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Translator’s Introduction
This book is compiled from Dharma talks given in Vietnamese by the
Venerable Thích Nhất Hạnh on the Mahāyāna sutras between November
10, 1991 and December 8, 1991, during the Winter Retreat in Plum Village,
France.

If we analyze the word bodhisattva we see that bodhi means
“awakening,” “enlightenment,” or “deep understanding,” and sattva means
a “living being.” A bodhisattva is a being who enlightens others and
enlightens themself. Enlightening oneself and enlightening others go
together. This is something many of us have a deep aspiration to do.
Understanding also means love. Once there is understanding there has to be
love, and without understanding there cannot be true love.

This book contains the commentaries of the Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh
on two early Mahāyāna sutras about what it means to be a bodhisattva. You
can be a monastic bodhisattva or a lay bodhisattva, but these sutras stress
the importance of being a lay bodhisattva. At the time they were written, the
lay practice was often looked on as inferior to the monastic practice. These
sutras are a manifesto for the effectiveness and significance of lay Buddhist
practice.

The first sutra, the Ugraparipṛccha, “Questions of the Householder
Ugra,” is a comparatively gentle opening up of the way of esteeming a lay
bodhisattva. It keeps respect for the value of the monastic path. The lay
bodhisattva is even seen to model themself on the monastic bodhisattva.
This sutra is a very solid, down-to-earth teaching. It encourages tolerance in
the bodhisattva, whose role is not to judge those who do not practice but to
help by example.

The second sutra, the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is more iconoclastic. It does not
spare even the most revered monastics of the time of the Buddha
Śākyamuni. Nevertheless it has a very important message: that a
bodhisattva must be engaged in helping the world and is not seeking
personal enlightenment.



The Ugraparipṛccha is easy enough to follow because it remains firmly
in the historical dimension. The Vimalakīrtinirdeśa tends to hop between
the ultimate and the historical dimensions. On the one hand it praises
nondiscrimination and on the other it discriminates between the Greater
Vehicle (the Mahayana) and the Śrāvaka and Pratyekabuddha Vehicles.

One of the important aspects of the commentary by the Venerable Thich
Nhat Hanh is that it helps us to see when the sutra is concerned with the
historical dimension and when it is concerned with the ultimate dimension.

Although the Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh often suggests that we read the
sutra itself rather than the commentaries on it, I have been very grateful to
have been able to read this particular commentary, albeit with its lengthy
citations from the sutras, before attempting to read the sutras themselves.
The Mahāyāna sutras often can be a great ocean which we need a pilot to
help us navigate.

In this book the citations of the sutras have been carefully chosen by the
author to help us understand the essence of the sutras. Therefore the book
becomes a guide on the path of training to become an authentic bodhisattva.

We do not want to become a store of knowledge about the sutras that we
are not able to put into practice. The Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh is an
engaged bodhisattva and has much valuable experience in the way of
engaging the practice in the world. His experience helps us put these
teachings into practice.

In my personal practice these sutras have been a great source of
inspiration, especially in the teachings to treat adverse circumstances as
opportunities rather than obstacles. Particularly interesting is the discussion
of ill-health: how to practice with it and how to look deeply into it. Being a
bodhisattva is not to run away from ill-health.

As the Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh remarks, reading the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is like reading a play. Colorful and dramatic scenes
reflect the culture of India of that time.* Those who wish to read the sutras
in full can download from the internet the English translation of
Kumārajīva’s Chinese Vimalakīrtinirdeśa by Burton Watson. The
Ugraparipṛccha has been translated into English by J. Nattier in her book A
Few Good Men.†



As I finished translating this book I wrote the following lines:

A living being,
a breathing being,
earth, water,
fire, air,
space and consciousness.
Evolving, dissolving,
for the good of the world,
for the good of all.

We face a crisis now that Vimalakīrti and Ugra did not face. We do not
know whether the human species or life on Earth can survive it. Still, in
every moment that we have left to us, we can carry on the career of an
awakening being and offer up the merit for the alleviation of suffering.

* It seems to have developed over the centuries and the earliest mention is at the end of the second
century of the Common Era.

† Jan Nattier PhD, A Few Good Men: The Bodhisattva Path according to the Inquiry of Ugra
(Ugraparipṛcchā) (Studies in the Buddhist Traditions), Hawaii University Press, 2005.
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The Śrāvaka Sangha and the Monkhood
Śrāvaka is a Sanskrit word that means the disciple who listens. It is
sometimes translated into English as “the Hearer.” After the Buddha passed
into nirvāṇa the word was used disparagingly by Mahayanists to describe a
certain kind of monk who did not seem to them to embody the bodhisattva
ideal.

About 150 years after the Buddha’s parinirvāṇa Buddhism began to
develop into many schools. This development continued for several
hundred years, a period now called Schools’ Buddhism. During that time
there were some monks who started to live in a way which cut them off
from the rest of the population. These were the monks referred to by
Mahayanists as śrāvaka. Their primary concern was personal liberation.
They were conservative, tending to make Buddhism into a series of
doctrines and thus establishing a spiritual path which served their own
group of monks. They believed that all laypeople needed to do was to make
offerings and support the monks. Laypeople were not expected to benefit
from and put into practice the teachings the Buddha had given. In this way
Buddhism grew distant from the large majority of ordinary people.

Since quite a large number of monks had these narrow views and
distorted ideas about the teachings, it deprived Buddhism of much of the
esteem it had acquired while the Buddha was alive. The practice of a large
number of monks was going in a negative direction and the nirvāṇa of the
śrāvakas had become something very narrow in scope, reserved only for the
minority of monks.

Consequently, also during this period, there arose amongst Buddhist
practitioners, lay as well as monastic, the idea of popularizing Buddhism.
From this sprang the Mahāyāna path. It was a movement aimed at
promoting the deepest wellsprings of Buddhist thought, making bodhicitta
energy (the mind of love) central again and bringing Buddhism back in
touch with life in the world.
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The Emergence of Mahāyāna Sutras
As the ideas of the Mahayanists were taking shape, those who supported the
Mahāyāna saw that if these deep teachings did not take root in the daily life
of the monastic sangha they would not be effective in or acceptable to
society. This meant that the teachings of the Mahāyāna should not just
manifest as a way of thought but should be the basis of a sangha that
included monks, nuns, and laypeople. Buddhism could not be presented as a
spiritual path reserved for monks and nuns alone. About 50 BCE,
Mahāyāna sutras began to appear, creating the right environment and a
means for transmitting the Mahāyāna way of thought.

In the history of Mahāyāna literature the Prajñāpāramitā sutras were the
first to appear. They were followed by the Ratnakūṭa collection and the
Avataṃsaka. After that there came the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa and other sutras.

In the second century CE an eminent and wise scholar of Buddhism was
born in Vidarbha (Berar), India, by the name of Nagarjuna. He was the
author of many Buddhist works, the most outstanding of which is the
Prajñāpāramitāśastra. This is the lengthy work that serves as a commentary
on the Prajñāpāramitā sutras. In this work Nāgārjuna quotes from many
Mahāyāna sutras which had appeared before he was born.

From a historical perspective we could choose as our starting point the
parinirvāṇa of the Buddha, 480 years before the birth of Christ. About two
centuries after the birth of Christ, Master Nāgārjuna was born. In the fourth
century CE two renowned Buddhist teachers appeared, the two brothers
Asanga and Vasubandhu. They systematized and developed the Buddhist
teachings on the nature of consciousness.

Historically we can divide Mahāyāna sutras into three periods: First,
there were sutras that appeared before the time of Nāgārjuna. They were
quoted by him in the Prajñāpāramitāśāstra. Second, there are the sutras that
appeared in the period that extended from the lifetime of Nāgārjuna until
the time of Asanga and Vasubandhu. Finally, there are the sutras that
appeared after the time of Asanga and Vasubandhu, which are the
Mahāyāna sutras of the third period.



According to the Mahāyāna sutras, to be worthy of being a disciple of the
Buddha one should be a bodhisattva. It is not enough to be a śrāvaka or a
pratyekabuddha, (someone who realizes enlightenment without needing the
help of others and without founding a sangha). The śrāvaka and
pratyekabuddha practices are known as the two vehicles (yānadvaya). The
Bodhisattva vehicle (bodhisattvayāna) is the third vehicle which is able to
convey more people than the other two vehicles.

As far as Original Buddhism is concerned, the term bodhisattva refers to
one person alone: namely Śākyamuni Buddha before he became the Buddha
at his enlightenment under the Bodhi tree. With the development of
Buddhist thought people began to ask why there should be just one
bodhisattva. Buddha had said that there were many Buddhas in the past and
in the present, and they had all been bodhisattvas. Therefore the idea of
many bodhisattvas was quite reasonable both for Hinayanists and
Mahayanists.

The Mahayanists held that an authentic disciple of the Buddha had the
bodhisattva aspiration. Therefore whether monastic or layperson, any true
descendant of the Buddha should be a bodhisattva. Mahāyāna Buddhism
looked on everyone as equal. There was no discrimination between women
and men. In chapter seven (Meditation on Living Beings) of the Vimalakīrti
Sutra a goddess is portrayed as an outstanding practitioner of Mahāyāna
Buddhism. In chapter four (Bodhisattvas) a very young bodhisattva by the
name of Prabhāvyūha is portrayed as one of the very few who are able to
converse on equal terms with the layman Vimalakīrti.

At the time when the Mahāyāna sutras had just began to appear, the
senior disciples of the Buddha like Śāriputra, Mahāmaudgalyāyana,
Subhūti, and others were looked on as Hinayanists. Only when the
Saddharmapundarika (Lotus) Sutra appeared did people see that Śāriputra
had no doubt or regret about practicing the Mahāyāna aspiration.

In the way the Vimalakīrti Sutra attacks the śrāvaka way of thought, it
goes rather too far. It criticizes and maligns the way of practice and
realization of the Buddha’s senior disciples. In truth, Śāriputra was the
trusted elder brother of the original sangha of the Buddha. As the elder
brother he had the greatest responsibility of all the monks, teaching and
caring for his younger brothers.



The Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is not a sutra that was taught directly by the
Buddha. The sutra can be seen as a work written by a number of Buddhists
who were active in transmitting Buddhism to a wide audience so that all
could benefit from and take refuge in the teachings of the Buddha. The
Mahayanists who compiled the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa wanted to compare the
training and practice of the Hīnayāna with that of the Mahāyāna. They did
this by portraying Śāriputra in sitting meditation and Mahākāśyapa on the
alms’ round in a way that was supposed to represent the Hīnayāna way of
practicing. After that, to make the contrast, they presented the Mahāyāna
teachings by way of answers and teachings given by the lay bodhisattva
Vimalakīrti.

The aim of the sutra was to point out to the śrāvakas that the path of
practice they were following was still narrow. The path of the Mahāyāna
was the Great Path that could bring practitioners to the highest, right, and
equal enlightenment.

It was not only laypeople who wanted to renew Buddhism; monastics too
were involved in this movement, and they had a positive part to play.
Nevertheless, it should be said that the majority of those who contributed to
the movement were laypeople who wanted to bring śrāvaka Buddhism out
of its ivory tower of monasticism. The śrāvakas for them were represented
by Śāriputra, Mahākātyāyana, Upāli and so on. They wanted people to
follow the wider and more open path of the bodhisattvas like Mañjuśrī, the
bodhisattva of Great Understanding.
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The Development of Opposition to the
Śrāvaka Practice

In the beginning, the movement to oppose a privileged monastic order was
promoted by monastics as well as by laypeople because they saw that the
wonderful teachings of the Buddha were in decline. The appearance of the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa left a very important mark on this movement at a time
when laypeople wanted to take the lead in bringing Buddhism back to the
people by transmitting the teachings of the Mahāyāna.

If we look into the process of how the Mahāyāna sutras came into being,
we shall see that the opposition to the śrāvaka vehicle can be divided into
three stages:

The first stage was that of germination, when the Mahāyāna sutras were
born. Their aim is to clear a path so that voicing opposition to a privileged
monasticism could be possible. With this in mind, they describe on the one
hand what the ideal life of a monk should be like and on the other hand give
importance to a holy life (brahmacarya) that can be practiced by the lay
bodhisattva. The first sutras to appear, which paved the way for the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, were practical and tolerant in spirit and were therefore
easily acceptable to everyone. Precisely because of this spirit of tolerance
the Mahāyāna could take its first steps and then continue until our own
time.

One of the sutras belonging to this first stage is the Ugraparipṛccha,
Ugra’s Inquiry. It is no longer extant in Sanskrit but there are three versions
in the Chinese canon. One version is the Dharma Mirror Sutra (��� Fajing
Jing), meaning the mirror that reflects the Right Dharma. It can be found in
the Taishō Tripiṭaka, number 322. Translated into Chinese in the year 181,
the Sanskrit version from which it was translated must have been a very
early Mahāyāna sutra. The Parthian monk �� (An Xuan) translated the sutra,
and the preface was written by a Vietnamese monk ��� (Khương Tăng Hội;
Kang Senghui). Senghui was born in Việt Nam and while a monk started
translating Sanskrit texts into Chinese in Việt Nam. Later On in the middle
of the third century CE, he went to Eastern Wu in the time of the Three



Kingdoms and founded the First Temple. While residing there he wrote the
short preface to this sutra which was also preserved in the Chinese Canon.

The second version is Ugra’s Inquiry into the Bodhisattva Practice (������
�). In this sutra Ugra asks about the aspiration of a bodhisattva and how it is
practiced. It can be found in the Taishō (Revised Chinese Canon) number
323, and was translated by Master Zhu Fahui (���) in about 266. There is yet
another equivalent sutra in the Chinese Canon called Ugra the Householder
( ����) translated by Master Kang Senghui (���) into Chinese in 252. This is
the nineteenth part of the Ratnakūṭa Sutra, which is entitled the Dharma
Festival of Ugra the Householder (�����).

Ugra was an intelligent person. He studied precepts and had a firm faith
in the practice. He is described as the head of a family, which also means a
successful man who held a certain position in society. Anāthapiṇḍika was
also described like this. The Sanskrit word for householder (gṛhapati)
means someone who is just, straightforward, truthful, honest, advanced in
age, and wealthy; in Chinese it is ��.

The next stage is the period of defamation (of the Hinayāna) and
promotion (of the Mahāyāna). This was the time when Mahāyāna sutras
like the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa appeared. These sutras applauded the
Bodhisattva ideal and defamed the direction and the practice of the
śrāvakas. All the Mahāyāna sutras that came out in the beginning of this
phase, like the Prajñāpāramitā, the Ratnakūṭa, the Avataṃsaka and the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa attacked the śrāvaka way of training and practice and at
the same time promulgated the teachings of Mahāyāna Buddhism. Among
these sutras the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa delivers the strongest and most direct
attack. It has no hesitation in condemning the teachings and practice of the
ten most senior disciples of the Buddha.

In the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, all the meetings, exchanges, and dialogues
between the lay bodhisattva Vimalakīrti and the śrāvaka disciples like
Śāriputra, Maudgalyāyana, and even the bodhisattvas like Maitreya are
skillful means used by the authors to attack monasticism and applaud the
teachings of the Mahāyāna. Nevertheless, as one reads the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, one cannot fail to see that the reasoning of Vimalakīrti
is deep and subtle in spite of the sharp criticism he uses to push home his
point, effectively mocking the monastic disciples of the Buddha. I would



suggest therefore that before you study the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, you study
the three sutras which come from the Sanskrit Ugraparipṛccha because
these sutras put an emphasis on the practice of the precepts and the practice
of the bodhisattva. If we have read these sutras, when we come to read the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa we shall know how to maintain our practice and not lose
ourselves in lofty abstractions.

Finally, there is the stage of continued development when many more
sutras made their appearance. These sutras bear a close resemblance to the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa and continue in the same vein. Their appearance was due
to the enormous success of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa in transmitting the
Mahāyāna path. They include the Mahavaipulyanirdeśa (in Chinese,
number 477 of the Taishō Tripiṭaka) that was translated into Chinese by
Master Dharmarakṣa. It is a very interesting sutra appearing at the
beginning of the third century C.E. Continuing on from the Vimalakīrti, its
protagonist is Vimalakīrti’s son who gives teachings on the Dharma. After
that comes the Candrottarādārikāvyākaraṇa Sutra (in Chinese, number 480
of the Taishō). Here it is Vimalakīrti’s daughter who gives the teachings,
and she receives praise from the Buddha for the correctness of her
teachings. The appearance of sutras featuring the son and daughter of
Vimalakīrti prove the great success of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa.

As far as the movement to promote lay practice and its relationship to the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is concerned, the Śūraṅgama-samādhi should be
mentioned. This sutra was strongly influenced by the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa,
it’s aim being the same. In it the Buddha predicts the Buddhahoood of
Vimalakīrti in a future lifetime.

This sutra is not the Śūraṅgama Sutra that all Buddhists in Vietnam learn
and recite. So far there is no evidence that the Śūraṅgama Sutra that is used
in Vietnam today even appeared in Sanskrit. Most scholars agree that this
sutra was compiled in China in the eighth century and the name of the sutra
is the Great Heroic March, led by the Buddha for realizing the deep
meaning of the ten thousand actions of the bodhisattvas. The beginning of
the sutra tells the story of Ānanda going into the village and being caught
by Matanga. At this point the Buddha uttered a mantra and ordered another
bodhisattva to go and save Ānanda. The sutra continues with the Buddha



teaching the Seven Abodes of the Mind. It is a very interesting sutra and we
would do well to study it.*

Although modern scholars agree that the Śūraṅgama Sutra did not appear
in Sanskrit and was composed in China, it can still be called a sutra as long
as it teaches the way of thought of the Buddha. We should not discriminate
against sutras because they did not first appear in Sanskrit. Next comes the
Śrimālādevi Sutra. Here a woman is again portrayed as the one who is
teaching the Dharma. Her name is Śrimālā. In the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa it is a
layman, Vimalakīrti, who teaches. Then comes a sutra where his son
teaches. After that, a sutra in which his daughter is teaching, and then yet
another sutra where a woman is the protagonist. This time she is a queen,
the daughter of King Prasenajit. She was married to the King of a region in
southwest India as a child but that did not prevent her from being an
excellent practitioner of the Buddha’s teachings.

In the sutras that appeared later on, there is the Great Adornment Dharma
Door Sutra (number 818 in the Taishō) translated in 583 CE. In this sutra it
is again a woman who gives the teachings. Her name is Virtue of the
Victorious Clarity Golden in Form. What is notable about this woman is
that she had been a prostitute before she had a deep understanding of the
Buddha’s teachings. This demonstrates that anyone whether male or female,
queen or courtesan, once imbued with the Buddhist teachings could
transform and teach the Dharma as a bodhisattva.

The movement to make Buddhism a spiritual path for ordinary people
had thus gone a long way. People discovered that a bodhisattva could be
found not only in royal circles and among laypeople including women, but
also among those who manufactured alcohol or who were courtesans.
Buddhist teachings had begun to show just how engaged in the world they
could be. We only need to look at a few sutras of that time to see this. They
also show us in a historical way how the Mahāyāna path and the idea of a
lay bodhisattva developed. They are linked together and continue each other
in a clear way.

Besides the sutras that have been mentioned above there are many more
that talk of the lay bodhisattva and his or her capacity to liberate beings
from their suffering.



Before we go and visit the layman Vimalakīrti, the most talented of
laypeople, let us go together to Anathapindika’s monastery in the Jeta
Grove to hear the words the Buddha taught to Ugra and a large assembly.
He spoke about how to live a holy life of celibacy, either as a lay
practitioner or as a monastic.

* The Surangama Sutra: Sutra of the Indestructible, translated by Ven. Master Hsuan Hua, Buddhist
Text Translation Society, Ukiah, CA, 2009. The Surangamasamadhi Sutra (T.642), The
Concentration of Heroic Progress, translated into French by Etienne Lamotte, 1965, and into English
by Sarah Boin-Webb, 1998, Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, Delhi, 2005.
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II 
THE UGRAPARIPṚCCHA SUTRA
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Summary of the Sutra
This sutra is said to have been taught by the Buddha in the Jeta Grove. In it,
the Buddha talks about three ways a practitioner can lead the holy life
(brahmacarya). The teaching was given in response to three questions asked
by Ugra, a layman who had served and protected Buddhas over many
lifetimes and was at that time present in the congregation.

The first part of the sutra instructs laypeople on how to make a living in a
way worthy of a lay bodhisattva. The second part explains the training and
practice of cultivation of a monastic bodhisattva. In the third part, Buddha
talks about the five ways that make it possible for a fortunate layperson to
train and cultivate their practice just like a monk or nun. This part of the
sutra gives detailed instructions on how the lay bodhisattva should practice
if they want to practice in the same way as a monastic bodhisattva, and
what they should do if they want to take up the holy life of celibacy while
still living in their family. However, without a sangha to practice with, the
instructions given in the Ugra Sutra would not be easy to follow.
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Explanation of the Sutra
The Vietnamese version of the sutra entitled “Ugra, the Householder,”
which we are using for the commentary given here, is from Chapter
Nineteen of the Mahāratnakūṭa Sutra. The setting for the sutra is the Jeta
Grove. On that occasion, although there were only 1250 śrāvaka monks
present, there were also five thousand bodhisattvas in attendance.

Among the leaders of the bodhisattva assembly were the bodhisattvas
Maitreya, Mañjuśrī, and Avalokiteśvara. All bodhisattvas whether of
major or minor importance were present to support this Dharma
festival. Apart from the śrāvakas and bodhisattvas there were hundreds
of thousands of people in the audience who had gathered around the
Buddha to hear the Dharma that day.

Amongst them was the householder Ugra who had come accompanied
by five hundred of his relatives and friends from the nearby town of
Śrāvasta, to pay his respects and to ask the Buddha about the Dharma.
Ugra was the wisest of them all and acted as their spokesman. In the
presence of the Buddha that day were other famous householders like
Anāthapiṇḍika, who had previously donated the Jeta Grove monastery
to the Buddha and the sangha.

After waiting until the whole community had assembled, Ugra then
joined his palms, turned to the Buddha and asked: ‘Lord Buddha, if
there is someone who wishes to give rise to the mind of the Great
Vehicle to practice liberating themselves and living beings, what path of
practice should they follow? In other words: What precepts and practice
should the lay bodhisattva follow?

This is a pragmatic sutra that draws a picture of the ideal lay bodhisattva
as well as the ideal monastic bodhisattva. It is very interesting but for many
years nobody has given it much attention.
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The Way of Practice for the Lay
Bodhisattva

The Buddha gives very detailed instructions on how to practice as a lay
bodhisattva. The teachings include taking refuge, recollection, protecting
the Right Dharma, keeping the precepts, teaching the Dharma, and
practicing in the family.

Taking Refuge
“To begin with, the lay bodhisattva should receive the Three Refuges
and practice taking refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha.”

The Buddha then teaches in detail and in depth about the Three Refuges.

“When you take refuge in the Buddha, you must truly want to become
Buddha. You should feel: ‘I want to take refuge in you, but I also want
to become like you. I want to be a Buddha adorned with the thirty-two
beautiful signs.’ Only then is it appropriate to take refuge. If you just
say: ‘I take refuge in the Buddha and for countless lifetimes to come, all
I can do and all I want to do is to hold the hem of the Buddha’s robe,’
you will never be able to become a Buddha. If you think: ‘All I can do is
be a śrāvaka and the most I can ever realize is the fruit of arhatship,’
then according to the teachings of the Mahāyāna, if you have such an
attitude and practice in accord with it, you are not really taking refuge
in the Buddha.

“To take refuge in the Dharma means firstly to respect the Dharma and
the one who teaches the Dharma. One should abide in the Dharma,
train in the Dharma, and support the Dharma. However that is not
enough. One should use the Dharma as a source of energy, a force, a
tool to work with, an instrument to liberate oneself and others. One
should make the vow that once one has realized the highest path, one
will bring the Right Dharma to share with all species. Only then is it
truly taking refuge in the Dharma. If you just bow your head and say: ‘I



take refuge in the Dharma,’ and you do not have the strong aspiration
to practice, then it is not really taking refuge in the Dharma.

“To take refuge in the Sangha is to take refuge in one’s own community
of practice. One should respect monks and nuns even if they are
practicing the śrāvaka path.”

Please notice this. This sutra belongs to the Mahāyāna, but still it says
that when one meets a śrāvaka monk one cannot despise him; one treats him
with all respect. At the same time one’s own aspiration goes further than
just becoming a śrāvaka. The sutra says that though you respect the śrāvaka,
your intention is not to stay always on the śrāvaka path. You always wish to
go farther. This is what is meant by taking refuge in the Sangha.

Here the sutra mentions the need for a strong motivation and intention to
go further than the śravaka path. Nevertheless there is a real respect for the
śrāvaka as a part of the sangha jewel. This respect for the śrāvaka is never
found in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa.

“To take refuge in the Sangha is to recognize that the śrāvaka has
realized merit and you need to be close to that merit, but deep in your
heart you are seeking something greater. Those of you who have not yet
realized the śrāvaka fruit should practice to realize that fruit first. When
you do meet a monastic bodhisattva, you should be determined to take
refuge in them.”

Then the sutra adds that “by being close to śrāvaka monks you could
influence them, helping them give rise to bodhicitta and become a monastic
bodhisattva.” This means there is every possibility that you would be able
to encourage śrāvaka monks to follow the path of the Mahāyāna.

The Practice of Recollection
The Buddha went on to teach:

“The lay bodhisattva should practice recollection (anusmṛti). First
there is recollection of Buddha (Buddhānusmṛti), then Dharma
(Dharmānusmṛti), and Sangha (Sanghānusmṛti).”



Having explained the principles of taking refuge and practicing
recollection of the Three Jewels, the Buddha taught the path for the
Eminent One. The Eminent One here means the Bodhisattva. This
particular term “Eminent” is used in the Inquiry of Ugra about the
Bodhisattva Practice. In the Dharma Festival of Ugra the Householder, the
word “eminent” is not used. Instead there is the term “good and valiant
one.” Valiant One (��),* like Eminent, signifies someone who has great
motivation and a great aspiration.

“Such a person is within their right to own a house, possessions, and
land but they should always use their possessions in a way that is in
accordance with the law. They do not engage in unethical business and
do not compete to become the richest or abuse their power by bullying
anyone. The lay bodhisattva should always make their living in an
ethical way. They should remind themselves constantly of
impermanence, knowing that any business can at any moment go
bankrupt. A lay bodhisattva should not intentionally store up riches for
themselves. Rather they should find joy in sharing their wealth. They
should respect and serve their parents and be a support for their family.
They should offer their resources or at the very least a part of their
resources as a donation for the benefit of living beings.”

These teachings are very concrete and not just empty theory.

Protecting the Right Dharma
The sutra continues with the Buddha saying:

“Although lay bodhisattvas need time to take care of their business
affairs, they must also engage in the responsibility for the advancement
of the Dharma. If someone uses all their time to build their personal
career, they are not even Buddhist, let alone a lay bodhisattva. Your
responsibility is to take care of the Dharma, bring all beings to the
shore of liberation, bring the teachings of transformation to all beings
without ever wearying of the task. The lay bodhisattva is not disturbed
by profit and loss, praise and blame, suffering and happiness.

“You can be very rich but you should never be arrogant or negligent
because of that. You should always practice the mindfulness trainings



concerning speech, thought, and deed. Should you see someone who has
received the mindfulness trainings but who is breaking them, it should
not make you angry. You should feel compassion for such people and
come to them to help them learn more about the mindfulness trainings,
to revive their precepts’ body and begin anew in the solid practice of the
mindfulness trainings.

“The lay bodhisattva should always complete the task they have
undertaken. They should feel gratitude and know how to repay
gratitude. They should not be arrogant and do their best to help those
who are sad or anxious to transform. They should respect and look up
to those whose understanding and wisdom is vast so that they can learn
from them. When they have studied the Dharma they should not keep it
to themselves but share it with others. They should look on all worldly
objects of sensual pleasure as impermanent. They should meditate to
see that their lifespan is like a drop of dew in the sunshine and their
riches like a cloud. They should be careful that their partner, children,
and associates do not become their prison.

The sutra takes great care in teaching the lay bodhisattva not to spend
their days preaching the theory without getting down to the correct practice.

Keeping the Precepts
In this sutra the Buddha teaches that the lay bodhisattva should observe the
mindfulness trainings.

“The first mindfulness training concerns non-harming—protecting life.
A bodhisattva should have inner and outer shame and should make the
vow not to harm the life of any living being. This means they should
always practice compassion. The second precept concerns not stealing,
not appropriating for oneself what belongs to another, and not craving.
The third precept concerns not committing sexual misconduct, not
giving way to lust. The fourth precept concerns speaking the truth and
the fifth abstention from alcohol.

The Practice of Teaching the Dharma



The Buddha teaches:

“The lay bodhisattva should train in giving Dharma talks. This means
they should share their understanding of the Buddhadharma with the
people of their village. If there are those who lack faith, they should try
to inculcate a little faith in them. If there are those who do not feel
gratitude and do not serve their parents, monks, and nuns, they should
instruct them so that they have the faith to love and respect their parents
and have trust in monks and nuns. They should make it possible for
those who have not yet studied the Buddhadharma to do so, whether
they are adults or children.

“The aim of the lay bodhisattva is to bring living beings to the practice
and teach them how to transform suffering. If the lay bodhisattva does
not address the task of inspiring and bringing the teachings of
transformation to those who live in their town or village they will be
blamed by the Buddhas. It could be compared to a doctor who has been
well-trained but does not treat the people of their town when they are
sick. They just allow the sick to die. Such a doctor will be blamed by
others. Anyone who, having had the training of a lay bodhisattva,
allows their fellow townspeople to groan with pain without trying to
help, is not a lay bodhisattva.

Practicing in the Family
The Buddha explains how practicing in the family environment is not easy.
When you read the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa you can remember this section. All
of us who are lay practitioners should know that the family can be a place
with many kinds of suffering. Tragedies both small and great can occur
within the family.

“Once you are bound by the fetters of family life, if you have not yet
realized the roots of goodness it can be difficult to realize them. If you
have already realized the roots of goodness they could be destroyed. You
can promise to do good things but you may never be able to do them
because you just do not have the time. Your partner calls on you or
presses you to do something, your children are crying, so you are
distracted from what you want to do. You have been fortunate to realize



some wholesome things but now you cannot continue them. When you
live in a family you have to satisfy the demands of your family members.
Your parents, partner, children, and relatives demand your presence and
countless other things. It is impossible to satisfy all their needs. They
want recognition, reward, sex, and money. Like the great ocean that
swallows up thousands of rivers yet never looks full, their demands are
never satisfied.”

In his preface to the Ānāpānānusmṛti Sutra, Master Kang Senghui*
quotes this section:

“Love, possessions, and sensual pleasures never satisfy them, They are
like the ocean that swallows up hundreds of rivers.”

The family can also be seen as a fire burning in a ceaseless wind, it is
very difficult to extinguish. The Buddha says that everything in family
life is frail, like a drop of dew that easily evaporates. The binding vows
we make to each other to be faithful as long as life lasts are in reality as
fragile as dewdrops. Family life is like a drop of honey. It is very sweet
but only for a moment. Once the drop of honey is finished, other drops
come along which are often very bitter. Family life can be like a net with
many sharp thorns because the fetters of form, sound, scent, taste, and
bodily contact are like thorns. Family life brings with it many fears and
worries. We are afraid of thieves, floods, fire, the king’s soldiers and so
on.

This is a summary of the section that talks about the disadvantages of the
family life. These teachings do not appear in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. If
Vimalakīrti and lay bodhisattvas who like to expound deep and wonderful
doctrines read this section carefully about family life, it will bring them
back down to earth.

The Six Pāramitās
In the next part of the sutra the Buddha talks about the Six Pāramitās:
generosity, precepts, inclusiveness, effort, concentration, and understanding.

Generosity



“The material resources you share with others are the only real
possessions that stay with you. Belongings that you keep at home for
yourself are not really your belongings. When you give to others it is an
investment in your future security and happiness. The possessions that
you have given to others will always be there and you do not need to
hold on to them. Conversely you need to guard carefully whatever you
do not give away although it is not certain that you will be able to keep
it even for this life, let alone for lives to come.

“When a bodhisattva practices generosity in this way the three greatest
internal knots, craving, anger, and ignorance decrease day by day.
When your generosity is real, you have no attachment or greed and that
is why the internal knot of craving gradually diminishes. When you give,
you do so out of love, and the energy of loving kindness diminishes the
energy of anger. Loving kindness and compassion erode anger and
hatred. Moreover when you offer up the merit of your giving for the path
of liberation, the heap of ignorance in your mind grows smaller day by
day, and gradually it disappears altogether.”

Generosity to Relatives and Friends
The Buddha also talks about the attitude of the lay bodhisattva towards their
parents, children, and friends. The Buddha teaches:

“Our parents of this lifetime are not necessarily our parents of other
lifetimes. The same is true for our friends. Friends are not the same
when they are happy as when they are sad. Children are the same.
Therefore one should not, for the sake of parents, partner, children, or
friends, bring about unwholesome karma either for this lifetime or the
next, even if that unwholesome karma is as insignificant as a strand of
hair or a blade of grass.”

The Eight Precepts*

The Buddha teaches that “the lay bodhisattva should observe a day
practicing the Eight Precepts from time to time.” One should organize days



of mindfulness when the Eight Precepts are practiced by oneself, one’s
partner and one’s children.

Good Spiritual Friends
“Lay bodhisattvas should stay close to virtuous monks. Once they have
found a teacher, they should request transmission of the mindfulness
trainings and practice them. Their attitude towards their teacher should
be one of respect. You should not look for faults in your teacher and
then show disrespect. If you see a monk who is not living the pure life of
a monk, you should still show respect. You should not say: ‘I only take
refuge in Buddha and Dharma. As far as the Sangha is concerned, I do
not take refuge in it because it is too worldly.’ If you do not show
respect to a monk who is not practicing the precepts, they will not have
a chance to return to the path of practice. The lay bodhisattva’s respect
is a wholesome condition for a monastic to be determined to return to
their position as a true monastic. So the lay bodhisattva is reverential
towards monks and nuns.

“You should feel compassion for the monastic who does not keep the
precepts. You should understand that the reason why that person breaks
the precepts is because their internal knots are great and no one has yet
helped them undo them: in fact their intention is not to break the
precepts. This is why one should feel compassion and not condemn the
monastic. When lay bodhisattvas enter the monastery and meet
monastics they should touch the earth before they enter. They should
meditate: ‘This is the place where the Three Doors of Liberation:
Emptiness, Signlessness and Aimlessness are to be practiced. This is the
place where Loving kindness, Compassion, Joy, and Equanimity are to
be practiced.’ They should aspire that the monastic order can offer them
favorable conditions for realizing the bodhisattva ideal. The lay
bodhisattva should also have the aspiration to live as one who has left
the home to become a monastic.”

When we are attentive to these sentences of this sutra we can understand
other sutras. The family life has many worldly traps and fetters that bind.
The monastic life offers much freedom and ease; it is an opportunity to
practice one’s deepest aspiration.



Two Ways of Life
Now the Buddha compares the life of a layperson with that of a monk.

There is a sentence worth remembering here: “Attached to family life you
can remain on this shore. Free from attachment to family life you can cross
over to the other shore.”

“When lay bodhisattvas enter the monastic community they should
observe the different merits of the monastics. Which ones are good
scholars, which ones good Dharma teachers, which excel in the
practice of the Vinaya, which are going in the direction of non-return,
which in the direction of the Bodhisattva vehicle, which are practicing
asceticism, which contentment, which are practicing simple living,
which are diligent in sitting meditation, which are serving by manual
work. All those merits are to be seen and observed. When you see merits
such as these you should bow your head in respect. If you see someone
who does not have one or another of those merits, you should not
despise them. When you recognize the presence of a monastic who has
the mind of a bodhisattva you should try to stay close to them and learn
from them the practice of the Six Pāramitās. If there are monastics who
have not yet found their true direction (this means monks who have not
yet decided whether to continue the śrāvaka path or follow monastics
who think in the Mahāyāna way), you should intervene and help them.
You should encourage that monastic to give rise to the highest mind of
love (bodhicitta). In other words you should help them give rise to the
Mahāyāna way of thought.

“When lay bodhisattvas see monastics competing with each other,
accusing each other, not living in harmony, they should, without fear for
their life, help them to reconcile. They should not distance themselves or
turn their back on them. When lay bodhisattvas see a monastic in ill-
health, they should do all they can to care for them and help them to
regain good health.”

When the Buddha had spoken the householder Ugra and the other
householders prostrated to him and some of them requested monastic
ordination. The Buddha asked Maitreya bodhisattva to preside over the
ceremony of making the initial vow. According to the sutra, on the day



of their ceremony nine thousand householders asked to receive the
monastic precepts. One thousand more householders, although they did
not become monks, gave rise to the highest mind of love, and they began
to follow the Mahāyāna.

* �� is difficult to translate into modern English. Sometimes it is translated as ‘hero’ or ‘gentleman,’
meaning it is a man as opposed to a woman. � can mean ‘valiant’ so I have translated ‘Valiant One’
here to avoid gender discrimination.

* Master Tang Hoi, Thich Nhat Hanh, Parallax Press, 2002.

* These are the Eight Precepts of the Laity practiced on Uposadha days.
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The Life of the Monastic Bodhisattva
Then the householder Ugra said:

“Lord Buddha, you have spoken of the virtues and the difficulties of a
lay bodhisattva. Can you now talk about the ways of training a monastic
bodhisattva.”

The layman Ugra was not among those who sought monastic ordination.
He felt it unnecessary to ordain as a monk. On the contrary, he thought that
by continuing his life as a householder he could achieve the same fruits of
practice as a monastic.

Firstly, the Buddha taught that “the aim of becoming a monastic is to
realize deep understanding and that is their only career.” In the Sutra on the
Eight Realizations of Great Beings there is the sentence “Understanding is
our only career.” Understanding, or enlightenment, is what we take to be
our vocation. The Buddha said:

“The monastic should not expect this career of understanding to happen
in the future but should realize it straight away. It is like someone whose
turban is on fire. That fire has to be extinguished immediately. This is
the attitude the monastic needs to have as far as their career of practice
is concerned.”

In India many men wear the turban. In the West it is usually the women
who cover their head with a scarf. If for whatever reason the turban or the
scarf were to catch fire, the hair would also catch fire. Unless urgent
measures are taken to extinguish the fire the person’s life is at stake. The
Buddha uses this image to demonstrate how urgent it is to realize deep
understanding as far as a monastic is concerned. In the Chinese version of
the sutra the sentence reads: “The monastic sangha should practice as
energetically as you would to put out a fire that is burning on your head.”

Simple Living



The Buddha gave careful instructions concerning the daily activities of the
monastic bodhisattva. The special characteristic of this sutra is its
practicality.

First of all the Buddha taught four subjects: Food, clothes, medicines,
and dwelling place. The monastic bodhisattva should live simply. Do not try
to have any of these four things in excess of real need. The expression used
by the Buddha is “knowing enough.” All we need is enough to fulfill our
basic needs. We do not need anything fancy or luxurious. If we run a little
short we are not upset, we have no regrets and no cravings. The monastic
should know that if we have any of these four things in excess it is harmful
for our life of spiritual practice. The Buddha goes on to teach separately on
each subject.

1. FOOD

The Buddha encourages, “the monastic bodhisattva always to keep the
alms’ round. The alms’ round helps the monastic be in touch with the
people, practice the path of liberation, and nourish humility and
responsibility as monastics.”

If, having become a monk, one has one’s own bank account and does not
need to depend on anyone else, one will not be able to continue the
monastic practice. In our own times there are many people who plan their
monastic life like this. First they work in order to have some money, then
they put it in the bank and withdraw it bit by bit. That kind of monastic
practice cannot succeed. When the monk waits in front of a poor or rich
person’s house to receive the offering of food, they know that their practice
affects the person who offers the food. They are aware that this person is
sharing their meal with them, whether it is rice, curry, or sweet potato.

Therefore as they eat the food they feel responsible. They know that it
will be very unfortunate if this donor does not have a chance to take
refuge in the Three Jewels and cannot touch peace and joy, purity,
clarity, and calm. If the monastic wants to have peace of mind as they
eat and not to feel in two minds, they have to live in such a way as to
help the donor benefit from their monastic practice.



