creating.
It is non-world and is not non-world. He does not do and is not non-doing. He is none to depend
upon and is not none to depend upon. He is not the four great elements, nor is he not the four
great elements. He is no cause and is not no cause. He is no being and is not no being. He is
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no sramana, no Brahmin. He is the Lion, the Great Lion. He is nobody and not nobody. We
cannot express. Other than the oneness of Dharma, no counting is possible. At the time of the
Parinirvana, he does not enter parinirvana. The Dharma-Body of the Tathagata is perfect in
all such innumerable, wonderful virtues. O Kasyapa! Only the Tathagata knows all such phases
[aspects, modalities] of existence. All [this] is beyond what sravakas and pratyekabuddhas can
know. O Kasyapa! The body of the Tathagata is composed of all such virtues. It is not a
body maintained or nourished by various foodstuffs. O Kasyapa! The virtue of the true body
of the Tathagata is such. How could it suffer from illnesses, the pain of illness, and insecurity?
How could it be as brittle as an unfired piece of earthenware? O Kasyapa! The reason why the
Tathagata manifests illness and pain all comes from his desire to subdue beings. O good man!
Know now that the Tathagata’s body is one that is adamantine. From now on, think exclusively
of this signification. Never think of a body sustained by food. Also, tell all beings that the body
of the Tathagata is the Dharma-Body."

Bodhisattva Kasyapa said to the Buddha: "O World-Honoured One! The Tathagata
is perfect in all such virtues. How could it be that such a body could suffer from illness and
pain, impermanence, and destruction? Henceforth I shall regard the Tathagata’s body as of the
eternal Dharma-Body and the body of peace. Also, I shall speak of it to all others as such.
Yes, indeed, the Tathagata’s Dharma-Body is adamantine and indestructible. And yet, I do not
know how it could come to be thus." The Buddha said to Kasyapa: "By correctly upholding
Wonderful Dharma, one obtains this adamantine body. O Kasyapa! As I have in the past well
guarded Dharma, I am now blessed with perfecting this adamantine body, which is eternal and
indestructible. O good man! One who upholds Wonderful Dharma does not receive the five
precepts and practise deportment, but protects with the sword, bow, arrow, and halberd those
bhiksus who uphold the precepts and who are pure." Bodhisattva Kasyapa said to the Buddha:
"O World-Honoured One! If a bhiksu is unprotected, living alone in the open, in a graveyard, or
under a tree, I say that such a one is a true bhiksu. Any bhiksu whose eyes turn to protection
is, we may know, a bogus priest." The Buddha said to Kasyapa: "Do not say "bogus". There
may be a bhiksu who goes where he will, satisfies his personal needs, recites sutras, sits, and
meditates. Should anyone come and ask about the Way, he will bestow sermons. He will speak
about giving, observing the precepts, virtuous acts, and say that one should desire little and be
satisfied. But he is not able to raise the lion’s roar of the doctrine, is not surrounded by lions,
and is not able to subdue those who do evil. Such a bhiksu cannot realise his own profit, nor
is he able to assist others. Know that this person is indolent and lazy. Though he may well
uphold the precepts and stick to pure actions, such a person, you should know, can do nothing.
Or there may be a bhiksu whose utensils may be full. And he upholds the prohibitive precepts,
and always utters the lion’s roar, and delivers wonderful sermons on such as the sutras, geya,
vyakarana, gatha, udana, itivrttaka, jatakas, vaipulya, and adbutadharma. He thus expounds
these nine types of Buddhist sutras. He bestows benefit and peace upon others. Thus he says:
"Prohibitions are given in the Nirvana Sutra to bhiksus which say that they should not keep
menials, cows, sheep, or anything contrary to the prohibitions. Should bhiksus keep such defiled
things, they must be taught not to. The Tathagata has stated in the sutras of various schools
that any bhiksu who keeps such things must be corrected, just as kings correct bad acts, and
must be driven back into secular life." When a bhiksu raises such a lion’s roar, anyone who
breaks the precepts, on hearing this, will get all angry and harm this priest. If this person dies
as a result of this, he is to be called one who upholds the precepts and who benefits both his own
self and others. For this reason, kings, ministers, prime ministers and upasakas protect those
who deliver sermons. Any person who protects Wonderful Dharma should learn things thus.
O Kasyapa! Any person who thus breaks the precepts and who does not protect Wonderful
Dharma is to be called a bogus priest. One who is strict in observance of the rules does not
gain such a name. O good man! In the past - innumerable, boundless, asamkhyas of kalpas past
- there appeared in this town of Kusinagara a Buddha who was the Alms-deserving, the All-
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Enlightened One, the All-accomplished One, the Well-gone, the All-knower, the Unsurpassed
One, the Best Trainer, the Teacher of Heaven and Earth, the Buddha-World-Honoured One,
and whose name was "Tathagata of Joy-and-Benefit-Augmentation." At that time, the world
was wide and gloriously pure, rich and peaceful. The people were at the height of prosperity
and no hunger was felt. He [They] looked like the Bodhisattvas of the Land of Peace and
Happiness. That Buddha-World-Honoured One stayed in the world for an innumerable length
of time. Having taught the people, he entered Parinirvana between the twin sal trees. The
Buddha having entered Nirvana, the teaching remained in the world for countless billions of
years and in the last part of the remaining 40 years the Buddhist teaching had still not died.
At that time, there was a bhiksu called "Enlightened-Virtuous", who upheld the precepts well
and was surrounded by many of his relatives. He raised the lion’s roar and preached all the
nine types of sutras. He taught, saying: "Do not keep menials, men or women, cows, sheep or
whatever might go against the precepts." At that time there were many bhiksus who were acting
contrary to the precepts. On hearing this, they entertained ill-will and came upon this bhiksu,
brandishing swords and staffs. At that time, there was a king called "Virtuous". He heard of
this. To protect Dharma, he came to where the bhiksu was delivering his sermons and fought
against the evil doers so that the bhiksu did not suffer. The king, however, received wounds all
over his body. Then the bhiksu, Enlightened-Virtuous, praised the king, saying: "Well done,
well done, O King! You are a person who protects Wonderful Dharma. In days to come, you
will become the unsurpassed utensil of Dharma." The king listened to his sermon and rejoiced.
Then he died and was born in the land of Buddha Akshobhya and became his foremost disciple.
The subjects of this king, his relatives and soldiers were all glad and did not retrogress in their
Bodhichitta [resolve to gain Enlightenment]. When the day came to depart the world, they
were born in the land of Buddha Akshobhya. At the time when Wonderful Dharma is about to
die out, one should act and protect Dharma like this. O Kasyapa! The king at that time was
I; the bhiksu who delivered the sermon was Buddha Kasyapa. O Kasyapa! One who guards
Wonderful Dharma is recompensed with such incalculable fruition. That is why I today adorn
my body in various ways and have perfectly achieved the indestructible Dharma-Body."

