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This exquisite Chinese stele suggests the imagination-challenging panoram a o f  the cosmic 

setting o f  the events o f  the Scripture, depicting the m ain assembly at the house o f  Vimala- 

kTrti. w ith  a ttendan t hosts. Manjusri is seen in the pavilion on the left, a ttended by  monks, 

deities, and citizens o f  Vaisâiï. Vimalakirti holds forth  in the pavilion on the r ight, sur­

ro unded  by  a ttendan t bodhisattvas. Sariputra stands on the left o f  the central tree, faced by 

the goddess (Chap. 7) w h o  teases h im  so artfully. T he  flying figure on the upper right 

represents the magically incarnated bodhisattva bringing  the inexhaustible bow l o f  

ambrosial food f rom  the universe Sarvagandhasugandha (Chap. 10). T he figure on the 

upper  left represents one o f  the bodhisattvas f ro m  that o ther  universe abou t to  show er 

flowers on the assembly o u t  o f  his delight in the p ro found  teachings. (Photograph  courtesy 

o f  M etropolitan  M useum  o f  Art, R o g e rs  Fund, 1929.)
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Preface

Amid the glittering profusion o f  the jewelry o f the Mahayana Buddhist Scrip­

tures, The Holy Teaching of Vimalakirti stands out like a masterfully faceted 

diamond, so located between the heaps o f gold, silver, and pearls o f the Tran­

scendent Wisdom (Prajhaparamita) Scriptures and the array o f  sapphires, rubies, 

emeralds, and other gems o f the Garland (Avatamsaka), or Inconceivable Liberation 

(Acintyavimoksa) Scriptures as to refract the radiances o f  all, beaming them forth 

to the beholder in a concentrated rainbow-beam o f diamond light.

I elaborate upon this traditional metaphor here to convey a sense of the unique­

ness of the Vimalakirti among Buddhist Scriptures; its utility for study as con­

taining a quintessence o f Mahlyana doctrines, both o f  the profound and o f the 

extensive categories, and its aesthetic virtue as an object o f the connoisseur’s 

delight. This helps us understand how a hundred generations o f  Mahayana 

Buddhists in India, Central Asia, China, Japan, and South East Asia were disposed 

to study, revere, and enjoy this Scripture, finding enlightenment, inspiration, 

and the grace o f pleasant humor.

N othing concrete is known about the “original text” o f the Vimalakirti. It 

purports to record events that took place during Gautama Buddha’s time (sixth 

to fifth century B.C.), but no text was apparent in India until after Nagarjuna 

(c. first century B.C. to first century a .d .) had revived the Mahayana traditions, 

discovering the Mahayana Sanskrit Scriptures, the Vimalakirti text among them. 

This text was subsequently translated into Chinese seven different times, starting 

in the third century, the version o f Kumarajiva (a .d . 406) being the most popular, 

and that o f Hsiian Tsang (a .d . 650) the most technically accurate. It was translated 

into Tibetan twice, the definitive version completed in the ninth century by the 

well-known translator Chos Nid Tshul Khrims. It was also translated into 

Sogdian, Khotanese, and Uighur. Unfortunately all basic Sanskrit texts are now 

lost, except for some fragments found in Mahayana philosophical works. The 

Japanese chose Kumarajiva’s version for their translation, and the majority of 

modern translations have been based on this text. Recently, Dr. E. Lamotte set 

forth to rectify this situation by basing his fine French translation on the Tibetan 

and the Hsiian Tsang versions. The history comes full circle finally, as the Rev. 

E. Bangert first translated the Tibetan into modern Thai and then into current 

Sanskrit. M y translation is based on the Tibetan version, as I am most at home in 

that language, although at times the simplicity o f  the Kumarajiva, the psychologi­

ze
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cal precision o f Hsiian Tsang, or the elegance o f Lamotte may have clarified the 

Tibetan, provided an alternative, or given me another reference point from 

which to find a middle way. Any significant departures from the basic Tibetan 

have been duly noted.

My main goal in this translation is to present the authentic teaching o f  Vimala­

kTrti, and so my main focus is philosophical rather than philological. Thus, I have 

taken great pains with the language o f the translation, providing the reader with 

three glossaries, the first for Sanskrit terms and proper names, the second for the 

numerical categories that abound in Mahayana Scriptures, and the third for 

English Buddhist technical terms that correspond to important Sanskrit con­

cepts, proper understanding o f which is crucial for undistorted appreciation of 

the teaching. Sanskrit terms are given in root form except when they occur in 

plural or in grammatical combination.