In the sutra it says: “If anyone gives me food to eat, I have to act in such
a way as to help them dwell in the Three Refuges. Only then shall I feel at
ease as I eat. As far as those who don’t offer me food, either because of
prejudice or miserliness, I should feel compassion towards them. If I am
angry with them, if I say that they know nothing of the Three Jewels and I
despise them, I lose my opportunity to develop my understanding and
compassion.”

Whether receiving a bowl of rice or a potato from a poor or a rich
household, monastics are able to subdue their pride. However, if they feel
no gratitude while these laypeople show them great respect, they will have
the opinion that although laypeople need them, they have no need of the
laypeople, and consequently their pride will rapidly increase.

We have seen this happening. If laypeople pay too much respect to
monks and nuns they are easily corrupted. The Buddha teaches the correct
way of seeking alms: “stopping at every home in order.” It means that the
monastic stops in front of every house they pass before going on to the next.
No house can be omitted. If the monastic decides to pass by a house
because it does not offer good food, or just stops in front of it for only one
minute instead of the customary three or five minutes, it is a fault.

Those of us who are monks and nuns at this present time should
contemplate this teaching of the Buddha. If we depend too much on the
donors it can be harmful. They may have conservative views and forbid us
to follow a more progressive practice. Sometimes when laypeople make
offerings they can have very strange expectations. If the monastics do not
fulfill those expectations they may refuse to continue to make offerings. If
monastics become a slave to their wishes it can destroy their monastic life.
For example offerings may be made in exchange for monastics praying for
the sick or the dead and performing funeral rites until they have no time left
to do anything else, even to practice the three-month Rains’ retreat. So how
should the monastic proceed? If we do not apply the teachings of the
Buddha to be in touch with and receive offerings from the laypeople, we
shall be corrupted. We need to find a middle way. That is, we can depend on
the laypeople but depend in such a way that we retain our autonomy as a
monastic sangha. This is an important matter for monks and nuns to look
into and discuss.



2. ROBES

This sutra discusses robes. The Buddha uses the term “faded or dull in
color.” Monastic robes should not be shiny or brightly colored. “When the
monastic robe is of a dull color, it will inspire confidence and respect in
gods, men, and asuras.” Subdued colors have their own beauty and value.

3. MEDICINES

In the Vinayapiṭaka,* the Buddhist monastic code, the Buddha gives
instructions on treating sick monastics. They are only allowed to use the
medicines that were generally used by ordinary people of the time. These
included medicines made from the roots, stems, leaves, and flowers of
plants, urine, or cow dung. When recovering from illness and in need of a
tonic, the monastic could have oil, ghee, molasses, or milk.

Through these instructions we see that the intention of the Buddha for the
monastics was that they lead a simple life close to nature and help the
monastic sangha not to be over-dependent on material things. This would
help the monks and nuns to make progress in their spiritual life. However,
in our own time we can adapt the instructions of the Buddha to be more in
line with present-day society.

4. DWELLING PLACE

Then the Buddha says that “the monk should not leave his araṇya.”†

Araṇya refers to a monastery where the right conditions exist for living a
pure life in quiet seclusion. The Buddha stresses this because any monk or
nun, even when a monastic bodhisattva, must dwell in a place that is quiet
and wholesome.

It is in a pure environment that one can train in the teachings of no-self,
freedom, and nonattachment. Because of the wholesome, peaceful, and
joyful environment, it becomes easy to practice mindfulness since the
obstacles of the outer world have been removed. The sutra says that when
one practices and dwells in an araṇya it is very beneficial. That is why the
monastic bodhisattva should never leave the araṇya.



“If the monastic bodhisattva has to go into town to hear the teachings,
to visit his preceptor (upadhyaya) or a relation, or another monastic
who is sick, they should think to themself that there are reasons why I
have to go to that place, but tonight I shall return to the araṇya.”

The Buddha also teaches:

“Living in a secluded place is not enough on its own to make a monk.
His body may be in a quiet and secluded place, but his mind is not quiet.
He is not living alone; he is living with another, and that other with
whom he lives is his restless mind. Although the monk is in a place
where there are only wild chattering apes and crows and no crowds of
people, still there is another person in his mind.”

That other person is not necessarily a person, it may be a plan or a
yearning for the future. This is what the Buddha means by the expression
“living with another” that we find in the sutra. You can read the Sutra on
Knowing the Better Way to live Alone in the book Our Appointment with
Life* to understand this teaching more clearly.

The Noble Eightfold Path and The Six
Pāramitās

“If you are not able to master your mind in a secluded quiet place, then
you are not solid or truly alone. When in the araṇya you must practice
mindfulness and the Noble Eightfold Path. If you practice like this,
every minute of your life will contain all the Six Pāramitās.† The Six
Pāramitās are realized concurrently in each moment of our daily life.”

It is not a matter of practicing the Six Pāramitās one by one: first
generosity, then precepts and so on, because keeping the precepts is in itself
generosity. If our life is stable in the practice of the precepts, we are
generous to others and our life is established in the Right Dharma.

“When people see that you do not commit adultery, do not drink alcohol
or tell lies, they can benefit from your behavior and your life of inner
freedom; they enjoy the gift of your practice. The Six Pāramitās are
practiced all at the same time.”



The Buddha then teaches that the monastic bodhisattva should practice
the Three Doors of Liberation: emptiness (śūnyatā), signlessness (animitta),
and aimlessness (apraṇihita).

The Four Reliances
In this sutra the Buddha teaches the four reliances, the four principles on
which we can depend to benefit from the Dharma.

THE FIRST RELIANCE

The first reliance is: “rely on the Dharma, not on the person.”

There are some people who have vast knowledge about the Dharma. Due
to some good fortune, they have heard, studied, and understood
intellectually a great deal about the Dharma. However they do not have the
ability to put into practice what they have learned and their way of life does
not reflect the Dharma that they talk about. In this situation, if we were to
think: “This person lives in an unwholesome way, how can they teach us
anything about the Dharma?” we shall lose an opportunity of learning about
the Dharma from them. Although their way of life is not admirable, it may
be that the knowledge they have about the Dharma is very precious.
Therefore we should tolerate this person in order to filter out the precious
essence of the doctrines that they have studied and understood. It may be
that in the future, due to this intellectual knowledge they will wake up and
begin to put into practice what they have studied. In the present they have
not yet begun to practice; they study because they enjoy talking about what
they have learned. They take delight in showing off and proving that they
are very learned about the teachings of the Buddha. When we come across
people like that we should be careful not to brush them aside saying: “They
are just theorists, they have never practiced what they preach.” So “reliance
on the Dharma and not the person” means that we should give our attention
to the Dharma and not be prejudiced about the person who teaches it.

The example for this reliance is that a diamond has fallen into a stinking
and filthy rubbish bin and we will endure fumbling around in the rubbish to
find the diamond. We do not throw away the diamond because of the stench
and the filth of the rubbish that surrounds it.



Maybe the person teaching us the Dharma annoys us. Just listening to
them for fifteen minutes is enough to make us lose our temper and want to
give them a kick. Nonetheless if they have conditions to know about the
Dharma, we should take the trouble to listen to them.

We need to be careful when applying the criterion of “relying on the
Dharma and not the person.” It is difficult for students to have confidence in
teachers who do not do what they teach. As a teacher you should teach by
how you act in daily life. However, if you expect your teachers to be a
perfect model of all they teach, it may be very difficult to find a teacher
who satisfies you. If your teacher is not perfect, you should not make the
mistake of losing faith in the Buddha and his teachings.

THE SECOND RELIANCE

“The second reliance is to rely on sutras that teach the deeper meaning
or the absolute truth and not to rely on sutras that teach the relative
truth”.

Because everyone comes from a different background, this means there
are always people who need the relative truth to guide them in the spiritual
practice. If someone was to force the absolute truth on them, it would not
help their practice.

We should understand clearly what is meant by absolute truth sutras and
relative truth sutras. In the Tripiṭaka* there are many sutras that do not
teach in terms of the absolute truth. We cannot condemn these sutras for
being unessential. These teachings were delivered by the Buddha and his
senior disciples to guide those who have just entered on the spiritual path.
Although such sutras do not present the deep and wonderful essence of
what the Buddha taught, they are able to help people out of their suffering.
Although they do not teach the absolute truth, they are still teachings of the
Buddha, and once we recognize why the Buddha taught them and see how
they have helped us on the path, we can accept them easily. The spirit of
wide acceptance is essential in Buddhism.

In some sutras the Buddha teaches us to meditate “I am of the nature to
die. I cannot escape death.” In other places the Buddha teaches the absolute
truth of no-birth and no-death. The first teaching is a skillful means to help



us transform our innate fear of death. Only when we are ready to go deeply
enough into the object of our fear can we realize the teaching that there is
no birth and no death.

The idea of sutras that convey the deep meaning and sutras that do not
convey the deep meaning goes along with the teaching of the two kinds of
truth: the relative and the absolute. The relative truth is a kind of truth,
although it is not the deepest truth. It is a truth that goes part of the way but
it is very important. This kind of truth is called conventional truth
(saṃvṛtisatya). The absolute truth is sometimes called the ultimate truth
(paramārthasatya).

Here is an example to help you understand. In your house you want to set
up an altar. You would like it to be on the top story so that your other daily
household activities would happen below. If you were to lie down, cook, or
play in the room dedicated to spiritual practice, you would feel the space
was not sacred enough. This kind of feeling—that the shrine should be at
the top of the house—would be based on a relative truth. You believe that
you are conducting your daily activities on a lower level and the Buddha
altar is on a higher level, but as the earth turns on its axis the Buddha altar
will end up underneath and you on top. Ideas of above and below are
relative or conventional. As far as the ultimate truth is concerned, there is
no above and no below. However, these ideas are important in our everyday
life and there are times when we cannot ignore them.

Once there were a teacher and his disciple who had to take the train from
Saigon to Nha Trang. According to the monastic custom the teacher should
lie on the higher bed. It is not admissible for the elder to be on the low bed
while the novice monk is above. Since teacher and disciple agreed to keep
the convention, the novice was happy not to have to climb the ladder to the
upper bunk. However the teacher felt reluctant. He was old and a little
lame. What if while he was climbing the ladder, the train should jolt and he
were to fall? If ever I had to go on a train with my attendant, I should say to
him: “My child, please climb up and sleep on the top bunk.” Since above
and below are a matter of relative truth, if both teacher and disciple can see
this, the disciple will have no complex about lying on the top bunk and the
teacher will feel at ease lying underneath. Nevertheless, if in the same
compartment there are some lay Buddhists who have not understood the
absolute truth of no above and no below, the teacher and disciple would



need to follow the convention, in order not to be misunderstood by the
laypeople, who would think that the disciple had no respect for his teacher.

The worldly truth is sometimes called the criterion of convention and the
absolute truth the criterion of the highest truth. Criterion is the word used to
translate the Sanskrit word “siddhānta”. There are four criteria of truth
altogether and they are taught in the course on basic Buddhism.*

THE THIRD RELIANCE

“The third reliance is to rely on the spirit and not on the letter.”

This means we should not be caught in the literal meaning that is hidden
behind the word and that there are times when we need to transcend
terminology. If we are too caught in words we become their slave, and we
need to be intelligent enough to go beyond the letter to discover the truth.
Ideas and ideologies are only reflections of the truth and not the substance
of the truth or the true nature of the thing described. If we were to go out on
a sunny day into the garden, looking down at the ground we might see the
shadow of a tree and we would know that nearby there must be a real tree
casting its shadow on the earth. We should only need to look up and we
would see the tree itself. The tree has two selves. One is the shadow on the
earth and the other is the tree itself that we need to raise our eyes to see.
When a cloud is passing over the water, if we do not look up to the sky, we
shall only see the shadow of the cloud on the water’s surface. If we think
that the reflection in the water is the real cloud, we are not using our
intelligence. Using our intelligence, we shall know that there is a cloud in
the sky. All we have to do is lift up our eyes and we will be in direct contact
with the cloud.

We can say that all things have two aspects. One is the shadow or image,
the other is the reality. Truth is the same. The truth of words and language is
the shadow or image truth. The truth that is born from direct experience
without words and ideas is the truth of the reality. The awakened ones and
bodhisattvas on the way to awakening are able to experience the truth of
reality. When they need to describe this truth in words and ideas, what we
hear them talking about is just the shadow. If we are caught in the shadow
that is all we receive. Understanding this, we can practice the principle of



relying on the meaning and not on the words, and we too can attain the truth
of the reality they are talking about.

Once there were two monks standing in the courtyard enjoying the view.
One of the monks saw a very beautiful bird flying past and said: “Look,
look at that beautiful bird!” The other monk was so busy adjusting his
spectacles on his nose that when he eventually looked up, he did not see the
bird. “I can’t see any beautiful bird flying past,” he said. To which the first
monk replied: “Its true, a very beautiful bird really did just fly by.” The
second monk would not believe him even though the first monk did
everything he could to describe the beautiful bird. The description was just
words and images that could not satisfy the other monk. It is not by being in
touch with an awakened being that we can obtain the substance of
awakening. We have to be very bright, alert, and lucky to receive
awakening from an awakened one, even if we live with that person for fifty
years.

THE FOURTH RELIANCE

“The fourth reliance is reliance on wisdom, not on perception.”

We should learn to be in touch with reality by means of wisdom.
Perception here refers to the perceiver and the perceived. Our perception is
often obscured by our craving, anger, and ignorance so when we use our
perception to experience reality we distort the truth. We should find ways to
be in touch with reality by means of wisdom and not use our everyday ways
of perceiving. Wisdom in Sanskrit is jñāna; normal ways of perceiving is
vijñāna. Wisdom is direct intuition; it does not need to go through the
intermediary of reasoning and notions, and it is not impeded by craving,
anger, and ignorance.

What the Bodhisattva Needs to Fear
“The Buddha teaches that the monastic bodhisattva seeks a secluded
place because they are afraid of certain things. The monastic
bodhisattva begins as an ordinary person, a person who has many
weaknesses and shortcomings. That is why they are afraid of town life;
they are afraid of the excitement that is found in large crowds and all



the accompanying afflictions. They know that they are still weak and
can easily be carried away by the corruptions and unwholesome
qualities that are to be found in crowded places. So they seek out a
place that is calm, where there are not so many corruptions and
unwholesome behaviors. In noisy, turbulent places our acquaintances
may have craving, anger, ignorance, afflictions. They may consume
toxins; they may have evil intentions.”

They may belong to gangs of people who trick and deceive, who are
violent. They may watch television programs and films that are full of
violence and sex. These are the things that a bodhisattva in training should
fear. They should fear watering and sowing in their consciousness seeds
that are toxic. They should keep at distance those who do wrong and make
good spiritual friends. They should make skillful use of their time for
spiritual practice and not waste time in pursuits that take them nowhere as
their life drifts away.

What the Bodhisattva Need Not Fear
The Buddha continues,

“Once the bodhisattva has learned what to fear they should learn what
not to fear.

“If the monastic bodhisattva practices looking deeply into no-self they
will gain the capacity of non-fear.”

Once the view of a separate self is broken through, all attachments, all
wrong perceptions and cravings dissolve and there is nothing more to fear.

“Someone who dwells in a pure and secluded place, is no longer caught
in a separate self, has right understanding of self, and is truly dwelling
in a pure and secluded place. As far as they are concerned, the
afflictions cannot disturb them and thinking about the afflictions cannot
shake or make them waver.”

The Buddha taught that “the idea of nirvāṇa can no longer shake the
monastic bodhisattva much less the idea of the afflictions.” If we are afraid
of the afflictions and only want to attain nirvāṇa then there is still



something that can shake our solidity, and that is the desire to attain nirvāṇa
as quickly as possible so as to avoid the complications of life.

The path of the monastic bodhisattva is the path of precepts,
concentration, and insight. The bodhisattva should base their training
in these three things, in that order. The monastic bodhisattva should
practice mindfulness in order to know their teachers’ intentions for
them. Their teachers have wishes and expectations of their disciples.
They should know their teachers’ intentions and practice in accord with
them. Fulfilling their teacher’s expectations is the deepest way of
expressing respect for the teacher.

The Intention to Train and Grow in the
Practice

The monastic bodhisattva needs to have the willingness to train and
grow. Whatever someone teaches or instructs them in on the path of
practice, they should respectfully receive. Even if it is only a gāthā of
four lines that instructs one to practice precepts, concentration, and
insight they should receive it with as much respect as they would if their
own teacher had instructed them.

* Teachings on the Monastic Code in the Buddhist Canon.

† This is a Sanskrit word that means forest or another secluded place.

* Thich Nhat Hanh, Our Appointment with Life, Parallax Press, 2007.

† 1. The Six Pāramitās: dāna (generosity) 2. śīla (mindfulness trainings) 3. kṣānti (patience) 4. vīrya
(diligence, energy) 5. dhyāna (meditative concentration) 6. prajñā (insight, understanding).

* Literally “The Three Baskets (of teachings),” which are the sūtra (discourses), vinaya (ethical code
of conduct), and śāstra (commentaries on the sutra).

* Please see The Heart of the Buddha’s Teaching, Parallax Press, 1998. Paperback edition, Harmony
Books, 2015.
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Observing the Precepts
After this the Buddha teaches about precepts.

Precepts, concentration, and insight are the path of practice for the
monastic bodhisattva. They should be practiced in all actions of body,
speech, and mind.

This section of the sutra is very important. Before the development of the
Mahāyāna the only precepts were those of the śrāvaka and the lay disciple.
The śrāvaka precepts included the ten novice precepts, the 250 bhikṣu
precepts, and the 348 bhikṣuṇī precepts. When the Mahāyāna began to
develop people wanted a Mahāyāna that was wholly independent of the
śrāvaka vehicle. That is why they had to create Mahāyāna precepts. It was
only several hundred years later that Mahāyāna precepts took a clear form
in the Mahāyāna Brahmajāla Sutra. There are two Brahmajāla sutras. One
belongs to Original Buddhism and one to the Mahāyāna. It is in the latter
that the Mahāyāna precepts are found.

In the Brahmajāla sutra of Original Buddhism (Dīgha Nikāya 1) the
sixty-two wrong views are discussed. The subject of the Mahāyāna
Brahmajāla is the bodhisattva precepts. It was not until the beginning of the
fourth century CE that the bodhisattva precepts gained a firm foothold in
the monasteries of China. Before precepts can be created there has to be a
basis for them. Precepts must be based on a principle. We could say that the
point of view on which Mahāyāna precepts were based was something that
developed gradually. The Mahāyāna precepts were bodhisattva precepts that
applied to both lay and monastic practitioners. The seeds of the Mahāyāna
precepts and the reasoning behind them had already been laid down in the
Avataṃsaka Sutra, which belongs to the first stages of the Mahāyāna and
appeared before the Brahmajāla Sutra.

According to the Mahāyāna point of view there are two stages in
receiving the precepts: individual and general. Individual means receiving
the precepts in order to protect oneself. General means receiving for the
good of all.



Precepts can be divided into three groups:

1. Embracing us in the discipline and fine manners

2. Embracing the wholesome

3. Benefitting all living species

When a monk or nun receives the individual precepts, first of all they
receive the precepts that “embrace you in the discipline and fine manners.”
This is is the group of precepts that includes the ten novice precepts, and the
250 precepts of the bhikṣu and the 348 precepts of the bhikṣuṇī. The
purpose of these precepts is to hold the monk or nun in the discipline of
monastic life.

Embracing means to gather together, to receive into one’s person, to
bring into one’s sphere of influence. The one who embraces becomes one
with what they embrace. The precepts influence you and you influence the
way the precepts are. The word “embracing” has a special meaning in
Buddhism. In the Śrimālādevī Sutra there is the expression “embracing the
Right Dharma.” It means making oneself one with the Right Dharma or
bringing the Right Dharma into oneself so that one becomes one with it.
The Right Dharma influences us, and our duty is to preserve and develop
the Right Dharma. The purpose of this first group of precepts is to prevent
you from taking the wrong path and committing mistakes that make you
and others suffer. Their purpose is to protect your freedom. Once you break
the precepts you lose your freedom. People sometimes think that when you
observe the precepts you lose your freedom, but the opposite is the truth:
when you do not keep the precepts you lose your freedom.

For example when you are under the influence of alcohol you have no
more freedom. Whatever your mind influenced by alcohol tells you to do,
you do it. You cannot even walk straight. How can you be sovereign of
yourself? It’s the same when you run after sex. You are no longer free. You
are like a spinning top; wherever it goes, you go. Gambling is the same.
That is why precepts guarantee the freedom of the person who observes
them.

The second group of precepts are those that gather together all that is
wholesome. The first group is to stop us committing what is unwholesome.



The second group is to help us do what is wholesome. When we practice
the first group, it is in order not to create suffering. When we practice the
second group, it is in order to create happiness.

As far as the Mahāyāna is concerned, to practice the precepts simply
from one point of view is not enough. The Mahāyāna brings a very new
way of looking at precepts. It is absolutely correct to keep the precepts in
order not to create suffering but it is not sufficient. We have to do
wholesome things and that is to practice the second group called
“Embracing the Wholesome.”

When we practice not killing, we practice embracing the discipline. If we
have a chance to save someone’s life but we do not take that chance, we do
not observe the precepts of embracing the wholesome. A monk can say,
“Since I do not kill, I keep the precepts.” However, as far as the bodhisattva
is concerned, if we have a chance to save someone’s life and we do not take
it, we break the precepts. This analysis is to help practitioners see the
practice of the precepts in a wider context. It does not mean that according
to the śrāvaka vehicle, people do not take every opportunity to save the
lives of others.

The third group is to enable the practitioner to benefit all living species.
“Living” in this context means beings that have feelings and perceptions. In
former times people thought they knew which species had feelings and
which did not. Scientists of our own time are not so sure which species have
feelings and which do not. A Vietnamese songwriter, Trịnh Công Sơn,
asked the question: “How do you know the stone does not feel?”

In summary, keeping the bodhisattva precepts is not just in order not to
do wrong but also to do what is wholesome. In our heart we maintain the
aspiration to realize what can give rise to peace and joy for all species that
can feel and perceive.

All the bodhisattva precepts are based on these three groups called The
Three Groups of Pure Precepts. The word “Pure” is not really necessary
because by nature precepts are pure. In the beginning when we first receive
the monastic precepts it is just for our individual protection. This means we
receive the first group of precepts in order to embrace the discipline. We
receive them in the presence of the sangha. For a correct transmission of the
precepts to take place the sangha has to transmit them. Later on we receive



the precepts for the general good. This means we have to receive the two
remaining groups. The receiving for the general good includes precepts of
all three groups. The receiving for individual protection includes precepts of
the first group only. When we receive precepts we always begin with the
first group—embracing the discipline and fine manners. At this point the
monastic bodhisattva does not yet receive precepts for the universal good of
all species.

In fact receiving precepts for the general good is something quite rare. In
reality in only one of every fifteen monasteries or so, is it possible to
receive precepts of groups two and three. The sutra tells us that receiving
for individual protection is the basis of receiving precepts in the monastic
tradition now as it has been in the past.

There are two ways of receiving precepts in a general sense. The first is
“realization from another.” It means that your precepts’ body is made
possible by another person. When you meet people who have the Mahāyāna
precepts’ body, you kneel before them and ask them to transmit the precepts
to you. If they accept, they become the precepts’ transmission council. In
the case that you are in a place where there are no monks practicing the
Mahāyāna you can realize the precepts for yourself. You turn to the Three
Jewels and vow to receive the precepts of groups two and three: “I, your
disciple, have received the precepts called Embracing the Discipline. Now I
request the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha to allow me to receive the groups
of precepts called Embracing the Wholesome and Benefitting all Living
Beings.” You can also receive your precepts’ body in this way.

In the past it often happened like that. In many places there were not
enough right conditions for the transmission of the precepts. The important
point is our mind. There is an expression “precepts of the mind.” The
bodhisattva relies more on their own mind than on the surrounding
circumstances.

The same is true of the spirit of the Mahāyāna precepts’ body. Even when
the bodhisattva precepts had not yet been clearly formulated there was a
clear direction and spirit for the practice of precepts. This was called “the
spirit of openness” (Chinese � kai). In the sutra called The Section on Upāli
that is the twenty-fourth section of the Ratnakūṭa Sutra, the term “Opening
up the Precepts” (Chinese �� kai jie) first appears. From what I have seen of



this sutra I would suggest that although it may seem to be contemporaneous
with the sutra called The Dharma Festival of Householder Ugra, it probably
appeared a little later.

In the Vinaya we have the terms: Open up and Prevent, Keep and
Transgress. “Open up” means to open, to allow to do, to make exceptions,
and not to prevent. It means there are circumstances when we can do a
certain thing without breaking the precepts. Under certain circumstances we
could drink alcohol or not speak the truth. There are circumstances when, if
we told the truth, it could lead to much suffering. Suppose someone were
hiding under your bed and someone else wanted to kill them. If the
murderer were to come and ask you where that person was and you were to
reply, “They are under my bed,” your telling the truth would lead to
someone losing their life. In such a circumstance your intelligence tells you
to practice “opening up” the precept. You give yourself permission not to
tell the truth. There are times when a bodhisattva does not tell the truth, but
one should be careful to develop deep understanding in order to know when
and when not to lie.

As far as Mahāyāna thinking is concerned, it seems that the śrāvaka was
constrained by the outer form of the teaching while the bodhisattva was
more concerned with the content. However we can be confident that among
the śrāvakas there were many who used the teachings intelligently and, by
their practice of mindfulness, knew when it was necessary to speak the non-
truth without having the feeling that they were breaking the precepts. The
seeds of the Mahāyāna were already available in the śrāvaka disciples. We
should not look down on the śrāvakas and say that they only practiced the
outer form of the teachings.

Preventing, Prohibiting
This is the aspect of the precepts that stops us from falling into situations
where we do harm to ourselves and to others. According to the Mahāyāna,
the śrāvaka precepts have the capacity only to prevent. Sometimes the
Mahāyāna goes even further and says that a woman can use her beauty to
lead a man into the practice. This means that beauty can be used as a
skillful means without breaking the precepts.



Living in the Family and Practicing the
Monastic Precepts

After the householder Ugra had asked how the lay bodhisattva and the
monastic bodhisattva should live, he had another question, “Lord Buddha,
is there any way in which a lay bodhisattva like myself can learn and
practice the monastic precepts?”

The Buddha taught: “If the lay bodhisattva can practice the five things
that follow, even if he is living with his family, he can train as a monk
does.”
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All-Embracing Understanding
“Firstly, the lay bodhisattva does not regret the loss of any material
possession and in accord with all-embracing understanding (Sanskrit:
sarvajñāna; Chinese: ��� yi qie zhi) he does not long for any particular
reward. In accord with all-embracing understanding means that his
mind is going in only one direction and that is the direction of all-
embracing understanding. He lives in the family but he is not concerned
with making himself rich. He has let go of all possessions and single-
mindedly dedicates all his merit to the realization of all-embracing
understanding. He is not looking for rewards within the cycle of rebirth,
since all of these are accompanied by afflictions (āsrava).

Brahmacarya (the holy life of celibacy)
“Secondly, the lay bodhisattva practices celibacy. They no longer think
about sexual relations much less engage in them.

Practicing Meditation in Order to Help Others
“Thirdly, the lay bodhisattva knows how to practice looking deeply in
meditation in secluded places and how to use skillful means to help
others and does not enter into nirvāṇa for his personal benefit.

Compassion for All Species
“Fourthly, the lay bodhisattva should diligently practice the perfect
understanding (prajñāpāramitā) and treat all living beings with
compassion in order to be able to bring them to the other shore.

Guarding the Right Dharma
“Fifthly, the lay bodhisattva guards the Right Dharma by always
finding ways to teach and encourage all people to practice.”
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Conclusion
When the Buddha had finished the talk the householder Ugra stood up,
touched the earth, and said: “Lord Buddha, I wish to continue to live as
a lay practitioner and will do my very best to realize the five teachings
that you have just given.”

At that point the Buddha smiled. The Venerable Ānanda wondered what
had made the Buddha happy so he stood up, touched the earth, and
asked: “Lord Buddha what has made you happy today so that you just
smiled?”

The Buddha replied, “I smiled because I saw how in the past the
householder Ugra had made offerings to and supported the Dharma
over a long period of time. Whenever a Buddha arose in the world he
always practiced as a householder, making offerings and supporting the
Dharma out of deep respect. Although he was always a layman, he
nevertheless helped many living beings to the shore of liberation. In fact
he has liberated more living beings than some monastic bodhisattvas
have liberated over hundreds of kalpas. Therefore I say that the merit of
one hundred thousand monastic bodhisattvas is not equal to the merit of
this householder.

In this sutra we see clearly the kind of reasoning and the seeds of the
ideas that are found in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. We could say that the ideas
expressed in The Dharma Festival of Ugra the Householder are the
embryonic form of the ideas in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa and one of the
cornerstones on which that later sutra was built.
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III 
THE VIMALAKĪRTINIRDEŚA SUTRA
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The Main Features of the Sutra
The Vimalakīrtinirdeśa was composed in central India and attained renown
as soon as it appeared. Without the sutras that preceded it, like The Dharma
Mirror, The Householder Ugra, and The Dharma Festival of the
Householder Ugra, this sutra would not have been possible. The character
of layman Vimalakīrti was based on Ugra the Householder. Some people
have said that Ugra was Vimalakīrti in a former life.

The Vimalakīrtinirdeśa was composed in the latter half of the second
century CE. We have certain proof that it appeared later than The
Householder Ugra.

The Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is number 475 in the Taishō and was translated
into Chinese in 406 by Kumārajīva. In all it was translated into Chinese six
times. Kumārajīva’s translation is the best. It is not always literal but his
language is very smooth and elegant, so everyone likes to use this version.
Later on Xuanzang translated it again and his version was a much more
literal translation. However, it is not as flowing and easy to read as the
translation of Kumārajīva. The reason why Kumārajīva was able to make
such a good translation was that he understood Chinese culture well. He
uses the expression filial piety, which is a very important concept in
Chinese culture. The concept of filial piety is a precious jewel in Chinese
culture. As far as Indian culture is concerned it is less important. Thus while
translating the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, Kumārajīva sinicized it to a certain
extent by means of his skill in using words.

Forty years ago a Belgian scholar, Étienne Lamotte, translated the sutra
into French. He based his translation on Master Xuanzang’s version and
another version in Tibetan. Before that, beginning in 1897, the sutra had
been translated into English twice and once into German. The Vietnamese
version that is currently available was translated from Chinese by Thích
Huệ Hưng from the version of Kumārajīva. While we study the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa we shall have an opportunity to compare the versions of
Xuanzang and Kumārajīva.



The original Sanskrit version is no longer extant. Nevertheless many
scriptures and commentaries quote freely from the original version. This
means we can still access the original version through quotations in Sanskrit
in commentaries and scriptural writings that have been preserved until now.

The Vimalakīrtinirdeśa can be looked on as the manifesto of an important
movement among laypeople who wanted to bring Buddhism to the people.
Before that Buddhism had become a monastic religion, a spiritual path
reserved for monks and nuns. The role of laypeople was to stay on the
outside and just offer support by donating robes at the end of the winter
retreat or food as alms.

The term Vimalakīrtinirdeśa contains three words. First of all there is the
word Vimala, which means pure or unsullied. When the eighth
consciousness is transformed and becomes deep understanding it is called
“pure consciousness” or vimala vijñāna. The next word is “kīrti” it means
fame or renown. The name Vimalakīrti means, unsullied fame or unsullied
reputation. The person who has this name is worthy of renown because of
their purity. Finally there is the word nirdeśa—it means teachings. The
complete name of the sutra means the teachings of the one whose reputation
is unsullied.

The Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is a sutra of deep meaning. Its intention is to lead
people to abandon the śrāvaka path in order to undertake the bodhisattva
path. The Mahāyāna movement wanted to bring into the light of day the
image of the ideal person as someone who was not prejudiced, was open,
and completely altruistic, in other words, the bodhisattva.
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The Characters Presented in the Sutra
At the time when the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa was composed, there was a literary
movement in India that was just beginning to develop. This was the
development of famous epics in the form of drama, and it was very popular
with the Indian people. Those who were compiling Mahāyāna sutras were
influenced by this new movement in literature. All the Mahāyāna sutras that
appeared during this time were presented in the form of plays. Every
chapter is like a scene of a play, with its own kind of suspense, and there are
all different kinds of characters: those who know about the practice and
those who are worldly.

The Vimalakīrtinirdeśa therefore contains all the flavor and color of a
play.

If we look at the characters in the Vimalakīrti drama, we shall see the
protagonist Vimalakīrti, a lay practitioner whose role it is to commend the
Mahāyāna way of thought. Vimalakīrti is a lay bodhisattva who has the
ability to appear in many different forms in order to help living beings to
the shore of liberation. His appearance as a lay practitioner is only one of
his many ways of appearing. Although he is not a monk he is fully versed in
the sutras, he is enlightened and is able to bring countless living beings to
the shore of liberation. In other words, it is possible to be an authentic
bodhisattva without becoming a monk and while living a normal life in the
world.

In chapter two of the sutra we see that Vimalakīrti has realized the
practice of dhāraṇi,* as well as the inclusiveness that comes with the
realization that all dharmas are unborn. He has the spiritual power of
fearlessness and has fully penetrated the skillful means of teaching and
liberating beings. His mind is as wide as the great ocean. He observes all
the fine manners taught by the Buddha and practices the bodhisattva
precepts. It is not until chapter twelve, Buddha Akṣobhya, that we learn
about his past lives. Before his life on earth he had his abode in the Pure
Land of Akṣobhya Buddha called Wonderful Joy. This is a Pure Land in the
East. Its population is somewhat smaller than that of the Pure Land of



Amita Buddha in the West. In his previous lives, he had practiced diligently
and made offerings to countless Buddhas and so put down many
wholesome roots.

Thus we can conclude that the layman Vimalakīrti is a manifestation
body whose function is to transmit the teachings of the Mahāyāna. He is not
an ordinary lay practitioner who has wide knowledge about the Mahāyāna
and just wants to put a spoke in the wheel of the monks who are practicing
according to the śrāvaka vehicle. He is speaking not for himself alone but
for many lay practitioners.

The second group of characters is the senior disciples of Buddha
Śākyamuni. They stand for the teachings of the śrāvaka vehicle.

We know that the Venerable Śāriputra was an outstanding monk. He is
looked on as the wisest of Buddha’s disciples. In spite of this, he is
portrayed in the Vimalakīrti Sutra as suffering a crushing defeat at the hands
of Vimalakīrti when they engage in debate. This is something that makes
monks and nuns feel quite uncomfortable when they read the sutra. They
feel that their wise elder brother is being maligned.

However the debate between Vimalakīrti and the senior disciple of the
Buddha is a skillful means to be able to present a comparison between the
teachings of the Mahāyāna and the śrāvaka vehicle. Each of the subjects
that these two characters debate is in the field of the studies and practice of
the śrāvaka disciples. Although the monks are experts in the strong points
of their practice, when they meet Vimalakīrti, not one of them is able to
endure the onslaught of Vimalakīrti’s questions. Therefore when the
Buddha was appointing some of his disciples to go and visit Vimalakīrti
who was sick, everyone did their best not to be chosen and thought that to
avoid having to confront Vimalakīrti was the best thing to do.

In the final chapters of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa the compiler of the sutra
makes Śāriputra ask some very foolish questions. We should always
remember that Śāriputra in this sutra is just a character in a play. The more
foolish he is made to look, the more brightly the light of the Mahāyāna will
show itself. It is just as when in a play the robber chief appears on the stage,
we have a chance to observe the ability of the courageous hero.



The last kind of role in the drama is played by the Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī
and lesser bodhisattvas like Maitreya who represent the Mahāyāna. Each
bodhisattva generally has a wider and greater aspiration and sphere of
activity than the śrāvaka, and that is why countless living beings have
confidence in them.

The most powerful scene in the sutra is the dialogue between Bodhisattva
Mañjuśrī and the layman Vimalakīrti. In the meeting and exchange between
these two outstanding practitioners, one of them will normally speak the
language of the noumenal world while the other will speak in terms of the
phenomenal. At other places in the sutra, Vimalakīrti will sometimes talk to
śrāvaka monks (like Śāriputra) and sometimes talk to a great bodhisattva
like Mañjuśrī. Thus his words and ideas have to change in order to be
appropriate to the situation of the one he is talking to. As we read we may
have the feeling that the drum and trumpet are playing different pieces of
music. Vimalakīrti seems to be saying one thing at one moment and
something quite different at the next. There are even people who have not
understood the purpose of the sutra and have called these seeming
inconsistencies the profundity and mystery of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa.

When we read the sutra we should understand why the senior disciples of
the Buddha have been presented as they are, who the layman Vimalakīrti is,
and what is the aim of the sutra. If we do not know the answers to these
questions, we shall feel that the sutra is maligning the Buddha’s monastic
disciples and making a laughingstock out of the ten senior disciples. In that
case we shall only see anger and mockery directed towards the Buddha’s
disciples and we shall not learn anything interesting and beneficial from the
sutra.

* The practice of being able to hold in concentration certain syllables with mystical power.
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Insights into the Sutra
In order to understand the sutra clearly we shall go into each chapter one by
one.



Chapter 1: The Buddha Land
In this first chapter called Buddha Land, the famous householder by the
name of Vimalakīrti has not yet made an appearance.

Buddha land means a Pure Land that has been established by a Buddha
so that he can teach the people of that land how to transform suffering. The
scene that is presented here is Vaiśalī on the northern bank of the Ganges, a
territory belonging to a clan called Vajjī.

Vajjī was a democratic clan. It could well have been the first democracy
in the history of the human species. They voted and had a parliament. On
the outskirts of the town of Vaiśalī there was a mango grove that belonged
to the courtesan Āmrapālī. In the forest near that town there was a
monastery called the Great Forest Monastery. Part of that monastery was a
brick building with a gabled roof. This house was built as an offering to the
Buddha so it could be used as a monastery. People who contributed funds to
build the house included Āmrapālī and young men of the Licchavi clan. The
Licchavi were well known for their intelligence. Some of the first disciples
to take refuge in the Buddha belonged to the Licchavi clan. Vimalakīrti was
said to belong to that clan.

At the time of the sutra, the Buddha was in Vaiśalī residing in the grove
of Āmrapālī along with a sangha of eight thousand bhikṣus. Eight thousand
bhikṣus already sounds like a very large crowd, but it does not compare
with the number of bodhisattvas which was four times as great: thirty-two
thousand. We may be wondering how the Mango Grove of Āmrapālī was
big enough to hold such a large audience. We should remember that this
was a very special setting. Not only were there thirty-two thousand
bodhisattvas, but thirty-two thousand bodhisattvas that managed to fit into
the grove. This proves that the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa has learned from the
Avataṃsaka Sutra. A small mango grove of three to four hundred trees is
able to contain tens of thousands of bodhisattvas. It is like the womb of
Mahāmāya that was able to contain millions of bodhisattvas who came in
there in order to be able to pay respect to the prince Siddhārtha before he
was born. The one contains the all and the infinitely small contains the
infinitely large. This point is made later on in the sutra when the layman



Vimalakīrti is sitting in his small room and hosts thirty-two thousand guests
there.

Sections of the sutra that follow describe the virtuous actions and the
value of all the great bodhisattvas who were present in the assembly that
day. In chapter one some of the thirty-two thousand bodhisattvas are named
and they include well-known bodhisattvas such as Mañjuśrī,
Samantabhadra, Avalokiteśvara, and Maitreya.

Mañjuśrī is also known as Prince of the Dharma, the son of the King of
the Dharma. He is the crown prince who is destined to become the next
king. The Buddha is a king, not in the political sense but the king of the
teachings and practice of love and understanding. That is why he is called
Dharma Rāja, Dharma King. If he is king, he has to have a successor and
that successor is called the Dharma Prince.

