A Possibility for Accommodating Ideological Diversity

. There is not just one method for entering the Way,
the causes conditions for enlightenment being many.
and] the goal of the myriad religious practices is the same.

- - - Mujl Ichien, Shasekishd 744, 1279-1283)
Q: On what grounds can Muja make such a claim?

A: On the fundamental Mahayana principle of Skillful Means (hoben, fang
pien; upaya) expressed most forceably in the Lotus Sutra.

Q: So he is just another cultural relativist who thinks one
ideological position is just as good as another?

A: Absolutely not. He has definite opinions about what is right for himself;
but he sees no need to impose his beliefs on others.

Q: But how can he not insist that he alone understands what is
really “True,” and that those who disagree cannot be tolerated?

A: Because his Truth “surpasseth understanding” and cannot only be
suggested obliquely through anthropomorphic myths and allegories, like
fingers pointing at the moon.

Q: So what does that have to do with us in the 215 century?

A: At this very moment the Three Great Monotheisms in the West, each of
which has a vision of its One-and-Only-True Belief, are on a nuclear collision
course. If this does not concern you, then read no further. If it does, then
the Lotus Sutra and some other considerations about the uses and limits of
language and human reasoning may be of interest. For starters.

The Lotus Sutra, or simply, Scripture of the Lotus Blossom of the Fine
Dharma (Myohorengekyo, Hokkekyo). The translation into Chinese (T. 262)
of the Sanskrit Saddharma-pundarika-sutra by Kumarajiva in C.E. 406 has
been the preeminent scripture in the Mahayana Buddhism of East Asia,
both for its doctrinal position and for providing a rich imagery, largely
through its 8 parables, for literature and the pictorial arts and architecture
of China, Korea, and Japan. It consists of twenty-eight chapters (-bon) in
eight “scrolls” (or “fascicles,” -kan). The scriptural foundation for the Tendai
and Nichiren sects, the Lotus Sutra was widely respected the Shingon, Zen
(especially the Rinzai school), and the “Six Nara Sects” of early Japanese
Buddhism.

The message of the Lotus Sutra is that all sentient beings have the potential
for attaining Buddhahood, but conceptual illusion prevents them from
realizing that this is their essential nature. So, out of compassion, the
Buddha(s) employs many devices (Skillful Means/Expedients; hoben)
accommodated to their specific needs, to assist them in seeing through this
illusion.




. The Real being truly indeterminate, it is, however, possible to utilize
any means appropriate to the person in particular circumstances for leading
him to the ultimate truth. There is no limit to the number and nature of the
doctrinal devices that may be employed to realize this end. The only
consideration is that the device must be suited to the spiritual temperament
and needs of the beings, like the medicine to the malady. This is the
celebrated doctrine of Upaya-kausalya (excellence in the choice of methods).
Buddha is compared to a skilled physician who adjusts his remedies
conforming to the nature and intensity of the disease of the patients; he does
not, like a quack, prescribe one remedy for all. To one suffering from
dogmatic belief in substance (atman) he may prescribe the non-atman
(nairatmya) doctrine as a corrective, and for the skeptic and the materialist
he may prescribe as an antidote, the reality of the self and the continuance of
Karma and its result. To the spiritually advanced man, he teaches that there
is neither self nor the states. According to the nature of the malady to be
cured the appropriate teaching could be used. (Adapted from Murti 1960, pp.
246-47.)

Although provisional teachings are not only possible but necessary, there is, in fact,
only One Vehicle (ichijo; ekayana); and for this reason the Lotus is sometimes called the
Ichijokyo, Sutra of the One Vehicle. It is important to note, however, that the term does not
describe an exclusive dogmatic formulation that is taken to be correct while others are false.
The ultimate religious experience is beyond the reach of rational definition; and although the
Lotus Sutra may be viewed the the best possible expression of the Buddha’s teaching, other
scriptures (and other words, rituals, myths, metaphors, etc.) can be embraced as expressing
at least a partial truth. The One Vehicle refers to a single experiential goal to be reached
through a variety of conceptual formulations and exercises, but ultimately transcending the
word-games of rationality. This notion, not political expediency, is the basis of Tendai's
proverbial tolerance. (Adapted from Minor, Odagiri, Morrell 1985, Pp. 385-388.)

Lotus Sutra
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Myohdrengekyd #b 1 i #E %
Scripture of the Lotus Blossom of the Fine Dharma
Chinese translation (T. 262) of the Sanskrit Saddharma-pundarika-sitra
by Kumarajiva, C.E.406

Since Kumarajiva (or some later editor or printer) divided the 11* chapter of the
original Sanskrit version into two separate chapters and rearranged the numbering of the last
seven or chapters, it is impossible to line up the chapters of the Sanskrit and Chinese versions
in two parallel columns. Moreover, Kumarajiva’'s Chinese version, the standard in East Asian
Buddhism, reflects an East Asian rather than an Indian mindset. This is one of the major
defining scriptures of Mahayana Buddhism, and the extent to which it may or may not diverge
from some earlier Sanskrit text may have some historical interest, but it is not a religious
problem —- as, say, the historical authenticity of the early accounts in the New Testament
might be for a Christian. Briefly, the approach is mythological rather than historical. For all



practical purposes, Kumarajiva’'s Chinese version of the Lotus Sutra is the word of the Buddha

as it is heard by Chinese, Korea, Japanese, Mongolian, and Tibetan Buddhists. Kern'’s

translation of the Saddharma-pundarika-sutra from Sanskrit (1884, 1909) may provide some
interesting historical comparisons, but it is not to be confused with the translations from
Kumarajiva’s Chinese version.

The following table of contents includes an indication [K] of parallel items. Symbols also

show the Four Important Chapters (shiyobon) according to Tendai (T) -- 2, 14,16, 25 --and
according to the Nichiren Sect (N)-- 2, 16, 21, 26. The eight scrolls/fascicles (kan )are

indicated by Roman numerals in parentheses preceding the chapter numbers.
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