Bodhisattva Kasyapa further said to the Buddha: "O World-Honoured One! The eternal
body of the Tathagata is one carved in stone, as it were." The Buddha said to Kasyapa: "O good
man! For that reason, bhiksus, bhiksunis, upasakas, upasikas should all the more make effort and
protect Wonderful Dharma. The reward for protecting Wonderful Dharma is extremely great and
innumerable. O good man! Because of this, those upasakas who protect Dharma should take the
sword and staff and protect such a bhiksu who guards Dharma. Even though a person upholds
the precepts, we cannot call that person one who upholds Mahayana. Even though a person has
not received [in formal ceremony] the five precepts, if he protects Wonderful Dharma, such a one
can well be called one of Mahayana. A person who upholds the Wonderful Dharma should take
the sword and staff and guard bhiksus." Kasyapa said to the Buddha: "O World-Honoured One!
If all bhiksus are to be accompanied by such upasakas with the sword and staff, can we say that
they are worthy of the name, or are they unworthy of such? Or is this upholding the precepts or
not?" The Buddha said to Kasyapa: "Do not say that such persons are those who transgress the
precepts. O good man! After I have entered Nirvana, the world will be evil-ridden and the land
devastated, each pillaging the other, and the people will be driven by hunger. At such a time,
because of hunger, men may make up their minds, abandon home and enter the Sangha. Such
persons are bogus priests. Such, on seeing those persons who are strict in their observance of
the precepts, right in their deportment, and pure in their deeds, upholding Wonderful Dharma,
will drive such away or kill them or cause harm to them." Bodhisattva Kasyapa said again
to the Buddha: "O World-Honoured One! How can all such persons upholding the precepts
and guarding Wonderful Dharma get into villages and castle towns and teach?" "O good man!
That is why I allow those who uphold the precepts to be accompanied by the white-clad people
[lay people, non-monks] with the sword and staff. Although all kings, ministers, rich lay men
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[grhapati] and upasakas may possess the sword and staff for protecting Dharma, I call this
upholding the precepts. You may possess the sword and staff, “but do not take life”. If things
are thus, we call this first-hand upholding of the precepts." Kasyapa said: "Anyone who protects
Dharma abides in right view and widely expounds the Mahayana sutras. He does not carry the
bejewelled parasols of royal persons, oil pots, unpolished rice, or fruit and seeds. He does not
approach a king, minister, or the rich for profit. He does not flatter the danapatis [alms-givers]
and is perfect in deportment, and crushes down those who transgress against the precepts and
who do evil. Such a person is called a teacher who upholds and protects Dharma. He is a
true, good teacher of the Way [kalyana-mitra - a good friend]. His mind is as expansive as the
sea." "O Kasyapa! Should there be a bhiksu who speaks about Dharma for profit, the people
and his relatives will also follow his example and greedily seek profit. This person thus spoils
[does harm to] people. O Kasyapa! Of priests there are three kinds: 1) the precept-breaking,
mixed-up priest, 2)the ignorant priest, 3)the pure priest. The precept-breaking mixed-up priest
can easily be broken [spiritually injured], whereas the precept-observing priest cannot be broken
just by profit.