The ultimate inexpressibility o f everything is never more keenly felt than when 

it comes time to express one’s gratitude to one’s teachers and benefactors for their 

irrepayable kindness in enabling one to come to the point o f serving in such a 

capacity as this. Nevertheless, silence on this occasion would be like Sariputra’s 

silence (Chap. 7), not like VimalakTrti’s lion’s roar (Chap. 9). First, I must salute 

the long line of scholars and translators, some mentioned above, from Manjusri to 

Lamotte, who preserved this teaching over the millennia and made it available 

to me; I hope this work will contribute to the unending tradition. Second, I 

avow my heartfelt gratitude to my personal teachers, whom I list in temporal 

order o f my contact with them: Rev. Geshe Wangyal, H. H. the Dalai Lama, 

Dr. M. Nagatomi, Dr. D. H. H. Ingalls, Dr. V. V. Gokhale, and Lama Anagarika 
G ovinda; I can only hope that this work might please them. Third, I sincerely 

thank my friend and benefactor, Dr. C. T. Shen, both for his sponsorship o f the 

work and for his most helpful collaboration in the work of comparing the 

Tibetan and Chinese versions. We were sometimes joined in our round-table 

discussions by Drs. C. S. George, Tao-Tien Yi, F. S. K. Koo, and T. C. Tsao, 

whose helpful suggestions I gratefully acknowledge. My thanks also go to 

Ms. Yeshe Tsomo and Ms. Leah Zahler for their invaluable editorial assistance, 

and to Ms. Carole Schwager and the staff o f  The Pennsylvania State University 

Press. Finally, my very special thanks to Nena, who actually made it all possible, 

and to Ganden, Uma, and Dechen, who make it all necessary.

If, in spite o f all this excellent help, any errors remain undetected, I take full 

responsibility for them.

Gandendechenay 

Shady, New York 

August 1975

Robert A. F. Thurman



Introduction

The Message o f  Vimalakirti

‘•‘Matter is not void because o f  voidness; voidness is not elsewhere from matter. 

Matter itself is voidness. Voidness itself is matter.” 1 This statement, common in 

Maháyana Scriptures, expresses the quintessence o f the Middle W ay (mad- 

hyamapratipat). It is also fundamental to the message o f  Vimalaldrti. It is utterly 

profound, yet so simple it is all too easy to overlook its astounding implications. 

“ M atter” represents the familiar world, the world o f  relativity, whereas 

“voidness” represents the goal o f  spiritual longing, the ultimate, the transcen­

dental, the infinite and eternal. If the two are just the same, what is the purpose 

o f  religion? O f  philosophy? O f  the austerity o f spiritual practice? O f  this 

statement or any statement or teaching? Is this not the most blatant form of 

nihilism ?

Indeed, a great many scholars, ancient as well as modern, have mistaken the 

Middle Way taught by Vimalaldrti, Nagarjuna, and the Mahayana Buddha as 

leading to the annihilation o f  all values, mundane and spiritual, and the main 

purpose o f  this introduction is to avert this disastrous mistake. The key lies in 

the concept o f “voidness.” The word is carefully chosen, and does not mean 

“nothingness.” Thus, the equation o f  “ matter” with “voidness” tells us some­

thing about the condition o f  matter, not that matter does not exist at all. And the 

equation o f  “voidness” with “ matter” emphasizes the fact that this teaching is, 

far from being nihilistic, the very cure for nihilism.

Nagarjuna expounds the same theme in his Vigrahavyávartam: “ I salute the 

incomparable, perfect Buddha, who made the declaration o f  the equivalence in 

meaning o f voidness, relativity, and the Middle W ay.” 2 Here we find, instead 

o f “ matter,” the term “ relativity” (pratityasamutpáda), which is another key term 

of the Middle W ay philosophy. It means that all finite things are interdependent, 

relative, and mutually conditioned, and implies that there is no possibility of any 

independent, self-sufficient, permanent thing or entity. An entity exists only in 

relation to other entities. It must be composed o f  parts, which came together 

when it was produced and which separate at the time o f  its dissolution. All things 

that can be observed, imagined, or conceived by our finite minds are relative 

insofar as they are limited at least by having a point o f contact, hence a relationship,

l
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with our perceptions or imaginations. However, as we make our way through 

the relative world, our minds are accustomed to constructing pairs o f  opposites 

such as “ long and short” or “ light and dark.” Thus we hypothesize an opposite 

to every fmite, dependent, temporal, relative entity we can know or imagine, 

and we call it infinity, independence, eternity, absolute— that is, usually some 

etymologically negative term (in-finite =  not finite, etc.). This is quite harmless 

and useful, until we begin to make the unconscious assumption that since most 

names seem to refer to entities, these must also, and we begin to think o f “an 

independent being” and similar concepts. If we then attach these false notions o f 

ultimate being to whatever we are disposed to value, we fall short o f  full awareness 

o f  thoroughgoing relativity.