The Dharma Prince Mañjuśrī is not someone it is difficult to connect
with. We should remember that we are all children of the Buddha. We are
born from the lips of the Buddha because, thanks to the teachings the
Buddha has given, we have been born in the spiritual dimension. The image
of being born from the lips of the Buddha is a very beautiful one. It is found
in the Brahman tradition. In the four castes in India, the Brahman caste is
thought to be the most noble. The members of this caste are said to be born
from the mouth of the god Brahma. In our case the Buddha teaches the
Dharma and we receive our spiritual life from his teachings. Thus we are all
spiritual children of the Buddha and we are all Dharma princes or Dharma
princesses, so we should not underestimate ourselves. You should see
Mañjuśrī, Prince of the Dharma, in your heart and then you will understand
the words of the Buddha. Mañjuśrī stands for the innate wisdom of the
Buddha just as Avalokiteśvara represents the compassion of the Buddha. In
us are both Mañjuśrī and Avalokiteśvara. When studying the sutra, when
teaching the Dharma, when sitting in meditation, we do it in such a way that
Dharma Prince Mañjuśrī is present.

On that day there were thirty-two thousand Bodhisattvas present
including monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen; there were ten thousand
god-Brahma, ten thousand god-Brahma-Śikhin (Kings of the Form
Realm, rūpadhātu) and twelve thousand god-Indra from different
continents who came to hear the Buddha teach the Dharma.



We have the feeling that Maitreya Bodhisattva was a monk, because in
the Householder Ugra Sutra, Maitreya was appointed by the Buddha as the
one to ordain 1,200 householders as monks. We also feel that bodhisattvas
Kṣitigarbha and Mañjuśrī are monks.

Besides all the śrāvakas, pratyeka buddhas and bodhisattvas there were
tens of thousands of upāsaka and upāsikā (laymen and laywomen) who
attended the Dharma assembly that day.

While this beautiful serene sangha of such a tremendous size was sitting
around the Buddha, the son of a householder whose name was
Ratnākara and five hundred other sons of householders from the town of
Vaiśalī, who accompanied him, came forward. Each one of these young
men prostrated before the Buddha and offered him a jeweled parasol.
Due to the virtue of the Buddha, all these offerings were molded
together to become a large jeweled parasol that was able to cover the
trichiliocosm.

On witnessing the spiritual power of the Buddha that enabled this
miracle to happen, everyone uttered words of praise. The son of the
householder Ratnākara came and knelt before the Buddha and recited a
gāthā of praise. After reciting the gāthā, Ratnākara said: “We the five
hundred sons of householders have all given rise to the mind of the
highest, right, and equal awakening; we bow before you with the wish
that you teach us what are the purifying actions of the bodhisattva.”

Buddha taught: “Son of a householder, Ratnākara, all living beings are
the Buddha land of a bodhisattva. Why? Because it is in order to teach
living beings how to transform that the bodhisattvas adopt a Buddha-
field. It is in order to tame living beings, that they adopt a Buddha-field.
It is because living beings when they enter a Buddha-field can enter into
the wisdom of a bodhisattva, that the bodhisattva adopts a Buddha-
field. Why? The bodhisattva is able to realize the purification of a
Buddha-field because they want to benefit living beings, not because
they want to live their individual life with an individual liberation that is
not connected to the suffering of living beings.

“If someone wants to build a house or a palace, they have to build it on
the earth. It will be impossible to build it on space. That is why the



bodhisattva has to build a Buddha-field in the world of living beings.”

Now let us read sentence by sentence in chapter one.

“I vow to build a Buddha-field in the field of life and not in a place where
no one lives.” It means that if you want to plant a lotus you should not
avoid muddy ponds, because it is only in muddy ponds that we can plant
lotuses with the most beautiful, scented flowers. It is clear that the Buddha
is talking about engaged Buddhism. After that the Buddha says:

The elements which purify the creation of a Buddha-field are as follows:
directness, depth of insight, the mind of love or the vow to bring all
beings to the shore of ultimate liberation, generosity or the vow to
protect oneself and others, inclusiveness or the vow to bring peace into
one’s own life and into the world, effort or diligence in the practice,
concentration or silencing of thinking, wisdom or understanding, the
Four Immeasurable Minds (Brahma-vihāra) namely, loving kindness,
compassion, joy, and equanimity, the Four Means of Conversion, which
are generosity, loving speech, service to benefit others, going together
on the path.

“Skillful means purify the Buddha land of a bodhisattva.” This means
knowing skillful ways to help living beings to liberation. “These skillful
ways are included under the Thirty-seven Wings of Awakening, namely: the
Four Fields of Mindfulness, the Four Right Efforts, the Four Bases of
Power, the Five Faculties, the Five Powers, the Seven Factors of
Awakening, and the Noble Eightfold Path.

“Offering up the merit purifies the Buddha land of a bodhisattva.” Our
mind offers up any meritorious action for the happiness of all.

“Teaching the Dharma so that people do not have to undergo the eight
misfortunes, practicing the precepts ourselves without criticizing the
shortcomings of others, practicing the ten wholesome actions* are the
elements that make one’s Pure Land more and more pure, more and
more happy.”

Here is a quotation from the next section of the sutra:

“If a bodhisattva wishes to purify a Buddha-field, they should first of all
purify their own mind. Once one’s own mind is pure, the Buddha-field



can be pure.

“Hearing this Śāriputra thought to himself: the Buddha’s mind is
completely pure. Why then is his Pure Land, that is the sahā world
where we are living, so full of impurity?”

There is an expression used by Buddhists to describe this world, it is
called the world of the five impurities. We are told what these five
impurities are in the Sukhavativyūha Sutra.†

As soon as Śāriputra gave rise to this thought, the Buddha knew what
was in his disciple’s mind. The Buddha said: “What do you think
Śāriputra? The sun and the moon give light, so why is it that blind
people are not able to see them?”

Śāriputra replied: “Lord Buddha it is because blind people are not able
to see. It is not anything to do with the sun and the moon.”

Then the Buddha said: “The same is true with seeing the Pure Land.
This world is very pure. It is because your insight is still clouded over
and because your mind is not pure, that you see everything around you
as one of the five kinds of impurity.”

This is the first arrow aimed at Śāriputra. We should not think that the
Buddha is aiming this arrow. However we should remember that our
ancestral teachers who compiled this sutra did so with the mind of the
bodhisattva. The words have been put into the Buddha’s mouth by the
bodhisattva who was compiling the sutra. The characters of Vimalakīrti,
Mañjuśrī and Śāriputra are all drawn by that bodhisattva. This sutra comes
from the mind of the bodhisattva who compiled it. Śāriputra, the most
intelligent of Buddha’s disciple, was not in fact as he is portrayed here.

When Buddha had finished speaking there was a Brahma god whose
name was Śikhin who looked over at Śāriputra and said: “Venerable
Śāriputra, do not think that world is impure. I see this world as very
pure, no less pure then the realm of the sovereign gods.”

Śāriputra said: “As far as I see it this world consists of hills, mountains,
valleys, thorns, rocks, and mud. How can you call this pure?” Brahma
Śikhin said: “If you see the world like that, it is because of your mind. If



your mind were pure, you would automatically see that this world is
pure.”

At that point the Buddha wanted to substantiate what Brahma Śikhin had
said.

He stretched out his leg and struck the earth with his toe and,
automatically, the trichiliocosm became infinitely pure like the land
called Adornment with the Jewels of Immeasurable Merit where the
Buddha Adornment with Jewels abides. All the mud and stagnant water
called the cloudiness of views, the cloudiness of afflictions, the
cloudiness of living beings, the cloudiness of lifespan disappeared and
Śāriputra discovered himself in a pure trichiliocosm.

This was really the Pure Land of Buddha Śākyamuni. Someone whose
mind belongs to the śrāvaka vehicle, who only wants to run away from
suffering and attain nirvāṇa individually, is not able to see the beauty,
serenity, and purity of a Buddha land. “Why do the Buddhas succeed in
building beautiful Pure Lands like that of Amitābha? These Pure Lands are
filled with lakes of the seven precious jewels, gold, and pearls, but my
teacher’s Pure Land is the ugly saha world.” “That is because of you, it is
not because of your teacher.” This idea will be fully developed later on in
the sutra.

Then the Buddha said: “Look Śāriputra, do you see this Buddha-field of
ours as pure?”

Śāriputra replied: “Lord Buddha it is most beautiful and pure. Never
before have I seen it like this.”

The Buddha said: “Śāriputra, our Buddha-field is always pure like this.
It is because we want to bring the living beings who are suffering to the
shore of liberation that we make it appear impure. It is the impurity of
their environment that will actually become a cause for their
liberation.”

What these words mean is: If, in the past, we have described the world as
full of suffering, that is just a skillful means to help beings be liberated.
This way of displaying the world is not the reality of the world.



We have to show the life of living beings with birth, sickness, old-age,
death, the suffering of attachment, desire, destruction, and separation,
so that they can wake up and follow the path of awakening. It was never
our intention to say this world is full of the five kinds of impurity and
that living beings should with all speed find another world to live in and
escape from this world. Do not misunderstand us! Śrāvakas and
pratyekabuddhas do not misunderstand us! Do not say that our
intention is simply to lead you out of this saha world of suffering so that
you can abide in nirvāṇa! In truth this saha world is at the same time
our Pure Land and you should stay right here.

The meaning hidden behind these words is like that. The scene is clearly
already set for opposing the śrāvaka vehicle. We do not need to go further
than chapter one; we do not need to read the following sentences. What has
already been said is to demonstrate the engaged nature of Mahāyāna
Buddhism. Its teaching is that we have to stay here. We have to plant
lotuses in the mud. If we see that the suffering is overwhelming, that is
because of our mind. If it is our intention to run away from this world and
find a better place to live, we are not a true disciple of the Buddha.

When the Buddha displayed the world as beautiful and pure, the five
hundred sons of householders who had been brought along by the
layman Ratnākara were able to give rise to the Unborn Dharma Eye.
Eighty-four thousand people in the assembly gave rise to the mind of the
highest, right, and equal enlightenment. At that point the Buddha
withdrew his miraculous power and the beautiful, pure Buddha land
disappeared and the sahā world manifested again as before.

Then thirty-two thousand beings, including gods and those who in the
past followed the śrāvaka path, all recognized that all conditioned
dharmas are impermanent and they attained the pure vision. Eight
thousand monks let go of all their attachments and realized liberation.

This is the first scene of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. In the very first chapter,
the veiwpoint of the sutra is clear: “Our Buddha land is here. Here is the
Pure Land. The Pure Land is here.” If it is our intention to run away from
this life in order to find liberation from suffering, we are not an authentic
disciple of the Buddha.



When we read this chapter we can see hidden in it teachings from the
Prajñāpāramitā, Ratnakūṭa and Avataṃsaka Sutras, all of which appeared
before the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. So we can conclude that these are teachings
of the Mahāyāna in its early stages. If we go back to the sutras of Original
Buddhism we shall find the same teachings hidden there as well.

When Buddha struck the earth with his toe, everyone was able to see the
trichiliocosm appear very pure, serene, and beautiful. People who are not
accustomed to reading the Mahāyāna might well conclude that this was a
miracle. If we have already read the Avataṃsaka Sutra this incident will not
strike us as being at all extraordinary. It is not an objective event. It is
something that is taking place within our own mind. The scenery which we
call the world or the reality is only there because of our mind receiving it
like that. The way we see the world is because of our mind. Therefore the
toe tapping the earth is to change our way of perceiving, it is not to change
the appearance of the world. Our normal way of perceiving can be
compared to Śāriputra’s way of perceiving here.

In The Tale of Kiều there is the following line:

There is no scenery that is sad in itself.
The person is sad. How can the scenery be sad or happy?

When you are sad there is no way that the scenery can be happy. Whether
a scene appears happy or sad depends entirely on the person who observes
it. Whether the world is sad or happy depends on our perceptions. So when
we read this section we should understand that Buddha is not doing
anything to change the reality of the world, he is changing the perception of
Śāriputra and the whole assembly.

The realm of suffering and obstacles in which we live is generally called
the mundane realm (lokadhātu). If we open our eyes wider we can enter
another world, the Avataṃsaka world, where all the layers of causes and
conditions, the Buddha and bodhisattvas appear. This we call the Dharma
realm (dharmadhātu).

The Dharma realm and the mundane realm are one. It depends on our
perception whether it is the Dharma or the mundane realm. A practitioner is
washing saucepans or peeling carrots. As to which of the two realms they



are living in, that depends on their mind. As I walk past them, I place my
hand on their shoulder and ask: ‘What are you doing’? This is similar to a
toe tapping the earth. If they are practicing they will reply: “Thay, I am
following my breathing and dwelling in the peaceful realm of mindfulness.”
If they are not practicing they may say: “Thay, I am washing up a saucepan
or I am peeling a carrot.” In that case the toe touching the earth has not
produced a miracle. I only need to ask “What are you doing?” and that
question could be enough for them to wake up and step out of the realm of
forgetfulness, dreaming about the past, or worrying about the future, and
enter the world of the wonderful present moment. Thus my question has the
effect of waking someone up and bringing them out of the world of
forgetfulness and sorrow into the world of all that is wonderful.

So we should not think that the Buddha tapping the earth with his toe was
a miracle of a worldly kind. It was a true miracle of the kind that anyone of
us in the sangha could perform.

It only takes a gentle breath
and all kinds of miracles are there.*

By coming back to our gentle breathing we can make available a
wonderful world.

In the Avataṃsaka Sutra, we come across some similar images. There
was a time when the bodhisattva Vajragarbha entered samādhi and began to
give a Dharma talk about the ten bodhisattva stages. When he had finished
giving the talk, limitless bodhisattvas appeared in all parts of the universe
and uttered words of praise: Wonderful, wonderful, Vajragarbha, all of us
are also called Vajragarbha; there are countless, limitless Vajragarbhas and
we are all expounding the same teaching all over the universe.

This image helps us see that when we do anything, however insignificant,
whether it is a thought or something we say or a deed, that action has a
profound influence at every point of the universe. When we are careful in
our small actions, we are taking care of something much more significant.

The Avataṃsaka Sutra is full of this kind of miracle. If we read it
carefully we shall see the significance of such miracles. It is the same as
when we look into a leaf with all of our attention as a meditation; we



discover that in the golden leaf that fell from the branch this morning there
is the sun, the moon, the cloud, and the river. That is a miracle in itself. This
kind of miracle is something we can experience every day. This miracle is
not different from the miracle of countless bodhisattvas entering the womb
of Mahāmāya in order to pay respect to Prince Siddhārtha. Do not think that
the Mahāyāna mentions miracles too much. Buddha putting his toe on the
earth was just a means to wake the sangha up and bring the audience into
the wonderful world of no-birth and no-death.



Chapter 2: Skillful Means
Skillful means are effective ways of helping us attain good results as we
bring living beings to the shore of liberation. In Sanskrit the word is upāya
kauśalya, in French it is moyens habiles. These skillful means are used by
bodhisattvas to bring living beings from the shore of suffering to the shore
of peace and joy. This chapter is about the life of Vimalakīrti and the
skillful means he uses.

At that time in the town of Vaiśalī was a householder by the name of
Vimalakīrti. He had made offerings to countless Buddhas and laid down
many wholesome roots.

These lines sound very familiar. The good seeds that we have sown in the
past are the energy that enables us to give rise to bodhicitta—the aspiration
to realize the highest, right, and equal awakening. This aspiration is the
basic condition for being a bodhisattva: someone who has the capacity to
liberate all beings. This aspiration motivates us to go from finding solace in
the more superficial aspects of the Dharma, so that we can penetrate the
depths of the teachings. In other words it helps us to go from the śrāvaka
and pratyekabuddha vehicles to the Buddha vehicle. However many
unwholesome deeds someone may have committed in the past, they have
also sown wholesome seeds. That is why they can become a Buddha or a
bodhisattva who can take beings to the shore of liberation. This is a very
basic Buddhist teaching that is developed by the Lotus Sutra.

Before going into the spiritual attainment of Vimalakīrti (e.g. his
possession of the unborn eyes of the Dharma, of unobstructed eloquence, of
the six supernatural powers (abhijña), of the practice of dhāraṇi that give
the power of fearlessness, his conquering Māra and his clear penetration of
all the wonderful Dharma doors), the sutra tells us that in the past
Vimalakīrti “had made offerings to countless Buddhas and sown countless
good seeds.” This is something we cannot doubt, because everyone has
countless past lives and during those lives, everyone has done wholesome
acts, helping people and animals. The Lotus Sutra says that bringing a grain
of rice to feed an animal is enough to lay down a wholesome root. To go
into a stupa and respectfully bow one’s head is to lay down wholesome



roots. We should not just look at our weaknesses and our unwholesome
actions with the result that we have an inferiority or guilt complex. Making
offerings to living beings is to make offerings to the Buddha. According to
Buddhist teachings, all living beings can become Buddha. That is why, if
we make offerings to living beings who are undergoing hardships and
misery, it is more valuable than making offerings to those who lack nothing.
The Buddha is someone who lacks nothing; so to make offerings to living
beings who lack the basic material necessities is more valuable than making
offerings to the Buddha. When we want to make an offering we should
remember this.

For instance, when lay Buddhists come to the temple they usually like to
make an offering to the abbot, but the abbot may well be the most well-
supplied monk in the temple. The novices may be the ones most in need.
They may be the ones who need coats, warm underwear, or sandals. If you
make your offering to them, it will bring about more merit.

Now let us read sentence by sentence in chapter two in order to
understand the meaning of the sutra.

“Had realized all manner of skillful means.” It means he had learned
many ways that were effective in liberating living beings from their
suffering.

“Had fulfilled his great aspiration.” It means he clearly understood the
mind of living beings, could distinguish all the beneficial roots in people’s
minds, could read people’s minds. These two sentences show us that
Vimalakīrti was someone who specialized in looking deeply into the
psychology of beings. If we cannot understand someone’s mind, we cannot
help him or her. This practice is to meditate on the circumstances of that
person. Meditating on the circumstances of each being is looking deeply to
see clearly the mind of each person, of each species of living being. When
you are successful in seeing someone’s mind clearly, you know what
skillful means to use to help that person.

“He had practiced Buddhism for a long time, his mind had ripened in
accord with the teachings and he was unwavering in his loyalty to the
Mahāyāna.” It means he was no longer in a state of indecision. Some
people were still unsure whether they should follow the śrāvaka vehicle or
the Mahāyāna teachings that were still very new. Vimalakīrti had decided



that he would go wholly with the Mahāyāna. We can only understand the
phrase “He was unwavering in his loyalty to the Mahāyāna” when we know
exactly at what point in the history of development of Mahāyāna these
words were written.

“His actions were undertaken after skillful consideration. He observed
correctly all the fine manners as did the Buddha.” It means that his actions
were only undertaken in mindfulness as the result of looking deeply, and he
practiced the precepts and the fine manners correctly.

“His mind was as vast as the ocean. He was praised by the Buddhas.
He was venerated by disciples, Indra, Brahma, and the Wheel-turning
King whenever they saw him.”

This part describes the value of the basic qualities of Vimalakīrti. If
someone does not yet have these fundamental qualities we should not voice
the opinion that “they are a present-day Vimalakīrti.”

In order to bring beings to the shore of liberation, as a skillful means he
manifested as a householder in the town of Vaiśalī. He had limitless
possessions and wealth simply to be able to help the impoverished on
their way to liberation.

The fact that his physical form was that of a householder was only a
skillful means to help those who were suffering because of great poverty.
His true nature was not a householder. He was at the same time a Buddha or
a bodhisattva. Although he appeared as a layperson, it was not that he was a
layperson in reality.

This notion of “appearing as” is used for the first time in this sutra. Later
on in the Universal Door (Samāntamukha) chapter of the Lotus Sutra, this
concept of “appearing as” is used concerning the bodhisattva Avalokita. In
Vietnam and China, Avalokita is usually represented in statues as a woman.
Does this mean that Avalokita is a woman? In fact the male and the female
are just two ways Avalokita has of appearing. The essence of Avalokita is
great compassion and great loving kindness: someone who has the capacity
to hear the suffering of living beings.

In order to be able to discover the essence of Vimalakīrti, we shall need
to reflect deeply. In this part of the sutra it is made very clear that his being
a layperson is an appearance and a skillful means.



Because he wanted to help living beings to the shore of liberation, he
used the skillful means of appearing as a householder with many
material resources so as to be able to help the impoverished to the shore
of liberation.

He kept the precepts purely to help to the shore of liberation those who
broke the precepts.

It means that people who lived nearby and did not keep the precepts also
needed to be brought to the shore of liberation and he could help them by
being an example of someone who did keep the precepts purely.

The following sentences in the sutra can be summarized as follows:

He practiced patience in order to help those who were angry. He
practiced diligence to help those who were indolent. He practiced the
silence of meditation to help those whose minds were lost in dispersion.
He practiced insight to help those who lacked understanding. Although
he was a layman who wore the white robe, he practiced the way of
chastity of a monk (brahmacarya). Although he lived in the family, he
held himself aloof from the ups and downs of the three worlds—the
desire realm (kāmadhātu), the form realm (rūpadhātu) and the formless
realm (arūpadhātu).

Although he had wife and children he practiced chastity. Although he
had friends and relations he was not attached to them.

These lines may sound familiar to us, because we have already read
similar ideas in Ugra the Householder Sutra. It is as if the householder Ugra
is an earlier form of Vimalakīrti. After he heard the Buddha teach in the
Dharma assembly, Ugra vowed to remain a layman in order to practice what
monks practiced. Here the layman Vimalakīrti is nothing more than a
continuation of Ugra. Laypeople who wish to practice as Vimalakīrti,
should apply the very traits and principles that Vimalakīrti had and not just
learn the philosophical answers that he gave to questions. It is possible to
practice the Buddhadharma without becoming a monk. In order to be able
to live such a life to the full, the layman must practice diligently the basic
principles that Vimalakīrti practiced.



If someone just learns the empty theory without putting it into practice,
they create all kinds of obstacles for themselves.

Some people have not truly understood this. After they have memorized
a couple of Vimalakīrti’s answers to questions, they come to the monastery
to debate principles of Buddhism with the monks. This is to no advantage
and just creates karmic obstacles. If you are a monk and you have this
experience you can smile kindly and ask: My friend, do you know how
Vimalakīrti practiced being a lay bodhisattva?

Although he wore fine clothes, he had no attachment to those clothes.
Although he ate and drank, he saw that he was nourished by the joy of
meditation.

The joy of meditation is the happiness that comes from meditative
concentration. The expression “The joy of meditative concentration is our
food” is to be found in the offering verse that is used in the chanting that
precedes the midday meal:

At the time for the midday meal
I make the vow that all beings
will have the joy of meditation as food
and their Dharma happiness be complete.

If he came to a place of gambling or singing and music he would use the
occasion to help people to the shore of freedom.

One should remember that if one’s practice has not yet reached the level
of the practice of Vimalakīrti, and one frequents such places, one can be
carried along by the crowd and so be of no benefit to anyone else.

He was respectful to different spiritual traditions but this never
damaged his faith in Buddha’s teaching.

It means he is able to dialogue with Christians, with Communists, with
Taoists, but the knowledge he thus acquires never makes him lose his
confidence in the Right Dharma. On the contrary, such dialogue enables his
understanding of the right teachings to grow deeper every day. This is borne
out of the author’s own experience.



Although he was learned in worldly knowledge, he always delighted in
the Buddhist teachings.

Although he watches films and reads newspapers and magazines, he
continues to enjoy studying the Buddhadharma. The truth is that if we do
not have much time, we should dedicate the time we have to studying the
sutras. However, when we have an innate capacity for learning and a
practice that is wide and deep, then any kind of reading material can help us
develop our enlightened mind. Whenever I read a book, however badly it is
written, however uninspiring is the material, or watch a film however bad it
is, I can still see that my understanding of the Right Dharma is present. It is
because while I am reading the book or watching the film, I do not lose
myself in it. As I read or watch I am always looking deeply, and so I am
able to understand the mind of the author.

Nevertheless, our practice has to have reached a certain level before we
can do this. If it has not reached that level, we shall be adversely influenced
by the negativity of what we are reading or watching. We sometimes meet
people who say that they can watch bad films without being adversely
affected by them, because bad films are also the Buddhadharma. Such a
point of view is very dangerous because very few people have a strong
enough practice not to be adversely affected by reading or watching
unwholesome things.

He mastered the Right Dharma in order to be able to help important
personages and unimportant people to the shore of liberation. He was
involved in business affairs, and when he was successful he did not take
it as a cause for rejoicing. He would present himself at crossroads or on
frequented paths in order to be able to benefit beings. He would involve
himself in politics in order to be able to help all people out of their
suffering.

It means that he did not reject any kind of occupation. He was involved
in politics but was never attached to what he was doing, he was involved in
trade but never lost himself in profit or in loss.

He would enter places of sexual misconduct in order to demonstrate the
harm caused by such behavior. He would enter bars to help the
inebriated to regain a clear mind.



This refers to places that symbolize degradation such as houses of
prostitution or bars that we normally think of as completely apart from the
Right Dharma. As far as the bodhisattva is concerned, houses of prostitution
and bars are also practice centers or places where the practice can be taught.
When someone has the mind of the bodhisattva he can go into places with
the intention to help people transform. There is a well-known saying in the
Mahāyāna tradition, “Houses of prostitution, places where alcohol is used,
all of them are pure practice centers.” This means as far as the bodhisattva
is concerned there is no place that cannot be a pure practice center.

Among householders he was considered to be the best and so he could
teach Dharma doors that convinced householders. Among laymen he
was considered to be the most respected, so he could help them put an
end to craving. When among kṣatriyas he could approach the general
or the chief officer in order to teach them the way of endurance. If he
found himself among brahmans, he would help them put an end to their
arrogance. If he found himself among high dignitaries or royalty,
mandarins, Brahmas, Śakras, the four Wheel-turning Kings, Vimalakīrti
would use skillful means to help all of them.

When we read the Lotus Sutra we see how the bodhisattva Avalokita
could appear in many different ways in order to help beings. The way of
thinking of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is to be found in the Lotus Sutra. “If
Avalokita needs to, Avalokita can appear as a man or as a woman to help
people and can give a Dharma talk as a man or as a woman. If necessary
Avalokita can take the form of a child, a nāga, a yakṣa, a gandharva, an
aṣura to help others.”

The Vimalakīrti Sutra made its appearance during the first phase of the
Mahāyāna. During that phase the Avataṃsaka Sutra appeared before the
Vimalakīrti and the Lotus Sutras and the Śūraṅgamasamādhi after the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. The Śūraṅgamasamādhi Sutra has been significantly
influenced by the Vimalakīrtinirdesa. The Śūraṅgamasamādhi was
translated from Sanskrit into Chinese in Vietnam in the year 255 by a monk
named Kālasivi who came from India to Vietnam to teach the Dharma.

An important point of which we should be aware is that all the Mahāyāna
sutras that appeared before the Lotus Sutra have a specific aim: it is to give
the Mahāyāna way of thought the highest position. That is why the



language of these sutras is at some times acrimonious and harsh in opposing
the old tradition that is called the Dual Vehicle. When the Lotus Sutra made
its appearance we see how harmonious it is, full of acceptance and
inclusiveness towards the two vehicles.

The householder Vimalakīrti used these countless, measureless means to
help all species of living beings’ benefit.

That is why Vimalakīrti was a bodhisattva who had the capacity to
appear in so many different forms in order to liberate beings. When people
ask “Was Vimalakīrti a layman?” We can reply “Not necessarily.” Layman
was only one of the ten thousand appearances that Vimalakīrti took.

VIMALAKĪRTI’S ILLNESS

The second scene of the Vimalakīrti drama is his pretending to be sick. This
sickness is also a skillful means to liberate living beings. In this scene we
realize how well-known he was because when people hear about his
sickness, whether they are princes, court officials, Brahmins, etc., they all
come to visit him. Thanks to these visits, Vimalakīrti has a chance to teach
them all about the meaning of ill-health and the method of meditating on
the true nature of one’s own body.

The method of meditating on the body is not something new. In the
Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta the Buddha teaches the contemplation of the body.

Vimalakīrti teaches: “The body is impermanent, it is not a solid entity. It
quickly decays. It is a storehouse of afflictions and ill-health. Do not make
it a place of absolute refuge. The body is like froth on water. It is not
something that can be grasped.”

All these ideas have already been expounded in the sutras of Original
Buddhism. From this we can deduce that the ancestral teachers who were
compiling the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa wanted to include elements that came
from Original Buddhism in order to build the Mahāyāna edifice.

This shows that going back to the source is something people always
want to do. We are the same. We should always remember to go back to the
source. We should always use the building blocks of Original Buddhism
when we present a Buddhism that is suitable for our own time.



After Vimalakīrti had taught his guests about the nature of impermanence
and no-self, froth on the stream and conditioned arising as the nature of this
body, he concluded: “Thus we should feel distaste for this body and not
crave for it. We should give rise to the aspiration to have the body of a
Buddha in order to realize liberation.”

We should not look on this body of froth and the five skandhas as the
undying Dharma body. One of the shortcomings of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is
to see the five skandhas—body, feelings, perceptions, mental formations
and consciousness as an indestructible Dharma body. It is possible that our
ancestral teachers, when compiling the Mahāyāna sutras, wanted to begin
with the sublime and lofty teachings and then take their audience back
down to earth, so that they could read the basic practices and then take them
back to the lofty and sublime. But why not begin down on the ground? Why
begin with lofty ideas and then bring people down to earth? This is a
question that has to be asked. We have to feel dissatisfation with this
impermanent physical body in order to discover other bodies such as the
Buddha body or the Dharma body. At a later point the sutra looks into
where the Buddha body and Dharma body are to be found. The answer is
that we have to come back to ourself and find them right here within us.
The idea of feeling dissatisfaction with this body is not a lofty one and for
that reason it is not mentioned again in the sutra.

The Dharma body of the Buddha is made of elements other than those
that make up the fleshly body. The Dharma body is not made up of material
elements such as earth, water, heat and air. The Dharma body is not foam on
water but understanding and insight, liberation, generosity, observation of
precepts, inclusivity, diligence and concentration. Although these elements
are not material, they need material elements in order to manifest. This is
the spirit in which we should look for the Dharma body.

At this point of chapter two of the sutra, there is an important sentence:

“My friends, if you wish to attain the Buddha body (this also applies to
the Dharma body) and end all the sickness of living beings, you should
give rise to the highest, perfect, and equal awakening.”

This means bodhicitta, the mind of love. Giving rise to the mind of love
is one of the practices of the Mahāyāna. If we have not given rise to that
mind, we cannot possibly do the work that Vimalakīrti wanted to do, that is,



to develop nonattachment to the material body in order to discover the
Buddha body.

We see clearly that if we wish to realize the great work of a bodhisattva
we have to give rise to the mind of love. This is made clear in the first
chapter of the sutra. In the past we have put down wholesome roots
(kuśalamūla), so we should not underestimate ourselves. Basing on the
wholesome conditions that we have laid down, we should give rise to the
mind of love without delay. Do not wait until tomorrow.



Chapter 3: Hearer Disciples
Chapter three of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa Sutra could be called Scene Three
of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa drama. In this chapter the Buddha designates a
number of his disciples to go and visit the sick man, Vimalakīrti. The ten
disciples who have to go and visit Vimalakīrti are the ten most outstanding
disciples of Śākyamuni Buddha, called the Ten Great Disciples. Among
them are numbered the following monks. The Venerable Śāriputra was the
foremost in great understanding, the most intelligent of the disciples. The
Venerable Mahāmaudgalyāyana was the one who was renowned for his
miraculous powers. The Venerable Mahākāśyapa was the most diligent. The
Venerable Subhūti had the deepest and clearest understanding of emptiness.
The Venerable Pūrṇa was the most skilled in giving Dharma talks. The
Venerable Kātyāyana was the most skilled in reasoning and discussing the
Dharma. The Venerable Anuruddha was the most able to use his divine eyes
(clairvoyance). The Venerable Upāli understood and practiced the Vinaya
best. Rāhula was able to practice the esoteric practice best of all. Finally, the
Venerable Ānanda was the one who had the widest learning. In spite of their
great abilities they all requested not to go and visit the sick man:

Lord Buddha, I do not have the strength to go and meet Vimalakīrti and
answer his questions.

Let us see how this scene evolves:

At that time Vimalakīrti thought to himself “Here I am, lying sick in bed.
The Buddha is the embodiment of great love and compassion. There is
every reason to think that he will feel compassion for me.”

THE VENERABLE ŚĀRIPUTRA

Buddha was in the monastery when Vimalakīrti had this idea, and he
immediately knew what Vimalakīrti was thinking. He straightaway told
Śāriputra:

“My disciple, please go and visit Vimalakīrti.” The Venerable Śāriputra
replied: “Lord Buddha, I do not have the capacity to visit that
gentleman. There was a time when I was practicing sitting meditation at



the foot of a tree and Vimalakīrti came along. He talked about how one
practices Mahāyāna meditation comparing it with śrāvaka meditation.
His conclusion was that the way I was practicing was incorrect.”

The aim of certain of the Mainstream Schools’ Buddhism is a state of
concentration called the attainment of cessation” (nirodha samāpatti). In
this concentration the meditator puts an end to perceptions and feelings.
The four dhyānas and four samāpatti (the first eight levels of concentration)
do not liberate the meditator, but the ninth level known as “cessation of the
thoughts and feelings” (samjñavedayitanirodha or nirodha samāpatti) is the
capacity to enter nirvāṇa according to the śrāvaka vehicle. However,
Vimalakīrti told Śāriputra that the attainment of cessation is not true
meditative concentration. True meditative concentration is realized when
the meditator is in the desire realm, the form realm, or the formless realm
without the slightest agitation or dispersion. Meditation is not to transcend
the desire, form, and formless realms. The attainment of cessation is not the
highest meditation. If you are sitting at a busy crossroads without any
agitation or dispersion, that is the highest kind of meditation.

Without leaving the attainment of cessation concentration, you are able
to practice constant mindfulness whether sitting, standing, walking, or
lying. Without entering the attainment of cessation (nirodha samāpatti)
your sitting, standing, lying, and walking display meditative
concentration. That can correctly be called meditative concentration.

While you are working at everyday tasks and your mind is able to stay
with the practice, that is meditation. When your mind does not chase after
an interior or an exterior object, that is true meditation. Do not think that if
you collect your mind inwardly, that is meditation. Mahāyāna meditation
does not have outer and inner. Mahāyāna does not speak of the destruction
of the afflictions as the entrance to nirvāṇa. Dwelling in this world of
afflictions without being distracted by anything is called meditation
(dhyāna).

Śāriputra said: “Lord Buddha when I heard him speaking like this, I did
not know how to reply, and that is why I do not have the capacity to visit
Vimalakīrti and ask how he is.”



Śāriputra who appears here is a character in a play and not the true
Śāriputra. I am confident that if you were to meet the real Śāriputra he
would not reply in this inferior way. Those who practice according to
Mainstream Buddhist Schools look on this sutra as maligning, because it
makes their most prestigious elder brother into a laughingstock. However,
when we read the sutra our mind should be open. We have to recognize that
this is a role that the playwright invents in order to form the backdrop
before which the Mahāyāna way of thought can stand out clearly.

In any drama we usually find a rogue and a valiant hero. If we want to
create a backdrop for our hero to stand out against, a rogue has to appear on
the stage. This is true in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. Because the playwright
wishes to highlight the character of Vimalakīrti, he has to invent characters
of inferior ability and he has no hesitation in using the name of the senior
disciples of the Buddha to play the role of darkness before which the light
can stand out. So if you are angry about the way Śāriputra is used in this
sutra, rather than be angry, read with the mind of a drama critic.

THE VENERABLE MAUDGALYĀYANA

At that the Buddha turned to Maudgalyāyana and told him to go and visit
the layman Vimalakīrti. The Venerable said, “Lord Buddha, I, too, do not
have the capacity to visit Vimalakīrti and ask after his health.” When
Maudgalyāyana asked not to go, he said:

“One day when I was teaching the Dharma, Vimalakīrti came along and
said: ‘This is not the right way to teach the Dharma.’ According to him
the nature of the Dharma is the absolute truth and we cannot use words
and concepts to explain it. He said that I was using notions and verbal
expression and therefore the Dharma I was teaching was not the Right
Dharma.”

Vimalakīrti was saying that because Maudgalyāyana was using many
notions and too many verbal expressions, his Dharma talk was not a
Mahāyāna Dharma talk.

At this point the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is reflecting the teachings of the
Diamond Sutra.* Vimalakīrti says: “Moreover, when you teach the Dharma,
it must be the real Dharma.” The meaning of this sentence is that the nature



of the Dharma has nothing to do with words and we have to use words so
that the listener can see that although we are using words and concepts to
teach the Dharma, we are not caught in words and ideas.

It is obvious that when we give a Dharma talk we have to use words and
ideas, but we should use them in such a way that both the speaker and the
hearer are not caught in the words and notions and then it can be called the
real Dharma.

Vimalakīrti says:

“The Dharma is not (the idea of) living being—it is not sullied by the
idea of living being.”

“The Dharma does not have (the idea of) a separate self—it is not
sullied by this idea.”

“The Dharma does not have (the idea of) lifespan—it is not sullied by
this idea.”

“The Dharma is not (the idea of) human being, of after or before. After
and before are ended by the Dharma.”

These four signs mentioned here in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa are the four
signs mentioned previously by the Vajracchedikā or Diamond Sutra. The
four signs are Self, Human Being, Living Being and Lifespan. The Dharma
that needs to be spoken is the Dharma that is not caught in the idea of living
being, separate self, lifespan, and human being. If the Dharma taught is not
caught in these ideas then it is not sullied by the impurities called the
impurity of living beings, of separate self, of birth and death, and of human
being.

If we continue to read on we shall see:

“The Dharma follows suchness without having to follow anything to a
particular place.”

“It abides in reality without being disturbed by the pairs of opposites
(being/nonbeing, permanence/annihilation).”

“It abides in stillness because it does not depend on the six objects of
senses.”



“It does not come and go, and always abides in the non-cessation.”

“It is in harmony with “emptiness,” in accord with “signlessness,” and
corresponds to “aimlessness.”

“It transcends ideas of right and wrong. It is not subject to increase or
decrease.”

“It is not born and does not die and does not have a point of return.”

“The Dharma we need to teach is the Right Dharma that is not caught
in concepts and notions.”

This shows that the Madhyamaka teachings* of the Eight No’s have been
brought into the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. The Eight No’s of the Madhaymaka
are: no-birth, no-death, no-coming, no-going, no-same, no-different, no-
being, no-nonbeing.

The Eight No’s, as well as being present in the early Mahāyāna sutras,
have already been taught by the Buddha in the Sutrapiṭaka of Original
Buddhism—for example in the Sutra on Teachings to be Given to the
Dying. In that sutra it says: “When conditions are right eyes are present,
when conditions are not right eyes cease to be present. Eyes do not cease,
eyes do not endure. They do not come from anywhere and do not go
anywhere.”

The Vimalakīrti Sutra goes further: “In teaching the Dharma it is
necessary to look deeply at the living beings who hear it in order to
recognize their capacity, whether they are intelligent in listening to the
Dharma or not, whether they are caught in the knowledge they already have
or not.”

When we have much knowledge and points of view of our own, our true
understanding is impeded. Those who study a great deal but do not put into
practice what they study risk putting themselves in this dangerous situation.

Knowledge and understanding are two different things. Understanding is
truly important and knowledge is less so. However if we know how to use
our knowledge skillfully it can help us understand. If we do not use our
knowledge wisely it will become an obstacle to our understanding.



It is like water: if it is liquid, the stream flows easily; if it is congealed as
ice it will stop the flow of the stream. When we listen or study the teachings
we can have intellectual ideas that come from what we already know. If we
are not intelligent enough and do not make good use of our intellectual
knowledge to help us have true insight or awakening, that intellectual
knowledge will become an obstacle for our studies and practice. The more
intellectual knowledge we have, the greater the obstacle becomes. This is
not to discriminate against intellectual knowledge, but we receive and use
knowledge in an intelligent way so that it can help us to understand. Prajñā,
insight, is not intellectual knowledge. Prajñā is understanding. When you
have understanding you are light and at ease and easy to approach.
Someone who just has knowledge can be difficult to be with. They want to
debate with us and defeat us in the debate, so we feel hesitant to come near
them. In the West they say: “They know a great deal, but there is very little
they understand.” Vimalakīrti said:

“You should teach the Dharma with unobstructed vision and great
compassion, commending the Mahāyāna, always mindful that you are
repaying your gratitude to the Buddha and making possible the
continuation of the Three Jewels.” When the Venerable Maudgalyāyana
heard Vimalakīrti’s words, he pondered them and did not know how to
reply. That day in the audience listening to Vimalakīrti’s words there
were eight hundred laypeople who gave rise to the mind of love
(bodhicitta).