"How is one a precept-breaking mixed-up priest? A bhiksu may be upholding the pre-
cepts, but for profit he sits, stands up, goes and comes with precept-breaking people and is on
friendly terms with them and does things together with them. This is precept-breaking, hence,
"mixed-up".

"Why do we call a priest ignorant? A bhiksu may be living in a quiet place, but all his
sense-organs are not proper [controlled], his mind is dark and slow at working. He desires little
and begs alms. On the day of admonition and freedom [pravarana], he does not teach pure
confession to all the people; seeing many people breaking the precepts, he does not teach them
pure confession. Yet he sits with others, talks about the precepts and seeks to be free. Such a
one is an ignorant priest.

"Who is the pure priest? There is a bhiksu, a priest whom 100 thousand-billion Maras
cannot break. Now, this Bodhisattva is pure in his nature and can train the two types of priest
referred to above and make them live among those who are pure. He is the unsurpassed great
teacher, who protects Dharma well, who well upholds the precepts. He knows well what is light
or grave in the keeping of the precepts and adjusts and benefits people. He does not know
anything that is not [characterised by] upholding the precepts; what he knows is what concerns
the precepts.

"What does he do to adjust beings? For example, in order to adjust people, the Bod-
hisattva always enters a village any time and visits the places where widows and prostitutes live.
He lives there for many years. This is what sravakas cannot do. This is what is called adjusting
and benefiting beings.

"How does he know what is grave? Now, if one sees that the Tathagata admonishes and
prohibits something, one should not do it thereafter. Things such as the four grave offences
[killing, stealing, committing sexual misconduct, telling lies] are what the priest must not do. If,
contrary to this, he purposely does [such things], this indicates that such a person is no longer
a bhiksu, no son of the Shakya [Buddha]. This is what is "grave".

"What is "light"? A person commits light ill deeds and is thrice admonished. Then, he
stops doing such again. This is "light". We say "non-vinaya which is not proved". A person
praises and says that one may receive and take impure things, and says that one accords with
the word, and one does not stop doing [this].

"We say "right vinaya which is rightly responded [observed]." This is correctly learning
the vinaya [rules of monastic discipline], not drawing near to what is contrary to the vinaya,
and spiritually sharing pleasure. Thus one ensures that the vinaya is observed. Thus one well
understands what one ought to do as a Buddhist and one expounds it well. This is what the
vinaya refers to as well understanding the one letter [i.e. the Chinese written character for
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vinaya]. The same applies to upholding the sutras. O good man! The Buddha-Dharma is
incalculable and hard to fathom The same is also the case with the Tathagata. He is beyond
knowing." Bodhisattva Kasyapa said to the Buddha: "O World-Honoured One! It is so, it is so.
It is as you, the Holy One, say. Unbounded and incomprehensible is Buddha-Dharma. Thus,
too, is the Tathagata. All stands beyond comprehension; so too the Tathagata. Thus, I know
now that the Tathagata is eternal and indestructible and that there is no change with him. I
shall now study well and expound it widely to people."