So the teachers o f  the Middle W ay use “ voidness” to remind us that all such 

false notions are delusive; that is, they use it to free us from our own concep­

tualizations. Hence “ matter is voidness” does not negate matter as a relative 

phenomenon; it negates any false notion o f matter as an ultimate thing, as having 

any independent, substantial being, as having any ultimately true status. Matter in 

itself does not need to be felt to have some sort o f  ultimate, independent substance, 

to stand in its diverse configurations and undergo its various relative trans­

formations. In fact, were matter to have any sort o f  independent, ultimate status 

(such as the true being we tend to attribute to all things because o f  our habit o f 

confusing name with reality), it would become obstructed in its functional roles 

o f  interdependency since, by definition, an independent “ thing” cannot be 

dependent. Therefore, all negative statements in the teachings o f  the Middle Way, 

from the Scriptures to the systematic treatises o f the Madhyamika by the great 

masters such as N igaijuna and his successors, do not negate relative things per se 

but only their ultimate existence, which is initially attributed to them by habitual, 

delusive, mental constructions.

Most people are so accustomed to such notions that the world might seem 

impossible if  there were no enduring substance in things. In his major work, 

“ W isdom” (Prajhd nama mulamadhyamakakdrikd),3 N igaijuna quotes a famous 

objector: “ If all this were void, then there would be no creation and no destruc­

tion. . . . ” And Nagarjuna’s answer comes as a shock at first: “ If all this were not 

void, then there would be no creation and no destruction.. . .  ”4 Thus voidness, 

far from annihilating everything, is the necessary condition for all relative existence. 

In other words, voidness here is not “ the void” we imagine in microspace or 

macrospace, a dark nothingness in which galaxies or atoms are contained; nor is 

it a substratum. It is infinity, which is only a term for the ultimate ineffability o f 

the relative reality to which we can see no ending or beginning.

The difficulty o f correct understanding o f this principle may lie in its very
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simplicity. W hen minds are conditioned to discover truth in subtle complexities, 

it may become emotionally repugnant to accept a principle so simple that it seems 

to make intellect obsolete. This principle therefore will not lead to resolution in 

one’s deeper being, unless analytic intellect has succeeded in throwing out every 

possible alternative. Hence it is as delusive to grasp the principle as a solution in 

itself as it is delusive to reject it out o f hand.

The principle is that the fact that matter is voidness is absolutely affirmative of 

matter, not negative o f  matter. Indeed, o f  all theories it is the only one that is thus 

affirmative.

H ow  is this so ?

There are basically two kinds o f  theory about ultimate reality: nihilism and 

“absolutism.” O f  course, intellectual history abounds in theories vastly different 

in detail, but all share one or the other o f these basic postulates about reality. They 

either deny it altogether or they posit some sort o f ultimate entity, substratum, 

or superstratum that serves as foundation, essence, container, or whatever, o f  the 

immediate reality. And this absolutism, while appearing to affirm something 

ultimately, actually negates the immediate reality in favor o f the hypostatized 

ultimate reality. For if “ God,” “Brahman,” the “universe,” “ the void,” “nir­

vana,” “pure mind,” “ the Tao,” “pure being,” and so forth, make an ultimate 

reality beyond the imperfection o f our world, the spiritual man must naturally 

strive to escape this imperfection to reach his ultimate and eternal well-being. 

However widely the absolutes posited may differ, they all impel us in practice to 

negate our immediate reality.

N ow  we may better appreciate the first implication o f  the statement that the 

immediate, relative reality is the ultimate, perfect reality: that matter is voidness. 

If it is so, our immediate reality is ultimate, cannot be escaped or negated, and 

must be accepted as it is— at least to start with, before we try to do something 

about it in a relative way— with no false hope o f  ever making it ultimate, since 

it already is so. W e are left with the seemingly contradictory tasks o f becoming 

conscious o f its ultimacy on the one hand and, on the other hand, o f  devoting our 

energies to the improvement o f  the unavoidable relative situation as best we can. 

For the successful accomplishment o f  this dual task we need, respectively, wisdom 

(prajha) and great compassion (mahakarund), and these two functions are the 

essence o f  the Great Vehicle (Mahayana), and o f the Middle Way.