We are not told whether on that occasion the Venerable Maudgalyāyana
gave rise to the mind of love or had already done so before that. All we
know is his conclusion: “Lord Buddha, my eloquence is not equal to that of
Vimalakīrti, so I do not dare visit him to ask after his health.”

According to the tradition, Maudgalyāyana’s nature was a little hot-
tempered. If Vimalakīrti had come along and spoken so critically, it could
have caused Maudgalyāyana to utter a shrill cry of disagreement.

The Venerable Maudgalyāyana was a very straightforward monk.
Whatever he thought, he would say. When questioned by the wandering
ascetics of the different sects he always replied to their questions by saying
exactly what he felt. Later on he was murdered by the followers of another
sect right in front of the entrance to the Bamboo Forest Monastery. When



he was ambushed he immediately cried out for help and as soon as the
monks in the monastery heard him they ran out, but by the time they arrived
on the scene he had already been killed and the assassins had run out of
sight.

At that time the Buddha was on his way northwards. He was almost
eighty years old. The monks performed the cremation ceremony for the
Venerable Maudgalyāyana and placed the ashes in a vase, bringing it to the
Buddha’s hut on the Vulture Peak. The Buddha looked at the vase and saw
that he had lost a prominent disciple. On the same day the Buddha heard
that King Prasenajit, a very good friend, had just passed away. The Buddha
asked Ānanda to go with him to find a place where they might erect a stupa
for Maudgalyāyana.

From this you will see that the Maudgalyāyana portrayed in the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa was not like the Maudgalyāyana we know about from
the lifetime of the Buddha Śākyamuni.

THE VENERABLE KĀŚYAPA

The Buddha asked the Venerable Kāśyapa to go and visit Vimalakīrti. The
sutra says that Kāśyapa had once met Vimalakīrti in a poor village. The
Venerable was well known for his practice of asceticism. His clothing and
food were of the simplest kind and he liked to be with the poor people.

When the Venerable Makakāśyapa was practicing the alms’ round in a
village of poor people, Vimalakīrti came up to him and said: “Venerable
Kāśyapa according to the spirit of equality you should seek alms from
every house you pass. You should not pass by the houses of the rich and
only stop at the houses of the poor. It is not in order to eat that you make
the alms’ round.”

“Not in order to eat” is to talk in terms of the ultimate dimension. As far
as our physical body is concerned we need to eat, but as far as the
realization of nirvāṇa or enlightenment is concerned we do not need to eat.
The liberation body is something all people have. It is already complete.
This means that our liberation is complete, it does not need food every day
in order to grow.



Our liberation body does not grow up gradually like a child. It is not
because we give it something to eat every day that it will grow into a
healthy young adult. That is what is meant by “It is not in order to eat, that
you make the alms’ round.”

“It is not in order to eat that you make the alms’ round” also means the
alms’ round is a practice in itself and is not essentially a means for
obtaining food to eat. There are, however, people who think that the
meaning of “not in order to eat” refers to the liberation body. Our nirvāṇa is
not small or large so it does not need food. Our practice is the same. We
think that the more we practice the greater our liberation will be. In fact our
liberation is already there, with all its significance. It does not need to grow
up gradually like a child.

“It is in order to destroy the generic sign (sāmānyalakṣaṇa) that you
take the food in your fingers to eat.”

There are two kinds of signs: generic and specific. Examples of generic
signs would be cups or houses. These generic signs are composed of
specific signs, which in the case of a house could be bricks or in the case of
a cup, molecules of clay. Here Vimalakirti is saying that you need to
transcend the generic sign. Vimalakirti then refers to the custom in India of
eating with the fingers of the right hand.

“It is by not receiving that you receive the food that is offered.”

When you receive the food offering you receive it in the spirit of not
receiving. We could say that this way of talking is a little casuistic. When
we receive something it is so that the person who is making the offering can
also receive. The person who makes the offering is happy, has merit. The
person who gives, receives wholesome fruits. So in the matter of receiving
alms one transcends the ideas of receiving, that is of the person who
receives, the person who gives, and the object that is given. These three
ideas disappear and one is no longer caught in the ideas of giving and
receiving. Later on the patriarchs taught the emptiness of the three things:
the person who makes the offering, the person who receives it, and the gift
that is given. All three become one. The gāthā we practice as we hold our
bowl is:



This is the bowl of the Tathāgata
that is held in my hands.
I vow to be able to realize
the emptiness of giver, receiver, and gift.

So when we extend our hand to receive, we smile, because we see that
the person who gives, the person who receives, and the gift are all one.

“As you enter the village you should see it as empty.”

The monks stayed in the forest, in deserted caves. When entering the
village, you should not be caught in the idea that this is a place. The
Chinese character for “village,” � ju means the place where people gather
together to live. Your perception of a village is an idea which you need to
remove.

“You should look at forms as though you were blind.”

This means that when you see forms and colors you are not caught in
them. It may be the sight of curry, of white rice, or a beautiful donor. All
these forms, although they are visible to your eyes, are not objects of
attachment for your mind. If you can do that, you can be called someone
who has the demeanor of one who makes the alms’ round.

“You hear sounds as if they were echoes; you are aware of scents as if
they were the wind. You taste without discriminating tastes. You touch
objects as if you are realizing the truth. You know all the signs of
phenomena are like a magic show; by nature they are not self nor are
they other. They have not been born and they do not die.”

A monastic on the alms’ round is confronted at all times by a stream of
perceptions—there are sights, sounds, and objects of touch. That is why you
have to look deeply in order to transcend all notions about the form, sound,
scent, taste, touch, and mental impression. If the monastic who is making
the alms’ round is able to do this, they are worthy of making the alms’
round.

Making the alms’ round is not primarily in order to have something to
eat, it is a practice in itself. While monastics hold their bowl and walk from
house to house, they dwell in meditative concentration. When their eyes are



in contact with forms, their ears with sounds, and their mind is in touch
with mental objects, they look deeply to see the true nature of all
phenomena.

“Venerable Kāśyapa, if possible, without transcending the eight wrong
actions, realize the eight liberations; if possible, use the appearance of
the eight wrong actions in order to penetrate the Right Dharma. If
possible, by eating one meal, give to all species of living being and at
the same time make an offering to all the Buddhas and the holy ones. If
you do that, you make the alms’ round and eat the midday meal
according to the Right Dharma.”

Why did Vimalakīrti say to the Venerable Kāśyapa that he did not need to
give up the eight wrong actions, but could use them to penetrate the Right
Dharma? It is because we have an idea that if we want liberation we shall
have to rid ourselves of all that is wrong in order to achieve what is right. If
we are able to transcend the idea of right and wrong and see that what is
right is made up of what is wrong, then we are making the alms’ round in
accord with the Right Dharma, we are sitting to eat our meal in accord with
the Right Dharma, and making a pure offering to the Dharma body in
accord with the Right Dharma. It is like when a skillful gardener sees a
compost pile with all kinds of rotting matter, they feel no disgust, irritation,
or fear. They can use all the rotting matter to make green manure and
fertilize their roses. The do not discriminate against the garbage in favor of
the flowers.

Kāśyapa said: “Lord Buddha, when I heard Vimalakīrti speak, I saw
things that I had not seen. I felt great respect for all the bodhisattvas. I
felt that this householder had such eloquence and wisdom that anyone
who heard him could give rise to a mind of the highest, right, and equal
awakening. From that time until now I have not used the the sravaka
and pratyekabuddha vehicles to instruct people. Lord Buddha, for this
reason I do not have the capacity to ask Vimalakīrti after his health.”

We have to commend the Venerable Kāśyapa for being able to
understand Vimalakīrti’s words. The Venerables Śāriputra and
Maudgalyāyana, on the other hand, were not able to glean anything from
Vimalakīrti’s words to them. The sutra only remarks on the benefit that
other people received from listening to the dialogue between Vimalakīrti



and the monks. It says nothing about whether they themselves benefitted
anything.

THE VENERABLE SUBHŪTI

Next is the turn of the Venerable Subhūti. Subhūti was famous for his
understanding of emptiness as taught in the Prajñāpāramitā Sutras. He too
was told by the Buddha to visit Vimalakīrti and ask after his health, and he
also declined to go. The reason was that one day when he was making the
alms’ round in the affluent quarter of Vaiśalī, he had come to stand in front
of the house of Vimalakīrti to request alms. He had walked into a nest of
fire ants. After Vimalakīrti had taken hold of Subhūti’s bowl and placed rice
and curry in it, he held on to the bowl while he gave Subhūti a Dharma talk.

“Venerable Subhūti, as far as the food of equality is concerned, all
phenomena are equal. Since all phenomena are equal, then food is
equal. If you make the alms’ round in this spirit, you are worthy to
receive alms.”

This means that as a monk or a nun makes the alms’ round they should
be able to see the equal nature of all phenomena. Equal nature in Sanskrit is
samatā.

“Besides, even though you still have thoughts of attachment, hatred,
ignorance, craving for sensual pleasures, anger, and confusion, you do
not need to feel disgust for them or want to run away from them, nor do
you identify yourself with them. You do not think that infatuation and
ignorance are entirely different from liberation. You see that in the five
crimes of immediate retribution* there is the seed of liberation, that in
bondage there is liberation, and in liberation there is bondage. You do
not see the four noble truths but still you are not ignorant of the four
noble truths as is the ordinary person. Practicing like this, you are
worthy to receive and eat the food of the donor.”

In reading this section of the sutra, the principle of nonduality is clearly
evident. We have to see flowers in refuse and refuse in flowers. We have to
see the afflictions in the awakening and the awakening in the afflictions. We
have to see that the sheet of paper is made from elements that are not the
sheet of paper, like the sun, the clouds and the forest. Although those



elements are not the paper, the paper would not be possible without them.
Looking at “right” we see that “right” is made of things that are not “right.”
This means that we do not reject anything. The good gardener does not
reject any organic rotting matter. Similarly the good practitioner does not
run away from afflictions and knows how to turn afflictions into awakening.
“The afflictions are the awakening, the Buddhadharma is worldly Dharma,”
are sentences we often hear repeated in discussion on the Dharma. They
come from the nondual way of thought.

“Lord Buddha, when I heard these words of Vimalakīrti I was unsure of
what he could be talking about.”

This is a criticism directed against Subhūti that is difficult to believe. In
fact Subhūti was someone who had penetrated deeply the prajñāpāramitā
teachings on emptiness. However the idea here is that Subhūti had only
penetrated a narrow view of emptiness and had not yet understood the
“emptiness” of the Mahāyāna. According to the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa the
Venerable Subhūti is still a śrāvaka monk who has not yet reached the
Mahāyāna. Someone who has penetrated the teachings on emptiness has
reached a deep level of practice and yet the sutra belittles the Venerable
Subhūti to the extent of saying that he felt light-headed and had no idea
how to reply. All he wanted to do was withdraw. He did not even dare ask
for his bowl to take back with him.

At that point Vimalakīrti said: “Venerable Subhūti please take your
bowl. Do not be afraid. What do you think? If the Buddha were to
manifest a magical body and ask you what I have asked you, would you
be afraid?” “ I replied that I would not.” Then the householder
Vimalakīrti said: “All phenomena are a magical appearance. You
should not be afraid. Why? Because all spoken words are a magical
appearance, and since the wise ones are not caught in words, they are
not afraid.” The Venerable Subhūti was afraid so Vimalakīrti had to
calm him: “I also am like that. I am only a magical appearance. Do not
be afraid of me.”

So the character of Vimalakīrti is portrayed as someone who has
compassion. When I read this sentence, I feel more sympathy with the
compiler of the sutra, and for the first time I feel sympathy with
Vimalakīrti.



THE VENERABLE PŪRṆA

This section is about the monk whose full name was Pūrṇamaitrāyaṇīputra,
He was one of the monks who were most skilled in giving Dharma talks.
Pūrṇa means fulfillment and maitrāyaṇa means kind, friendly. Maitrāyaṇī
(loving, kind friendly) was his mother’s name. His name means Fulfillment
as the Son of Loving Kindness. When the Buddha told Pūrṇa to go and visit
Vimalakīrti and ask after his sickness, he said:

“Lord Buddha, I do not have the capacity to go and visit him and ask
after his health. Once I was sitting in the forest with a group of newly
ordained bhikṣus. I was talking to them about the Dharma. Vimalakīrti
came along and said: “Venerable Pūrṇa, do be careful. Do not put food
that has gone bad into a bowl made of precious gems. Make sure you
have penetrated the psychology of these monks before teaching them the
Dharma… Understand their aspirations… Do not confuse beryl with
ordinary glass.”

What Vimalakīrti meant was: maybe what these monks need is the
highest teachings of the Mahāyāna and it would be a great pity if all you
were giving them was the teachings of the śrāvaka vehicle. Sometimes the
capacity of the minds of people is as wide as space and they are waiting to
hear teachings of great breadth while all you are giving them is your
teachings that are still narrow. That is letting them down.

This is very severe criticism, especially when Pūrṇa was considered to be
the best teacher of the Dharma among Śākyamuni’s disciples.

“If you are not able to see the capacities and roots of living beings, do
not teach the Dharma to them—that would be a great pity for them.
Those monks do not have any wounds in their hearts, but you teach the
Dharma to them in such a way that they receive wounds. It is as if there
is a healthy cow, you come along and give it medicine, and it becomes
lame. That is a shame for the cow.”

“Do not put the great ocean into a buffalo’s footprint; do not make the
light of the sun equal to the light of the glowworm.”

What Vimalakīrti means is that their mind can receive the great ocean of
the Right Dharma and you take something small like a buffalo’s footprint in



the hope that you can fit the whole ocean into it. How could that be
possible? They have a great yearning, their aspiration is very high. How can
you satisfy it with a little Dharma from the śrāvaka vehicle?

At that point Vimalakīrti entered meditative concentration (samādhi)
and used a miraculous power to make it possible for the newly ordained
bhikṣus to see their former lives. They had laid down wholesome roots
in the presence of five hundred Buddhas in their former lives. They had
given rise to the mind of the highest, right, and equal awakening. When
they remembered having given rise to the mind of love in former lives,
they came and prostrated at the feet of Vimalakīrti and he gave them a
Dharma talk that turned them in the direction of the highest, right, and
equal enlightenment.

This meant they had the capacity to receive the Mahāyāna.

Pūrṇa said: “Lord Buddha, at that time I acknowledged that śrāvakas
like myself should not give Dharma talks!”

These words are a very heavy canon to fire at the disciple of Śākyamuni
Buddha!

THE VENERABLE MAHĀKĀTYĀYANA

We now go on to the Mahākātyāyana scene. This monk was well-known for
his capacity to make commentaries on the Buddha’s teachings. His
reasoning was very solid and strong.

The Venerable Mahākātyāyana said: “Lord Buddha, it happened that
day that the Buddha gave teachings to the bhikṣus. After he had spoken,
he went to rest. It was my responsibility to give a further explanation of
what the Buddha had taught to the monks. That day the Dharma talk
had been on suffering, no-self, emptiness, and nirvāṇa. While I was
explaining to the monks, Vimalakīrti appeared and said: ‘Venerable, do
not teach like that. You must not talk about the true nature of dharmas
with a mind which is caught in birth and death. For in truth no dharma
is born and no dharma dies. This is the meaning of impermanence.’”

According to the simplest and most basic explanation, impermanence is
birth and death at every moment. That is the śrāvaka point of view.



Vimalakīrti says: “dharmas have never been from the beginning and will
never cease to be.” That is the Mahāyāna view. Birth and death are outer
appearances and the basis of all phenomena is unborn and undying. It is the
same for water and waves. You see waves rising and falling, being born and
dying. As far as the ocean water is concerned, it does not rise and fall, it is
not born and does not die. When you understand that, you can explain the
real meaning of impermanence. If you have not yet understood, the
explanation you give belongs to the small Dharma. Vimalakīrti continued:

“The five aggregates are completely empty of a separate self and, as a
result, are without birth—this is the meaning of suffering. All dharmas
are ultimately nonbeing—this is the meaning of emptiness. The self and
the nonself are not two different things—this is the meaning of no-self.
Phenomena have never been to begin with, and hence will never cease
to be—this is the meaning of nirvāṇa.”

Vimalakīrti means: You can only understand suffering when you have
penetrated the teachings of true emptiness. You monks who say that life is
suffering, that life is like this, and life is like that, will not arrive at any
insight if you have not yet realized the insight into the transcendent
understanding of True Emptiness. When you see that self and no-self are
two aspects of reality, that self is no-self and no-self is self, only then will
you really understand no-self. When you are able to see that being is
emptiness itself and emptiness is being itself, which means that wonderful
being is true emptiness and true emptiness is nothing other than wonderful
being, only then will you understand emptiness as the Buddha meant it.

If you want to talk about nirvāṇa and cessation, you should know the
truth that all phenomena are all lying in their nirvāṇa nature already. All
phenomena have never been born and have never died. In the light of that
you will understand what nirvāṇa truly is. Nirvāṇa does not lie in the
future. Nirvāṇa lies in the present because all dharmas are abiding in
nirvāṇa. All dharmas have the nature of nirvāṇa inherent in them.

This is the difference between the Mahāyāna way of thought and the
sutras that are in terms of the conventional truth. In the sutras of
conventional meaning, dharmas are subject to birth and death. If you teach
about nirvāṇa in terms of birth and death, that is not the real nirvāṇa. It is
just the nirvāṇa of the sutras of conventional meaning. This is taught very



clearly in the Śrīmālasiṃhanādasūtra (Lion’s Roar of Queen Śrīmāla
Sutra). In this sutra the queen teaches: The Dharmakāya which still has the
afflictions is called the Tathāgatagarbha. Birth and death are possible in
the Tathāgatagarbha. Death is the disappearance of the feelings and the
organs of sense. Birth is their arising. Without the Tathāgatagarbha there
would be no distaste for suffering and aspiration for nirvāṇa. Here we see
how samsāra and nirvāṇa can be the same thing.

In this section, the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa mentions only five principles:
impermanence, suffering, emptiness, no-self, and nirvāṇa. Nevertheless, it
is very important. It reflects the five ways of understanding these principles
in the conventional sutras in comparison with the way these five teachings
were understood in the Mahāyāna. We could stop here and discuss these
differences for a very long time but we want to go on and read the next
scene of the sutra.

THE VENERABLE ANURUDDHA

The Pali version of this monk’s name means “In accord with the mind.”
Anuruddha is regarded as the monk who had the divine eyes. These eyes
are able to see what is happening far away. They can see into the whole
trichiliocosm.

The Venerable Anuruddha said to the Buddha: “One day as I practiced
slow walking meditation, there was a Brahma by the name of
Śubhavyūha and a number of other Brahmas who lit up brightly the
path on which I was walking. They came and prostrated and then asked:
“Anuruddha, how far are you able to see with the divine eyes? I replied:
“My divine eyes are able to see into the three great chiliocosms that are
taught by Buddha Śākyamuni. I see them as clearly as if they were a
mango that I was looking at in my hand. I can see clearly every detail of
the trichiliocosm.” At that point Vimalakīrti appeared and said to me:
‘Venerable Anuruddha are your divine eyes a conditioned appearance
or an unconditioned appearance? If they are conditioned and just
depend on signs, they are no different from the five miracles of the non-
Buddhists. If they are not dependent on signs, they are unconditioned
and according to reason they are not able to see.’”



Vimalakīrti questioned the Venerable Anuruddha as to whether his divine
eyes were conditioned or unconditioned. If they are conditioned, how can
they be different from the five miracles of the non-Buddhists?* They are not
of any significance. If you say that they are not conditioned how are you
able to see anything with them? As an unconditioned phenomenon what is
left to see or not to see?

“Lord Buddha when I heard this I was reduced to silence. When the
Brahma gods heard Vimalakīrti say this, they were astonished,
prostrated, and asked him: “Householder is there someone in the world
who has the divine eyes?” The householder Vimalakīrti replied: “The
Buddha has the true divine eyes, because he always abides in samādhi
and is therefore able to see all the Buddha worlds. It is not only when he
uses the divine eyes that he sees them.”

“At that point the Brahma Śubhavyūha along with his retinue of five
hundred Brahmas all gave rise to the highest, right, and equal
enlightenment. They prostrated at the feet of Vimalakīrti and
immediately disappeared from sight. That is why I do not have the
capacity to go and ask him after his health.”

THE VENERABLE UPĀLI

This scene is about the Venerable Upāli who was the foremost in
understanding the Vinaya. When the Buddha asked him to go and enquire
after Vimalakīrti’s health, he recounted how one day two bhikṣus who had
transgressed the precepts came to ask his advice. He was instructing them
on the nature of their offense and the way to confess it, and Vimalakīrti
came and put a spoke in his wheel.

Vimalakīrti said: “Venerable Upāli do not instruct the monks thus. The
more you instruct them, the more troubled they become. Why? Because
the offence is not to be found inside or outside (the offender) or
somewhere between inside and outside. Buddha has said that when the
mind is defiled, living beings are defiled. When the mind is pure, living
beings are pure. If you cannot find the mind inside, outside, or
somewhere between inside and outside, how can you find the fault? All
phenomena in their true nature of suchness are not defiled or pure.
Venerable Upāli, when your mind is liberated what offense can it



commit? The mind of all living beings has always been pure and that is
why you cannot find where the fault is. When your mind manifests
mindfulness it is pure, but when mindfulness does not manifest it is
impure. When your mind is caught in the idea of a separate self it is
impure, but if it is not caught in this idea it is pure. Therefore the
notions of pure and impure, offense and no offense are just ideas and we
cannot understand or grasp them when we have not yet grasped the
truth that mind in its true nature transcends these ideas.”

This section of the sutra contains the idea: “The mind is in its origin pure
and clear.” This idea is already latent in the sutras of Original Buddhism
and later on, in the Mahāyāna, led to new concepts such as that of the
Tathāgatagarbha (Tathāgata store).

Vimalakīrti concluded: “We can only understand the Vinaya and master
insight into the precepts, transgressions, and their retribution when we
are aware that all dharmas are constantly being born and dying. They
are like a magical appearance, a flash of lightning. Dharmas do not
arise without relying on each other, they are objects of wrong view,
(which means that our perceptions and our cognition of them are
incorrect). When we understand that, we shall have a deep
understanding of unwholesome karma, merit, transgressing or not
transgressing the precepts. In short, if we do not have insight into the
suchness of all phenomena, whatever we say about unwholesome karma
and transgressing the precepts is incorrect. I see that you have not yet
mastered this insight that is found in the Mahāyāna sutras.” After the
two bhikṣus heard Vimalakīrti they praised him saying: “Vimalakīrti is
truly wise. The Venerable Upāli cannot equal him.”

Vimalakīrti certainly robs all the senior disciples of the Buddha of their
prestige.

THE VENERABLE RĀHULA

The next of the Buddha’s monastic disciples told to go and visit Vimalakīrti
is Rāhula. He told the Buddha why he could not go and enquire after
Vimalakīrti’s health.



On one occasion a large gathering of young Licchavi came to where I
was. They said: “Venerable Rāhula, you are the son of the World-
Honored One and you renounced becoming a Wheel-turning King in
order to become a monk. What are the advantages and the benefits of
becoming a monk?”

They were wanting to become monks, but their minds were not wholly
made up and still they had not received their parents’ permission. They saw
that Rāhula was still a young monk so they came to ask him about the
monastic life: How do you live? Are you happy? How do you serve people?

While I was explaining to them the advantages and merit of leaving the
home, Vimalakīrti came along and said: “Venerable Rāhula, you should
not talk about the advantages and merit that come from the monastic
life. Why? Because the monastic life is precisely to leave behind
advantages and merit.”

Leaving the home is for leaving the home; it is not done because there is
an advantage involved or because it brings merit.

Vimalakīrti continued: “As far as conditioned dharmas are concerned,
one may speak of them as having advantages and merit. But someone
who leaves the home enters the realm of the unconditioned, and in the
realm of the unconditioned there are no advantages and merit”.

Out in the world people talk about conditioned dharmas as having
benefits and leading to merit, but leaving the home is something
unconditioned. In leaving the home you have let go of everything, so you
cannot talk about advantage or disadvantage in the matter.*

“When you become a monk you no longer see the difference between
‘leaving the family’ and ‘staying in the family.’ When you are able to
leave behind the sixty-two wrong views of non-Buddhists and are able to
dwell in nirvāṇa, when you can master all the afflictions and the
different kinds of māra, when you can unify in concentration your mind
and senses, then you have truly left the home.”

Having said this, Vimalakīrti turned to the young men and said: “You
have heard the Right Dharma, now you should leave the home, because
to meet the Buddha is a very rare opportunity.”



The young men thought that this was indeed true so they replied,
“Householder, we really want to become monks and that is why we have
been questioning the Venerable Rāhula about the monastic life, but our
parents have not given us their permission.” Vimalakīrti replied: “So
there is no need for you to become monks. It is enough for you to give
rise to the mind of the highest enlightenment, because that is the essence
of leaving the home.” When they heard this thirty-two Licchavi, sons of
householders, gave rise to the mind of highest enlightenment.”

Although Vimalakīrti encouraged the young men to undertake the
monastic life, he said that all they needed to do was to give rise to the mind
of highest enlightenment. This means they should become monks in their
hearts and minds only. So even if their parents did not give permission they
were still monks in essence.

THE VENERABLE ĀNANDA

Next it was Ānanda’s turn to be told by the Buddha to go and visit
Vimalakīrti and ask after his health. Ānanda was the Buddha’s attendant. It
would be out of place for him to decline to do his teacher’s bidding.
However he said:

“Once the Buddha was indisposed and could not eat solid food, so I
went out to ask for some milk. I was standing before the house of a
Brahmin when I saw Vimalakīrti approaching. He asked: Venerable
Ānanda, it is still very early and the dew is on the grass, why are you
standing here?” Ānanda answered frankly: “I have come to request
milk for the Buddha who is unwell.” Vimalakīrti immediately replied:
“Venerable, do not speak like that! Do not say that a Buddha is unwell.
The Buddha body is as enduring as diamond. If you say the Buddha is
sick you are maligning the Buddha. The Wheel-turning King does not
fall sick, much less the Tathāgata whose merit is much greater. If you go
into the villages and spread such rumors then the members of the
various sects will look down on the Buddha. They will malign the
Buddha saying: “The Buddha is sick and is unable to cure himself so
how can he cure the sickness of others? How can you call him the King
of the Dharma? Go back to the monastery, don’t spread any more
rumors!”



“Lord Buddha, I felt very ashamed. The Buddha had clearly instructed
me to go into the village and request milk. I could not have misheard.
While I was hesitating whether I should bring milk back for the Buddha
or not, there was a voice that came down from the sky: “It is true, the
Buddha does not need milk. However since he is pretending to appear
on this earth, he also has to pretend to appear sick like everyone else in
order to be able to help beings. There is nothing wrong with the fact that
you have come to find milk for the Buddha. You should take milk back
with you.”

“Lord Buddha, it is because Vimalakīrti’s wisdom and eloquence is of
such magnitude that I do not dare go and ask him after his health.”

In this chapter Ānanda is represented as being as meek as a lamb and
with no capacity to engage in dialogue with Vimalakīrti. In fact the
Venerable Ānanda was learned and intelligent, not at all like he is
represented here.



Chapter 4: Bodhisattvas
Chapter 4 is on the bodhisattvas. In this chapter the Buddha assigns a
number of bodhisattvas to go and visit Vimalakīrti and ask after his health.
Some of these bodhisattvas including the future Buddha, bodhisattva
Maitreya, have not yet reached the highest level of practice.

BODHISATTVA MAITREYA

Maitreya, the future Buddha, is sometimes known by the name Ajita
(invincible). The Buddha asked Maitreya to go and ask Vimalakīrti after his
health. The bodhisattva asked to not go.

We should know that Maitreya Bodhisattva had been a bodhisattva in his
last lifetime before becoming Buddha. In his next lifetime, he will become
the Buddha who is the successor of Śākyamuni. His Pure Land will be this
sahā world. Buddhists in Asia, aware that Maitreya is the future Buddha,
choose New Year’s Day to be his feast day. Maitreya is our future
happiness. His name is a good one, for Maitreya means the Buddha of
Love.

When he asked to be allowed not to go, Maitreya said:

“Lord Buddha, the story begins when I was still in the Tuṣita heaven.*
That day I was talking about the stage of non-regression to a number of
kings in heaven. When he heard this, Vimalakīrti came up to see what
was going on.”

“After he had come up to greet us, he gave his opinion: ‘Venerable
Bodhisattva, I have heard it said that the Lord Buddha has predicted
that in your next life time you will attain the fruit of the highest, right,
and equal enlightenment. So what is meant by ‘next lifetime’? Is it a
past, present, or future lifetime?’

“After that Vimalakīrti started discoursing on the Mahāyāna principle.
He said: ‘Reality lies outside of ideas concerning the past, the present,
and the future. The past has already gone, the future has not yet come,
and we are not able to grasp the present. As soon as we see the present,



it has already become the past. So did Buddha predict that you would
become Buddha in your past life, your present life, or a future life?’ He
quoted a sentence from a discourse of the Buddha: ‘O monks, in this
very moment you are being born, aging, and dying at every instant. If
this is true, what is exactly the time when you become Buddha?’
Vimalakīrti added: ‘The essence of reality is nirvāṇa. It is permanent,
happy, self, and pure. Thus the bodhisattva does not need to become
Buddha. The bodhisattva has become Buddha for countless lifetimes
already. In his true nature he is already Buddha. As far as I see it, it is
not correct to talk in terms of becoming Buddha in the future.’”

From the point of view of the ultimate dimension, suchness, and true
nature, there is no past, present, and future. There is no matter of having
attained, have not yet attained, and shall attain. Therefore it is not correct to
talk about becoming Buddha in the future or becoming Buddha in the next
lifetime. It is like when we talk about the wave and the water. It is not the
ocean that goes up and down, is high or is low. As far as the wave is
concerned we can say high or low, going up and going down. Here
Vimalakīrti talks about the ultimate dimension in order to raise objection to
people talking about Maitreya becoming Buddha in the future.

Let us read a few lines from the sutra:

“How can there be a prediction of the birth of suchness or a prediction
of the death of suchness?”

“Suchness” here means the nature of reality. How can the true nature be
born or die? So as far as suchness is concerned it is very strange to talk
about a prediction that someone will become Buddha, because all living
beings belong to suchness, all phenomena lie within suchness, and
Bodhisattva Maitreya also belongs to suchness. If Bodhisattva Maitreya
also belongs to suchness, if Bodhisattva Maitreya is already suchness, then
why talk about realizing or not realizing, predicting or not predicting. It
means that Vimalakīrti just wants to talk in terms of the absolute and does
not allow anyone to mention the relative anymore. All Buddhas, all living
beings are abiding in nirvāṇa so do not talk about attaining nirvāṇa in order
to be enlightened. If you talk about realizing the path you have to talk about
bodhi, because bodhi means awakening or enlightenment.



This section of the sutra talks about the nature of bodhi. The translation
of Master Xuanzang is clearer so later on we shall compare the translation
of Master Xuanzang with that of Master Kumārajīva.

“Bodhisattva Maitreya, You should give teachings that will help the
sons of the gods who are here today not to be caught in this idea of
bodhi.”

“What is bodhi? Bodhi is something we cannot grasp with our body nor
with our mind. Why? Because the nature of bodhi is extinction
(nirvāṇa).”

Nirvāṇa is the extinction of all ideas and all afflictions. From the
standpoint of extinction of ideas, we cannot talk about birth, death, being,
nonbeing, same, different, coming, going, because nirvāṇa is not any of
these signs or these ideas. That is what is meant by bodhi. Even if you
wanted to speak about bodhi, you would not be able to do so because in
speaking you would have to use signs, perceptions, and ideas. The Chinese
version of Kumārajīva says What cannot be perceived is bodhi. This
sentence’s meaning is not very clear.

The translation of Xuanzang is as follows: Bodhi needs nothing to be
added to it; no object is the cause of its increase or decrease. This is quite
correct as far as Vimalakīrti’s way of thought is concerned, so Xuanzang’s
translation is clearer and more coherent.

As far as the true nature is concerned, bodhi belongs to the extinction of
ideas and cannot be described by words or ideas. Bodhi has no increase. It
is not possible that yesterday our bodhi was 70 percent and today, because
of our practice, it is 80 percent. That is not bodhi. This is also the meaning
of the Prajñāpāramitā Sutras—neither produced nor destroyed, neither
increasing nor decreasing, neither defiled nor immaculate. The sutra tells us
first that bodhi has nothing to do with signs, because it is the extinction of
all ideas. Secondly, bodhi is not something that grows greater or smaller.

If we continue to read the translation of Kumārajīva: Bodhi cannot be
practiced,* because it cannot be the object of memory or of thought. Bodhi
does not come from our practice because it is not subject to increase or
decrease.



In the version translated by Xuanzang this section reads: Bodhi is the
non-functioning of all reasoning and reflection.

It means bodhi is not a matter of practicing or not practicing. Practice and
no practice belong to the realm of reasoning and ideas. All that we can
discuss, all that we can think about has nothing to do with bodhi. This
means bodhi is not hard work. Hard work lies in the realm of reasoning and
ideas.

The next sentence in Kumārajīva’s version is: Bodhi is cutting off all
attachment to views. It is similar in the translation of Xuanzang: Bodhi is
cutting off forever because all our views are eternally cut off. Views here
means the ideas of birth, death, increase, decrease, coming, going, etc. Once
these have been cut off, there is bodhi.

The next sentence of Kumārajīva is: Letting go is bodhi because all
wrong perceptions are let go of. Xuanzang translates: Bodhi is letting go
because all grasping and attainment are let go of.

The next sentence of Kumārajīva is not clear. It says: Bodhi is obstacles
and the end of all aims. Probably the word “without” is missing before
“obstacles.” In the Tibetan version it says: Bodhi is where there is no
obstruction. In the version of Xuanzang it reads: Bodhi is without fetters
because it is eternally free from agitation and turbulence.

So we can translate the sentence to mean Bodhi is without obstacles
because it is not hindered by aims. This means that because we have goals,
plans, and aspirations, our mind is disturbed and bodhi cannot manifest.
This non-obstruction is a help in the sense that we do not have yearnings,
calculations, and strategies in our mind even if it is a strategy to arrive
quickly at enlightenment.

The next sentence in Kumārajīva’s translation is Bodhi is not invaded. It
means not invaded by craving. This sentence can be explained, but its
meaning is not immediately clear. The version of Xuanzang reads Bodhi is
peace because all the discriminations of our mind have been eternally put
to rest. This sentence is about the silence of bodhi, because all
discriminating notions are absent.

In Xuanzang’s version there follows the sentence: Bodhi is without
disharmony because in it all attachment to ideas and all disputation have



been laid aside forever. Where there is bodhi there are no disputes, because
bodhi transcends all views.

Bodhi is peaceful abiding because it dwells in the realm of the Dharma
(Xuanzang). Bodhi dwells in the Dharma realm rather than the mundane
world (lokadhātu). The Dharma realm is the realm of the truth of the
Dharma. This is the ultimate truth.

We do not need to review all these terms. All we need to know is that
here Vimalakīrti is telling the gods of the Tuṣita heaven that we cannot
describe the nature of bodhi in terms of words and ideas. If we talk about
the realization of enlightenment using the conventional language, people
could misunderstand, and Vimalakīrti made his appearance in the Tuṣita
heaven in order to prevent the gods there from misunderstanding. That is
what is meant by the sentence “The reason I had to come here was because
if I did not, Bodhisattva Maitreya might unskillfully lead the gods to
misunderstand the meaning of bodhi and that would be a shame for the
Tathāgata.”

Maitreya said “Lord Buddha, when the gods had heard Vimalakīrti
speak, two hundred of them gave rise to the Dharma patience which is not
born and does not die.”

Patience means the ability to tolerate great happiness. It is not just
suffering that we have to tolerate. Sometimes happiness is so great that we
have to tolerate it. If not, the five skandhas that make our life possible will
fall apart. According to tradition, Queen Mahāmāya could not tolerate the
enormous happiness she had when she gave birth to Siddhārtha and for that
reason she died and was reborn in a heavenly realm. There are people who
win the lottery and when they hear the news they have a heart attack. The
practice that the gods realized was that of tolerance or patience (kṣānti) of
the Dharma, a happiness that is so great that it is called “unborn,” in other
words nirvāṇa. Nirvāṇa is not born, does not die, is not defiled, not pure,
not subject to increase or decrease, does not come, does not go, is not one,
is not many. It would take a long time to repeat all the opposites that are
negated by nirvāṇa, so the sutra just uses the word unborn as an
abbreviation for them all.

“Lord Buddha, because of that I am not able to visit Vimalakīrti and ask
him after his health.” This is how bodhisattva Maitreya refused to comply



with the Buddha’s request.

THE YOUNG BOY PRABHĀVYŪHA

At this point the Buddha turned to look at a young boy of about fourteen or
fifteen, whose name was Prabhāvyūha (Adornment with Light). In the
Mahāyāna sutras all young boys and girls are very talented. They are all
bodhisattvas. If we say that these characters are not really children we lose
a great deal of the richness of the Mahāyāna. In the Mahāyāna, women,
children, and laypeople are very adept. If we say that these Mahāyāna
characters are not really women, children or laypeople, we lose what is
good in the Mahāyāna.

When Buddha told the young boy Prabhāvyūha to go and visit
Vimalakīrti and ask after his health, the young boy said: “Lord Buddha, I
am not able to go and ask Vimalakīrti after his health. One day I was just
leaving the city of Vaiśalī and I met Vimalakīrti coming in. I asked him: ‘Sir,
where are you coming from?’ He said: ‘I am coming from the seat of
enlightenment (bodhimaṇḍa).’”

This means the place where the Buddhas sit to attain enlightenment, the
Diamond or Vajra Throne. Master Xuanzang translates bodhimaṇḍa as “the
wonderful enlightenment,” which means “I come from a place of deep and
wonderful enlightenment.”

“At that point I asked: ‘What is the seat of enlightenment?’ and
Vimalakīrti gave a number of definitions:

‘The direct mind is the seat of enlightenment.’ The direct mind is the
mind that is upright, honest, and does not falsify anything.

‘Accomplishment is the seat of enlightenment because we accomplish
everything we undertake.

‘The deep mind is the seat of enlightenment because it realizes great
merit.

‘The mind of love (bodhicitta) is the seat of enlightenment because it
makes no mistakes.



‘Generosity is the seat of enlightenment because when giving one
expects no reward.

‘Observing the precepts, patience and inclusiveness, right effort,
meditative concentration and insight are the seat of enlightenment.

‘ Loving kindness, compassion, joy, and equanimity are the seat of
enlightenment.

‘The four means of conversion are the seat of enlightenment.

‘Great learning is the seat of enlightenment.

‘Mastery of the mind is the seat of enlightenment.

‘The thirty-seven wings of enlightenment are the seat of enlightenment.

‘The teaching of conditioned co-arising is the seat of enlightenment.’”

You know all these definitions, because they are very important practices
in both Original Buddhism and the Mahāyāna.

‘The afflictions are the seat of enlightenment.’ This means that we
practice in the world where there are afflictions without trying to run away
from them. It is because there are afflictions in our own mind and around us
that we undertake the practice of mindfulness in order to transform them.

‘All phenomena are the seat of enlightenment.’ We do not run away from,
and are not afraid of, forms, sounds, odors, tastes, tactile contact, and
objects of mind. We stay right in the world of sense objects in order to
practice.

‘The Three Realms are the seat of enlightenment. All the Māras are the
seat of enlightenment.’ We are not afraid of the Three Realms or of the
Māras.

‘The lion’s roar is the seat of enlightenment, the ten powers, the four
fearlessnesses, the eighteen attributes of a Buddha are the seat of
enlightenment.’ The “ten powers” are the ten powers of understanding that
a Buddha has.* The “four fearlessnesses” are the four kinds of fearlessness
belonging to the Buddhas.†The “eighteen attributes” of a Buddha are not
found in a pratyekabuddha or a śrāvaka.‡



‘If the bodhisattva practices the pārāmitas to teach living beings, then
their every action, word and thought, at any time and in any place are a
seat of enlightenment.’