Then the Buddha praised Bodhisattva Kasyapa and said: "Well said, well said! The body
of the Tathagata is adamantine and indestructible. You, Bodhisattva, now have the right view
and right understanding. If you see clearly thus, you will see the adamantine and indestructible
body of the Tathagata just as you see things reflected in a mirror."
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Kasyapa said to the Buddha: "O World-Honoured One! Is there Self in the 25 existences or
not?" The Buddha said: "O good man! "Self" means "Tathagatagarbha" [Buddha-Womb,
Buddha-Embryo, Buddha-Nature]. Every being has Buddha-Nature. This is the Self. Such Self
has, from the very beginning, been under cover of innumerable defilements. That is why man
cannot see it. O good man! [Imagine that] there is a poor woman here. She has true gold
concealed in her house. But none of the people of her house, whether big or small, know of it.
But there is a stranger, who, through expediency, says to the poor woman: "I shall employ you.
You must now go and weed the land!" The woman answers: "I cannot do this now. If you let
my son see where the gold is hidden, I will soon work for you." The man says: "I know the way.
I shall point it out to your son." The woman further says: "Nobody of my house, whether big or
small, knows [of this]. How can you?" The man says: "I shall now make it clear." The woman
says further: "I desire to see. Pray let me." The man digs out the gold that had lain hidden. The
woman sees it, is gladdened, and begins to respect that person. O good man! The case is the
same with the Buddha-Nature which man has. Nobody can see it. This is analogous to the gold
which the poor woman possessed and yet could not see. O good man! I now let persons see the
Buddha-Nature that they possess, which is overspread by defilements. This is analogous to the
poor woman who cannot see the gold, even though she possesses it. The Tathagata now reveals
to all beings the storehouse of Enlightenment, which is the Buddha-Nature, as it is called. If all
beings see this, they are gladdened and will take refuge in the Tathagata. The good expedient
is the Tathagata, and the poor woman is all the innumerable beings, and the cask of true gold
is the Buddha-Nature.

"Also, next, O good man! As an example: a woman has a child who, while yet very
young, is seized by illness. Worried by this, the woman seeks out a good doctor. The good
doctor comes and compounds three medicines, which are butter, milk, and rock candy. This
he gives her, to have it taken by the child. Then he says to the woman: "When the child has
taken the medicine, do not give any milk to the child for some time. When the medicine has
worked its way out, you may then give milk." Then the woman applies a bitter substance to her
nipple and says to the child: "Do not touch it [i.e. her nipple]. My nipple is poisonous." The
child is dying for the milk and wants to have it. [But] on hearing of the poison, it runs away.
After the medicine has done its work, the mother washes her nipple, calls in her child and gives
it [her nipple]. Although hungry, the child, having heard about the poison, will not come to it.
The mother then says: "I only put poison on my nipple so as to give you the medicine. As you
have already taken the medicine, I have washed the poison off. Come! Take my nipple. It is
not bitter any more." On hearing this, the child slowly comes back and takes it. O good man!
The case is the same with the Tathagata. In order to save beings, he gives them the teaching of
non-Self. Having practised the Way thus, beings do away with the [cast of] mind that clings to
self and gain Nirvana. All of this is to do away with people’s wrong concepts, to show them the
Way and cause them to stand above, to show them that they adhere to self, that what obtains
in the world is all false and not true, and to make them practise non-Self and purify themselves.
This is similar to the woman’s applying a bitter substance to her nipple out of love for her child.
It is the same with the Tathagata. For practising the Void, I say that all do not have the Self.
This is like the woman’s cleaning her nipple and calling for her child to partake of her milk. The
case is the same with me, too: I speak of the Tathagatagarbha. For this reason, the bhiksus
do not entertain fear. It is analogous to the child who hears its mother, slowly comes back and
takes the milk. The situation is the same with the bhiksus. They should know well that the
Tathagata hides nothing."

Bodhisattva Kasyapa said to the Buddha: "O World-Honoured One! Really, there cannot
be any case in which there is Self. Why not? When a child is born, it knows nothing. If there is a
Self, the child would have to have knowledge when it is born into the world. Hence we can know
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that there is no Self. If a Self definitely existed, there could not be any loss of knowing. If it
were true that all beings eternally possessed Buddha-Nature, there could be no breaking away.
If there is no destruction, how can there be the differences of Kshatriya, Brahmin, Vaishya,
Sudra, candala, and animals? Now, the effects of karma are various, and differences exist in life.
If there definitely is a Self, there cannot be any victory or defeat with beings. From this, we can
definitely know that the Buddha-Nature is eternal Dharma. If the Buddha-Nature is definitely
eternal, why do we say speak of such things as killing, stealing, lust, forked tongue, ill-speaking,
lying, flattering, greed, hatred, and wrong views? If there really is eternally the nature of Self,
why is it that a person becomes intoxicated or mad? If the nature of Self is eternal, the blind
should be able to see, the deaf hear, the dumb talk, and the lame walk. If the Self is eternal, fire,
great floods of water, poison, swords, evil persons and animals cannot [need not] be avoided. If
the Self is eternal, what has basically changed cannot be forgotten or lost. If forgotten, how can
a person say: "I have seen this person somewhere [before]"? If the Self is eternal, there cannot
be old age or youth, no ups or downs, no remembering of what has passed away. If the Self is
eternal, where does it abide or live? Is it the case that tears, spittle, blue, yellow, red, and white
are to remain in all things? If the Self is eternal, it will fill the body as in the case of sesame
seed, in which there is no space left in between. When the body is cut up into small pieces, the
Self, too, would have to be cut up"