Wisdom does not allow us to settle for our habitual involvement with sensory 

objects (as just being “given” “out there”), and causes us to learn and practice 

probing beneath the surface o f  apparent “ reality” to gain direct awareness of 

the ultimate reality o f  all things. At the same time, great compassion does not 

allow us to set up any hypostatized “ultimate reality,” immerse ourselves in any
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sort o f quietistic trance, or accept any sort o f illogical escapism from relativity, 

but imperatively compels us to act selflessly, as if  already enlightened, even when 

we do not yet feel enlightened. Thus, the correct intellectual understanding of 

the voidness o f  matter (rüpasünyatá), the voidness o f consciousness (vijhana- 

sünyata), or even the voidness o f voidness (sünyatasünyata) is the indispensable first 

step in the long meditational cultivation o f our tolerance o f  incomprehensibility 

(anupalabdhidharmaksanti), as well as the supreme cure for self-defeating selfish­

ness in daily action. And thus the way is difficult, not because o f  any complexity, 

but because we cannot grasp matter, we cannot grasp mind, we cannot even 

grasp any doctrine o f the “ungraspability o f  matter and m ind.” And still, matter, 

mind, and ultimate voidness remain before us in ineluctable relativity, like the 

reflection o f the moon in water. It is clear that this subtle, profound, yet simple 

teaching can be inaccessible or even frightening to those either intellectually or 

emotionally unprepared, while the gem-like being properly prepared need only 

hear it, and all mental blocks are instantly shattered.5

Thus, this teaching o f  the Middle W ay is not for everyone. And hence the 

Buddha and the great masters who inherited his teachings devised other teachings 

intended to develop those who might be overwhelmed by introduction through 

this teaching, to develop them to a point where they would be ready to confront 

the “ royal reason” equating voidness with relativity. There is the Hinayana 

teaching, which teaches a liberation (nirvana) that appears to be a release from 

the relative world short o f perfect enlightenment. There is the “ mind-only” 

teaching (vijhánaváda), which teaches the reality o f pure mind, beyond all miser­

able phenomena. Nevertheless, in all cases, these teachings serve in the develop­

ment o f an individual only up to a point: the point where he might meet with 

a Vimalakírti, who would bring home to him the ultimate message o f the Middle 

Way.

In the words o f  Nagarjuna, from the RatnavalT: “Just as the grammarians make 

one read the grammar, the Buddha teaches the Dharma according to the tolerance 

o f  the disciples. He teaches the Dharma to some people to refrain from sins, to 

some to accomplish virtue, to some to depend on dualism, and to some to be 

independent from dualism; finally, to some, he teaches the profound, awe­

inspiring practice o f enlightenment, whose essence is compassion and voidness.” 6

In keeping with an alternative title o f the Scripture (“ Inconceivable Libera­

tion” ),7 Vimalakírti lays great emphasis on the theme o f inconceivability, that is, 

the ultimate incomprehensibility o f  all things, relative or absolute. He thus spells 

out the furthest implication o f the application o f  voidness: that the finite, ego- 

centered mind cannot even conceive o f the ultimate nature o f  things and, hence, 

as far as such minds are concerned, their ultimate reality is itself inconceivability.
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This accords with the degree o f  attainment o f  the bodhisattva, so frequently 

reached by VimalakTrti’s audiences, called “ the tolerance o f  the ultimate birth- 

lessness o f  all things” (anutpattika-dharmaksanti). It is extremely significant that 

the term “ tolerance” (ksanti) is used here, rather than “conviction,” “under­

standing,” or “realization” ; it emphasizes the fact that where the ultimate is 

concerned, the mind is unable to grasp anything in the pattern o f  dualistic knowl­

edge, for there is no finite object in this case and only relative objects can be 

grasped with relative certainty in the mundane sense. Yet that is not to say that 

the student’s task is to simply put a label o f  “inconceivability” on all things and 

rest complacent with a sense o f having reached a high state. Indeed, there are three 

stages o f this tolerance: the verbal (<ghosdnugd), conforming (anulomikT), and 

true tolerance o f  birthlessness. This indicates the difficulty o f  attainment o f  true 

tolerance, which occurs only at the eighth stage o f  bodhisattvahood.* Incon­

ceivability as a verbal concept is only a principle to be applied to the mind, just 

like the verbal concept o f voidness, or even o f  infinity.

When we reflect intensively on any o f these concepts, our minds open gradually 

in an ever widening sphere whose limits proceed from preconceived limitation 

to preconceived limitation. W e discover to our surprise that there is always 

something further, and we logically discard the possibility o f any limit being 

ultimate because any limit serves as the near boundary o f the next larger space or 

dimension or time. If we adhere rigorously to this process, we soon find ourselves 

lost in the stars, as it were, with less and less security about ever having started 

from anywhere. It takes time for such a process to permeate one’s whole being, 

for this can be a shattering experience to one whose conditioned notions are 

firmly ingrained and not previously brought into the light o f  analytic exami­

nation. The great master Atisa once likened the process to a mound o f butter 

melting in a broth, or to an iron pressing smooth the wrinkles in a piece o f cotton 

cloth.