“When Vimalakīrti had finished speaking, five hundred gods and men
who were present in the audience all gave rise to the mind of the
highest, right, and equal enlightenment. Therefore I do not have the
capacity to go and ask him after his health.”

In the section on the young boy Prabhāvyūha, the sutra is concerned with
the principle (�) rather than the action (�). The sutra takes what is
phenomenal and explains it in terms of the noumenal and takes what is
cause and explains it in terms of the result. This is what is meant by
gathering together all the actions and directing them to the principle.

When we come to the section on Bodhisattva Jagatīṃdhara (Earth
Supporting Bodhisattva), there is another kind of offering up. It is offering
up the self for the other. It means to bring our whole person to offer to
others.

BODHISATTVA JAGATĪṂDHARA

One day the bodhisattva was in his meditation hut when Māra the
Villain* brought twelve thousand very beautiful goddesses,
accompanied by music, to pay respect to the bodhisattva. Because the
bodhisattva’s vision was not yet unobstructed, he mistook Māra for
Indra, the king of the gods. He stood up and said: “Welcome Indra, I
am glad you have come. Even though your merit has made it possible to
enjoy the five pleasures of life, you should look on them as
impermanent. You should see that your lifespan, possessions, and merit
are all impermanent, so that you can realize a deeper kind of
happiness.”

Māra said: “Venerable sir, I have brought you these twelve thousand
goddesses to be your housemaids. Since you are unmarried, you have
no one to help you in the house.”

Māra had just finished speaking and Vimalakīrti appeared and said:
“Bodhisattva, be careful! This is not King Indra, this is Māra. Be



careful.”

Māra said: “How come you are always coming along and putting a
spoke in the wheel?”

Vimalakīrti said: “Māra, do not offer all these goddesses to the
bodhisattva. Offer them to me. I really need their help.”

At that, Māra thought Vimalakīrti had come along to make trouble so he
decided to become invisible. However he could not disappear because
the spiritual power of Vimalakīrti was so great.

We should remember that in the sutras, especially those of the Southern
School, Māra the Villain often appears with the intention of disturbing the
Buddha. Sometimes he appears as a snake in order to instill fear in the
Buddha. Sometimes he appears as a politician to tempt the Buddha into
politics. Every time Māra appears, Buddha recognizes him and says: “Māra,
I know it is you,” and Māra disappears. This is something very real,
because Māra is within our own mind and can appear many times during
the day in different guises. The day before the Buddha realized
enlightenment, Māra appeared and said: “What makes you so sure you will
be enlightened tomorrow?” Buddha smiled, placed his fingers on the earth
and established mindfulness. When he was fully mindful, he lifted up his
eyes and Māra disappeared immediately.

Often when wrong thinking arises in our mind, Māra shows himself.
When we know that our thinking is wrong thinking, it automatically ceases.
When we look with the eyes of mindfulness, wrong thinking disappears
straightaway. This is a wonderful method of Buddhism called
“Acknowledge wrong, and wrong ceases.” If we are not mindful, how are
we to know if Māra is teasing us or it is a serious threat? All of us have
been confronted by Māra many times during the day. If we are not mindful,
it is difficult to protect our own body and mind and that of other people.

To return to the tale told by bodhisattva Jagatīṃdhara:

Since Māra was not able to disappear, he reluctantly resigned himself to
give the twelve thousand goddesses to Vimalakīrti. At that point,
Vimalakīrti had official authority over them all. He said: “Sisters, you
should give rise to the mind of highest enlightenment. Do not run after



the five sense pleasures anymore. You should practice the spiritual path,
the path of true happiness. The path I shall show you is the path of
Dharma happiness; the happiness of the Right Dharma; the happiness
that is in accord with the Right Dharma.”

“The Goddesses asked ‘What is Dharma happiness?’ Vimalakīrti
replied: “To have confidence in the Buddha is happiness. To make
offerings to the Three Jewels is happiness. To cook for those who come
to hear the Dharma is happiness. To let go of the five objects of sensual
desire is happiness. To see the danger of the five skandhas is happiness.
To do what is of benefit to living beings is happiness. To act in
accordance with the teachings of, and make offerings to, the ones who
are worthy of respect is happiness. To cultivate the roots of goodness is
happiness. To practice mindfulness and concentration is happiness. To
cut off the afflictions is happiness.’ When Vimalakīrti gave these criteria
for happiness it gladdened the hearts of the goddesses.”

After he had given the goddesses to Vimalakīrti, Māra began to regret
what he had done. When the time came for him to go back to his heavenly
realm all alone he felt so sad.

“So he suggested to Vimalakīrti that he return the goddesses to him and
said: ‘Follow me back home!’ The Goddesses replied, ‘But you gave us
to Vimalakīrti, how can we follow after you? Here we have learned
about a new kind of happiness, happiness in accord with the Right
Dharma. We do not want to return and drown in infatuation for the five
objects of sense pleasure anymore.’ Māra insisted: ‘Layman
Vimalakīrti, please give me back these goddesses. Surely a bodhisattva
does not keep anything for himself? If you are a real bodhisattva you
will give me back the goddesses.’

“Vimalakīrti said, ‘Although you have given them to me I have no desire
to hold onto them. Sisters, if you want to go back with Māra, then go.
When you have gone back you can continue to practice Dharma
happiness in your own environment.’

“Then Vimalakīrti taught the goddesses how they could continue to
practice happiness according to the Right Dharma in Māra’s heavenly
realm.



“After the twelve thousand goddesses had received the practice which
would liberate them, Māra disappeared and no one could see any trace
of him.”

When he had told this, the bodhisattva Jagatīṃdhara added: “Lord
Buddha, I have seen the supremacy of the spiritual power, the wisdom
and eloquence of Vimalakīrti and that is why I am not able to go and
ask him after his health.”

BODHISATTVA SUDATTA

Another bodhisattva we need to hear about is Sudatta. Sudatta is the son of
a very rich family, so he is called “son of a householder.” When refusing to
go and ask after the health of Vimalakīrti, Sudatta said:

“There was a day when I orgainzed a large offering for poor people. It
lasted for seven days. Offerings were given to all kinds of people,
śramaṇas, brahmins, monks of all sects, to the poor, the destitute, and
to beggars.

“While this offering was going on, Vimalakīrti came along and said:
‘Only the Dharma is of lasting benefit. Son of a householder, you should
organize a Dharma offering.’

“I asked, ‘What is a Dharma offering?’ Vimalakīrti said, ‘The Dharma
is offered to all living beings. It is not offered just to certain people as
you are doing here. Dharma is offered to all at the same time, not some
people receiving first and others receiving later as in your present
offering. While you are bringing relief you are only bringing relief to a
certain number of people. You have left aside so many people who are
worthy to receive relief but who are not receiving it. The Dharma brings
relief to all living beings, all at the same time, leaving no one out. The
relief work I am talking about is done by loving kindness, compassion,
joy and equanimity, by the Six Pāramitās, the Three Doors of
Liberation: emptiness, signlessness and aimlessness, by the four
Saṃgrahavastuni (Four Means of Conversion): generosity, loving
speech, benefitting others, going along with others. When you practice
generosity by your realization of the practice for the sake of all living
beings, that is the true meaning of generosity. It is sharing in the



ultimate sense. Sharing in this way we are benefitting all living beings
at one and the same time. We do not omit a single being from the
embrace of great compassion in our heart. If you are able to do that,
then you are really worthy to organize a great offering meal.’”

When he heard Vimalakīrti speak he was very pleased because he saw
that the spirit of generosity in the Mahāyāna goes beyond space and time.

“I took off my pearl necklace, knelt down, and offered it to the layman
Vimalakīrti. The layman refused the offering and said: ‘What would be
the point of my receiving this valuable necklace?’ I replied: ‘Please
accept it because you have brought me inestimable happiness.’ He
accepted the necklace and divided it in two. One part he gave to the
poorest person who was there that day. The other half he offered to a
Buddha called Duṣprasahā Tathāgata.* This Buddha was also present
in the assembly that day.”

This part of the Vimalakīrti Sutra reminds us of the Lotus Sutra. In the
chapter called Universal Door, after the Buddha has talked about the
wonderful power of the vows of Avalokita, the bodhisattva Akṣayomati,
was very inspired. He removed his very precious pearl necklace and offered
it to Avalokita Bodhisattva. Avalokita refused to accept it. However the
Buddha encouraged him to accept it, so he did so and divided it into two
parts. One half he offered to Buddha Prabhūtaratna who represents the
ultimate dimension. The other half he offered to Buddha Śākyamuni who
represents the historical dimension. The Vimalakīrtinirdeśa arose prior to
the Lotus Sutra, and scenes from the former influenced the compilers of the
latter.

“When Vimalakīrti had made the offering he said: ‘The reason why I did
this was to demonstrate equality. The highest being in this assembly is a
Buddha, the lowliest is the desperately poor man.’” In other words this was
something that the son of the householder could learn from. It was the
practice of generosity according to the Mahāyāna: all giving should be
based on compassion and equanimity.

If the son of a householder had asked Vimalakīrti: “What about those
who lie between the two poles of highest and lowliest? Should they not also



be offered what they need to live?” We do not know what he would have
replied.

The son of a householder Sudatta finished the story by saying: “Lord
Buddha I do not have the ability to visit him and ask after his health.”



Chapter 5: Mañjuśrī Asks after the Sickness
After his senior disciples and bodhisattvas who had only recently realized
the practice and whose spiritual power was not yet solid and deep, had said
clearly that they could not go to Vimalakīrti and ask after his health,
Buddha turned to Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva and said:

“Bodhisattva, please go and visit Vimalakīrti and ask after his health.”
Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva obeyed. He said: “The layman Vimalakīrti is a
special person. Few can equal him in wisdom and eloquence. Although
I am very much aware of that, I am still ready to obey the Lord Buddha’s
request and go and ask after his health.”

Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva is known as the Dharma Prince, which means the
spiritual son of the Buddha, the first-born of the Buddha. This bodhisattva
is the symbol of great understanding. If the one who represents great
understanding were not able to accept the request to visit Vimalakīrti, it
would be difficult to imagine who could.

Mañjuśrī’s reply shows that while being wise, he was free of the
complexes of superiority and inferiority. He knew himself and he knew
others. The true understanding is that which is not caught in the knowledge
you presently possess and never boasts that your understanding is absolute
or supreme. True understanding recognizes the value and the ability of your
interlocutor and does not despise them.

When Mañjuśrī undertook to go and visit Vimalakīrti, all the
bodhisattvas, śrāvaka disciples, gods Indra, Brahma, and the Four
Heavenly Kings felt very happy. They thought that being present at a
conversation between these two famous personalities would be very
exciting. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and none of them wanted
to miss it.

We have already seen that the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is presented as a drama.
This is the fifth scene of the play. It is a very important scene where there is
an exciting contest in understanding between Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva and
Vimalakīrti, both very well-known figures in Buddhism and the two
protagonists of this drama. Everyone wanted to witness it. Just like when



two world champions face each other in the ring, everyone is bursting to go
and see, so they are willing to pay anything for a ticket to be able to witness
a unique contest in history.

Then Mañjuśrī bodhisattva, with all the bodhisattvas, great disciples,
and gods and men, having paid respect to the Buddha went into the
town of Vaiśalī. It is like when everyone goes downtown to a great music
festival.

At that time the layman Vimalakīrti knew that Mañjuśrī bodhisattva was
bringing a huge crowd to visit him. He used his spiritual power to make
all the furniture in his room disappear so that all that was left was the
bed on which he was lying.

This is something we could also do. If we knew an hour beforehand that
a large crowd was coming to visit us, it would be no trouble to move the
furniture out of the room. If so many people were coming, how could there
be enough tables and chairs for them all to sit down? So the best thing is to
move them out of the way. From the point of view of the symbolism, this
action means: the absence of something makes its presence possible.
Without absence, presence is not possible. So this removal of furniture is
interpreted as meaning “if you want to present the wonderful presence of
things you have to present the truth of emptiness.”

Later on Vimalakīrti will borrow from another Buddha realm thousands
of large lion thrones. If he did not clear all the furniture out of his house,
how would he be able to bring in more than thirty thousand lion thrones for
his guests to sit on?

When the party of visitors arrived they saw the empty room with just
Vimalakīrti lying on his bed, maybe from time to time letting out a pretense
groan, because he was not really sick, he was just appearing to be sick.
Pretense here means manifesting himself like that in order to be able to
bring beings to the shore of liberation.

When Mañjuśrī walked into the room he was welcomed by Vimalakīrti
who said: “Welcome! Mañjuśrī has come, how precious! Your coming
does not have the sign of coming, your seeing does not have the sign of
seeing.”



He does not waste time in delivering his first blow: The coming that is
not coming: that is the true coming. The seeing that is not seeing: that is the
true seeing.

Mañjuśrī bodhisattva replied: “You are right, layman! That which has
come is not coming. That which has gone is not going.” Here he is
beginning to teach the principle of no-coming, no-going, one of the basic
principles of the true nature as presented in Mahāyāna Buddhism.

The true nature in Sanskrit is tathatā. The true nature of all phenomena is
not to arrive and not to depart, not one, not many, not born, not dying. The
study of the true nature lies in the sphere of the Prajñāpāramitā teachings,
that is the teachings on emptiness. On the other hand there is the study of
the appearance that is the phenomenological aspect. This lies in the sphere
of the Manifestation–only school also known as Consciousness-only school.
It is also called Dharmalakṣaṇa which means things as they appear or the
appearance of things.

The provenance of the Manifestation-only school* is the appearance or
phenomenological aspect. The provenance of the Prajñāparamitā school is
the true nature of things or the noumenological aspect. We begin our studies
and practice with the phenomenological and gradually we penetrate the true
nature of reality. In Chinese it is called ����, which we can translate into
English as “beginning with phenomena you arrive at noumena.”

When these two special personalities meet they immediately go into the
noumenological aspect. When Vimalakīrti says: “Your coming does not
have the sign of coming, your seeing does not have the sign of seeing,”
Mañjuśrī knew that in this case he could not possibly talk in
phenomenological terms, he would have to go straight into the
noumenological. So he answered: “You’re quite right, layman. What has
come does not come. What has gone does not go. Why is this so? This is
because when one comes, one does not come from anywhere; when one
goes, one does not go anywhere.”

This is the principle of no-coming, no-going. This teaching is also given
in the sutras of Source Buddhism. When conditions are sufficient, eyes
manifest and we see eyes. When conditions are not sufficient, eyes are
unmanifest and we do not see them. Eyes do not come from anywhere and
will not go anywhere. Our body of flesh and blood is the same. When



conditions are sufficient, our body manifests. When conditions are not
sufficient our body is unmanifest. Our body does not come from somewhere
in space and, after it disintegrates, it does not go somewhere in space.

An eternal question in philosophy is “Where do we come from and where
shall we go?” The answer according to the Buddha is very simple: “We
come from nowhere and there is nowhere we shall go to. We manifest when
enough conditions come together. We go into hiding when those conditions
are no longer sufficient.”

Mañjuśrī did not really want to talk about noumena when he had only
just arrived so he said: “Let’s not talk about that now. Let me inquire after
your health first.” Since one person is appearing to be sick, the other has to
appear to ask after his health. It is all a matter of appearance.

“What is up? Are you taking medicine? Are your improving? The Buddha
is asking after you.” When we meet each other, we have to ask first of all
“How do you do?” Although you see that the other person is in good health,
as strong as an elephant, you still have to ask, “How are you?” It is all
meaningless, but in social intercourse, however meaningless the questions
are, you still have to ask them. If we ask them, they seem superfluous but if
we do not ask them, we feel something is missing. So although this is a
meeting between two great intellectuals, in greeting each other they still
need to go through the social courtesies.

After their social courtesies, the bodhisattva began the more serious talk.
“What is the cause of your sickness? How long have you been unwell?
What needs to be done to regain your health?”

At this point Vimalakīrti begins to give a Dharma talk: “My sickness
comes from the ignorance associated with craving.”

Obviously, this diagnosis is not for Vimalakīrti alone but for all living
beings. The cause of sickness is ignorance. Ignorance is lack of
understanding, or a surfeit of understanding when we store up too much
knowledge, especially knowledge that contains prejudices, is incorrect, bars
our way ahead, and brings about a state of stagnation. If we are wise, our
knowledge will benefit our understanding. If we are not wise, it will
become something that obstructs and blocks the free-flowing of our mind.



The sickness of living beings originates in ignorance. Craving is the
result of ignorance. Craving here means attachment, clinging on to, and
yearning for things that are not worthy of our craving. These things could
be destroying us but we still crave them. Therefore suffering arises. That is
sickness. In the twelve links of interdependent arising, ignorance is the link
that is generally listed first of all. Craving is the cause of grasping, which is
to hold tight on to something, usually an idea. Craving and grasping are the
sickness of living beings.

“Because beings are sick, I am sick.” This is one of the famous quotes
from the Vimalakīrtinirdeṣa. It is talking about the teaching of conditioned
arising and interbeing. This is correct. If society is sick, then we will be
sick, too. It is very difficult to avoid being sick when society is sick, unless
we have a great deal of freedom, a very strong aspiration, and we can erect
ramparts and moats to resist the sickness. The ramparts and moats for
practitioners are precepts, concentration, insight, and sangha.

When we live in a society that is beset by violence and hatred, where
strong brotherhood and sisterhood are lacking, everything we hear, see, and
feel can become a channel for bringing disease into our bodies and minds.
Sooner or later we shall be infected. We too will carry in us the violence,
hatred, suspicion, and depression of the society. If we know how to
practice, and use precepts, concentration, and insight as our armor, if we
know how to use the sangha as our nourishment, we can avoid being
infected. “If the environment is sick, we shall be sick” is the principle of
interbeing portrayed by the Avataṃsaka Sutra.

“If living beings are no longer sick, my sickness will automatically be
cured.” In the first Dharma talk during a retreat given for veterans in North
America, I used this idea. Thanks to that I was able to begin to help them
undo the knots of their suffering from the start of the retreat. American
veterans have many complexes. They came to Vietnam to make war and
returned home traumatized. They suffered defeat so the American people
showed them no gratitude. People who took the side of the “hawks” showed
no gratitude and people who had opposed the war sided with the hawks in
showing no gratitude to the veterans. Because of this the veterans suffered
greatly when they returned home. Neither the hawks nor those who opposed
the war wanted to know anything about them and their suffering. Neither
side offered to try to understand, embrace, and show them compassion.



When they returned to their native land, they suffered constant illness of
body and mind. They nearly all need psychiatric treatment. They all
suffered and made their wives, children, and the surrounding society suffer.

When for the first time I walked into the room where the talks were to be
given, I felt an atmosphere that was heavy and stifling and I said: “Your
suffering is the suffering of those who are not veterans. If people who are
not veterans knew how to practice then you too would be healed. Because
they lack understanding, compassion and tolerance, you continue to be sick.
If they practiced, if they had compassion and understanding, then you
would be healed.” I spoke as simply as I could and they understood
straightaway. I did not use the Buddhist terminology of the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, which says: “If the bodhisattva wants to be healed he
must act to heal living beings. When living beings are healed, the
bodhisattva is healed.”

Vimalakīrti said: “You asked me, Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī, ‘Where does
your sickness come from?’ My reply is: The reason why the bodhisattva is
sick is because of his compassion.” The bodhisattva feels the pain of living
beings as their own pain because they have seen the truth of interbeing, that
because you are sick I am sick. Even though you are in your ivory tower, in
your sangha, and observing your precepts, you still feel the pain of your
society. To be a true bodhisattva you must experience sickness. But you
know that in order for the sickness of living beings to be healed you have to
heal your sickness first. A bodhisattva learns the art of healing so that they
can heal themselves and so help living beings and the planet to heal. What
is more, the bodhisattva does not leave the healing process to start too late.
Even before the sickness is too serious they know that every step and every
breath can heal. At any moment one can fall sick. At any moment one can
be healed. So we can say: “because living beings are sick, I am sick,” but
we should also say: “Because I am healed, living beings are healed.” We
cannot say: “I am sick because living beings are sick” and leave the
situation at that. The great aspiration of the bodhisattva is that for as long as
living beings suffer, they will stay in the world of living beings to help them
heal. They are not afraid of birth, sickness, old age, and death and will ride
on these waves in order to rescue beings who are drowning.

In this exchange of courtesies, Mañjuśrī asks: “Layman, how come your
house has been emptied of its contents and no one was seen helping you?”



Vimalakīrti replied: “The realms of the Buddhas are all empty. It is not
just my house that is empty.”

One way that we have to adorn and build our Pure Land is with
emptiness. Without emptiness, nothing is possible. Emptiness is the nature
of everything. Emptiness is a precious jewel which we use to adorn our
Buddha land. Only when there is true emptiness, can there be wonderful
reality.

Then Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva asked: “What do you need to bring about
emptiness?”

Vimalakīrti: “Things are already empty, so what more do you need? You
use emptiness to bring about emptiness.”

Mañjuśrī: “What is emptiness made of?”

Vimalakīrti: “Emptiness is made of emptiness. If its nature is emptiness
why do we need to make it empty? Its nature is without discrimination and
that is why it is empty.”

This section in the translation of Master Xuanzang reads:

“Is it possible to use our discriminatory mind in order to see emptiness
clearly?”

“The mind’s capacity to discriminate is also empty.”

“Why is that?”

“Since the nature of emptiness cannot be grasped by discrimination,
that is why it is truly emptiness.”

To put it more clearly, we cannot use our discriminatory mind to
penetrate the nature of emptiness. Our discriminatory mind is a
phenomenon and as with all other phenomena, its nature is emptiness.

“So where can we find emptiness? Upon what basis can we establish
emptiness?”

The answer is that “emptiness is found in the sixty-two kinds of wrong
view” that are mentioned in the Brahmajāla Sutta (DN1). These wrong
views were all theories expounded by the non-Buddhist sects during and
before the lifetime of the Buddha. According to Vimalakīrti, the truth about



emptiness can be found in these sixty-two views. Right in the wrong views
we can find what is not wrong. It means that if we are able to look deeply
into the sixty-two wrong views and “transcend them, we shall be able to
penetrate the nature of emptiness.” It is equivalent to asking: Where do we
find the flower? The answer is: We find it in the garbage can. If we know
how to make use of the garbage, we can grow beautiful flowers.

“Where can you find the sixty-two views?” asked Manjushri.

“They can be found in the liberation of the Buddhas.”

“And where can the liberation of the Buddhas be found?” asked
Manjushri.

“It can be found in the mental formations of living beings,” replied
Vimalakīrti.

Thanks to meditating and practicing deeply the liberating Dharma of the
Buddha, we can see the substance of the sixty-two wrong views. Both the
liberating practices of Buddhism and the wrong views need each other. The
Buddhadharma is like the flower and the wrong views are like the garbage.
If you do not know the Buddhadharma, how can you see that wrong views
are wrong views? If you cannot see that wrong views are wrong views, how
can you know the Buddhadharma? The same is true with doubt and
enlightenment. If there is no doubt, there is no enlightenment. If we do not
give rise to challenging questions about the Buddhadharma, then our
understanding of the Buddhadharma will not deepen. Similarly, if there are
not afflictions, there will not be awakening. In the opposite way, if there is
no awakening, how can we know that something is an affliction? That is
why we say “the afflictions are the awakening.” Someone who has many
afflictions and knows how to look deeply into them will arrive at
awakening.

The mental formations of living beings are the most fertile earth for us to
sow the flowers of the Buddhadharma. If there were no afflictions and no
suffering, how could there be earth to plant the flowers of liberation? The
sutra teaches that we should discover the Buddhadharma in the mental
formations of living beings.



“So when you (Mañjuśrī) ask me (Vimalakīrti) why I do not have
attendants, I want you to know that all kinds of māra and those who
hold wrong views are my attendants. Why? Because all the kinds of
māra delight in the realm of birth and death, and the realm of birth and
death is the environment for the bodhisattva. Those who hold wrong
views delight in wrong views, and the bodhisattva knows how to remain
unmoved by such views.”

Why do I not seek out the kind and holy monks and nuns to be my
attendants? Because they are not of any use to me. When Māra and the
holders of wrong views are my attendants, my mind becomes brighter and
more skillful every day. They are fertile earth made of a great deal of rotting
garbage that I can use to plant many beautiful flowers.

The various kinds of Māra and holders of wrong views are attached to
the cycle of saṃsāra. But the bodhisattva is one who by nature refuses
to abandon those who are caught in this cycle. Bodhisattvas stay in the
midst of birth and death in order to liberate others from birth and death.
That is why, thanks to having Māra as an attendant and living with
Māra, I have become a bodhisattva.

This is easy enough to say but it is not so easy to do. If we live with Māra
and we do not have the mind of love, we do not observe our precepts, and
we do not have insight, after a while we shall no longer be a bodhisattva,
we shall become Māra as well. That is why it is one hundred times more
difficult to be a lay bodhisattva than it is to be a monastic bodhisattva. In a
pool of mud it takes a lotus to stand out in relief. In a garden blooming with
flowers, we only have to be a bud in order to offer something beautiful to
life.

We can summarize this scene of the sutra under the following headings:

1. Vimalakīrti empties his house. It means that emptiness is the source
of being. True emptiness is the root of wonderful being.

2. The discussion on the principle of no-coming, no-going.

3. Seeing that illness and asking after illness are just a guise or
appearance.

4. The discussion on the principle that all things inter-are.



5. The discussion on the nature of emptiness, and the nonduality of
awakening and the afflictions.

6. Elucidation of the environment in which a bodhisattva acts. The
bodhisattva is a flower that can only spring up in places where
there is a great deal of garbage or suffering. If we look for a
bodhisattva in a place where there are virtually no afflictions, it
will be unlikely that we shall find a true bodhisattva.

Mañjuśrī bodhisattva asked: “Householder what kind of sickness do you
have?” This is asking about the nature of the sickness.

“My sickness has no form. It is signless. It is invisible. This sickness is
not connected to the body because the body does not have a visible sign. It
is not connected to the mind because the mind is like a magic show.” My
sickness is not of the body nor is it of the mind.

“Living beings fall sick because the four elements are not in harmony,
but my sickness is not like that. The reason for my sickness is because
living beings are sick, I am sick.”

Mañjuśrī asks: “If one bodhisattva wants to comfort another who is in ill-
health, what would be the correct way to comfort him?”

“The bodhisattva should say that the body is impermanent, but you
should not feel disgust with it because of that and develop aversion for
the body. You can say that the body suffers, but you do not encourage
the other to abandon this body in order to enter the peace of nirvāṇa.
You say that this body has no self, but you invite the other to go to
realms of suffering in order to bring living beings to the shore of
liberation.”

This means that the bodhisattva accepts the truth of impermanence but
does not reject the things that are impermanent. They accept that there is
suffering and do not run away from suffering. They accept the truth of no-
self but use their person to enter life and liberate living beings. They use the
conventional reality of self in the sense that there is a liberator and a
liberated being. The bodhisattva does not proclaim: “Since there is no self,
there is no need to liberate anyone from suffering.” If we explain no-self in



these terms we have not yet understood the reality of no-self. We have just
understood a theory.

“You should say that this body is empty and silent (��). (“Empty and
silent” here means free from all signs.) But do not say that you have to
leave the world in order to find the peace of nirvāṇa.”

“You should say that one should confess one’s past mistake, but should
not be caught in the idea of the past. You should remember the times
when you have been ill in order to have compassion with those who are
ill now.”

This means if we have never been sick ourself, we shall not see or
understand the suffering of someone who is sick. If we do not know how to
manage our own suffering, we shall never see that others are suffering, and
we shall not feel compassion for them and help them. Sickness is a
necessary means in our teaching and helping living beings. That is why
Vimalakīrti needed to appear to be sick. Therefore the sentence “this body is
impermanent, but you should not feel disgust with it because of that and
develop aversion for the body” describes the attitude of a bodhisattva.
Although they accept impermanence, they are not averse to a body that is
impermanent.

We remember towards the beginning of the sutra in the chapter on
Skillful Means, when Vimalakīrti appears to be sick and allows friends to
come and visit him, he encourages them: “You should feel disgust for this
body. Do not cling to it nor regret its impermanence. Remember to yearn to
become Buddha.” But here he says the opposite: “Do not feel disgust for
the body.”

By reading the sutra carefully we shall understand the reason for this
change in attitude. In the first instance he was teaching the Dharma to a
group of people who are infatuated with their bodies and their wishes were
for worldly comforts. All they wanted was to look after and pamper their
own impermanent bodies. That is why Vimalakīrti said: “Do not cling to
this body. Feel disgust for this body.” His aim was to help them give rise to
the mind of love and become bodhisattvas and discover the Buddha body.
In the second instance, he is talking to a great bodhisattva. He did not need
to encourage one who was already a bodhisattva to give up the attitude of a
small mind in order to enter the Mahāyāna.



In short, although the truth is that things are impermanent and nonself
and we can suffer because of this, we do not become passive and negative
and just seek personal comforts in order to ignore the suffering of living
beings. A bodhisattva should always give rise to diligence, vowing to be a
king of doctors to heal all beings. That is the essence of this section of the
sutra.

Mañjuśrī asked: “Householder, when a bodhisattva is sick, how should
they master their mind?”

Vimalakīrti replied: “A bodhisattva who is sick should consider this:
sickness comes from the afflictions (kleśa) and wrong perceptions that we
have accumulated in the past. The root of these afflictions and wrong
perceptions is the idea of a separate self.” The idea of a separate self means
the illusory idea about a self that is independent from all else and eternal.

This is also the view of Original Buddhism. Original Buddhism also
maintains: our afflictions and suffering come from wrong perceptions, and
those wrong perceptions are based in the idea of a separate self. We think
that only we suffer. We think that we suffer because of the people around
us. The truth is that one person’s suffering is everyone’s suffering. Suffering
does not belong to a separate self. If we heal suffering we have to do so by
understanding that there is no self. We heal ourselves, and others help us
heal. In the same way, they heal themselves and we have to help them heal.

All wrong perceptions come from the wrong perception about self, and
the method of healing has to come from our looking deeply into the nature
of all dharmas (dharmasaṃjña).*

According to Mainstream School’s Buddhism, there is no personal self,
but there are dharmas. There is no “I” but there are elements that make up
an “I.” “I” am made of elements that are not myself, so although there is no
“I,” there are elements that make up the “I.” This is the view of the
Sarvāstivāda school.

“The bodhisattva should reflect: the body is made of an assembly of
many dharmas, it is a process of birth and death. When it is born it is the
dharmas that are born. When it dies it is the dharmas that die.” So here
dharmasaṃjña means looking deeply into dharmas to help us uproot the
idea of a separate “me.”



The Mahāyāna holds a different view: dharmas, that is, the elements that
make up an illusory idea of a self, are also empty. Therefore, according to
the Mahāyāna, the personal self is empty and dharmas are also empty. That
is why when the bodhisattva is sick, they have to put an end to their wrong
perceptions of dharmas.

In the beginning, the bodhisattva uses the reflection on dharmas in order
to put an end to the idea of a personal self. But then, because they are
caught in a wrong idea of dharmas, they have to practice to let go of that
idea. The idea that dharmas are separate selves is upside down. Therefore
someone who is not caught in the idea of a personal self but is still caught
in the wrong idea of dharmas is still sick. The sickness must be cured from
the root by removing both ideas.

“The bodhisattva should reflect: In the body there is no self. If sickness
comes, it is because of attachment to self. Therefore one should not
wrongly give rise to attachment to self but should understand that this
attachment is the root of the sickness. Thus the bodhisattva should
remove all ideas of self by establishing themselves in the meditation on
dharmas: various dharmas have come together to form this body. When
it arises it is because the dharmas arise, and when it ceases it is
because the dharmas cease. They form a continuum without recognizing
each other. When they arise, they do not think, “I have arisen,” and
when they cease, they do not think, “I have ceased.” (After looking
deeply in this way) the sick bodhisattva needs to remove the idea of
dharmas. They tell themselves: ‘This idea of dharmas too is a form of
upside-down thinking, and upside-down thinking is a serious sickness. I
need to remove it.’”

How we can understand this section? Some practitioners are very afraid
of dharmas. They believe that because dharmas are impermanent and
without a self, they make me suffer, so I should distance myself and escape
from them. That place of escape is called nirvāṇa. In nirvāṇa dharmas are
not to be found. Form, sound, smell, taste, touch, and objects of mind are all
my enemies. They are the root of suffering and misery. If I want to be
liberated I have to find an escape from them.

Mahayanists do not agree with this. In the Ratnakūṭa Sutra there is an
example that makes this easy to understand: Someone picks up a stone and



throws it at a dog. The dog feels pain and anger and runs up to the stone,
barking in revenge. Out of ignorance the dog thinks that the cause of its
suffering is the stone, while in fact the cause is the person who threw the
stone. When we suffer it is the same. We suffer because of our wrong views
and ignorance. Therefore we always blame what we see, hear, smell, taste
or think about as the cause of our suffering.

The intelligent practice is to put an end to our wrong ideas and transform
our perceptions. It is not to hate things around us, saying that they are the
cause of our pain.

If while living with the sangha we suffer a great deal, we generally say
that our suffering is made by other members of the sangha. Actually the
sangha is not the real root of our suffering. The root of our suffering comes
from our way of looking, understanding, and interacting with the sangha.
The same is true when we live in society. Our suffering comes because we
have not understood the nature of society and we do not know how to
organize our own life in order to have peace, joy, and liberation. We hate
society and we seek refuge in the monastery. If while in the monastery we
continue to feel rancor towards society we shall not suffer any less for being
in the monastery. The monastery is a place for us to transform. It is not a
place to escape from society. A true monastery is a place that gives us an
opportunity and the ability to return to society, be able to live peacefully in
society, and contribute to its transformation.

According to the Mahāyāna, it is unthinkable that we shall be able to find
a nirvāṇa that is apart from the phenomenal world.

“How can the bodhisattvas remove the upside-down view of dharmas?”

“They have to practice letting go of the idea of a self and what belongs to
a self.” The way of practice starts again from the beginning. Self is “I” and
what belongs to self is “mine.”

In order to understand this section of the sutra more clearly and be able to
apply it in life more easily, we need to elaborate on “I” and “mine.”

The view of a separate self appears in different guises. The most common
guise is the idea that this body is me. This means the physical body, one of
five skandhas.



“This body is me” means I identify myself with this body. Being caught
in a self means to identify oneself with the five skandhas: body, feelings,
perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness: I am this body, I am this
feeling, I am this perception, I am this mental formation, I am this
consciousness. Identifying myself with one of the five skandhas or all of the
five skandhas is called “being caught in self.”

Apart from the physical body, there are four other skandhas: feelings,
perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness. Here we are only
talking about the physical body to represent all five skandhas.

The second way of being caught in a self is “this body is mine.” It is not
me but it belongs to me. This is called being caught in what belongs to self.
It means I am something different from the five skandhas and the five
skandhas are something different from me but they belong to me. When we
are caught in the idea “this body is me”, we are caught in the idea that we
are one of the skandhas. But when we are caught in “this body is mine,” we
see “I” and the skandhas as two separate entities and the skandhas as my
possessions: in the same way as we see “my house” as one of my
possessions.

The third way of being caught is “this body is in me” or “I am in this
body.” We think that there is an I or a soul and in this I or soul there is a
body. Or, we think that in this body there is an I or a soul. In this third
guise, we do not say “this body is me” or “this body is mine,” but that “in
me there is the body,” or “in the body there is me.” This wrong view, which
is called “the view of existing in each other” (���) is more subtle.

The fourth way of being caught is “the universe is myself; I am the
universe.” The universe is something enduring and eternal, so I am also
enduring and eternal. This is a way of being caught in self that is common
in Brahmanism and expounded in the Upaniṣads. It does not belong to
Buddhism. Nonetheless many Buddhists are caught in just this view and say
that it is a Buddhist principle.

Above we have just talked about the way of looking that is wrong and
how the teachings need to negate what is not true. There is also a positive
way of teaching. For example we teach that all things inter-are, all things
depend on each other. Generally Buddhist teachings help us see what is not
rather than what is. We can only realize what is true when we can see what



is not true. This is the method of Buddhism known as the “Via Negativa.”
We negate what is not true rather than state what is true.

By reminding ourselves of and removing what is not true, we come
closer to the truth. If we take as an example the durian fruit, how are we to
talk about the durian? Only by eating it can we really know what it is. If we
need to talk about durian, we can say it is not jackfruit, it is not mango, it is
not banana, and so on. The more we say about what it is not, the more the
other person’s wrong ideas about durian will diminish. As we remove the
things that are not durian, we slowly come to know durian better and we
come closer to the true nature of durian. Even if we have not experienced
directly that true nature, at least we know that it is not something we
already know about.

The way the Buddha taught is the Middle Way between extremes. The
Middle Way transcends the ideas of eternalism and of nihilism. Eternalism
means a thing is always like that, eternal and unchanging. Nihilism means
nothingness, nothing exists.

When we are caught in an idea of self, it is eternalism. Then Buddha tells
us not to be an eternalist so we become a nihilist. To be caught in nihilism is
worse than being caught in eternalism. It is as if, when someone says
jackfruit is not durian, mango is not durian, and so on, we say durian does
not exist. We say “Since durian is not something I already know, it does not
exist.” In fact durian does exist and we can only be in touch with durian by
eating it for ourselves. That is called realization.

So what is nirvāṇa, reality, emptiness, suchness? We can only answer
that they are not this, they are not that. We have to experience them for
ourselves. We have to penetrate their nature in order to be able to see and
understand them. Buddha removes what is not nirvāṇa, reality, emptiness,
in order to bring us nearer to their reality. We have to taste it for ourselves,
penetrate it for ourselves, experience it directly in order to wake up. There
is a sentence in the Dharmapada that reads: “Light up your own torch to
shine light on your path,” which means the same thing.

We have to leave behind the ideas of me and mine. We have to leave
behind the idea that there is something inside and something outside, that
the self is inside, and the nonself is outside. We feel that myself is my



feelings, my perceptions, my mental formations, and my consciousness, and
everything else is not myself.

We need to go deeper to see the nature of what is called samatā (���),
‘sameness.” Vimalakīrti says “What is sameness? It is the sameness of self
and nirvāṇa. Why? Because self and nirvana are both empty. Why are they
empty? Because they are both mere designation they are empty.”

What do we mean by the sameness of self, and what do we mean by the
sameness of nirvāṇa? When we say there is no self but there is nirvāṇa, we
lose sameness. Nirvāṇa is just an idea and self is also just another idea, so
the two are the same.

We should not say that the self does not exist but nirvāṇa does, because
nirvāṇa cannot be explained in terms of being or nonbeing. To say “nirvāṇa
is not” is wrong, but to say “nirvāṇa is” is also not correct. So how can we
experience nirvāṇa? We have to go into the idea of self and discover the
nature of self in order to see the nature of nirvāṇa.

Self is just an idea, but that idea is of the nature of no-self. It means that
our idea of a self is made up of elements that are not self. There has to be a
reason for us to be caught in a self. Grasping to self (ātmagraha) is like a
flower or a cloud; all are made possible because of elements other than
themselves. A dream is the same. Although there is no solid object there for
us to touch, it is still made up of everything that is not a dream. A dream
comes about because of physiological, psychological, and sociological
elements as well as from our unconscious yearnings and wrong perceptions.
If we go deeply into the substance of a dream, we shall also discover the
substance of the universe.

Why is there the idea of self? Because there are all the causes and
conditions that give rise to it. If we see the empty nature of self, we see the
substance of nirvāṇa. Therefore although in life we do not meet a tortoise
with fur or a hare with horns, they are ideas that have a basis. If we
meditate on the nature of a tortoise with fur, we can discover the nature of
the universe. It is the same for Father Christmas. How could he really exist?
Nevertheless we have an idea about Father Christmas. Father Christmas
arises from psychological and sociological elements, and the needs of
children and of adults. Looking into the idea of Father Christmas we can
see the basis of the universe. The idea of Father Christmas is like the idea of



a tortoise with fur or a hare with horns, or the Vietnamese Kitchen God.
Many cultures have figures equivalent to Father Christmas.