The Buddha said to Kasyapa: "O good man! As an analogy: there is in the household
of a king a great wrestler. He has an adamantine bead on his brow. This man wrestles with
other wrestlers. When [once] the head of another person touches his brow, the bead goes into
the wrestler’s flesh, and there is no knowing where it is. A boil comes up there. A good doctor
is called in to cure it. At that time, there is a good doctor with a bright mind. He knows
well how to diagnose and prescribe medicine. Now, he sees that this boil has appeared due to
the bead’s having got into the wrestler’s body. He realises that this bead has entered the flesh
and remains there. Then, the good doctor asks the wrestler: "Where is that bead that was
on your brow?" The wrestler is surprised and answers: "O great teacher and doctor! Has not
the bead on my brow got lost? Where could the bead be now? Is this not a miracle [that you
know about it]?" He is worried and weeps. Then, the doctor pacifies the wrestler: "Do not be
over-concerned. When you fought, the gem entered your body. It is now under your skin and
can be seen, looming up. As you fought, the poison of anger so burned that the gem got into
your body and you did not feel it." But the wrestler does not believe the doctor’s words. "If
it is under my skin, how is it that it does not come out because of the impure pus and blood?
If it is in my sinews, we cannot possibly see it. Why do you mean to cheat me?" Then, the
doctor takes up a mirror and holds it in front of the wrestler’s face. The gem appears clearly
in the mirror. The wrestler sees it, is surprised and is all wonder. It is like that. O good man!
The case is the same with all beings. They do not come near to a good teacher of the Way. So,
they cannot see the Buddha-Nature which is within, even though they possess it. And they are
reigned over by greed, lust, anger, and ignorance. So they fall into the realms of hell, animals,
hungry ghosts, asuras, candalas, and get born in such various houses as Kshatriya, Brahmin,
Vaishya and Sudra. The karma generated by the mind leads a person, though born a human,
into such lives as a cripple, lame, deaf, blind or dumb person, and to the 25 existences, where
such as greed, lust, anger and ignorance reign over the mind, and the person is unable to know
of the presence of the Buddha-Nature. The wrestler says that the gem has gone away, even
though it is [actually] in his body. The same with beings, too. Not having come into contact
with a good teacher of the Way, they do not know the Tathagata’s hidden treasure and do not
study selflessness. For example, even when a person is told of the unholy self, he cannot know
the true quality of the Self. The same is true of my disciples. As they do not befriend a good
teacher of the Way, they practise non-Self and do not know where it [Self] is. They do not
know the true nature of selflessness. How, then, could they know the true nature of the Self
itself? Thus, O good man, the Tathagata says that all beings possess the Buddha-Nature. This
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is like the good doctor’s making the wrestler see where the adamantine jewel rests. All these
beings are reigned over by innumerable defilements and thus do not know the whereabouts of
the Buddha-Nature. When illusion is dispelled, there arises knowledge and brightness. This is
like the wrestler’s seeing the gem in the mirror. O good man! It is thus the case that what rests
undisclosed [latent] in the Tathagata is innumerable and is difficult for beings to think about.

"Also, O good man! As an example, there is a medicine in the Himalayas called "pleasing
taste". It tastes very sweet. It grows hidden under a deep growth of plants, and we cannot
easily see it. But from its scent, one can come to know the whereabouts of this medicine.
In days gone by, there was a chakravartin who, placing wooden tubes here and there in the
Himalayas, collected this medicine. When it had ripened, it flowed out and entered the tubes.
It tasted truly right. When the king died, this medicine became sour, salty, sweet, bitter, or
hot, or light. Thus, what is one, tastes differently according to the different places. The true
taste of the medicine remains in the mountains; it is like the full moon. Any common mortal,
sterile in virtue, may work hard, dig, and try, but cannot get it. Only a chakravartin, high in
virtue, appearing in the world can arrive at the true value of this medicine because of happy
circumstantial concatenations. The same is the case [here]. O good man! The taste of the
hidden store of the Tathagata is also like this. Overspread by all the growths of defilement,
the beings clad in ignorance cannot hope to see it. We speak of the "one taste". This applies,
for instance, to the Buddha-Nature. On account of the presence of defilement, several tastes
appear, such as the realms of hell, animals, hungry pretas, devas, human beings, men, women,
non-men, non-women, Kshatriya, Brahmin, Vaishya and Sudra.