The Buddha gave this type o f deepest teaching only to disciples able to deal 

with it. Nagarjuna himself rarely spelled it out explicitly, restricting himself to 

providing the means whereby the disciplined intellect can strip away its own 

conceptualizations and habitual notions. But VimalakTrti felt that such a message 

should be available to a much larger circle o f people, for he expressed himself 

definitively on all occasions, as recorded in this Scripture. Thus I have ventured 

to follow his example by spelling out the essence o f his message in order to insure 

that his speech would not be utilized falsely as a justification for nihilism or 

sophistry. O f  course it need not be repeated that no formula, no phoneme, and 

no spelling out can do more than point the way to an understanding beyond 

words, which, however, includes words as relative things from another point
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o f  view. In fact, the very existence of this introduction betrays m y inadequacy to 

live up to Vimalakirti himself, with his famous silence on the subject o f non­

duality when questioned by Manjusri.

The Method of Vimalakirti

The second chapter, “Inconceivable Skill in Liberative Technique,” introduces 

Vimalakirti as a person who represents the consummate embodiment o f  skill 

in liberative technique.9 This makes even more plain the'implication o f the 

Scripture that he is an incarnation (nirmana), like Sakyamuni Buddha himself, 

and, as such, indistinguishable from the Buddha in the ability to do the right thing 

for each particular person. His eloquence is supreme, his behavior is exemplary, 

and his miraculous feats are in no way inferior to those o f the Buddha himself. 

Although he is respectful to the Buddha and usually polite with everyone, even 

the disciples, he is in no way intimidated in the august presence o f the Tathagata, 

as he proceeds to tell him to his face that he does not really exist.10

The main technique Vimalakirti uses that is of interest here— dichotomy— is 

found in his discourse, which relates to another alternative title o f the Scripture, 

“ Reconciliation o f Dichotomies” (yamakavyatyastdhdra) .u  This is in keeping 

with the traditional method o f the Middle Way masters, who had great skill in 

pitting polar opposites against each other to eliminate the fixedness o f  each and 

to free the mind o f  the student who applies himself to the polarities to open 

into a middle ground o f  reality beyond concepts. The “ Great Sorcerers” 

(imahasiddhas) o f  first-millennium India refined this technique to a consummate 

degree in their songs and extraordinary deeds, and the Great C h’an and Zen 

Masters wielded the same “ double-edged sword” in their earthshaking statements 

and their illuminating activities. The singular quality o f  such teachers’ use of 

dichotomies lies in the fact that they relate them to the actual practice o f the 

hearers, forcing them to integrate them in their minds and actions. Thus, they 

expect them to be liberated inconceivably, while being totally engaged in the 

work o f  helping other living beings.12 They recommend their full cultivation of 

great love and great compassion while maintaining total awareness o f the total 

absence o f  any such thing as a living being, a suffering being, a being in bondage. 

In short, they show the way to the full nonduality o f  wisdom and great compas­

sion, the latter being expressed as skill in liberative technique— the integrated 

approach acknowledged by all the masters as the essence o f the Mahayana.13

This brings out Vimalakirti’s main bone o f contention with the disciples, 

such as Sariputra, whom  he finds to be too complacent in their sense o f  liberation
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and superiority o f  wisdom. It also further emphasizes the positive aspect o f the 

Middle W ay in general, which has all too often been overlooked by its Western 

critics, who have mistaken it for nihilism at worst or at best for a sophistic, dry 

intellectualism. VimalakTrti makes it clear that the sole function o f wisdom, 

gnosis, or any state o f liberation is its function as a necessary complement to the 

indispensable great compassion that has no object (anupalambha) and is not a 

sentimentally conceived emotion (ananunayadrstimahdkaruna). W isdom as a 

solitary possession, not integrated with liberative technique, is plainly declared 

to be bondage;14 even meditation, trance, concentration, and so on, are declared 

to be vain unless they aid in reconciliation o f the basic dichotomy o f world versus 

liberation, samsara versus nirvana. That some modem  scholars could think that 

this fundamental point o f VimalakTrti’s message, this fundamental procedural 

basis o f the entire Mahayana, might have been overlooked or neglected by such 

masters as Nagarjuna or CandrakTrti is indeed surprising.

VimalakTrti’s reconciliation o f  dichotomies is so thoroughgoing that he shocks 

the disciples by his advocacy o f the most horrible things as being part o f  the 

bodhisattva’s path. The bodhisattva may commit the five deadly sins,15 may 

follow the false heterodox teachings, may entertain the sixty-two false views, may 

consort with all the passions, and so on. Even the Maras, or devils, that plague the 

various universes are said to be bodhisattvas dwelling in inconceivable liberation16 

— playing the devil, as it were, in order to develop living beings.