As soon as we open our mouths to say something we have already taken
a sword, which cuts it into two parts. For example when we say “table” we
have already made a distinction that this is the table and everything else is
not the table. In the same way, when we say nirvāṇa, we have already
recognized that there are things that are not nirvāṇa. Self is the same. “That
is why we talk of the sameness of self and nirvāṇa. They are both empty.
Because they are mere designation, they are empty.” Language is just words
we use to give things names, to point out something, it is not the reality of
the thing being pointed to.

All dharmas, whether a table, a flower, or nirvāṇa, are ideas of table,
flower, and nirvāṇa. All these ideas are like a trademark called appellation.
Appellations and ideas are methods used to point to dharmas. However,
appellations and ideas do not help us to touch the nature of dharmas. The
reason is that names and appellations cut reality into pieces, separate one
thing from another, remove the nature of sameness and equality of all
things.

It takes intelligence to be able to use appellations and ideas without being
caught in them. An intelligent person hears names and concepts but is not
caught in them. If both the one who is teaching the Dharma and the one
who is listening to the Dharma know how to use names and concepts, they
will have a very deep communication. If both of them are caught in names
and concepts, communication will become difficult and the teaching will
not achieve its purpose.

We use language to give phenomena names. The name goes along with
the idea of is and is not. Take the table for example: this word contains the
idea that there are things that are tables and things that are not tables. That
is why in the Tiantai school, truth is presented under three different
headings (sanguan, ��, “threefold contemplation”): empty, appellation, and
middle way. This teaching comes from the Mahāprajñāpāramitā-śāstra of
Nagarjuna, where there is the following gāthā:



All dharmas that arise from causes and conditions
I call them empty.
They can be called designations,
and they can be the middle way.

This gāthā means that Nagarjuna refers to dharmas arising from causes
and conditions as empty. Those dharmas can also be called mere
designations (appellation), where the designation is “table” or “flower,” etc.
Those dharmas are empty, but it does not mean that they are not there. They
are there in the form of ideas and names and we have to deal with them by
means of the names we give them. This method of dealing with things is
called “mere designation.” It means that when we use the word “table,”
table is a dharma (object of mind). The table exists but exists in the form of
a name. If we are intelligent we can relate the table with its nature of
emptiness.

Another name for emptiness is “Middle Way.” We can call all dharmas
“mere designation,” and we can also call them “Middle Way.” The Middle
Way takes pairs of opposites and realizes that they are extremes and they do
not describe reality. Being and nonbeing are two extremes, two opposites,
and there is a middle way, which is interbeing. When we talk on a
superficial level, dharmas can be called “nonbeing,” “being,” or “not
nonbeing,” and “not being.” But on a deeper level all dharmas are empty of
a separate self. It looks as if there are three aspects of a dharma, three ways
of talking about a dharma (emptiness, mere designation, and middle way).
In fact mere designation and middle way are contemplations that are doors
to emptiness. So really there is only one aspect, namely emptiness, which
includes the two others.

We cannot say that the Middle Way is being or nonbeing, is birth or
death, is coming or going, pure or impure. These are all words. Words or
language are what is meant by mere designation in the teaching on the
threefold contemplation of the Tiantai school. The seeds of that teaching
can be found in this section of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa on the emptiness of
language.

After the mention of the emptiness of language, we come to a mention of
the nonattainment of the object of perception.



“As long as there is grasping to the object of perception, there is
sickness…. How should we understand this object of perception that we
grasp to? We should understand that it cannot be attained. If there is no
attainment, there is no grasping. How can one end grasping? By
removing two wrong views. What are these views? The views of a
subject that is inside, and the object that is outside. If these two are
removed, there is no attainment.”

No attainment is talked of here as a method of practice. It means “no
inside” and “no outside.” It means we do not need to search for anything
outside of ourselves anymore. We do not need to attain anything anymore
since everything is already sufficient and everything is already available.
Nirvāṇa is already there. All objects of mind are dwelling in nirvāṇa. We
do not need to run after nirvāṇa anymore. It does not lie in time and is not
determined by space. Therefore the bodhisattva feels secure and at home in
the world of birth, old age, sickness, death, and the afflictions. That is
because the bodhisattva has realized that all dharmas dwell in nirvāṇa.

This section of the sutra continues: “In this way, the sick bodhisattvas
master their thinking in order to end the suffering of old age, sickness, and
death. That is the enlightenment (bodhi) of a bodhisattva.”

Birth, old age, sickness, and death are the world of awakening for the
bodhisattvas, because the nature of birth, old age, sickness and death are
enlightenment (bodhi) or nirvāṇa or awakening. Therefore the bodhisattva
can dwell peacefully in the world of birth, death, and the afflictions and still
be free and at ease.

The sutra continues on the subject of fetters and liberation. For the
bodhisattva it is a fetter to be infatuated by the taste of meditative
concentration (dhyāna).

There are practitioners who see liberation in terms of an escape from
birth and death for oneself alone. But what is meant by the liberation of a
bodhisattva? What is meant by fetters, and what is meant by liberation? If
we crave the peace and silence of sitting meditation and make sitting
meditation a hiding place because we are afraid of the life of the world, we
are still caught in fetters. We are not liberated, nor are we yet an authentic
bodhisattva. These words are a way of denouncing certain arhats or those



who are practicing to become arhats and are looking for peace and quiet for
themselves alone.

A liberated bodhisattva has recourse to skillful means. This means that a
liberated bodhisattva has the capacity and the means to help living beings
be liberated. If not, then that person is caught in fetters and is not someone
who has been liberated. Therefore this idea is completely contrary to the
idea of those who look for the quiescence of nirvāṇa.

“What is meant by saying that wisdom without skillful means is a fetter?
It means that with the mind full of pity and concern, a bodhisattva
adorns themselves and a Buddha land, leads numerous living beings
there, and ripens them with the practice of emptiness, signlessness, and
aimlessness. If they use wisdom not shaped by skillful means to liberate
these beings, it is a fetter.

This is a translation of Kumārajīva. In the translation of Xuanzang the
meaning of this section may be clearer. We can paraphrase Xuanzang’s
translation as follows:

If a bodhisattva knows how to adorn a Pure Land and within that Pure
Land knows how to help and establish living beings on the path of
liberation, that bodhisattva is liberated. If a bodhisattva does not know
how to adorn themselves and their environment and does not know how
to use skillful means to help living beings, they are caught in fetters.

A bodhisattva should know how to make life beautiful. If you say: “The
practice of Buddhism does not need beauty, the Buddhist center does not
need a flower garden, the floors do not need to be swept; in my practice I
can eat in a way that is not beautiful, sleep in a way that is not beautiful;
this life is just a temporary affair while there is another kind of life that will
last forever and that is what I need,” that is fetter. An authentic bodhisattva
knows that part of the practice is making the practice center a place that has
an ambience of purity and beauty. The bodhisattva will plant flowers and
take care of the plants, making the people who come to practice happy.
Such is a bodhisattva who adorns a Pure Land and is liberated.

In the next section, the practice of offering up the merit is mentioned:



When the bodhisattva removes wrong views and the afflictions, they
offer up these roots of goodness which they have cultivated to the
highest right enlightenment. If we long for anything less we are a
bodhisattva still caught in fetters.

Everything we do today, whether it is walking meditation, sitting
meditation, mastering our afflictions, or cultivating a field of merit, if we do
not offer them up for the highest and equal awakening, we are not liberated.
We have to offer it up for all living beings, which means we have the deep
aspiration for all living beings and ourselves to realize the highest fruit of
enlightenment. That is what helps us to be a liberated bodhisattva.

All the merit I have accomplished,
all the merit I accomplish in time to come,
I offer up for all living beings everywhere,
so that we can all realize the fruit of Buddhahood.*

Such is the vow of the liberated bodhisattva. If you say “Today I have
accomplished a certain amount of merit, I wish it to go towards my being
able to dwell peacefully in the Pure Land of Amitabha or the nirvāṇa of
peace and quiet,” then you are not yet a liberated bodhisattva.

If we read on we shall see what is meant by contemplation of the body.
Contemplation of the body is a classical method of Buddhist meditation that
is also called “Contemplation of the body in the body.” Here contemplating
the body is described as follows:

The land where bodhisattvas practice the establishments of mindfulness
without seeking to remove the body, feelings, mind, and objects of mind,
is the Buddha land of a bodhisattva.

We have to contemplate that the body is impermanent, painful, empty,
and nonself. However, although the body is impermanent, painful, and
nonself, we do not feel disgusted with the body and think that we should
like to abandon it. Nor do we want to abandon its impermanence, nonself,
pain, and emptiness. That is authentic liberation. Although the body is sick,
we are not disgusted by it and we do not run away from it into the world of
cessation (nirodha), that is real liberation, that is the true understanding of



skillful means. Skillful means is the ability to make use of impermanence,
pain, emptiness, nonself, sickness, and so on in order to make them a path
of awakening.

All the sections of the sutra that follow are on the subject of the Middle
Way. To be in the world of birth and death and not to be made impure by it
is the Middle Way. To dwell in nirvāṇa but not to withdraw into the world
of cessation is the practice of the bodhisattva. Nirvāṇa is here in the world
of birth and death. We can dwell peacefully here and not need to run away
to another realm.

If we continue to read to the end of this chapter, we shall see another path
of practice. It is the Middle Way that is called the way of “non-
indifference.” Non-indifference means not abandoning this life in order to
find peace and quiet for ourselves. For example:

To practice the four limitless minds without the desire to be reborn in
the world of brahma is the practice of the bodhisattva. To practice the
dhyānas, the meditative attainments, liberation, and the various
samadhis, but not in order to be reborn in the form and formless realms
is the practice of the bodhisattva. While following the Noble Eightfold
Path, to still enjoy the innumerable paths of highest awakening is the
practice of the bodhisattva. While cultivating stopping (śamatha) and
looking deeply (vipaśyanā) and not falling into absolute quiescence,
that is the practice of the bodhisattva. While manifesting as a śrāvaka
or pratyekabuddha and not abandoning the Dharma of the highest
awakening, that is the path of the bodhisattva. While dwelling in the
absolutely pure nature of dharmas but continuing to manifest according
to conditions in the world of saṃsāra, that is the practice of the
bodhisattva.”



Chapter 6: The Inconceivable Liberation
The inconceivable is what we cannot imagine, cannot conceive, cannot
explain or describe. In this chapter, what is inconceivable is liberation. In
Sanskrit it is acintya vimokṣa, “the inconceivable liberation.” These are
skillful methods used to liberate living beings from their suffering, and it is
difficult to imagine or conceive of them.

In this chapter, as in the following one, Śāriputra is used as the figure
who represents the śrāvaka vehicle. Śāriputra was a high monk. He was
enlightened and was one of the most intelligent of the Buddha’s disciples.
He was the eldest brother of all the monks. He was not shaken by praise or
mockery. In this sutra Śāriputra is put forward as the representative of the
śrāvaka (hearer disciple) vehicle and compared unfavorably with the
representative of the bodhisattva vehicle, with the intention to prove that the
śrāvaka vehicle is inferior to the bodhisattva vehicle. We who are reading
the sutra and who already know about Śāriputra and his huge contribution
to the sangha of Buddha Śākyamuni, cannot help but feel that the Śāriputra
presented here has nothing to do with the Śāriputra we know about.

If we look deeper we see that the sutra is just making use of Śāriputra in
order to make a comparison between two different emphases in Buddhist
practice. The aim is not to scorn the practice of Śāriputra as being lowly and
mean. We, the monastic and lay heirs of Śāriputra, should not allow this use
of Śāriputra to hurt our pride.

At the beginning of the chapter, Śāriputra is portrayed as observing that
although so many bodhisattvas, śrāvakas, and gods have come to visit
Vimalakīrti, the house still seems empty so there is no reason to have to
stand, why not bring in chairs to sit on.

At that time Śāriputra thought to himself: “There is not even a chair in
this house. So where are these bodhisattvas and hearer disciples going
to sit?”

Vimalakīrti is able to read the mind of Śāriputra and says: “Venerable
monk, did you come here to sit down or to seek the Dharma?”



Śāriputra replied: “Naturally, I came to seek the Dharma.” This was a
very kind reply.

Vimalakīrti said: “What is meant by seeking the Dharma?”

Taking that as his starting point, he gave a Dharma talk on seeking the
Dharma. He said: “We should not use the five skandhas to seek the
Dharma.”

On reading this we may well think: What other than our body, feelings,
perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness can we possibly use to
seek the Dharma?

Vimalakīrti continues:

“One who seeks the Dharma does not seek it through clinging to the
Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. They do not seek the Dharma by
recognizing suffering, removing its origin, realizing its end, and
practicing the path. Why? Because the True Dharma is free from
theorizing and cannot be expressed in words. To repeat: ‘suffering must
be recognized, its origin has to be destroyed, its end has to be realized,
the path has to be practiced,’ is theorizing. It is not the Dharma.

“Therefore Śāriputra, if you are looking for the Dharma, you should not
be looking for anything.”

This means when someone comes to the Dharma, without an idea about
the Dharma, then they are truly seeking the Dharma.

Earlier we heard Mañjuśrī say: “Because I have not arrived I have
arrived. Because I have not departed I have departed.” This kind of
speaking is only effective for those who are on the same frequency or the
same level as Vimalakīrti. It is not conventional language. Here the
meaning is: as long as we still want to abandon something in order to seek
something else in its place, for example we want to abandon the world of
defilements and replace it with the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, that is not
the attitude of an authentic seeker of the Dharma. In that kind of seeking
there is still a state of discrimination, a rejection of compost and a longing
for flowers, because we are ignorant of the fact that only out of compost can
we have flowers.



There is nothing very different in this way of reasoning from what we
read in the last chapter. If we are seeking the Dharma and we want to leave
suffering behind and chase after what we call “not suffering” (“Dharma
happiness”), that is not the attitude of nonduality, and not the highest way of
seeking the Dharma.

Vimalakīrti added: “The Dharma has no goal of activity. If one actively
pursues the Dharma, one is pursuing a goal and this is not seeking the
Dharma.”

It is not because we are always active or because we try so hard that we
have the Dharma. The Dharma is always there in its true nature. It is not
because we make a great effort in the practice that the Dharma increases. In
its true nature the Dharma is already sufficient within us.

“The Dharma cannot be grasped or let go of.” We cannot hold tightly on
to the Dharma nor can we throw it away.

“The Dharma does not have a place of abode.” It means that the Dharma
does not have a location in space or in time. It does not have an outer
appearance.

“The Dharma is unconditioned.” This means the Dharma is not brought
about by causes and conditions. It cannot be produced.

All phenomena, like flowers, books, etc. are conditioned (saṃskṛta). It
means that they only come about due to the coming together of many
causes and conditions. The true Dharma is not created by the coming
together of causes and conditions. It is always available. We just need to
practice in order to be in touch with it. That is why it is called the
unconditioned Dharma. The person who seeks the Dharma at the highest
level should do so with the mind of nonduality and nonattainment.

There is a special characteristic of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. Sometimes it
talks in phenomenological terms, sometimes in ontological terms. The drum
is playing one melody and the trumpet another. If we are not attentive, it
will seem that the sutra is not talking sense. At one moment it talks in terms
of the wave and at another in terms of the ocean water. This going back and
forth between the ultimate and historical dimensions does not help us to see
the connection between the two. From the start to the finish, the sutra seems
to be in two different languages or on two different frequencies.



If we examine this we may also see that this is a method that can keep us
awake. If we only see waves and never see the water, our life is wasted. The
language of the sutra seems to contradict itself. However, it is an
opportunity for the reader to stop looking at reality in terms of
phenomenological language and to begin to speak and look in terms of the
ontological. If you are a wave and all you know about yourself is that you
are a wave, you miss the very important point that as well as being a wave
you are the water. Only when you know that you are water, will you
transcend ups and downs, coming and going, great and small, success and
failure. The reader, however, can feel uncomfortable when at one moment
the sutra is talking about the outer form of things and at another about the
ontological nature of things. If we are able to read with a mind that is more
inclusive and more understanding we shall be able see the wonderful depth
of the sutra.

Vimalakīrti first gave Śāriputra a teaching on how to seek the Dharma,
implying that Śāriputra’s attitude in seeking the Dharma was immature and
not part of the Great Vehicle. In this Dharma talk he wanted to show
everyone that bringing beings to the other shore is something that cannot be
conceived of by ideas or described in words.

Then he turned to Mañjuśrī and asked: “Mañjuśrī you have been to all
the universes. You have visited innumerable places. In what Buddha land
have you seen the most lion seats?”

Mañjuśrī replied: “There is a world called Merudhvajā. In that world
there is a Buddha by the name of Merupradīparāja who is manifesting now.
His body is of enormous dimension. The living beings in that world are also
very large and the lion seats in that realm are the most beautiful and
comfortable you could find in all the universes.”

When Vimalakīrti heard this he used his miraculous powers. As a result
of this, the Buddha Merupradīparāja transported to the sahā* world and
brought into the tiny hut of Vimalakīrti thirty-two thousand enormous lion
seats, so that the whole assembly would have a place to sit. If you were to
use your fleshly eyes to count you would see thirty-two thousand guests in
Vimalakīrti’s hut that day.

“For the room was broad and spacious enough to hold all these thirty-
two thousand lion seats without being crowded in the slightest. The



cities of Vaiśalī and Jambudvipa and the other of the four continents
seemed in no way cramped but all appeared just as usual.”

This section has clearly been influenced by the teaching of the
Avataṃsaka Sutra, that the one is in the all and the all lies in the one. The
infinitely small can contain the infinitely large. For example, a mustard seed
can contain the sun, the moon, and the four great oceans.

In response to the invitation of Vimalakīrti all the great bodhisattvas
mahāsattvas sat on the lion seats. However those who had only recently
become bodhisattvas and the hearer disciples, including the Venerable
Śāriputra were unable to climb onto the seats. The seats were very high and
their bodies were too short. Imagine that you were tiny children two or
three years old and the bodhisattvas were adults forty or fifty years old who
had no difficulty in sitting on a chair, but you have to try clambering up and
every time you fail to arrive on the seat. Clearly the sutra is insulting the
Venerable Śāriputra and all the hearer disciples. They are not of a stature to
sit and dialogue with the bodhisattvas. Although Vimalakīrti knew that, he
still drew people’s attention to it by saying,

“Venerable Śāriputra, please be seated on the lion seat.”

The venerable monk replied: “Layman, this seat is far too high. We are
not able to climb on to it.” Thus the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa insults
Śāriputra.

Then Vimalakīrti said: “Venerable monk you should prostrate before the
Tathāgata Merupradīparāja and then you will be able to sit on the
seats.”

All the hearer disciples who were present that day joined their palms and
recited Namo Merupradīparāja Buddhaya and immediately their bodies
increased in stature and they were able to sit on the lion seats without any
difficulty.

At that point Vimalakīrti started to talk about the wonderful
inconceivable ways that were aimed at liberating living beings, which are
called acintya vimokṣa (inconceivable liberation). He said:

“Śāriputra, when bodhisattvas dwell in this liberation, they can take
something as tall and broad as Mount Meru and put it inside a mustard



seed without enlarging one or shrinking the other, and Mount Meru will
still have its original shape. They would be able to take all the waters of
the four great oceans and place them within one pore of the skin. In
doing this they would not cause the creatures of the deep to feel
disturbed or lacking in space.

“Venerable Śāriputra, bodhisattvas who dwell in the inconceivable
ways of liberation can hold the trichiliocosm in their hand as quickly as
a potter places a lump of clay on the potter’s wheel without any of the
beings in the trichiliocosm knowing about it. What is more, Śāriputra, if
there are living beings who need a long period of time in order to be
liberated, the bodhisattvas can make seven days into a kalpa and the
living beings will feel that they have lived for a kalpa.”

If beings want a long time, the bodhisattvas can give them a long time
and turn seven days into a kalpa so that those living beings will see that
they have practiced for a long time and they will be able to realize
enlightenment. Those living beings lack self-confidence and think that in
order to succeed in the practice they need a long time.

“Or if there are beings who do not want to live in this world for a long
time and they are qualified to enter enlightenment, the bodhisattvas can
squeeze a kalpa into seven days so that to those beings it seems like only
seven days.”

If there are living beings who do not want to practice a long time, they
want their practice to ripen quickly and they think that in a very short time
they can be enlightened, the bodhisattvas can shorten one kalpa into seven
days for those people to practice.

There is nothing new in this. In the concluding paragraph of the
Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta, the Buddha teaches: “A bhikṣu who practices the four
establishments of mindfulness for seven years can arrive at liberation.” The
Buddha also saw that people would suffer if they felt the time would last
too long, and therefore he said: “If the bhikṣu practices the four
establishments of mindfulness for seven months, then he could also reach
liberation.” Then the Buddha added: “If someone practices the four
establishments of mindfulness for one month, they could also reach
liberation.” The compassion of the Buddha goes as far as this. Then the



Buddha continued: “If anyone practices the four establishments for two
weeks, they can also be liberated”.

If we read this section of the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta in the spirit of the
Mahāyāna, we shall understand the great compassionate mind of the
bodhisattvas. In the later history of Buddhism terms such as “sudden
enlightenment” were used. The kind of people who have very wide minds
reach enlightenment as soon as they hear deep teachings and these people
are called “sudden enlightenment bodhisattvas.” Those who listen to less
deep teachings have a correspondingly lesser realization, but over time they
come to realize the deep teachings. They are called “gradual enlightenment
bodhisattvas.”

As far as the ultimate reality is concerned, we are already enlightened.
There is nothing we need to yearn for. We only need to wake up and see
that we have all that we need. The concept of nonattainment is the idea that
we do not need to go looking for enlightenment somewhere else. Sudden
enlightenment means we do not need to build up merit bit by bit in order to
be liberated. Everything needed for liberation is available in our true nature.
This is what is taught in the Vimalakīrtnirdeśa and other sutras like it.

In the following section the sutra speaks of wind and fire.

“Śāriputra, the bodhisattvas who dwell in the inconceivable liberation
can suck into their mouths all the winds from the ten directions without
doing any harm to themselves or breaking down any trees. Or, when the
worlds in the ten directions come to the end of a kalpa and everything is
destroyed by fire, they can take all those fires and hold them in their
belly. Though the fires go on burning as before, they suffer no harm.”

This morning as I practiced walking meditation in the cold morning air, I
could see myself breathing out clouds. That is a miracle! A steamy breath
of water vapor does not have to be large to be called a cloud. As far as
human beings are concerned a cloud should be large but as far as bacteria in
the air are concerned the water vapor that we breathe out is a cloud. Great
or small is just an idea in our mind.

In a poem I wrote, there is the line “In a breath, I breathe out ten
thousand galaxies”. This is very true because when we breathe out, every
atom in our breath is a galaxy. Every atom has a nucleus and around it are



the electrons that are circulating at a speed of three hundred thousand
kilometers a second. From the point of view of nuclear physics, every atom
is a galaxy. As far as the universe is concerned the planet Earth is like a
speck of dust. As far as the Avataṃsaka Sutra sees it, every time we exhale,
in our out-breath is a Milky Way and every drop of vapor in it is a star.

Although we are living a miracle at every moment, we keep looking for
miracles somewhere else. The fact that we are still alive today, can open our
eyes and see the blue sky, can place our feet on the oak leaves that have just
fallen, listen to the early morning song of the breeze in the forest leaves, is a
miracle! If we do not live with mindfulness we live as someone unable to
see, hear, or be aware of what is there. When we live in mindfulness we
receive everything that is wonderful in this present moment and the miracle
is happening at every moment.

This morning the sound of the red autumn leaves on the tree as they
danced in the wind was wonderful, like the rain falling. Every oak leaf
contains the trichiliocosm. Even so, we tread on the leaf without knowing it.
The universe and life itself belong to people who are awake. If you are not
awake you cannot receive any of the wonders of the universe. The French
have a saying: “Le monde apartient à ceux qui l’écoutent.” The world
belongs to those who listen to it.

If we can live for twenty-four hours, being in touch with the universe
with our eyes, ears, body, mind, and mindfulness, our life will not have
been wasted. We only need one day to taste the Pure Land in this very life.

Please do not live your life as something transient and passing with no
true meaning. Even if you know you only have two or three days to live, do
not see today as having no lasting import. A day is an eternity. A day is an
eon and we should live our twenty-four hours deeply. Stop living your days
just to have them over and done with. Make your Pure Land real right here
and now.

“Śāriputra, bodhisattvas who dwell in the inconceivable liberation can
use their miraculous power to appear as a Buddha, a pratyekabuddha,
a hearer disciple, the god Indra, a Brahma king, a Wheel-turning King
in order to help beings to the shore of liberation.”



A bodhisattva can appear as a Buddha, because bodhisattva means a
being who awakens themselves and others. If you know how to use your
conscious breathing in order to be awake, you can play the role of Buddha.
When we are awake, whether we are hugging a child or drinking a cup of
tea, we are playing the role of Buddha to help people be liberated. This is
something we can do. This is a miracle we can realize. If we do not do it, it
is because we do not want to or because we have the complex we cannot.

All sounds, whether great or small in all the ten directions—like the
fallen leaves, the song of the birds, the acorns cracking as they break under
our footsteps—are all describing the Buddhadharma to us. They are reciting
the Lotus Sutra, the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, the Prajñāpāramitā. They are
teaching impermanence, no-self, and nirvāṇa. They are the radio stations of
suchness. If we do not turn on our radio set we shall not be able to hear
these Dharma talks.

This is made clear by the Sukhāvatīvyūha Sutra. Whenever the wind
blows through the rows of trees in the Land of Great Happiness, they give
rise to a wonderful sound and if you listen to it, you hear the Dharma being
taught. The truth is we do not need to go to a world that lies far away to the
west in order to hear these sounds. We only need to stay in our world with
mindfulness and all that we hear in the wind blowing and the birds singing
becomes a teaching of the Dharma.

“Every flower bud, every pebble, every leaf is chanting the Lotus Sutra.”
That is one of the lines in the poem “Calling.”* It is wonderful and it
depends on us whether we see it or not.

After Vimalakīrti has finished talking about the inconceivable liberation,
Venerable Kāśyapa, who was the monk to convene the sangha after the
Buddha passed into nirvāṇa, said to Śāriputra:

“It is like someone displaying painted images before a blind man who
cannot see them. In the same way, when we hearer disciples hear this
doctrine of the inconceivable liberation we are all incapable of
understanding it. If wise people hear it there will be none who do not set
their minds on attaining the highest enlightenment. But what of us who
are forever cut off at the root, who with regards to these Mahāyāna
teachings are like rotten seeds?”



Here the hearer disciples are depicted as making a confession. Kāśyapa
says that he has followed a minor teaching and has not known the Great
Vehicle, which is of such great significance. “We are just rotten seeds that
are of no benefit to the world.”

In this section Vimalakīrti is not playing the role of the one who forces
the hearer disciples to admit their mistake of following the little vehicle.
They are portrayed as admitting their mistake of themselves. Maybe out of
compassion the ancestral teachers who compiled this sutra used very sharp
words in their way of presenting the disciples of the Buddha. Later on in the
sutra we see sentences that are much more condemning: “As far as profane
people are concerned, they still need to be born and die and travel in
saṃsāra. Still they can hope for liberation. As far as hearer disciples are
concerned there is no such hope.” It means that profane people are profane
in the present moment but in the future they will be able to encounter the
right teachings of the Mahāyāna and thereby have the chance to become
bodhisattvas. All hearer disciples can hope for is their personal liberation so
that they can enter the great nothingness and extinction of all desire. That is
why they are like rotten seeds. They are not good for anything. Therefore
Vimalakīrti prefers profane people to the hearer disciples like the venerable
Śāriputra and Mahāmaudgālyayana.

This section means that if you practice, you should practice according to
the Mahāyāna. Either practice to become a bodhisattva or do not practice at
all. Wait until you encounter the Mahāyāna before you practice. Do not
practice the half measures of the minor teachings allowing yourself to
become a rotten seed, which in time to come will not be able to grow into a
mighty tree.

In the next section after Venerable Kāśyapa confesses his weakness,
Vimalakīrti gives a teaching about the role of those who make our lives
difficult:

“Venerable Kāśyapa, you should know that the māras who try to destroy
the buddhas and all the great works of awakening performed by the
bodhisattvas, are themselves manifestations of bodhisattvas. If there
were no māras, if there were not difficulties, if there were not challenges
then no-one would be able to accomplish the great work of awakening,
which is to take all beings to the shore of liberation.”



People who make us suffer or make our life difficult are those who help
us in our practice and training most of all. Devadatta* for example, is a
great bodhisattva. We should not look at the inconceivable liberation with a
restricted vision. We have to see that all these obstacles on our path are just
the manifestations of great bodhisattvas who want to help us make progress
on our path of practice so that we can fully realize our great aspiration.



Chapter 7: Meditation on Living Beings
At the beginning of this chapter, Mañjuśrī asks Vimalakīrti: “How do you
look at living beings?”

Vimalakīrti replied:

“As magicians look on the beings they conjure up, so the bodhisattva
looks on living beings. As the wise view the moon in water or a face or
form seen in a mirror, as a mirage in the dry season, as the echo that
follows the cry, as clouds in the sky, as foam on the water, bubbles on
the water, as a thing no firmer than the trunk of the banana tree, lasting
no longer than a flash of lightning, thus does the bodhisattva regard
living beings.” When we look at living beings we should see them like
that in order not to be caught in our perceptions about them.

Mañjuśrī asked: “If bodhisattvas look on beings in this way, how can they
treat them with loving kindness?”

“They treat them with a loving kindness that is undualistic; for internal
and external have no place in it.”

“What do you mean when you speak of compassion?”

Vimalakīrti replied: “I mean that whatever benefits the bodhisattvas
gain, they share them with all other living beings.

Mañjuśrī: “What do you mean by joy?”

Vimalakīrti: “Any way the bodhisattvas can aid or enrich others they
view as a benefit for others and never feel regret (about having helped
others).”

Mañjuśrī: “What do you mean by equanimity?”

Vimalakīrti: “Whatever blessings or fortunes the bodhisattvas bestow,
they expect nothing in return.”

Equanimity is the ability to let go. It is the ability to act without needing
anyone to know that we are acting, to be worthy of the gratitude of others
but not expecting anyone to show gratitude. We do not need our name to be
on the list of donors. Joy is the joy of our practice that fills our heart to the



brim as well as the hearts of living beings. It allows all regret and all guilt
from the past to disappear. Compassion and loving kindness are practices
that alleviate suffering and bring happiness to living beings. They have to
be practiced in the spirit of joy and equanimity.

Mañjuśrī asked: “If bodhisattvas fear the cycle of birth and death, what
should they rely on?” This is the same as the question that Subhūti asks in
the Vajracchedikā Sutra: “When the bodhisattvas give rise to the mind of
love, what should they rely on?” In the sutra the Buddha answered: “They
should not rely on anything whether it be form, sound, smell, taste, touch,
or object of mind.”

Here Vimalakīrti replies: “Bodhisattvas fearing the cycle of birth and
death should rely on the power of the Tathāgatha’s great heart.” It means
that all our actions should be based on the one motivation: to liberate beings
from their suffering. Only with such an aspiration do we not become rotten
seeds. Without that aspiration whatever we do we shall become a rotten
seed. That aspiration is called “bodhicitta,” the mind of love.

Mañjuśrī: “If they hope to rely on the power of the Tathāgatha’s great
heart, what should they do?”

Vimalakīrti: “If they hope to rely on the power of the Tathāgatha’s great
heart, they should dedicate themselves to the vow to save and liberate all
beings.”

Mañjuśrī: “If they hope to save living beings, what must they free beings
from?”

Vimalakīrti: “If they hope to save living beings, they must free them from
the afflictions.”

Mañjuśrī: “If they hope to free them from the afflictions, how should they
proceed?”

Vimalakīrti: “They should proceed by the method of Right Mindfulness.”

Mañjuśrī: “How does one proceed by the method of Right Mindfulness?”

Vimalakīrti: “One proceeds on the basis of no birth and no death.”

Mañjuśrī: “What is the root of desire and greed?”



Vimalakīrti: “False constructions of the mind are the root
(abhūtaparikalpa).”

This sentence is orthodox Buddhism. False constructions of the mind are
our ignorance and our wrong perceptions. These are the root of craving.
Because we cannot see the nature of things clearly, we run after them and
become infatuated with them. Because we do not know how to look deeply,
we do not know how to use the microscope of meditation, we have an
internal formation of attraction and attachment.

Mañjuśrī: “What is the root of false constructions of the mind?”

Vimalakīrti: “Upside-down thinking (viparyasa) is the root.” In other
words, it is wrong perception. Viparyasa means “upside-down” (��). We do
not see things as they are.

Mañjuśrī: “What is the root of upside-down thinking?”

Vimalakīrti: “No standpoint (apratiṣṭhāna) is the root of upside-down
thinking.”

Mañjuśrī: “What is the root of having no standpoint?”

Vimalakīrti: “What has no standpoint cannot have roots.” Master
Xuanzang’s translation is clearer: “Your question does not make sense. How
can no standpoint have a base since no standpoint means there is no object
in which to abide. Clearly no standpoint cannot have a base so how can you
ask such a question?”

At this point Vimalakīrti says: “Mañjuśrī, it is from the root of no
standpoint that all dharmas take their stand.” Authentic bodhisattvas
practice everything and put into effect all great undertakings, but all this
rests on one thing—the no standpoint, which means they are not caught in
anything.

At this juncture there is a change of scene. A goddess appears. Where the
goddess came from we are not told. We have already been told that
Vimalakīrti has no attendants. He was able to change his hut into a place
devoid of any furniture by magic. Now a goddess appears. Where could she
have come from? Did he borrow one of Māra’s goddesses? This however is
not an ordinary goddess because she is able to answer the questions of
Kāśyapa and Śāriputra very eloquently.



At that time a goddess appeared in Vimalakīrti’s room and, seeing these
great beings who were teaching the Dharma, she made herself visible.
She scattered flowers that fell on to the bodies of the bodhisattvas and
the senior disciples of the Buddha as a sign of welcome. When the
flowers fell on the bodhisattvas they fell to the ground. But when they
touched the hearer disciples they did not fall but clung fast to their
robes. When the senior disciples of the Buddha saw that the flowers had
not fallen they used their hands to brush them off, but the flowers
refused to fall and clung obstinately to their robes.

Seeing this the goddess asked Śāriputra: “Why do you need to brush off
the flowers?”

‘These flowers are not in accord with the Buddha’s teachings. As a
monk I do not adorn myself with flowers, and that is why I am brushing
them off.”

“Venerable monk, do not say that these flowers are not in accord with
the Dharma. These flowers do not discriminate. It is you who
discriminates. Because your mind discriminates between what is the
Dharma and what is not the Dharma, the flowers attach themselves to
you. If someone who has left the household life makes such distinctions,
that is not in accord with the Dharma. One must be without
discrimination to be in accord with the Dharma. Look at the
bodhisattvas—the flowers do not stick to them because they have
already cut off all discriminating thoughts.”

This means that authentic lay bodhisattvas can wear a pearl necklace or a
fancy garment, oil their body and hair with fragrant oils, and doing these
will not do any harm to them as bodhisattvas. There are people who do not
wear jewelry or smart clothes, do not style their hair, but in their minds they
have so many prejudices. The degree of liberation that they have could be
very small compared with the lay bodhisattvas who adorn themselves. It is
like a man looking at a beautiful woman with a very pure mind. It does no
harm whatsoever to look in that way. Someone else might not dare to look
and every time he sees a woman he looks down at the ground. That person
is still caught in attachment. The flowers did not attach themselves to the
bodhisattvas because they had ended the discriminatory way of looking at
things. The monks, though they were senior disciples of the Buddha, were



still afraid of birth, death, form, sound, smell, taste, and touch, and that is
why they were limited by birth, death, form, etc. Someone who has left
behind all fear and discrimination cannot be affected by the five sense
pleasures. Similarly if you are afraid of the food tasting good, good food is
still an obstacle for you. On the other hand, if you are not afraid of good-
tasting food, then whether it tastes good or not, it will not be an obstacle.

These points have been made many times in this book. Before we had the
story of the man throwing a stone at the dog. The root of the dog’s pain was
not the stone but the man who threw it. The root of our suffering is not our
five skandhas, not the flowers that fall on to our robes. The root is our mind
being attached.

Śāriputra was surprised at seeing the goddess: “Have you been here a
long time?” It means that Śāriputra knew the goddess had not just arrived.

“The time that I have been in this house is as long as the length of time
you have been liberated.”

In the version of Master Xuanzang, it says: “Goddess, have you been in
this house for a long time?”

The goddess: “Has the elder Śāriputra been in liberation for a long
time?”

This means something like, the liberation in which Śāriputra dwells has
no beginning and no end. This question of the goddess means: can the
essence of Śāriputra’s liberation be calculated in terms of time? Is it
possible to say that his liberation has been there for five, ten, or a hundred
years? At that point, Śāriputra was silent and could not reply.

The goddess said: “Venerable monk, you have great wisdom, why are you
silent”?

She meant: “You are the most intelligent among the senior disciples of the
Buddha so why are you silent when I ask you this question?”

In the translation by Xuanzang this section reads: “The Venerable is a
great disciple of great wisdom and eloquence. Why does he not reply to this
simple question?”

At that point the Venerable Śāriputra says: “How can liberation be
described in words? How can I respond to your question in these terms?”



Śāriputra is using the language that the Buddha used. As far as nirvāṇa and
liberation are concerned, words cannot be used to describe them.
Conditioned dharmas can be talked about. Unconditioned dharmas cannot
be described in terms of language.

The goddess said, “Venerable monk, language and words are all marks
of liberation. Why? Because liberation is not internal, not external, and not
both internal and external. Words likewise are not internal, not external,
and not both internal and external. Therefore Śāriputra you can speak of
liberation without doing away with words. Why? Because all dharmas are
marked by liberation.” It is because we are caught in them that language
and words harm us. If our mind has truly penetrated the matter, we can use
language and words freely without being restricted by them. This means we
can talk as long as we are not caught in words and language.

Śāriputra asked: “Doesn’t liberation mean putting aside craving, anger,
and ignorance?” In other words can craving, anger, and ignorance also be
liberation? This question is meant to show us that the character of Śāriputra
in the drama has not got the message. The goddess already said that all
dharmas are liberation, and naturally all dharmas include craving, anger,
and ignorance. Nevertheless Śāriputra’s view in this sutra is still dualistic:
liberation is one thing, and craving, anger, and delusion are something else.
He still sees flowers as flowers and garbage as garbage and has not seen
that flowers are only possible because of garbage. The sutra repeats this
idea many times.

The goddess said: “The Buddha, when addressing people who are proud,
asserts that one must put aside craving, anger, and ignorance in order to
attain liberation. For those who are not proud, the Buddha asserts that the
nature of craving, anger, and ignorance is liberation itself.” It means we
can find liberation within craving, anger, and ignorance. If there is no
craving, anger, and ignorance, how can we attain liberation? Liberation has
to be liberation from something.

The Venerable Śāriputra said: “Excellent! Excellent! What have you
practiced, what have you attained to give you this eloquence?”

The goddess replied: “It is because I have not attained anything that I
have this eloquence. Those who think they have attained or realized
something still have pride.” Here the sutra explains more about



nonattainment and non-realization. The Sutra in Forty-Two Chapters, which
is a sutra still influenced strongly by Source Buddhism, also has Mahāyāna
terminology that was added to it during its several hundred years of
development. In it is the sentence: “My practice is the cultivation of non-
cultivation, the practice of non-practice, and the realization of non-
realization.” It means my way is to cultivate non-cultivation, practice non-
practice, and realize non-realization. The Sutra in Forty-Two Chapters
appeared in Vietnam at the beginning of the second century of the Common
Era.*

At this point Śāriputra asks the goddess another feather-brained question:
“Do you belong to the the śrāvaka, the pratyekabuddha† or the bodhisattva
vehicle?” We should remember always that the Śāriputra represented in this
play is made out to be as feather-brained as possible. The more feather-
brained he is, the more brightly the contrast to the Mahāyāna shines out.

Goddess: “Because I teach the śrāvaka vehicle, I am a śrāvaka.
Because I have understood on my own the principle of causes and
conditions, I use the pratyekabuddha vehicle to liberate beings. Because
I use the Dharma of great compassion to liberate living beings, I
practice the Mahāyāna.

“When someone enters a forest of magnolia champaca, they will only
smell the fragrance of the champaca flowers and they will not smell
anything else. In the same way, when someone enters this room, they
smell only the fragrance of the Great Vehicle and take no delight in
smelling the fragrance of the śrāvaka and pratyekabuddha vehicles.”