"The Buddha-Nature is strong and vigorous. It is hard to destroy. Therefore, there is
nothing that can kill it. If there were something that could indeed kill it, Buddha-Nature would
die. [But] nothing can ever destroy such Buddha-Nature. Nothing of this nature can ever be
cut. “The nature of Self is nothing other than the hidden storehouse of the Tathagata”. Such a
storehouse can never be smashed, set on fire, or done away with. Although it is not possible to
destroy or see it, one can know of it when one attains unsurpassed Enlightenment. Hence, there
is indeed nothing that can kill it." Bodhisattva Kasyapa said to the Buddha: "If nothing can
kill it, no karmic consequences would ensue from evil actions." The Buddha said to Kasyapa:
"There truly is [such a thing as] killing. How? O good man! "The Buddha-Nature of beings rests
within the five skandhas." If the five skandhas are destroyed, this is killing [of those skandhas].
If one harms a living thing, one gains the unfortunate realms. Through the working of karma,
one transmigrates through such realms as Kshatriya, Brahmin, Vaishya, Sudra, candala, or man,
woman, non-man, non-woman, and the 25 variegated existences. A person who has not reached
the holy stage of a sage is waywardly bound up by attachment to self. All such phases [modes]
of existence, whether big or small, are like barnyard grass, like rice or a bean, or like the thumb.
Thus do they [i.e. ignorant beings] loosely imagine things. There can be no true shape in wild
fancies. The shape of Self that seeks to flee from the world is Buddha-Nature. This is the best
way of conceiving of the Self.

"And next, O good man! As an analogy: there is a man here who knows well what
is hidden [under the ground]. He takes a sharp hoe, digs into the ground and hits upon such
things as stones and gravel. All goes through and nothing hinders [i.e. the hoe digs through
everything, without being obstructed]. Only when the diamond comes in its way, can the
hoe not dig through. Now, no sword or hatchet can destroy a diamond. O good man! The
Buddha-Nature of beings is like this. It is something that all those people who discuss things,
Marapapiyas, all men and devas cannot destroy. What characterises the five skandhas is [the
phenomenon of] what occurs and what is done. Whatever occurs and is done can certainly be
destroyed, like stones and sand. “The True Self of the Buddha-Nature is like the diamond, which
cannot be crushed”. Hence, we call the destroying of the five skandhas the killing of life. O
good man! Know well most definitely that the Buddhist teaching is not within the boundaries
of conceiving.
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BOOK THREE 

The Meditation of 
the Enlightening Being 

Universally Good 

THE ENLIGHTENING BEING Universally Good, the great being, sat on a 
lion throne made of a bank of lotus flowers, and, imbued with the 
psychic power of the Enlightened One, entered into concentration. 
This concentration is called the immanent body of the illuminator of 
thusness, which is in all enlightened ones. It enters everywhere into the 
equal essence of all enlightened ones, and is capable of manifesting 
myriad images in the cosmos, vastly and immensely, without obstruction, 
equal to space. All the whirling oceans of universes flow along into it; it 
produces all states of concentration, and can contain all worlds in all 
directions. The oceans of lights of knowledge of all the enlightened 
ones come from here; it can reveal all the oceans of all conditions 
everywhere. It contains within it all the powers and liberations of the 
enlightened ones and the knowledge of the enlightening beings. It can 
'cause the particles of all lands to be universally able to contain bound
less universes. It develops the ocean of virtuous qualities of all Buddhas, 
and reveals the ocean of great vows of these enlightened ones. All the 
cycles of teaching of the Buddhas flow through it and are guarded and 
maintained by it, and kept without interruption or end. 

As in this world the enlightening being Universally Good entered 
this concentration in the presence of the W orId Honored One, thus in 
the same way throughout the realm of space of the cosmos, in all 
directions and all times, in a subtle, unhindered, vastly expansive light, 
in all lands visible to the Buddha's eye, within reach of the Buddha's 
power, manifested by the Buddha's body, and in each atom of all those 
lands, there were Buddhas as numerous as atoms in an ocean of worlds, 
and in front of each Buddha were Universally Good enlightening 
beings numerous as atoms in an ocean of worlds, each also entering 
into this concentration in the immanent body of the illuminator of 
thusness in enlightened ones. 
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At that time each of the Universally Good ones saw the Buddhas of 
the ten directions appearing before them; those Buddhas praised Univer
sally Good in the same voice: "Good! You are able to enter this 
enlightening beings' concentration in the immanent body of the illumi
nator of thusness in all Buddhas; this is fostered in you by all the 
Buddhas everywhere together, by means of the power of the original 
vow of the illuminating realized one Vairocana Buddha, and it is also 
because you cultivate the power of the practices and vows of all Buddhas: 
that is to say, because you can activate all the cycles of the enlightening 
teaching, revealing the ocean of knowledge and wisdom of all enlight
ened ones, universally illumine all the oceans of distinctions everywhere, 
without exception, cause sentient beings to clear away confusion and 
affliction and attain purity, universally accept all lands without attachment, 
deeply enter the sphere of all enlightened ones without impediment, 
and universally expound the virtues and qualities of all enlightened 
ones; because you are able to enter into the true character of all things 
and develop knOWledge and wisdom, analyze all the media of the 
teachings, comprehend the faculties of all living beings, and because 
you are able to hold the ocean of written teachings of all the Buddhas. " 