This leads to an extraordinary fact that cannot be omitted, as startling as it may 

be to some because o f  their historical convictions about the origins of various 

Buddhist teachings. VimalakTrti’s method in integrating the intellectual and 

behavioral dichotomies is one o f  many blatant hints o f  Tantric ideas in the 

background o f  his teaching method. Futher research is needed to determine 

whether these connections prove the existence o f  Tantrism at a time earlier than 

modem scholars generally believe or whether later Tantrics found VimalakTrti’s 

teachings a source o f  inspiration. However, in a discussion o f VimalakTrti’s 

method, it must be noted that in the foregoing instances o f reconciliation of 

extreme dichotomies VimalakTrti is actually teaching pure Tantric doctrine, as 

can be found in such works as the Guhyasamdjatantra.17 The concept o f  the adept 

using paths generally considered evil for the attainment o f  enlightenment and 

the buddha-qualities is basic in Tantric doctrine and practice. Sakyamuni’s 

revelation o f  the Saha world as a jeweled buddha-field accords with Tantric 

method. That method starts from the premise o f Buddhahood, in a sense, as the 

devotee cultivates his perception o f  himself as a Buddha, o f  all living beings as 

Buddhas and deities, o f the world as a pure realm of Tathagatas, o f  his own 

residence as a crystal sky-palace, and so forth .18 VimalakTrti’s discussion o f how a



bodhisattva in inconceivable liberation can transfer M ount Sumeru, or an entire 

universe, into a mustard seed is reminiscent o f  the yogic practices for transmuting 

dimensions o f  time and space found in the Guhyasamaja.19 The description of 

Vimalakirti as versed in “esoteric practices” ;20 the description o f  the “Family 

o f  the Tathagatas” ;21 Vimalaklrti’s verse identifying wisdom as the mother and 

liberative technique as the father, exactly corresponding with the central Tantric 

symbolism o f  male and female as vajra and bell, and the like;22 the yogic powers 

ascribed to the bodhisattva in inconceivable liberation, such as the ability to take 

fire in his stomach;23 the mention o f the appearance o f  many Tathagatas— 

including Aksobhya, Amitabha, Ratnavyuha, Sarvarthasiddha, and others— in 

the house o f Vimalakirti, teaching the esotericisms o f the Tathagatas (tathdgata- 

guhyaka) ;24 and the culmination o f  the sutra in the vision o f  the Buddha 

Aksobhya:25 All these lend the sutra a certain aura o f  Tantra.26 Whatever the 

“ historical” relationship may be, it is safe to say that Vimalaklrti’s method of 

the reconciliation o f  dichotomies, as based on the inconceivable liberation o f  the 

bodhisattva, forms a Tantra in its own right, that is, a rapid, effective method 

o f simultaneously developing wisdom and great compassion to a high degree. 

Certainly, there is no doubt that the “Great Sorcerers” (mahdsiddhas) o f later 

times would have felt at home in the house o f  Vimalakirti.

The Miracles o f  Vimalakirti

Vimalakirti claims inclusion among the “Great Sorcerers” most o f  all, perhaps, 

for his generous use o f  miraculous feats in the course o f teaching his fellow men 

and women. In view o f the spirit o f  modern times, miracles merit some 

introduction in order to clear the air o f  prejudice so they may serve their 

proper function. Actually, modern scholars and the traditional scholars o f 

Tibet, China, and Japan agree, albeit unwittingly, on a fundamental point: 

Modern scholars do not normally believe in “supernatural” miracles, but 

neither do they believe the events in the life o f  Vimalakirti to be historical. They 

see the Scripture as a literary creation by an imaginative artist o f  the Mahayana 

tradition: an allegorical presentation o f certain basic philosophical and religious 

teachings, set in the ancient and hallowed times o f the Buddha Sakyamuni and 

using fictitious Tathagatas and bodhisattvas to dramatize the doctrines. Tradi­

tional scholars do believe in the historicity o f  Vimalakirti, the other bodhisattvas, 

and the Buddha in his Mahayana manifestations, as well as in the “science- 

fictional” world view o f interrelated universes or buddha-fields. Nevertheless, 

because o f  their technical evaluation o f  the compassionate motives and miraculous
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powers o f  these Buddhas and bodhisattvas, they agree about the allegorical nature
of the Scripture. That is, they believe Vimalakírti to be an emanated incarnation 

(inirmdnakaya) o f the Buddha, a living allegory, and a vehicle o f the highest 

teaching; they believe that everything he does and says is solely for the purpose 

of developing and liberating living beings. Therefore, there is general agreement 

on the point that the events in the Scripture are allegorical, and we shall leave 

aside the question o f  whether they are living or literary allegory.