Champaca is an Indian species of the magnolia genus. The tree is very
tall and the flowers are incredibly fragrant. It can also be found in South
America. Going into a grove with these trees, the only scent we smell is that
of its flowers; all other scents are masked.

“Venerable Śāriputra, I have been in this house twelve years and I have
never heard the Dharma of the śrāvaka vehicle or pratyekabuddha vehicle
being taught. I have only heard the teachings of the Dharma of great loving
kindness and great compassion of the bodhisattvas and the inconceivable
teachings of the buddhas.” This means that the goddess only finds



significance in the Mahāyāna teachings. Once she had tasted first class
food, all other foods had become bland.

“Since you are so accomplished how come you continue to bear the body
of a woman? Why do you not turn yourself into a male form?”

Here Śāriputra is portrayed as someone very conservative and simple-
minded. The goddess replied: “Venerable monk, for these last twelve years I
have looked for the female form of mine but I have not found it, so what is
there to change? If a magician were to conjure up a phantom woman and
then someone asked her why she did not change out of her female body,
would that be a sensible question?”

“No,” said Śāriputra, “the magical creation of a woman has no real
form so what is there to change?”

“All dharmas are just the same. They have no real form so how can you
ask why they do not change their form?” This means the goddess does do
not discriminate between male and female and that is why she is not
restricted by the idea of a female form.

It’s not enough for her to bait Śāriputra in this way, she goes further and
uses her miraculous power to change Śāriputra into a woman, a “Bhikṣuṇī
Śāriputra” and she changes herself into a man.

The Venerable Śāriputra feels very insulted. Why had he suddenly
become a woman? What a disgrace! He thought to himself he should use
some spiritual power to turn back into a male. However the miraculous
power of the goddess was stronger than his and even though he used all his
might he was unable to change back into a man.

Seeing this the goddess who is now in a male form makes another joking
remark: “Venerable Śāriputra, why do you not change this female body of
yours into a male body?”

The reply of Śāriputra is rather feeble: “I have no idea how I became this
woman.”

The goddess said: “Venerable Śāriputra, if you were able to change your
female form into a male form, all women would be able to do the same. In
fact you are not a woman. You are just manifesting as a woman. All women
are like that. Although they are manifesting as women they are not in fact



women. Therefore the Buddha has said that all dharmas are not male or
female.” Dharmas are not born and do not die, do not increase or decrease,
they are not pure or impure, so how can we be caught in the idea of “male”
or “female”?

Having spoken, the goddess smiled and withdrew her spiritual power and
Śāriputra resumed his male form. Then she asked: “Where has your female
form gone?”

Śāriputra replies: “The form and shape of my female body is not made
and is not made different.” Śāriputra has become enlightened.

The goddess nodded her head: “Excellent, excellent, Venerable
Śāriputra! All dharmas are like that. They are not made and are not made
different. This was taught by the Buddha.” This section shows us how
Śāriputra gradually arrives at the nondualistic understanding, which is not
caught in views.

Then the goddess asked: “Śāriputra, have you attained arhatship?”

The same question is asked in the Vajracchedikā sutra where Subhūti is
asked: “Subhūti, what do you think? Does an arhat have the thought, ‘I have
obtained the fruit of an arhat?’” Subhūti replied, “No, Bhagavān. Why?
There is truly no dharma which may be called an arhat. Bhagavān, if an
arhat has the thought, ‘I have attained the Arhat Path,’ then this is a person
attached to a self, a person, a being, and a lifespan. Bhagavān, I do not have
the thought, ‘I am an arhat free of desire.’ If I were thinking this way, then
the Bhagavān would not speak of ‘Subhūti, the one who dwells in peace.’ It
is because there is truly nothing dwelled in, that he speaks of ‘Subhūti, the
one who dwells in peace.’”

We all hope that Śāriputra will give a good answer. He says: “I have
attained arhatship because there is nothing to attain.” The goddess replied:
“Quite so. It is true of all buddhas and bodhisattvas that nonattainment is
the real attainment.”

In reading these paragraphs the mind of those who composed this sutra is
clear to see. Questions are put to give a chance to answer in such a way as
proclaims the teachings of the Mahāyāna.

At this point Vimalakīrti intervenes with some words intended to comfort
Śāriputra: “Do you know that this goddess has made offerings to ninety-two



thousand million buddhas? She has practiced over many lifetimes. She has
the perfected spiritual power of aspiration and has become a bodhisattva of
no-regression.” Vimalakīrti means that Śāriputra does not need to have a
complex or be downcast, because the goddess is like a Buddha.

In the Lotus Sutra Śāriputra plays a principal role and Buddha predicts to
him directly that he will become a buddha in the future. The Lotus Sutra is
much kinder in its approach. It is a harmonizing force and much in accord
with the true teachings of the Buddha. It is also true that the Lotus Sutra
borrows many ideas from the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. One example is when the
goddess says: “Because I teach the śrāvaka vehicle, I am a śrāvaka.
Because I have understood on my own the principle of causes and
conditions, I use the pratyekabuddha vehicle to liberate beings.”

This idea planted a seed which later became the idea in the Louts Sutra
that says “All three vehicles have the Buddha nature (����).” The śrāvaka
and pratyekabuddha vehicles are beneficial. They can take us on a stretch of
our journey. They are not rotten seeds.



Chapter 8: The Destiny of a Buddha
This chapter is also called “The Family of the Tathāgata.” There are many
kinds of family. There is the family in which we have many ties and which
keep us very busy as we take care of it. That is our worldly family. The
family of the Awakened Ones is a favorable condition for our practice. In
this chapter the word “family” stands for the sangha and our good spiritual
friends who are able to support us and guide us on our path of practice. This
family of bodhisattvas who are practicing the way of inconceivable
liberation is very large.

This chapter begins with a rather bizarre paragraph when Bodhisattva
Mañjuśrī asks Vimalakīrti: “What is the destiny of the bodhisattva
according to the Buddhadharma?”

The answer could shock us. “The bodhisattva goes to an unwholesome
destiny and that is the destiny of the Buddha.”

Prof. E. Lamotte* translates the Sanskrit word agati, “a destiny not to be
gone to,” into French as “déviation,” meaning “off the path.” We translate it
here as “unwholesome destiny.”

Vimalakīrti: “The bodhisattvas go to the destiny of those who commit
the five heinous crimes of immediate retribution. They arrive in the hell
of incessant suffering but feel no anguish or anger. They are free of
offense and defilement.

“They go to the destiny (which results) from attachment and desire, but
they are free. They go to the destiny (which results from) anger and
aversion but have no anger and aversion toward living beings. They go
to the destiny (which results from) delusion but use wisdom to master
their mind.

“They go to the destiny (which results from) breaking the precepts but
establish themselves in the practice of the pure precepts and see the
danger of committing the slightest fault.

“They go to the destiny (which results from) indolence and laziness but
are committed to the practice of right diligence and seek all wholesome



roots.

They go to the destiny (which results from) arrogance in order to serve
as a bridge and support for living beings.”

This means that if bodhisattvas are motivated by the mind of love with
the aspiration to reach complete enlightenment and liberate all beings from
suffering, wherever they go, wherever they stay, they remain themselves
and never lose themselves. When you see bodhisattvas who are able to sit in
a wine bar and joke with prostitutes without losing themselves, you know
they are on the right path.

In short when the mind of love is real, our environment cannot dictate to
us and we do not lose our true self or our spiritual self. Other people see us
doing certain things and they think we have fallen from the spiritual life,
but in fact we are still a bodhisattva and we are still on the right path of
practice.

The eighth-century Indian Buddhist monk Śāntideva was influenced by
the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. In his poem the Bodhicaryāvatāra, there is a famous
verse that runs:

Whatever the suffering of the world may be,
may it all ripen in myself.
By the pure actions of bodhisattvas
may the world be happy.

In these words we can see clearly the influence of the above section of
the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. The bodhisattva is not afraid of the suffering of the
lower realms and is willing to go there to help all beings. If our practice is
still weak we need to remind ourselves of the suffering that results from
wrong action, to deter us from doing what causes ourselves and others to
suffer. As a bodhisattva we do not do wrong actions but still we are willing
to undergo the suffering that people incur as a result of wrong actions.

If this section of the sutra is misunderstood it is very dangerous.
Someone who drinks a large quantity of alcohol and lives a dissolute life of
debauchery could misinterpret these words to their own advantage, saying:
“I am a bodhisattva and I can do these things. You cannot, because you



have not reached my level!” Arguing in this way they allow themselves the
liberty to do whatever they like. This has happened in a few monasteries. In
the end the matter leaks out and the practice community is ruined.

If you want to practice and you take these words as your guide without
understanding their real meaning it is extremely dangerous. To be caught in
the outer form of the teachings is dangerous enough but to believe that one
can be liberated without practicing the mindfulness trainings is much more
so.

After this Vimalakīrti asks Mañjuśrī: “What is the Tathāgata seed?” This
means which seeds in our consciousness when watered will lead to one
practicing as a Tathāgata?

The bodhisattva replied: “The body is the seed. Craving, grasping,
attachment, hatred, and delusion are the seeds. The four upside-down
views* are the seeds. In sum the sixty-two wrong views† and all the
afflictions are seeds of the Tathāgata.”

We have this mortal body, which is a seed of the Tathāgata. Sometimes
we say that our body is the root of unwholesome actions. In the Sutra on the
Eight Realizations of Great Beings,‡ it is said that the body is a forest of
unwholesome actions. Here we see the opposite. This is easy enough to
understand because without this body how could we practice and help
others to practice? If we know how to practice, then that forest of
unwholesome actions becomes a seed of the Tathāgata.

If we do not have ignorance, craving, or grasping, we can never realize
wisdom and put an end to craving in order to be liberated. Understanding
comes from the transformation of ignorance. If we do not have garbage like
this we cannot grow the flower of enlightenment.

Awakening is made out of afflictions. Without afflictions there is no
awakening. If there is no compost, there can be no flowers. That is why
Buddhism has the teaching that the afflictions are the awakening (bodhi). In
the same way we can say the right-hand side is the left-hand side, because
as long as there is a right-hand side there will be a left-hand side and vice
versa.

Mañjuśrī: “The lotus does not grow on the upland plains; the lotus
grows in the mud and mire of a damp low-lying place. In the same way



the Buddhadharma cannot grow in a person who has perceived the
unconditioned and is determined to attain the highest upright restraint.
It is only when living beings are in the midst of the mire of the afflictions
that the Buddhadharma is born in them. If you plant seeds in the sky
they will never grow. Only when you plant them in well-manured soil
can they sprout and flourish. In the same way, the Buddhadharma will
not grow in a person who has perceived the unconditioned and is
determined to attain the highest upright restraint.”

If someone who looks upon this body as impure, as the root of
wrongdoing, if they see that this life is full of the impurities of wrongdoings
and is tired of it, they will want to go in search of liberation. They will want
to abandon this body, this society, and this life. Then even if they enter
nirvāṇa, that nirvāṇa would not be liberation. That nirvāṇa would only be a
temporary escape because they are escaping from the seeds that make a
Tathāgata, the seeds of loving kindness and compassion.

The attitude of wanting to escape from one’s own person, one’s society,
one’s world full of impurities, trickery, and suffering is not a Buddhist
attitude. It is an attitude that rots the seeds of a Tathāgata. The seeds of a
Tathāgata are love and understanding. Love and understanding have to be
practiced in the midst of this world of suffering.

Next Mañjuśrī says: “If we do not go into the great ocean we shall not
find the priceless pearls. If we do not go into the ocean of the afflictions we
shall not give rise to the understanding of all things (sarvajñāna).” So life
is full of afflictions, this body is full of unwholesome actions, and if we do
not go into them we cannot reach the highest fruit of awakening.

Then Vimalakīrti says: “Mañjuśrī, ordinary people who do not practice
are grateful to the Buddhadharma, but the śrāvaka is not. Why do I say
this? Because when these ordinary people hear the Buddhadharma, they
can set their mind on attaining the supreme path, determined that the Three
Jewels will never be lost. But the śrāvakas who have overcome the five
lower internal knots* may hear the Buddhadharma and yet not be capable
of giving rise to the aspiration for highest enlightenment.”

For those who have entered nirvāṇa the seeds of Tathāgata have no
chance to sprout. They have completed their task and are of no more benefit



to anyone. The arhat who enters nirvāṇa—complete extinction—cannot be
of benefit to anyone.

As far as the Mahāyāna is concerned, living beings who are drifting on
the ocean of birth and death, people who do not practice and drift and sink
in their suffering, are those who have a future. This is because if they give
rise to the mind of love and begin to practice according to the Mahāyāna,
there will be a day when the seed of awakening in them sprouts, blooms a
flower, and gives fruits. Then they will become fully enlightened ones.

This section has been put together so as to describe in a rather extreme
way something which is very important: if we try to escape suffering we
shall lose some of the most precious things we have.

After this a bodhisattva by the name of Sarvarūpasaṃdarśana stands up
and asks Vimalakīrti, in what environment a bodhisattva should live?

Sarvarūpasaṃdarśana: “Layman, who are your father and mother, wife
and children, your relatives, servants, workers, and friends? Where is your
entourage, your elephants, horses, and carriages?”

Vimalakīrti answered in the following poem:



“The insight that brings us to the other shore (prajñāpāramitā) is the
bodhisattvas’ pure mother.
Skillful means are their father.
The guides and teachers of the world are born from these.
Dharma happiness is their wife.
Loving kindness and compassion are their daughters.
The Dharma and the truth are their sons.
The meditation on emptiness and tranquility are their house.
Their disciples are the afflictions and the dust of the world,
who do what the bodhisattvas tell them.
The thirty-seven wings of awakening (bodhipakṣyadharma)* are their
good friends.
Through them they gain right awakening.
The Six Pāramitās† are their fellow practitioners.
The Four Means of Conversion‡ are the singing girls.
The songs they sing are the teaching of the Dharma, such is their music.
Their elephants and horses are the six supranormal powers.*

Their chariot is the Mahāyāna.
Their whip and rod are the one-pointed mind as they travel the Eightfold
Path.†

They are clothed in the garments of shame before self and shame before
others.
Their couch is the four meditations‡ where the pure way of life is born.
Their food is the sweet nectar of the Dharma, their drink the taste of
liberation.
They bathe in purification of the mind, annointing themselves with the
perfumed oil of the precepts.”

Someone who does not have shame before self and shame before others
is very foolish. In the sutras it is often said that someone who has shame is
adorned with the most precious and beautiful jewelry. When we feel
ashamed and know that we could do better, we make effort in the practice.
When we make mistakes and can accept that we have made that mistake,



we shall not do it again. If someone else is practicing better than we are, we
feel happy and vow to follow in their footsteps. All this is what is meant by
shame. Without this mental formation we cannot make ourselves beautiful
within and therefore adorn our life with all that is precious. After a couple
more paragraphs, the poem continues:

“If the bodhisattvas live during a time of armed conflict,
they give rise to the mind of compassion,
transforming those who are fighting,
and causing them to dwell in a land without contention.
If there are great wars,
the bodhisattvas make the strength on both sides equal.
They manifest their spiritual authority
and subdue people so that peace is restored.”

During the war in Vietnam I read and memorized very carefully this part
of the poem, and I often quoted these lines in Dharma talks. When we are
living in a situation of war we must allow it to water our seeds of
compassion and our motivation always to do everything we can to bring the
war to an end. If we are vegetarian and say we want to help beings but do
not do anything to stop one side killing the other, we are not a descendant of
the Buddha or a bodhisattva. We teach people not to want conflict, not to
contribute to conflict, and not to be caught in feelings of hatred. We teach
by giving Dharma talks, by writing articles, by any means we can to help
people see that the path of hatred is a path of foolishness and ignorance.

“If there are great wars, the bodhisattvas make the strength on both sides
equal.” If one side is weaker, the strong side will kill everyone on the weak
side. When both sides are equal in strength and do not dare to use armed
force against each other, the bodhisattvas step in, manifest their spiritual
authority, and convince people to reconcile. Efforts to bring both sides
together in peace talks is the action of bodhisattvas. The poem continues:



“A lotus born in the flames
is something extremely rare.
Living in the desire realm and practicing meditation
is also something rare.”

The image of a lotus blooming in a sea of fire is an image from Buddhist
literature, specifically the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. In 1964 when I had finished
writing Vietnam: Lotus in a Sea of Fire* to call on both sides in the war to
stop fighting and accept each other, I chose the title of the book from this
image in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa.

“Sometimes they appear as prostitutes
in order to seduce lustful men.
In the beginning they use desire as a lure
and then draw them into the wisdom of the Buddha.”

The bodhisattvas can play the role of a prostitute. If a man is lustful the
bodhisattvas use their beauty to attract him. Bit by bit they open up his
understanding so that he begins to practice a spiritual path and is able to
extract the poisoned arrow of sensual desire that is buried deep in him. In
the Ratnakūṭa Sutra there is a similar line of thought. The
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa continues:

“The bodhisattvas come to those who are fearful
in order to reassure them.
First they offer the gift of non-fear,
then they teach them how to give rise to the aspiration to practice.”

These are people who are afraid of so many things and they need
someone to come and offer them peace of mind, and comfort them and do
what is necessary to offer them the practice of fearlessness; and that is the
gift of non-fear (abhaya dāna). This is a gift that Avalokiteśvara
Bodhisattva offers everyone. It is the most precious of all gifts.

The three gifts in Buddhism are: material gifts, the gift of the Dharma,
and the gift of non-fear. Here the teaching of the Universal Door Chapter of



the Lotus Sutra: “The bodhisattva appears in many different bodies
according to the circumstances in order to help the world,” is already found
in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, which is an earlier sutra.

This long poem recited by Vimalakīrti is a teaching on the sphere of
activity of a bodhisattva and all the members of the large family of the
Tathāgata.



Chapter 9: Entering the Door of Nonduality
The Sanskrit word for nonduality is advaya. Not only is nonduality opposed
to duality, it is also opposed to monism. Monism is the opposite of
pluralism. Nonduality means that things are not one and they are not two.
The teachings of nonduality have already been presented in an informal
way in the first chapters of the sutra. An example is the decaying matter and
the flower which, although they are two things, could never exist apart from
each other. Without decaying matter we could never have flowers. Without
flowers we would not have decaying matter. The afflictions and the
awakened mind are the same.

At that time Vimalakirti said to the bodhisattvas, “Sirs, how does the
bodhisattva enter the gate of nonduality? Let each one explain as they
understand it.”

“The bodhisattva Dharmavikurvaṇa said: “Sirs, birth and death are
two. But since all dharmas are not born to begin with, they must be
without death. By mastering and learning to accept this truth of
birthlessness, one may enter the gate of nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Virtue Guardian said, “‘I’ and ‘mine’ are two. Because
there is an ‘I,’ there is also a ‘mine.’ But if there is no ‘I,’ there will be
no ‘mine.’ In this way one enters the gate of nonduality.”

Another bodhisattva said, “Perception and nonperception are two. But
if dharmas are not perceived, then there is nothing to take hold of. And
because there is nothing to take hold of, there will be no grasping, no
rejecting, no action, no volition. In this way one enters the gate of
nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Śrikūṭa said, “Defilement and purity are two. But if
one sees into the true nature of defilement, it is without the marks of
purity but leads into the extinction of all marks. In this way one enters
the gate of nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Bhadrajyotis said, “The agitated mind and mindfulness
are two. But if the mind is not agitated, then there will be no



mindfulness. And if there is no mental attention, there will be no
discrimination. The one who has thoroughly mastered this may in this
way enter the gate of nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Subāhu said, “The bodhisattva mind and the voice-
hearer mind are two. But if one regards the mind as empty in form, like
a magic display, then there is no bodhisattva mind and no voice-hearer
mind. In this way one may enter the gate of nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Puṣya said, “Wholesome and unwholesome are two.
But if one understands the nature of wholesome and the nature of
unwholesome and the nature of sign and signlessness, in this way one
may enter the gate of nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Siṃha said, “Demerit and merit are two. But if one
penetrates the true nature of demerit, it is no different from merit. When
one can dispose of signs with the diamond wisdom that cuts through
afflictions, and see that they are neither bound nor liberated, they may
in this way enter the gate of nonduality.

The bodhisattva Siṃhamati said, “Presence of āsravas* and absence of
the āsravas are two. But if one can grasp the fact that all dharmas are
equal, then one will not give rise to the concept of āsravas or no
āsravas. One will not be attached to form nor dwell in formlessness
either. In this way one may enter the gate of nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Śuddhādhimukti said, “The conditioned and the
unconditioned are two. But if one does away with all formations, then
the mind is like empty sky, freed of all obstacles through pure wisdom.
In this way one enters the gate of nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Nārāyaṇa said, “The mundane and the supramundane
are two. But since the nature of the mundane is empty, the mundane is in
fact the supramundane. There is no coming and no going, no lack and
no excess. In this way one enters the gate of nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Dāntamati said, “The realm of birth and death
(saṃsāra) and that of nirvāṇa are two. But if one sees the true nature
of birth and death, one sees that there is no birth or death, no bound, no



liberated. One who understands in this way may enter the gate of
nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Pratyakṣadarśana said, “The destructible and the
indestructible are two. But whether dharmas are destructible or
indestructible, they are all without the marks of destructibility. And if
they are without the marks of destructibility, they are empty. And if they
are empty, they are without the marks either of destructibility or
indestructibility. If one enters this realm of understanding, one may
enter the gate of nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Parigūḍha said, “ ‘I’ and ‘not-I’ are two. But since
one cannot grasp ‘I’ how can one grasp ‘not-I’? One who has seen into
the true nature of ‘I’ will no longer give rise to these two concepts, and
in this way enter the gate of nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Vidyuddeva said, “Enlightenment and ignorance are
two. But the true nature of ignorance is none other than enlightenment.
And enlightenment cannot be grasped but is apart from all calculations.
One dwells in the Middle Way, in the sameness without duality, and in
this way enters the gate of nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Priyadarśana said, “Form and emptiness are two. But
form is none other than emptiness. Emptiness is not the extinction of
form. Form is itself empty by nature. In the same way feeling,
perception, volition, and consciousness, and the emptiness of them,
constitute dualities. Dwelling in the midst of these concepts and
understanding them thoroughly, one may enter the gate of nonduality.”

We think the mind of the bodhisattva and that of the śrāvaka are two
different things. In fact they are not. This is one of the contradictions in the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. In many instances it teaches that we need to give up the
śrāvaka mind in order to attain the bodhisattva mind. It clearly makes a
distinction between śrāvaka and bodhisattva. Here when talking about
nonduality, the sutra says that although the śrāvaka mind and the
bodhisattva mind are two, they are not really two. Reading this we feel that
the sutra is inconsistent.

The sutra says wholesome and unwholesome are two, merit and demerit
are two but in truth they are not two. The state of having āsravas and no



longer having āsravas, the mundane and the supramundane seem to be two,
saṃsāra and nirvāṇa seem to be two but in origin they are of the same
nature. The finite and the infinite are two, self and nonself are two, wisdom
and ignorance are two, form and emptiness are two, but in fact they are not
two. Although nonduality is the ultimate nature of all these pairs of
opposites, if we are caught in the idea that they are the same, it can be very
dangerous.

The bodhisattvas take turns to proclaim the nonduality of all phenomena
until the end of the chapter.

When the bodhisattvas had finished speaking, they asked Manjushri,
“How then does the bodhisattva enter the gate of nonduality?”

Manjushri replied, “To my way of thinking, to say nothing about
dharmas, not to speak about them, not to cognize them, not to ask
questions or give replies about them, is to enter the gate of nonduality.”

Mañjuśrī does not need to talk about A and B and then conclude that A
and B are not two separate realities. He says that the nature of all
phenomena cannot be described in words and concepts and that is truly
nonduality.

After saying this the bodhisattva turned to look at Vimalakīrti and asked:
“Everyone has spoken including myself. Now it is your turn to tell us what
is nonduality. Vimalakīrti kept silent. Some seconds later Mañjuśrī
Bodhisattva smiled and praised Vimalakīrti: “Excellent, your silence is the
best expression of nonduality.”



Chapter 10: Buddha Sugandhakūṭa
In this sutra Śāriputra is portrayed as someone who is very practical. When
he stepped into Vimalakīrti’s hut and saw it empty of all furniture, he
wondered where the bodhisattvas would sit. In this chapter after some time
has passed in discussion and people are beginning to feel hungry, he
thought to himself: “What is the sangha going to eat?” That morning there
had been no alms’ round, only discussion of the teachings; now when
people were hungry what was to be done?

Vimalakīrti was able to read his mind and said to Śāriputra: “While
listening to the Dharma how come your mind is distracted by thinking of
food? But if you are hungry I shall offer you a very special meal that you
have never eaten before.”

At that Vimalakīrti entered meditative concentration. He used his
miraculous power to enable the sangha to see a land called the Land of
Fragrance. In this land everything is made of fragrance. The Buddha of that
land and all his disciples are made of fragrance. The Dharma that is taught
there is also made of fragrance. The food is made of fragrance. The houses
are made of fragrance. Walking meditation is practiced on the ground of
fragrance. The fragrance of the meals wafts out into the ten directions. The
Buddha of that land is known as Sugandhakūṭa, which means the
Accumulation of Fragrance.

Thanks to the miraculous power of the layman Vimalakīrti the sangha
was able to see Buddha Sugandhakūṭa and his community enjoying the
midday meal.

Vimalakīrti asked the bodhisattvas: “Is there a bodhisattva who could
volunteer to go to the Land of Fragrance to ask for some food and bring
it back here for the sangha to eat?”

Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva used his spiritual power to make all the
bodhisattvas silent. Then Vimalakīrti said: “Bodhisattvas, are you not
ashamed? Do none of you have the ability to go to that land and ask for
food?”



Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva replied: “Please do not look down on those who
are new to the practice.”

This is a sentiment that the Buddha had expressed to King Prasenajit:
“Do not despise a little fire.” Actually the bodhisattvas were not new to the
practice. We could interpret this as meaning: Do not look down on those
who have no more to learn, those who are aśaikṣa, and have completed
their training.

Vimalakīrti stayed where he was and conjured up a bodhisattva who
had all the auspicious marks, majestic, brilliant and imposing, more
beautiful than all the bodhisattvas in the assembly. Vimalakīrti proposed
that this conjured up bodhisattva should go to the land of fragrance,
pay respect to Buddha Sugandhakūṭa, and say that Vimalakīrti bowed at
the Buddha’s feet, asked after his well-being, wished him good health,
with few afflictions, and asked for a little food to be brought back to the
sahā world to support the work of the awakened ones.

The conjured up bodhisattva obeyed his instructions and flew off to the
land of fragrance. He bowed down before Buddha Sugandhakūṭa and
transmitted the words of Vimalakīrti. When the sangha in the Land of
Fragrance saw the conjured-up bodhisattva they uttered words of praise and
asked Buddha Sugandhakūṭa:

“Lord Buddha whence comes this bodhisattva who has so many
miraculous powers?

Buddha Sugandhakūṭa explained: “There is a world called Sahā that is
found at a distance of as many Buddha lands as there are grains of
sands of the Ganges multiplied by forty-two. In that land is a Buddha,
whose name is Śākyamuni, teaching and practicing the way of
enlightenment. In that world there is a layman by the name of
Vimalakīrti and he sent this bodhisattva here to ask for food.”

Sugandhakūṭa Buddha had an alms’ bowl filled with the food of
fragrance and handed it to the bodhisattva. At that point there were nine
million bodhisattvas in the Land of Fragrance who wanted to visit the
sahā world and see how Buddha Śākyamuni was teaching and
transforming living beings. With one voice they asked Buddha
Sugandhakūṭa: “We your disciples ask to go to the sahā world to make



offerings to Buddha Śākyamuni and be in the presence of Vimalakīrti
along with all the bodhisattvas over there.”

They also had a similar curiosity to that of living beings in the sahā world.
You come to Plum Village to practice the Winter Retreat but you also want
to go up to Paris for a couple of days to see what the capital city has to
offer.

Sugandhakūṭa Buddha replied: “You may go, but you must be careful to
preserve your body of fragrance. Do not allow living beings in that
world to become infatuated with you. It would be better to leave behind
your body of fragrance so that those who are seeking the bodhisattva
path over there will not feel inferior. And you must not look on the sahā
world with disdain or contempt or rouse thoughts that obstruct
progress.

He meant: “Do not compare our plentiful and beautiful land with their
land.”

This section of the sutra is talking about the discriminatory tendency that
living beings have. This tendency is something all human beings have in
common. The congregation of one temple is always comparing itself with,
commending, or disparaging the other temples in the area.

The conjured-up bodhisattva accepted the alms’ bowl of fragrant food,
joined his palms, and bowed to Buddha Sugandhakūṭa in parting. Then with
nine million bodhisattvas of that land he flew back to the sahā world.
Vimalakīrti had a premonition that nine million guests were about to arrive
so he used his spiritual power to bring into his meditation hut nine million
more lion thrones. Up until now there were only thirty-two thousand people
in the house and now nine million guests are arriving. Fortunately they had
already eaten!

When the conjured-up Bodhisattva offered the alms’ bowl of food from
the Land of Fragrance to Vimalakīrti, the wonderful fragrance wafted
out into all directions of the universe. Everyone in the town of Vaiśalī
received a whiff of the fragrance and in their minds they felt more
relaxed and light than they had ever felt before.



This kind of fragrance was not like the sandalwood incense that we sense
through our nose. This fragrance was the incense of the heart: the incense of
mindfulness trainings, concentration, insight, liberation, and the recognition
of liberation. These are the five kinds of incense of the heart that people
seek. The aspiration to realize this fivefold incense of the heart is the
condition that brings us into the land of Buddha Sugandhakūṭa.

When the śrāvakas saw the alms’ bowl they were concerned that the food
it held would not suffice for thirty-two thousand people.

They thought to themselves “There is only a little rice—how can it feed
all the people in this great assembly?”

But the phantom bodhisattva said, “Venerable Śāriputra, venerable
śrāvaka disciples. do not use the limited merit and wisdom of the
śravaka vehicle in appraising the immeasurable merit and wisdom of
the Tathāgata. Though the four seas run dry, this rice will never come to
an end. Why? Because this food is the leftovers from a meal eaten by
those who have acquired inexhaustible merits through their practice of
the precepts, concentration, insight, liberation, and the knowledge of
liberation. Therefore it can never be exhausted.”

The alms’ bowl contained rice that had the taste of the nectar of the
Tathāgata. It had been perfumed by great compassion. So you should not
use the limited mind of the lower vehicle while eating the food of the
Mahāyāna. The limited mind cannot eat this food. Before eating you should
establish yourselves in the mind of the Mahāyāna. You have to make your
stomach the stomach of the Mahāyāna if you want to be able to digest this
food.

At that point everyone sat down and for the first time ate the wonderful
food of the Land of Fragrance. While eating this food, their bodies
became light and at ease, their appearance became beautiful and pure
as the bodies of the guest bodhisattvas from the Land of Fragrance.
From each pore of their skin a wonderful fragrance arose. It was as
fragrant as the trees in the Land of Fragrance.

The layman Vimalakīrti asked the bodhisattvas from the Land of
Fragrance: “Venerable sirs, in your homeland what kind of Dharma
does Buddha Sugandhakūṭa teach? The bodhisattvas replied: “The



Tathāgata in our land does not use words to teach. He just uses various
fragrances to induce heavenly and human beings to undertake the
observance of the precepts. Each bodhisattva sits under a fragrant tree,
and when they smell the marvelous fragrance, they immediately attain
the samādhi known as the Storehouse of All Bodhisattva Virtues. Those
who are able to attain this samādhi all become endowed with the
qualities of a bodhisattva.”

To put it more clearly, the kind of scent that is in the Land of Fragrance is
the scent of the fivefold incense of the heart and it is therefore able to
describe the Buddhadharma. The sangha only needs to smell the fragrance
of the practice of the spiritual path and the sangha understands the
Buddhadharma. On the other hand the scent in the sahā world is a strong,
enticing, and deluding fetter and has strange names to describe it like
“Samsara,” “Je Reviens,” “Scorpion,” “Poison.” When you smell these
kinds of perfume you only become more infatuated and more confused.

After they had replied, The bodhisattvas of the Land of Fragrance
asked: “And in the sahā world, how does Śākyamuni Buddha teach the
Dharma?”

Vimalakīrti replied, “The living beings of this land are stubborn and
rebellious and hard to transform. Therefore the Buddha uses the
necessary language in order to tame and contol them….

These people who are difficult to convert have minds like monkeys.
Therefore the Buddha must resort to various methods in order to control
and regulate their minds. Only then can they be tamed and made
obedient.… The bodhisattvas of this land are indeed steadfast in their
great compassion for all living beings. The enrichment and benefit they
bring to living beings in one lifetime here is greater than that bestowed
in other worlds over the space of a hundred thousand kalpas. Why?
Because in this sahā world there are ten wholesome practices that do
not exist in any of those Pure Lands.”

This means our Buddha has to use words. It takes a long time to give a
teaching. Many terms have to be used. Many skillful means have to be used
in order to teach and transform living beings in this sahā world. Although
our land has the cloudiness of many wrongdoings and all kinds of suffering,



we do not have a complex about this. That is because our land has many
great advantages. These advantages are ten wholesome practices. These do
not exist in the various Pure Lands.

Firstly we practice generosity to put an end to poverty:

In our land there are many poor people so we can use generosity to
help liberate poor people from suffering. In the other Pure Lands,
rice is always available, curry is always available, so no one needs
generosity and practitioners there do not have a chance to practice
generosity.

Secondly we practice the precepts to put an end to breaking the
precepts.

In our land people are inclined to drink alcohol; they become
inebriated, commit adultery, and kill others, transgressing all the
rules of conduct. Therefore we are able to practice the śīlapāramitā,
teaching people to transform by practicing the Five Mindfulness
Trainings, the Ten Mindfulness trainings, and the bhikṣu and
bhikṣuni Pratimoksha. In your land you do not need to practice the
precepts. So you do not have that means to liberate people from
their suffering.

Thirdly we practice patience to put an end to anger

Our land has many hot-tempered people. You only have to touch a
sensitive point and they fly into a rage. This gives us an opportunity
to practice the pāramitā of patience in order to liberate them from
their suffering.

Fourthly we practice diligence to put an end to idleness

In our land people are lazy, therefore we can use the practice of the
pāramitā of diligence to transform them and liberate them from
their suffering.

Fifthly we practice meditative concentration to put an end to a
distracted mind.

We can use the pāramitā of meditative concentration to help
liberate people from the dispersed mind.



Sixthly we practice insight to put an end to ignorance.

Our land has so many people who are caught in ignorance but think
that they are highly intelligent and have realized the highest peaks
of human understanding. That is why we can use the
Prajñāpāramitā to help liberate them from suffering.

Seventhly we teach those who have fallen into the eight unfavorable
conditions how to overcome these conditions.*

Eighthly we teach the Mahāyāna to those who follow lesser paths.

Ninthly we practice cultivating wholesome roots for those who have
not put down wholesome roots.

Tenthly we practice without ceasing the Four Means of Conversion
(generosity, loving speech, beneficial conduct, and accompanying
others) to bring beings to maturity in the practice.

In our sahā world we have much suffering and many problems so we
have many bodhisattvas practicing these four means.

The bodhisattvas in the Land of Fragrance asked:

“What Dharma doors must these bodhisattvas in the sahā world
practice in order to attain safely a pure Buddha land?”

The layman Vimalakīrti replied: “These bodhisattvas have to practice
the following eight Dharma doors in order safely to reach a pure
Buddha land.

1. They should benefit living beings without any wish to be requited.

2. They should take upon themselves all the suffering of living beings;
and the merit they acquire thereby, they should offer up for those beings.

3. They should practice inclusiveness with regard to all living beings,
humbling themselves and not erecting barriers between themselves and
living beings.

4. They look on bodhisattvas as if they were looking on the Buddha.

5. When listening to sutras of deep meaning they have not yet heard,
they have no doubts. They do not dispute with or oppose the śrāvaka



vehicle.

6. They have no jealousy or envy when others receive offerings. They do
not boast about their own advantages.

7. They master their thinking. They reflect on their own shortcomings
and they do not censure the shortcomings of others.

8. They remain vigilant at all times and accumulate all the virtues.”

The fifth Dharma door is one that Vimalakīrti needs to remind himself of.

When Vimalakīrti and Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva had given this Dharma
teaching, a hundred thousand heavenly and human beings all set their
minds on attaining the highest, right, and equal enlightenment, and ten
thousand bodhisattvas realized the truth of no-birth (and no-death).

In this chapter we come across the basic idea of “The lotus can only grow
out of mud.” If there are not suffering and hardship, the mind of love and
the insight of a Buddha can never arise.



Chapter 11: The Comportment of the
Bodhisattva

While Vimalakīrti was teaching the Dharma to the bodhisattvas from the
Land of Fragrance and the sangha, Buddha Śākyamuni was giving a
Dharma talk in the Mango Grove of the courtesan Āmrapāli to a number of
disciples and an assembly of others.

Suddenly the Mango Grove grew full of light, widened out, and
everyone in the Buddha’s audience had an aura of golden light. Ānanda
asked the Buddha about the reason for this unusual occurrence and the
Buddha replied: “Vimalakīrti, Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī and their assembly
are about to come and visit us, and this is a presage of their coming.”

Buddha had only just finished speaking and the sangha led by Vimalakīrti
and Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva arrived. All bowed down at the feet of the
Buddha. They asked after the Buddha’s health, made offerings to the
Buddha, and withdrew to one side. The Buddha also asked after the well-
being of the bodhisattvas and other visitors and then told them to be seated.

The Buddha looked at Śāriputra and asked: “Have you seen the
spiritual power of self-mastery in these bodhisattvas?”

Śāriputra replied: “Lord Buddha, I have.”

The Buddha asked: “What is your impression?”

Śāriputra replied: “My impression is that these bodhisattvas are
inconceivable. Their activities, spiritual powers, and qualities are
inconceivable.”

Then Ānanda asked the Buddha: “Lord Buddha, I am aware of a
strange and wonderful fragrance that I have never smelled before. What
is that fragrance?”

The Buddha replied to Ānanda, “This is the fragrance that comes from
the pores of these bodhisattvas.”



Then Śāriputra said to his younger brother in the Dharma: “This
fragrance comes from the pores of our bodies too.”

Ānanda asked: “What brought the fragrance about?”

Śhāriputra replied: “It comes from the rice left over from the Buddha’s
meal that the householder Vimalakirti had brought from the Land of
Many Frangrances. The pores of everyone who ate it at his house emit
this kind of fragrance.”

Ānanda asked Vimalakīrti: “Layman, how long will this fragrance
emanating from your pores last?”

Vimalakīrti replied: “When the food has all been digested, the fragrance
will cease.”

“How long does this food take to digest?”

“For some it is digested in seven days.” Then he instructed Ānanda
further: “Those śrāvakas who have not yet given rise to the highest
determination have to wait for that determination to be realized for the
food to be digested. Those who have not given rise to the Mahāyāna
aspiration have to wait until they have given rise to that aspiration.
Those who have set their minds on the Mahāyāna aspiration still have
to realize the no-birth no-death nature of dharmas for this food to be
digested. Then they have to go on to attain the fruit of the bodhisattva
who will in the next lifetime become Buddha so that the food can be
digested.

“Once they have eaten such food they have to practice until it has
removed the toxicity of all the afflictions and then will it be digested.”

Then Ānanda said to the Buddha: “This fragrant food of Sugandhakūṭa
Buddha is inconceivable. It is able to do the great work of the Buddha.”

The Buddha said: “What you say is correct, Ānanda. There are Buddha
lands where people use the radiant light of the Buddha to do the work of
the Buddha. There are lands where bodhisattvas do the work of the
Buddha. There are lands where Bodhi trees do the work of the Buddha.
There are lands where people use clothes or furniture to do the work of
the Buddha. There are lands where people use food to do the work of the



Buddha. There are lands where people use gardens, forests, palaces,
and houses to do the work of the Buddha. There are lands where people
use space to do the work of the Buddha. There are lands where people
use similes such as dreams, magical illusions, images in a mirror, the
reflection of the moon in water, and mirages to do Buddha the work of
the Buddha.”