At that time all the Buddhas of the ten directions then bestowed on 
the great enlightening being Universally Good the knowledge that 
enters into the power inherent in omniscience, the knOWledge that 
enters into the infinity of the cosmos, the knowledge that perfects the 
realization of the sphere of all enlightened ones, the knowledge of the 
becoming and decay of all oceans of worlds, the knowledge of the full 
extent of the worlds of all sentient beings, the knowledge that abides in 
the extremely profound liberation of all enlightened ones and the 
nondiscriminating knowledge of all meditation states, the knowledge 
that enters into the ocean of all faculties of enlightening beings, the 
knowledge of elocution to turn the wheel of the teaching in the ocean 
of languages of all sentient beings, the knowledge that enters in all ways 
into the bodies of all oceans of worlds in the cosmos, and the knowl
edge that comprehends the voices of all Buddhas. 

As in this world in the presence of the Buddha the enlightening being 
Universally Good experienced the Buddhas bestowing such knowledge, 
so in all oceans of worlds, as well as in each atom of all those worlds, so 
did all the enlightening beings Universally Good there experience this. 
Why? Because they had realized that state of mental focus in this way. 

Then the Buddhas of the ten directions each extended his right 
hand and patted Universally Good on the head. Their hands were each 
adorned with the marks of greatness, being finely webbed, emanating 
light, fragrance, and flames. They also produced the various wondrous 
tones of all Buddhas. And within it were manifested the phenomena of 
mystical powers, the ocean of vows of universal goodness of all enlight
ening beings of past, present, and future, the cycles of pure teachings of 
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all enlightened ones, as well as the images of the Buddhas of past, 
present, and future. 

As in this world Universally Good was patted on the head by all the 
Buddhas of the ten directions, so in all the oceans of worlds, and in 
each atom of those worlds, the enlightening beings Universally Good 
there were patted on the head by the Buddhas of the ten directions. 

Then the enlightening being Universally Good arose from this 
concentration; when he did so, he rose from media of oceans of concen
trations numerous as atoms in all oceans of worlds. For example, he 
rose from the medium of concentration of skillful knowledge realizing 
that the worlds of past, present, and future have no distinction in the 
succession of instants; he rose from the medium of concentration of 
knowledge of all the subtlest and most minute constituents of all 
universes in all times; he rose from the medium of concentration on the 
manifestation of all buddha-fields of past, present, and future; he rose 
from the medium of concentration revealing the dwelling places of all 
living beings; he rose from the medium of concentration of knowledge 
of various differences in locations of the universes of the ten directions; 
he rose from the medium of concentration of knowledge of boundlessly 
vast clouds of buddha-bodies existing in every atom; he rose from the 
medium of concentration of explanations of the ocean of inner princi
ples in all things. 

When the enlightening being Universally Good rose from such media 
of concentration, all the enlightening beings each found oceanic clouds 
of concentrations, numerous as atoms in an ocean of worlds, found 
oceanic clouds of spells, oceanic clouds of techniques to teach everything, 
oceanic clouds of wa ys of felicitous expression, oceanic clouds of practices, 
oceanic clouds of lights from the knowledge of the treasury of virtues 
of all who realize thusness, oceanic clouds of nondiscriminating tech
niques of the powers, knowledges, and wisdom of all enlightened ones, 
oceanic clouds of Buddhas each manifesting myriad lands in each and 
every pore, oceanic clouds of enlightening beings one by one manifest
ing descent from the palace of the Tushita heaven to be born on earth 
and become an enlightened Buddha, turn the wheel of the teaching, and 
enter into ultimate extinction, all as numerous as atoms in an ocean of 
worlds. 

As when in this world the enlightening being Universally Good rose 
from concentration all the hosts of enlightening beings received such 
blessings, so in all the oceans of worlds, as well as in each atom of each 
world, the same thing occurred. 

At that time, by the spiritual power of all the Buddhas and the power 
of Universally Good's concentration, all oceans of worlds in the ten 
directions trembled. Each world was arrayed with precious elements 
and gave forth wondrous sound, explaining all things. And on each 
Buddha, in the ocean of sites of enlightenment where the masses 
gathered, everywhere there rained ten kinds of clouds of regal jewels: 
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clouds of beautiful gold star jewels, jewels like precious discs descending, 
shining light jewels, jewels of the treasury manifesting the images of 
enlightening beings, jewels extolling the names of Buddhas, jewels of 
brilliant light illuminating the sites of enlightenment in buddha-fields 
everywhere, jewels whose light reflects the various miracles everywhere, 
jewels praising the virtues of all enlightening beings, jewels with a light 
that shines like the sun, jewels whose delightful music is heard everywhere. 