This attitude should be maintained to reap the full benefit o f the miracles 

portrayed in the Scripture. M odem and traditional scholars agree that the miracles 

are not simply displays o f  magical prowess, either clamoring for belief or 

challenging disbelief, but rather are intended to stretch the imagination, whether 

by Vimalakírti himself,"as an artist o f  life-forms, in their magical accomplishment 

or by the master literary artist in their creation; they are intended to shake the 

student’s ingrained preconceptions o f possibility and impossibility and make 

him receptive to the message o f  inconceivability. Certainly the Hwa Yen masters 

would agree, pointing out the cosmic vision in the jeweled parasol (p. 12), the 

thrones imported from the universe Merudhvaja (p. 51), the inexhaustible food 

(p. 81), the miniaturization and display of the universe Abhirati (p. 94), etc., as 

perfect illustrations o f the principle of mutual nonobstruction o f phenomena 

(shih shih wu ai; Thus Vimalakírti clearly demonstrates the effective

complementarity o f the supposed “positive approach” o f  the Avatamsaka and 

the “negative approach” o f the Prajhaparamita, showing the ultimate miracle 

to be the utter equivalence o f voidness and the dazzling relativity of inter­

penetrating universes.

As we hear Vimalaklrti’s exhortation to strive for tolerance o f inconceivability 

and the inconceivable liberation and as our rigid boundaries for exclusion o f 

possibilities soften and give way before ever expanding frames o f  reference, our 

contemplation o f  the message o f Vimalakírti through opening our mental 

horizons on the ever widening scope o f infinitude will enhance our enjoyment 

and appreciation o f the beauty and splendor o f the miraculous displays effected 

by the Buddha and by Vimalakírti. Similarly, our imaginative visualization o f 

the mental pictures created by the descriptions o f  the buddha-fields and by the 

distortions o f dimensions, distances, times, and spaces will contribute to our 

sensitivity to the profound and subtle implications o f Vimalaklrti’s eloquent 

teaching, that we may be so fortunate to come to hear the great lion’s roar o f  his 

profound silence.



I

Purification o f  the Buddha-Field1

Reverence to all Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Aryasravakas, and Pratyekabuddhas, 

in the past, the present, and the future.

Thus have I heard at one time. The Lo<rd Buddha2 was in residence in the garden 

o f  Amrapall, in the city o f  VaisaE,3 attended by a great gathering. O f  bhiksus 

there were eight thousand, all saints.4 They were free from impurities and 

afflictions, and all had attained self-mastery. Their minds were entirely Eberated 

by perfect knowledge. They were calm and dignified, like royal elephants. They 

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

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

attained the utmost perfection o f every form of mind control.5

O f  bodhisattvas there were thirty-two thousand, great spiritual heroes6 who 

were universally acclaimed. They were dedicated through the penetrating 

activity o f  their great superknowledges7 and were sustained by the grace8 of 

the Buddha. Guardians o f  the city o f Dharma, they upheld the true doctrine,9 

and their great teachings resounded like the lion’s roar throughout the ten 

directions. W ithout having to be asked, they were the natural spiritual bene­

factors10 o f  all Eving beings. They maintained unbroken the succession o f  the 

Three Jewels, conquering devils and foes and overwhelming all critics.

Their mindfulness, intelEgence, reaEzation, meditation, incantation,11 and 

eloquence all were perfected. They were free o f all obscurations and emotional 

involvements, Eving in Eberation without impediment. They were totaUy 

dedicated through the transcendences o f  generosity, subdued, unwavering, and 

sincere morality, tolerance, effort, meditation, wisdom, skill in Eberative 

technique, commitment, power, and gnosis.12 They had attained the intuitive 

tolerance o f  the ultimate incomprehensibility o f aE things.13 They turned the 

irreversible wheel of the Dharm a.14 They were stamped with the insignia o f 

signlessness.
They were expert in knowing the spiritual faculties o f  all Eving beings. They 

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

10
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the great stores of merit and o f  wisdom,15 and their bodies, beautiful without 

ornaments, were adorned with all the auspicious signs and marks.16 They were 

exalted in fame and glory, like the lofty summit o f M ount Sumeru. Their high 

resolve as hard as diamond, unbreakable in their faith in Buddha, Dharma and 

Sangha, they showered forth the rain o f ambrosia that is released by the light 

rays o f the jewel o f  the Dharma, which shines everywhere.