In fact anything can be used to do the work of the Buddha. For example
we pick an autumn leaf up from the ground and use it as the subject of a
Dharma talk on “the one is the all and the all is the one.”

“There are lands where they use sounds, the spoken word, and syllables
to do the work of the Buddha. There are lands where they use silence,
not saying or explaining anything, the non-doing and non-conditioning,
to do the work of the Buddha. There are lands where they use non-
action and not causing anything to be done (which does not mean
laziness) in order to do the work of the Buddha. All the daily activities
of the Buddhas, their coming in, going out, every action they do, is the
work of the Buddha.

This means you can use walking, standing, lying down, sitting, smiling,
and breathing to do the work of the Buddha. Fine manners, daily actions,
and work can all be used to do the work of the Buddha.

The translation of Master Xuanzang reads: “Walking, standing, lying
down, and sitting, our comportment and daily activities are all elements to
be used for the work of the Buddha.”

When we wish someone like an elder monk, an abbess, or a layperson:
“May you fulfill the work of the Buddha,” we generally think that the work
of the Buddha is to build temples, cast bells, publish sacred texts, print
scriptures, organize the Ulumbana festival, Wesak, or offering ceremonies
for the Hungry Spirits. Here we have a very interesting teaching that means:
whenever we walk, stand, lie down, or sit, the way we look at someone,
smile, and breathe are the work of the Buddha. When we are mindful,
peaceful, and joyful, everything expressed by our body and mind can be the
means to liberate people from suffering. This is the basic work of the
Buddha.



The Buddha continued: “Ānanda, the four kinds of Māra * and the
eighty-four thousand afflictions, which wear living beings out, can be
used to do the work of Buddha.” This is like using refuse matter to make
compost and plant flowers.

After the Buddha had spoken, nine million bodhisattvas from the Land
of Fragrance joined their palms and said: “World-Honored Lord, when
we had just arrived in your Buddha land, we saw it as impure and ugly,
but now we regret our thoughts and have been able to remove them from
our mind. We have seen that the skillful means used by Buddhas are
inconceivable. In order to transform and liberate beings, Buddhas
manifest different Buddha lands that are appropriate to the needs of
different living beings.”

Similarly we see that people who live in a situation of plenty, with all
kinds of material luxuries in the West are not able to understand the
suffering and happiness that people in developing countries have. When
they hear about famine in the developing world they are afraid to go and
visit those countries. In fact if they do go to those places they will discover
some wonderful things. Although there is hardship there, nevertheless the
sense of sisterhood and brotherhood is much deeper and it is something
very beautiful. Because there is suffering, people vow to help those who
suffer and their spirit grows more beautiful as they devote themselves to
this work. In the developing countries there are daily joys that in the
developed countries no longer exist. In the over-developed world people no
longer have time to look at each other, to take a cup of tea together, or sit
side by side every day without needing to say very much.

Nevertheless when people first come to developing countries they have a
superiority complex. They think: “What an ugly country!” But after they
have been there three or four months, for instance in India or in Vietnam,
they find so many happy things that they would never find in any developed
country.

This is just how the bodhisattvas from the Land of Fragrance felt. In that
land they lived in great contentment so they could not see that afflictions
are the very essence of awakening. This is why the ancestral teachers often
say, “Our principle of practice is that the Pure Land is here.” We want to
stay here in the sahā world because we are able to find happiness right here.



The bodhisattvas from the Land of Fragrance said: “Lord Buddha,
before we go back to the Land of Fragrance, please gives us a teaching
that we can take back with us to practice there and remember you by.”

The Buddha said: “There is a Dharma door called the “destructible
and indestructible as a means to liberation.” You can learn it and bring
it home to practice.”

Liberation has two aspects: destructible and indestructible. The Sanskrit
words are kṣaya (destructible) and akṣaya (indestructible), (Chinese � and �
�). Kṣaya means something that can be destroyed, that can come to an end;
akṣaya is the opposite.

The Buddha said: “What does destructible mean? It means those things
that are conditioned. What does indestructible mean? It means those
things that are unconditioned. The bodhisattvas do not destroy [or have
done with] the conditioned, nor do they dwell in the unconditioned.”

Conditioned dharmas are the phenomena subject to birth and death,
creation and destruction. Suffering can arise with regard to such
phenomena. The unconditioned belong to nirvāṇa, the realm of the unborn
and undying, the end of suffering.

“What is meant by not removing the conditioned? It means not setting
aside great loving kindness, not losing great compassion; not forgetting
the determination to realize the mind of understanding all; never
growing weary of teaching and transforming living beings.

The first practice of liberation discussed in this chapter of the sutra is
“liberation by means of the destructible” also called “conditioned
liberation.” The practice of liberation by means of the destructible is that
although life has suffering, shortcomings, and impurities, our mind does not
give up in distaste. We are determined to stay in the world to practice great
loving kindness, great compassion, and great understanding.

The second practice of liberation discussed is the “liberation in terms of
the indestructible.”

“What is meant by saying that the bodhisattva does not dwell in the
unconditioned? It means that they study and practice the teachings on
emptiness, but do not take emptiness to be enlightenment. They study



and practice the teachings on signlessness and aimlessness, but do not
take signlessness and aimlessness to be enlightenment…. They view
things as impermanent, but do not neglect to cultivate the roots of
goodness. They view the world as marked by suffering, but do not hate
to be born and die in it. They see that there is such a thing as tranquil
nirvāṇa, but do not dwell in nirvāṇa.

This means “not abiding in the unconditioned.” Although we have
realized the true face of all phenomena as unborn, undying, not perfect, not
imperfect, signless, aimless, we do not abide in that realization in order to
avoid suffering. We have realized the true nature of phenomena but we do
not use that realization as an escape. “We have realized the peaceful
nourishing of the unconditioned (where nothing needs to be done ������ ���
�) and we re-enter the sahā world” is a phrase in the early morning liturgy of
Chinese and Vietnamese monasteries. The phrase means that we have no
desire to escape into a personal quietude. We are determined to come back
to the sahā world. We do not abide in the unconditioned and abandon the
conditioned.

The attitude of a bodhisattva is one of acceptance of this sahā world with
all its suffering as their home. They fulfill the work of liberation of themself
and other beings right here.



Chapter 12: Buddha Akṣobhya
There are many Pure Lands; the most well-known among present-day
Buddhists is Sukhāvatī, the Pure Land in the Western direction that is
presided over by Buddha Amitābha, the Buddha of Limitless Light.
Another Pure Land often referred to in the Buddhist scriptures is the land of
Akṣobhya. It is called Abhirati, which means “delight” in Sanskrit, ��,
“Wonderful Joy” in Chinese, and is found in the Eastern quarter of the
cosmos. It is also a well-known paradise but the conditions for doing the
practice in this land are a little more difficult to meet. Since the nature of
beings in the sahā world is a little bit lazy they usually register to go to the
Western Sukhavati. Not many register for the land of Buddha Akṣobya in
the Eastern quarter. Therefore the number of practitioners in this Eastern
paradise is less than that of those in the Western paradise of Amitābha.

This chapter on Akṣobhya Buddha begins with a section that talks about
the practice of looking at the Buddha.

The Buddha looked at Vimalakīrti and asked: “Now you have come to
visit me and have met me, how do you see me?” This question means:
“What is the layman’s notion of the Buddha?”

Vimalakīrti said: “World-honored Lord, I look on the Buddha in the same
way as I look on my own true form.” These lines are very famous in the
world of Zen. In the Records of the Eminent Master Tuệ Trung,* these
eight words: “���� ����” “looking at your own true face, you naturally look
at Buddha,” are found in a koan that the Master transmitted to his disciples.

Vimalakīrti continues: “I do not look on the Buddha as arising in the
past, abiding in the present, or departing in the future. I do not see the
Buddha as body, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, or consciousness.
I do not look on him as this or that, as conditioned or unconditioned or as
something that can be explained.”

Vimalakīrti says that the true reality of the Buddha is not different from
the reality of himself. Buddha does not arrive or depart and does not abide.
Buddha is not self and is not other. Buddha is not conditioned or
unconditioned. Buddha is not past, present, or future. We cannot use words



or notions to describe the Buddha. If you say: “I look on the person of the
Buddha like that,” that is the correct way of looking. Looking otherwise at
Buddha is incorrect vision. The way of looking at Buddha described by
Vimalakīrti is the Mahāyāna way. In our practice we have gāthās praising
the Buddha. One of them reads as follows:

The Buddha jewel shines infinitely,
enlightened for countless lifetimes.
The beauty and stability of Buddha sitting
is seen in the mountains and rivers.
How splendid is the Vulture Peak!
How beautiful the light that shines forth from Buddha’s brow,
illumining the six dark paths.
To the Nāgapuṣpa Assembly we will go
to continue the true teachings and practices.
We take refuge in the Buddha ever-present.

In this gāthā we recollect the Buddha body according to the Mahāyāna.

The body of the Buddha is unborn and undying, it has no after and no
before. If we look with the eyes of relativity we shall never be able to see
the true nature of the Buddha body. It is like a gāthā in the Vajracchedikā
Sutra, which we can translate from the Sanskrit as follows:

Those who wish to find me in a form
or seek me in a voice
are wrongly attached to an abstraction.
They will not see the Tathāgata.

They should see me through the Dharma,
for our guides in the world are the Dharma body.
The nature of dharmas is unknowable
and cannot be discerned.
They are looking in the wrong way
and they will not see the true form of the Tathāgata.



Next in this chapter we find out about the origins of Vimalakīrti. He
originally came to the sahā world from the Abhirati paradise.

Śāriputra asked: “Layman, in your previous lifetime where were you,
before you were born in this world?”

Vimalakīrti said: “In the Dharma that you have practiced is there such
a thing as birth and death?”

“There is no birth and death.”

“If there is no birth and no death why do you ask where I died before I
was born here?

“Death is the sign of something that is empty and illusory coming to an
end. Ending of illusory phenomena and birth is the sign of the
continuation of something that is empty and illusory. Although the
bodhisattva dies, his roots of goodness are not lost, although the
bodhisattva is born he does not continue unwholesome actions.”

The Buddha told Śāriputra: “Śāriputra, Vimalakīrti has come to
manifest in the sahā world from the Paradise of Delight, the abode of
Buddha Akṣobhya (Unshakeable).”

Śāriputra said: “It is amazing, World-Honored One! How could
someone abandon such a Pure Land as Abhirati for a Buddha land so
defiled by vice?”

Vimalakīrti said: “What do you think, venerable monk? Is the
brightness of the sun accompanied by darkness?

““No, when the light of the sun shines, all darkness ceases at once to
exist.”

Vimalakīrti asked: “Why does the sun visit the continent of
Jambudvīpa?”

The Venerable Śāriputra replied: “Because the sun wants to bring its
light in order for this world not to be in darkness.”

“ Bodhisattvas are the same, they are born in the impure Buddha lands
with a view to helping living beings transform their suffering. They do



not abide with the afflictions but remove the darkness of the afflictions
of beings.”

In this chapter of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa we see Śāriputra portrayed as a
fool who asks feather-brained questions. Clearly those who were writing the
text of this sutra intentionally used the character of Śāriputra as a means to
expound the ideas of the Mahāyāna. Even though we know this we still feel
very sorry for the historical Śāriputra.

The whole assembly was very eager to see the Abhirati paradise and
Akṣobhya Buddha with his community of bodhisattvas and śrāvakas.
Knowing what the assembly had in mind the Buddha said to
Vimalakīrti: “Layman, make it possible for the assembly here to see the
Abhirati paradise of Buddha Unshakeable. They long to see what it is
like.”

Vimalakīrti entered samādhi and performing a miracle, lifted the Land
of Delight out of its place with his right hand and set it down on the
ground.

Then Śakyamuni Buddha addressed his great assembly, saying,
“Friends, do you see the Abhirati paradise, the tathāgata Buddha
Unshakeable, and the splendors of his land, the purity of the practices
carried out by his bodhisattvas, the purity of his śrāvakas?”

All replied, “Yes, we see them.”



Chapter 13: On Offering the Dharma
In this chapter Śakra, the king of the Gods, is present in the sangha. He
comes forward and praises the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa and vows he will support
and protect those who put it into practice.

Then Buddha said to the King of the Gods: “O Lord of the gods, in
former times, inconceivable ages ago, there was a Buddha by the name
of Bhaiṣajyarāja, Medicine King (��). At the same time there was a
Wheel-turning King by the name of Ratnacchattra who possessed all the
seven treasures and ruled over the four continents of the world. He had
one thousand sons. At that time king Ratnacchattra came with his
followers to make offerings to the Buddha Medicine King, providing
him with all he needed for his well-being. He did this for five whole
kalpas, and when the five kalpas were over, he said to his sons, ‘You too
should make offerings to the Buddha with the same deep respect as I
have shown.’ The thousand sons, obeying their father’s command,
proceeded to make offerings to the Buddha Medicine King for another
five kalpas, providing him with everything needed. One of the sons
named Chandracchattra thought to himself: ‘I and my children are
practicing generosity in this lifetime and have done so in many previous
lifetimes without knowing what is the most valuable way to practice
generosity.’ Then thanks to the spiritual power of the Buddha, there
came from outer space the voice of a god saying: ‘Making offerings of
the Right Dharma is the most valuable offering of all.’ Prince
Chandracchattra then went in search of the Buddha Medicine King to
ask how one could make offerings of the Dharma.

“The Tathāgata replied: ‘Son of a good family, the sutras of deep
meaning spoken by the Buddha are difficult to believe in and to accept
by people of the world. They are wonderful but difficult to see. They are
pure and unsullied. You will not understand them by using
discriminatory thinking.

‘If someone hears these sutras, has faith in them, understands, accepts,
memorizes, and preserves them, reads, recites, and uses the power of
skillful means and analysis to teach them, that is making the offering of



the Dharma. If someone gives clear instructions for living beings to
practice them, then they are preserving and protecting the Right
Dharma; that is offering the Dharma.’”

Among all the ways of offering the Dharma the most precious is the
offering of action. This means putting into practice the teachings that the
Buddha has transmitted. For example,

‘Someone understands interdependent origination and lives according
to that understanding. Someone abandons wrong views and embraces
the understanding of no-birth. Someone goes beyond the idea of self and
what belongs to self, relies on the spirit of the sutras rather than the
word, relies on intuitive insight rather than habitual patterns of thought,
relies on the sutras of the deep teachings, rather than the teachings that
are not deep, relies on the teachings not on the person who gives them,
… that is called the higher way of offering the Dharma.’

“The prince vowed to ordain as a monk in order to practice when he
had heard this teaching, and not long after he become enlightened.”

This is a Jātaka or previous birth story of something that had happened in
ancient times. Buddha Śākyamuni recalled it to prove that protecting the
Right Dharma, offering the Right Dharma and sharing the Right Dharma
are the most valuable of all the actions of giving. Buddha lets us know that
King Ratnacchattra of that time has now become the Buddha Ratnārcis and
the prince Chandracchattra of that time is a former life of Buddha
Śākyamuni. This chapter has shown us clearly that the gift of the Dharma is
a very precious gift, the most valuable of all gifts.

If we are able to receive and hand on the essential message of the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa without being caught in its discriminatory ideas, the
merit resulting from this action is immeasurable.



Chapter 14: Entrusting
The meaning of the title of this chapter is to entrust the responsibility of
preserving the teachings of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa and transmitting them to
future generations. Śākyamuni Buddha knows that bodhisattva Maitreya
will take his place in continuing to teach and transform beings in the sahā
world so the Buddha counsels him to take care of the learning, preserving,
and transmitting of the teachings of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa.

“Maitreya, I now entrust to you this highest, right, and equal awakening
that has been gathered over countless millions of long eons. In the age
after the Buddha has passed into parinirvāṇa, use your supernatural
spiritual power to preserve sutras such as this and disseminate them
throughout the continent of Jambudvīpa not allowing them to disappear.
Why? Because in the ages to come there will be good men and good
women, as well as gods, nāgas, and other beings, who will give rise to
the aspiration for the highest, right, and equal awakening and delight in
the Dharma. If they are unable to hear sutras such as this, they will lose
the opportunity to gain their excellent benefits.”

In this chapter we are shown the difficulties that people who taught the
Dharma in the time of the compilation of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa
encountered. The details show us the difficulties that presented themselves
to those teaching the Mahāyāna in the first and second centuries CE.

Buddha told the bodhisattva Maitreya: “Maitreya, you should understand
that there are two types of bodhisattvas. What are these two types? The first
type is attracted to words and beautiful literary forms. The second is not
afraid of deeper teachings of the sutras and is able to enter into the true
meaning.”

Two different tendencies can generally be attributed to bodhisattvas. In
the first case a bodhisattva is attracted to beautiful and good expression in
words (bodhisattvas are poets and writers). In the second case the
bodhisattva is not afraid of new ideas. They may like well-phrased and
pleasing verbal expression, but they bring out from the beautiful
phraseology the deep ideas in order to learn from them, put them into
practice, and realize the practice of them.



“The bodhisattvas who just like the well-phrased and pleasing verbal
expression are bodhisattvas new to the practice. Those who know how
to make good use of deep and wonderful teachings and without fear
penetrate the deeper meaning and, having heard these teachings, put
them into practice, are those who have been practicing for a long time.

“Maitreya, there are two attitudes of bodhisattvas new to the practice
which prevent them from penetrating the deep teachings. The first is that
there are sutras that have a deep meaning that the bodhisattva has not
heard before. When they hear these teachings for the first time they
develop an attitude of doubt and fear. So they do not rejoice in these
sutras. They say: ‘I have never heard these teachings before. Where do
they come from?’“

This is a weakness to which a new bodhisattva is subject. Although you
have never heard or read such ideas, this sutra could contain many precious
jewels, so do not develop an attitude of doubt. Open yourself to receive it.

“The second attitude is that when they meet those who preserve, uphold,
understand, and expound profound sutras of this type, they are
unwilling to come close to them, to offer them alms or treat them with
respect, but at times may even criticize them before others. Where you
find these two attitudes, you may be sure those who hold them are new
bodhisattvas. They do injury to themselves and cannot train their minds
to accept the Dharma.”

The second attitude to avoid is that when you encounter someone who is
transmitting, reciting, or teaching a sutra with new ideas, you discriminate
against it, criticize it, and refuse to draw near to receive the teachings. This
is another harmful attitude that the new bodhisattva should not adopt.

This section shows us that in first and second centuries CE, the teachings
of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa had still not been accepted widely by the people.
The sutra calls on students of the sutras to have an open mind. Do not be in
a hurry to condemn sutras with a deep and revolutionary meaning. Be open
to accept them. Do not discriminate against people who transmit such
sutras. Rather, you should support them.

Maitreya bodhisattva said: “World-Honored One, your words are
extraordinary, your words are wonderful. I shall avoid the faults you



have spoken about and strive to preserve the Dharma that leads to the
highest, right, and equal awakening that the Tathāgata has accumulated
over numberless eons. If in the ages to come there are good men and
good women who seek the Mahāyāna, I will see to it that deep sutras on
the ultimate meaning such as this come into their hands.

* Not killing, not stealing, not committing sexual misconduct, not lying, not exaggerating, not
speaking to cause division, not speaking cruelly, not craving, not hating, not ignorant.

† They are the cloudiness of time, views, afflictions, the idea of a living being, the idea of a lifespan.

* See Thich Nhat Hanh, Call Me By My True Names, Parallax Press, 1999.

* If you are caught in the idea of the Dharma, you are also caught in the ideas of a self, a person, a
living being, and a life span. If you are caught in the idea that something is not the Dharma, you are
still caught in the ideas of a self, a person, a living being, and a life span. That is why you should not
get caught in the idea that this is the Dharma or that is not the Dharma. This is the hidden meaning
when the Tathāgata says, ‘bhikṣus, you should know that the Dharma that I teach is like a raft.’ You
should let go of the Dharma, let alone what is not the Dharma. —Vajracchedikā Sutra.

* For more on the Madhyamaka teachings, see Cracking the Walnut: Understanding the Dialectics of
Nagarjuna to be published by Parallax Press in Spring, 2023.

* Matricide, patricide, killing an arhat, maliciously causing a Buddha to bleed, splitting the sangha.

* The five miracles shared by the non-Buddhists are the first five abhijña: 1. magical powers (iddhi-
vidha), like passing through a wall; 2. divine ear (dibba-sota); 3. penetration of the minds of others
(ceto-pariya-ñāna); 4. remembrance of former existences (pubbe-nivāsānussati); 5. divine eye
(dibba-cakkhu).

* The Chinese expression �� or Sanskrit parivrāja means literally “leaving the family” it is used to
mean becoming a monk; so there is a play on these words in this part of the sutra, “becoming a
monk” and “leaving behind.”

* This heaven has two parts. One part is called the inner palace. It is the place where the Buddhas and
Bodhisattva Maitreya dwell along with their retinues. The other part is called the Outer Palace. It is
the place where men and gods dwell. The Tuṣita heaven belongs to the Desire Realm and is the
fourth heaven which can be reached by meditative concentration.

* The word � here is to be translated as “practice,” not as �� “manifest.”



* That Buddha has the power to understand: 1. What is correct and what is incorrect. 2. The causes
and results that make up the karmic retribution of living beings in the three times. 3. All the samadhis
that lead to liberation. 4. The high or low faculties of living beings. 5. The different desires of living
beings. 6. All the different realms of living beings. 7. The coming and going of ordinary people, of
the holy ones, of the mundane and the supramundane. 8. The nature of suffering, happiness, long life,
or short life. 9. The births, deaths and previous lives of living beings and the Nirvāṇa without any
more bondage of the holy ones. 10. That one has oneself put an end to karmic retribution and habit
energy; there is no more birth and death or taint of afflictions.

† When the Buddha gives a Dharma talk his fearlessness arises from four things: 1. Omniscience—an
understanding of all mundane and supramundane phenomena. 2. Ending bondage: knowing clearly
the karmic births and deaths of all beings 3. Obstacles to the path: uses māra-dharma to teach
Buddhadharma. 4. The end of suffering: teaches Dharma doors that will put an end to the afflictions.

‡ 1. Faultless bodily action. 2. Faultless speech action. 3. Faultless mind action. 4. No dispersion. 5.
Always in meditative concentration. 6. Omniscience. 7. Uninterrupted aspiration. 8. Uninterrupted
diligence. 9. Uninterrupted mindfulness. 10. Uninterrupted insight. 11. Uninterrupted liberation. 12.
Uninterrupted liberation by insight. 13. All bodily action executed in accord with understanding. 14.
All speech action executed in accord with understanding. 15. All mind action executed in accord with
understanding. 16. Unobstructed understanding of future lives. 17. Unobstructed understanding of
past lives. 18. Unobstructed understanding of present lives.

* Māraḥ Pāpīyān, the king of the māras of the desire realm.

* His name means “Difficult to attain,” because his Pure Land is so far away from the sahā world.

* The School which began in India with the teachings of Vasubandhu and Asanga in the fourth or
fifth century CE and was brought to China by Xuanzang.

* Here dharma refers to elements that make up something.

* Traditional Chinese sharing the merit gāthā.

* Sahā refers to the land where we human beings are living. It is a world where we have to endure
difficulties.

* In Thich Nhat Hanh, Call Me By My True Names, Parallax Press, 1999.

* The cousin of Śākyamuni Buddha who out of jealousy tried to kill the latter.



* We know this because Master Tăng Hội, who was born at the beginning of the second century,
mentions this sutra.

† Someone who does not need a teacher or a sangha in order to be enlightened to the fact that all
things are caused and conditioned.

* L’Enseignement de Vimalakīrti, Université Catholique de Louvain, 1987.

* Viewing the impermanent as permanent, the no-self as self, the defiled as pure, suffering as
happiness.

† The sixty-two wrong views are described in the first sutta of the Dīgha Nikāya (Brahmajāla Sutta,
Net of Views).

‡ Thich Nhat Hanh et al., Chanting from the Heart, Parallax Press, 2007.

* The knots of viewing my body as myself, being caught in rules and rituals, doubt about the
teachings, attachment to pleasure, and ill-will. For meditation practices on the internal knots see
Blooming of a Lotus, Thich Nhat Hanh, Beacon Press 2022.

* All the basic practices taught by the Buddha, including the Four Foundations of Mindfulness and
the Noble Eightfold Path.

† The generosity, practice of mindfulness trainings, patience, diligence, meditative concentration and
wisdom that take us to the other shore.

‡ Generosity, loving speech, beneficial conduct, and accompanying others.

* Magical power, the divine ear, knowing others’ minds, the divine eye, recollecting past lives,
destruction of the āsavas.

† Right view, right thinking, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right diligence, right
mindfulness, right concentration.

‡ The first concentration has thinking and is filled with joy and happiness; the second has no thinking
and is filled with joy and happiness; the third has no joy but the happiness of equanimity; and the
fourth has equanimity in pleasure or pain.

* Parallax Press 2022.



* These are taints caused by desire, ideas of being and nonbeing, wrong views and ignorance

* The eight unfavorable conditions are 1. falling into the hell realms. 2. being born as a hungry ghost.
3. being born as an animal. 4. being born as a long-lived god who does not suffer and so is not
motivated to practice. 5. being born in the realm of no perceptions. 6. being blind, deaf, or unable to
speak. 7. living in uncivilized tribes. 8. being born at a time when there is no Buddha.

* Māra of the Afflictions, Māra of the Five Skandhas of Grasping, Māra of Death, and Māravatthu
(the king of a heavenly realm).

* Master Tuệ Trung was a Vietnamese lay Zen master; he died in 1291.
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The Ideas
Now is the time to summarize the teachings and special characteristics of
the sutra. We know that the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa first appeared in the second
half of the second century CE, 150–200 years after the birth of Christ.
Although the original Sanskrit version has been lost, the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa
in Sanskrit has been quoted a great deal in sutras and commentaries that
appeared later on so that today we can still read many sections of the sutra
in the original Sanskrit.

The Vimalakīrtinirdeśa shares with other sutras of the early Mahāyāna
many ideas. Here we list the ideas found in the Prajñāpāramitā collection,
that are also found in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa.

1. All dharmas are without a self-nature. They do not have a separate
self.

In chapter three Vimalakīrti says: “If you want to give a correct
explanation of suffering, you have to realize the truth that the five
skandhas do not have a separate self. There is no true self to be
found in any of them.”

In the Heart Sutra (in the new translation by the Venerable Thich
Nhat Hanh): “That is why in emptiness, body, feelings, perceptions,
mental formations, and consciousness are not separate self-
entities.”

2. All dharmas are unborn and undying, not produced (anutpanna)
and not destroyed (aniruddha).

A bodhisattva explains in chapter nine of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa:
“But if one sees the true nature of birth and death, one sees that
there is no birth or death.”

In the Heart Sutra: “all phenomena bear the mark of emptiness;
their true nature is the nature of no-birth, no-death….”

3. All dharmas are originally silent of all concepts and quiescent. All
are already by nature in nirvāṇa.



“Quiescent” here means they do not belong to pairs of opposing
concepts like: perfect/imperfect, born/dying. The meaning of
quiescent is similar to the meaning of nirvāṇa.

In chapter three Vimalakīrti says: “If you want to talk about
nirvāṇa and cessation, you should know the truth that all
phenomena are all lying in their nirvāṇa nature already.”

4. All dharmas are signless (animitta) and inexpressible
(anabhilapya).

In chapter five Vimalakīrti says: “My sickness has no form. It is
signless.”

In the Vajracchedikāprajñāpāramitā Sutra: The Buddha said to
Subhuti, “In a place where there are signs, in that place there is
deception. If you can see the signless nature of signs, you can see
the Tathagata.”

5. All dharmas are equal (sama) and nondual (advaya).

The teaching of nonduality is stressed many times in the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. In fact a whole chapter is devoted to it.

In the verses on the Middle Way reflecting the Prajñāpāramitā,
Nagārjuna has a famous verse that states that there is no difference
between nirvāṇa and saṃsāra. (Chapter 25, verse 20.)

In the gāthā praising the Buddha that the layman Ratnakāra speaks in
chapter one, he says: “The Buddha has penetrated the equalness of all
dharmas.”

In the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa are frequent references to skillful means. All
dharmas can be used to lead to the inconceivable liberation (acintya
vimokṣa). They are the ways of transforming and liberating living beings
that we are not able to measure with our minds. Bodhisattvas can liberate
living beings in ways that our ordinary rational ways of thinking cannot
understand.

The sutra wants to tell us that although someone is a layperson it does not
stop them from making a significant contribution to the transformation and
liberation of living beings. A king, a minister of government, a Prime



Minister, a woman, a child, a prostitute, a politician can transform and
liberate living beings without ordinary people knowing. A bodhisattva can
go into wine bars and casinos to transform and liberate beings and those of
narrow vision will not recognize them and what they are doing. They can
use time and space, making a long age last only seven days. They can make
a second into an eternity in order to liberate and transform living beings,
and living beings do not know it.

A bodhisattva can even manifest as Māra to transform and liberate people
who think the bodhisattva is truly Māra.

In short, bodhisattvas can use ways that people could not imagine to
liberate living beings, and that is what is meant by inconceivable liberation.
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Handing on the Teachings
We have seen how the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa hands on the teachings of the
Prajñāpāramitā Sutras. It also has elements shared with the Avataṃsaka
Sutra and makes them more concrete.

Here “making concrete” means that the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa presents the
teachings of the Prajñāpāramitā and Avataṃsaka Sutras as ways of action,
ways of life, and concrete practices—the practices of a bodhisattva who
wants to rescue all beings from their suffering.

The Prajñāpāramitā and Avataṃsaka Sutras present the truth of
interdependent origination in their own ways. “All events and all
phenomena are present because of interdependent origination. So they have
no real separate self and they are empty.” This is the doctrine of
Prajñāpāramitā. In the Avataṃsaka Sutra all events and all phenomena are
also present because of interdependent origination. In the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, however, interdependence is expressed in terms like: “I
am sick because living beings are sick,” the nonduality of the lotus and the
mud, of the sahā world and the Buddha land.

You could say that when we study the Prajñāpāramitā, we see emptiness
as the ground of being. The teaching of emptiness is to help us not be
caught in the idea of being. The teaching of emptiness is specifically to help
us correct our wrong perception of being.

When we enter the Avataṃsaka world we see that True Emptiness has
become Wonderful Being. The world of Avataṃsaka is a world of light and
wonder. Whatever takes place in the Avataṃsaka world is wonderful. The
people are beautiful, the flowers are beautiful, the Bodhi tree is beautiful.
When we have realized True Emptiness we can dwell in Wonderful Being.

When studying the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, we see that although it takes ideas
from both the Prajñāpāramitā and Avataṃsaka Sutras, it is closer to the
Avataṃsaka because it is more practical and uses elaborate and beautiful
imagery to take us into many worlds. The Avataṃsaka Sutra had an
enormous influence on the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa.



The aim of the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is to argue against the doctrine of the
śrāvaka vehicle with the heaviest kind of artillery that the householder
Vimalakīrti can manufacture. He does not treat anyone with consideration.
The artillery that the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa sends into the citadel of the lesser
vehicle was the heaviest artillery that the Mahāyāna of that time could
muster.

Although it takes the Prajñāpāramitā as its backdrop, its attitude is never
one of negating. On the contrary the Vimalakīrti goes along with the
Avataṃsaka in proclaiming the truth of Wonderful Being. In the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa the view of the Pure Land and the view of the world is
presented very clearly. Whether a land is beautiful or full of suffering, our
environment and our environmental retribution are all determined by our
personality. Our world is as our mind is. Therefore we do not need to run
away, we only need to change our state of mind and adjust our mental
attitude. When our mind is purified, any world can be the Pure Land.

In the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa the basis is our life in the present moment. The
sutra teaches us to dwell where we are. Our two feet should be firmly on the
earth of this world. Never try to escape, even to a Pure Land, because the
Pure Land can only be produced by our mind. The Vimalakīrti gives
significance to our life as it is now and does not aim at running away from
suffering to another world of bliss. Everything depends on how we live
today. Whether our life today is the Pure Land, the sahā world, peace and
joy, suffering, liberation, or the impurity of the afflictions, all depends on
our attitude and our personality and our way of living in the present
moment.

The principle of inconceivable liberation and skillful means is the same.
This teaches us that we should not distance ourselves from society. We
should live in the midst of our society. We have to plant the lotuses in the
mud of the pond. Out of this mud the most beautiful lotuses will bloom. It is
only in this world of afflictions that we can attain liberation and nirvāṇa.
The self-centeredness and self desire which we see as ugly and unclean can,
if we know how to use them, become the kind of compost from which the
flowers of Buddhahood and the mind of love can grow.
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The Aim of the Sutra
The aim of the Vimalakīrti is to attack the śrāvaka vehicle and it has no
hesitation in making the Venerable Śāriputra its target. The Venerable
Śāriputra represents what was considered to be the substance of the lesser
vehicle. We could say that the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa is the result of a
movement to resist the idealization of the monastic life. Buddhism is not
reserved for monks and nuns. It is not a path for monks and nuns who are
weary of this world and looking for the peace and joy of an individual
nirvāṇa. Buddhism is the path for all human beings and other species to
enjoy. If we are not skillful we can turn Buddhism into an ideology for a
minority who are monks and nuns and it will lose its nature of being open to
all.

The intention of the Buddha is that all realms of life, not only the human
species, but the animal, vegetal, and mineral species as well can participate
in a life of peace, joy, and purity that arises from our mind. The aim of the
Buddha is not to give the opportunity for a small group of practitioners to
enter peace, joy, and purity for themselves alone.

There were a number of people who wanted to turn Buddhism into an
ideology, a path for just a small number of monks and nuns, and therefore
Buddhism could not be engaged in the world. We could say that the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa reflects a movement of laypeople who opposed a
monastic ideology that made Buddhism a tool available to monks and nuns
alone. What made this more serious was that some of these monks and nuns
were just interested in their own advantage.

Of course there were monks and nuns who thought in a similar way to
Vimalakīrti, and in the movement for a more engaged Buddhism there was
also the participation of monks. Nevertheless we have to say that the
majority of people involved in this movement were laypeople who wanted
to bring Buddhism out of its ivory tower of monastic idealism. This
idealism propounded that laypeople only needed to make offerings in order
to have merit. They could not participate in practicing what the Buddha
taught.
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Reading and Understanding the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa

When we study the sutras, especially the famous ones like the Lotus Sutra,
Srīmāladevi-siṃhanāda, or Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, we do so with the
preconceived idea that many scholars and high monks have commented on
them. Therefore we think that if we do not base our understanding on these
commentaries and the masters who have gone before us, we shall never be
able to understand the sutras. This is a way of thinking that we need to re-
examine. Of course we should read the commentaries of the masters of old.
Nevertheless each one of us has our independent means of understanding
and we should have trust in our own capacity to understand. That is our
own Buddha nature—the awakened nature that is innate in all of us. The
independent capacity of understanding is the most precious thing human
beings have.

When reading a sutra, the first thing we have to do is use our own
independent vision in our approach to understanding it. If we think that
without reading the commentary first we shall never understand the sutra,
we have underestimated our independent capacity to understand or, in other
words, our own Buddha nature. In The Admonitions and Encouragements of
Master Guishan* (part of the novice disciplinary code) there are the
following words: “Others have been heroes, I can do likewise.” We should
not underestimate ourselves so that we regress and inhibit our capacity.

What I suggest is that we should not be in a hurry to attach ourselves to
the commentaries of old. When we come to study the sutra, we should do so
with all our heart and confidence in our own mental capacity. If we can
encounter the Buddha directly it is best to do so; we should not come to
Buddha through Śāriputra and Maudgalyāyana. The sutra is the teaching of
the Buddha. Our mind is also the Buddha. When these two Buddhas meet
each other there is a sympathy between them and the dialogue is very deep.
This does not mean that we ignore the way of looking at the commentary of
others, including that of our ancestral teachers and our present teacher. We
can read or listen to them to know how they understand the sutra.



Nevertheless, we do not need to understand the sutra in exactly the same
way as our teacher does. If it was like that there could never be any
progress. We should always be going back into past discoveries. Why?
Because how can we understand our teacher’s way of understanding 100
percent? At the most we shall understand 99 percent, and our own disciples
at the most will understand 98 percent and over successive generations the
understanding will continue to decrease. We have to have our own
understanding, and that understanding will be our root teacher. We shall
transmit all we have of our own understanding to our students, and they will
not be satisfied and will then go on to make their own discoveries. This is
the method I have used during fifty years of studying Buddhist sutras.

When we study the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa we should come to it as the
original text that has not yet been commented on. In the past our spiritual
ancestors did not have the opportunities or conditions as we have to be in
touch with many different traditions of Buddhism. A student of Buddhism
born in China could only be in touch with the Chinese tradition of
Buddhism. One born in Tibet would only know about the Tibetan tradition
and know very little or nothing about the Thai or Vietnamese Buddhist
tradition. Therefore people were molded in their own tradition and could
only understand the Buddha and the sutras according to their own tradition.
In our own time, the doors of all traditions are open and we have many
opportunities to visit other traditions. Each tradition has its own point of
view and way of looking. It has its own historical and philological data to
shine light on the path of the practitioner. If many different rays of light can
shine together on the subject of our research, we can discover things that
the ancestral teachers of the past were not able to discover. The ancestral
teachers in the past had only one source of light.

At present in the West we have to be very happy that all the Buddhist
traditions from 2,500 years are beginning to be present. It is not difficult for
us to study and learn about these traditions. Through what we learn from
different traditions we can have a wider view of what already lies in our
own tradition. Those who study Buddhism in our own time should profit
from these advantages.

Our predecessors who studied the sutras in the past gave much weight to
the ideas and thoughts contained in the sutras. They were very little
concerned with historical evidence. In our own time, thanks to



historiological and philological research, we can discover many facts that
were not available to our predecessors. During the last two hundred years,
new discoveries of ancient Buddhist texts have been made in Central Asia
and Nepal. There are scientific methods for dating these manuscripts. We
should know how to make good use of these discoveries in comparing
different versions of the sutra. In the Dunhuang caves of western China,
many Buddhist texts have recently been discovered. The Buddhist
congregation in Taiwan have reprinted these texts and we can compare
them with the versions that are presently found in the Buddhist canon. This
kind of scholarship is very necessary.

Apart from historiological studies, philological studies are also very
important. We can make many new and interesting discoveries through
philology. If we want to know about the origins of a race we can use both
historiological and philological studies to help us. The same is true for
Buddhist texts. Philological studies can help us establish the place and date
of origin of the text. We know which version is early and which is later.

In the Ugraparipṛccha, the content concerns the monastic and the lay
bodhisattva. When this sutra appeared, the bodhisattva precepts had not yet
been formulated. The Mahāyāna Brahmajāla Sutra, which is the text that
formulates these precepts, appeared after the Ugraparipṛccha in which the
lay bodhisattva practices only the five mindfulness trainings. This
comparative dating of sutras was something that Buddhist masters of old
knew nothing about.

When I lived in Paris, I taught Buddhism through historiological and
philological studies in the École Pratique des Hautes Études. I belonged to
the Faculty of History and Philology. During this time I discovered many
interesting facts. For example I discovered that the Eminent Master Tuệ
Trung (thirteenth century Vietnam) was the blood brother of the hero Trần
Hủng Đao and not his son as people had previously thought. Scholars in
Hanoi have now accepted that this is so. This discovery was only possible
by the historiological and philological comparison of various historical
texts.

A Buddhist scholar of our time must know how to use historical and
philological studies. They have to use analytical methods. They have to
discover more about what they are interested in. There has to be curiosity



and a desire to discover something new for their studies to go far. On the
other hand, if you only want to know about the ideas of the ancestral
teachers concerning the various sutras, you will simply be a slave your
whole life, very faithful to your master but unable to make any new
discoveries to light up the path for generations to come. You can transmit
what you have received but you cannot contribute to any new advance or
discovery. The strength of Buddhism is its ability to open up new paths of
discovery. Buddha was not satisfied with the spiritual path that had been
handed down from previous generations. It was his deep aspiration to find a
new way, and he rejected the throne of his father in order to make new
discoveries and hand them on to future generations. As we read the sutras,
we should follow the example of the Buddha in making new discoveries.

* Thich Nhat Hanh, The Admonitions and Encouragements of Master Guishan: Text and
Commentary, Parallax Press, 2022.
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