After the universal rain of these ten kinds of clouds of jewels, all the 
Buddhas emitted lights from their pores, and in the light rays spoke 
verses: 

Universally Good is present in all lands 
Sitting on a jeweled lotus throne, beheld by all; 
He manifests all psychic powers 
And is able to enter infinite meditations. 

The Universally Good always fill the universe 
With various bodies flowing everywhere, 
With concentration, psychic power, skill and strength, 
In a universal voice teaching extensively without hindrance. 

In every land, in the presence of all the Buddhas, 
Various states of concentration revealing psychic powers, 
Each psychic power pervades everywhere 
In all lands of the ten directions. 

As with the Buddhas of all lands, 
So it is in all the atoms of the lands as well; 
The phenomena of concentration and mystic powers 
Are the will power of the illuminator. 

Universally Good physically is like space, 
Abiding by reality, not a land, 
According to the heart's desires of all beings 
Manifesting all kinds of embodiments, equal to all. 

Universally Good, abiding at peace in great determination, 
Thus attained these infinite spiritual powers, 
In any lands of all buddha bodies 
Manifesting his form going there. 

All the myriad oceans are boundless: 
He reproduces his body infinitely and dwells there; 
All lands of his manifestation are purified, 
And in an instant are seen many eons. 
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Universally Good lives peacefully in all lands: 
The spiritual powers he displays are incomparable; 
The trembling extending everywhere 
Causes those who look to be able to see. 

The knowledge. virtue, and powers of all Buddhas, 
Their various great qualities, he has all fulfilled; 
By the medium of techniques of all meditations 
He shows his past enlightening acts. 

Such independence, inconceivable. 
Is manifest in the lands of the ten directions 
To reveal the universal entrance of all meditations; 
In the clouds of buddha light his praises are sung. 

Then all the hosts of enlightening beings turned to Universally Good. 
joined their palms and gazed respectfully at Universally Good; imbued 
with the psychic power of the Enlightened, they sang in praise with the 
same VOlCe, 

Born from the teachings of the Enlightened, 
Also originating from the will power of the Buddha, 
The womb of space, the equality of real thusness: 
You have purified this body of reality. 

In the congregations of all buddha-fields 
Universally Good is omnipresent there; 
The light of the oceans of universal virtue and wisdom 
Equally illumine everywhere, so all are visible. 

The immensely vast oceans of virtues of Universally Good 
Goes everywhere to approach the enlightened; 
To the lands within all atoms 
He can travel and clearly appear there. 

o Child of Buddha, we always see you 
Associating with all the enlightened ones, 
Abiding in the real state of concentration 
For eons numerous as atoms in all lands. 

The child of Buddha, with an all-pervading body, 
Can go to the lands in all directions, 
Liberating all the oceans of living beings, 
Entering into all the parts of the cosmos. 
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Entering into all particles of the cosmos, 
The body is endless and undifferentiated; 
Omnipresent as space, 
It expounds the great teaching of the realization of thusness. 

The light of all virtue, 
Immense like clouds, power surpassing, 
Traveling to all oceans of living beings 
Expounding the incomparable way practiced by all Buddhas. 

Cultivating and learning the supreme practice of universal goodness 
In order to liberate sentient beings for oceans of eons, 
Expounding all truths, like a great cloud, 
The voice is tremendous, none do not hear. 

How can the land be established? 
How do the Buddhas appear? 
And how about beings? 
Please explain truthfully the truth as it is. 
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THE LIMITLESS ACTIVITIES OF THE SUPREME NOBLE ONES 
 

A SHORT COMMENTARY ON  

THE ASPIRATION PRAYER FOR  

THE EXCELLENT CONDUCT OF THE NOBLE ONES  
 

BY LOCHEN DHARMASHRI 

Translated by Khenpo Gawang Rinpoche and Gerry Wiener 

 

 

SUMMARY OUTLINE 

 

 

I) The preliminary seven branch prayer that purifies one's being 

A) Prostration 

B) Offering 

C) Confession 

D) Rejoicing 

E) Requesting to teach the dharma 

F) Asking to remain 

G) Dedication 

 

II) The main practice 

A) Aspiration by means of pure intention 

B) Not forgetting bodhichitta 

C) Commitments 

D) Activities 

E) Achievements 

F) Consolidating the aspirations 

 

III) The conclusion that teaches the benefits 

A) The explanation of the benefits of aspiration 

B) Dedicating the aspirations that possess benefit 
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