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

languages. They had penetrated the profound principle o f  relativity17 and had 

destroyed the persistence o f  the instinctual mental habits underlying all con­

victions concerning fmitude and infinitude.18 They spoke fearlessly, like lions, 

sounding the thunder o f the magnificent teaching. Unequaled, they surpassed all 

measure. They were the best captains for the voyage o f  discovery o f  the treasures 

o f  the Dharma, the stores o f  merit and wisdom.

They were expert in the way o f the Dharma, which is straight, peaceful, 

subtle, gentle, hard to see, and difficult to realize. They were endowed with the 

wisdom that is able to understand the thoughts o f living beings, as well as their 

comings and goings. They had been consecrated with the anointment o f  the 

peerless gnosis o f the Buddha. W ith their high resolve, they approached the ten 

powers, the four fearlessnesses, and the eighteen special qualities o f the Buddha.19

They had crossed the terrifying abyss o f the bad migrations,20 and yet they 

assumed reincarnation voluntarily in all migrations for the sake o f disciplining 

living beings. Great Kings of medicine, understanding all the sicknesses of 

passions, they could apply the medicine o f the Dharma appropriately.

They were inexhaustible, mines o f limitless virtues, and they glorified in­

numerable buddha-fields with the splendor o f these virtues. They conferred 

great benefit when seen, heard, or even approached.Were one to extol them for 

innumerable hundreds o f  thousands o f myriads o f aeons, one still could not 

exhaust their mighty flood o f  virtues.

These bodhisattvas were named: Samadarsana, Asamadarsana, Samadhivi- 

kurvitaraja, Dharmesvara, Dharmaketu, Prabhaketu, Prabhavyuha, Ratnavyuha, 
Mahavyuha, Pratibhanakuta, Ratnakuta, Ratnapani, Ratnamudrlhasta, Nitya- 

pralambahasta, Nityotksiptahasta, Nityatapta, Nityamuditendriya, Pramodya- 

raja, Devaraja, Pranidhanapravesaprapta, Prasiddhapratisamvitprapta, Gagana- 

ganja, Ratnolkaparigrhita, Ratnasura, Ratnapriya, Ratnasri, Indrajala, Jalini- 

prabha, Niralambanadhyana, Prajnakuta, Ratnadatta, Marapramardaka, Vid- 

yuddeva, Vikurvanaraja, Kutanimittasamatikranta, Simhanadanadin, Giryagra- 

pramardiraja, Gandhahastin, Gandhakunjaranaga, Nityodyukta, Aniksiptadhura, 

Pramati, Sujata, Padmasrigarbha, Padmavyuha, Avalokitesvara, Mahasthama- 

prapta, Brahmajala, Ratnadandin, Marakarmavijeta, Ksetrasamalamkara, Ma-
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niratnacchattra, Suvarnacuda, Manicuda, Maitreya, Manjusrikumarabhuta, and 

so forth, with the remainder o f the thirty-two thousand.21

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

Sikhin,22 who had come from the Asoka universe with its four sectors to see, 

venerate, and serve the Buddha and to hear the Dharma from his own mouth. 

There were twelve thousand Sakras23 from various four-sector universes. And 

there were other powerful gods: Brahmas, Sakras, Lokapalas,24 devas, nagas, 

yaksas, gandharvas, asuras, garudas, kimnaras, and mahoragas.25 Finally, there 

was the fourfold community, consisting o f bhiksus, bhiksunis, laymen, and 

laywomen.26

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

many hundreds o f  thousands o f living beings, sat upon a majestic lion-throne 

and began to teach the Dharma. Dominating all the multitudes, just as Sumeru, 

the king o f mountains, looms high over the oceans, the Lord Buddha shone, 

radiated, and glittered as he sat upon his magnificent lion-throne.

Thereupon, the Licchavi bodhisattva Ratnakara,27 with five hundred Licchavi 

youths, each holding a precious parasol made o f seven different kinds ofjewels,28 

came forth from the city o f VaisaE and presented himself at the grove o f  Amra- 

paE. Each approached the Buddha, bowed at his feet, circumambulated him 

clockwise seven times, laid down his precious parasol in offering, and withdrew 

to one side.

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

miraculous power o f  the Lord, they were transformed into a single precious 

canopy so great that it formed a covering for this entire bilEon-world galaxy.29 

The surface o f  the entire billion-world galaxy was reflected in the interior o f  the 

great precious canopy, where the total content o f this galaxy could be seen: 

limitless mansions o f  suns, moons, and stellar bodies; the realms o f  the devas, 

nagas, yaksas, gandharvas, asuras, garudas, kimnaras, and mahoragas, as well as 

the realms o f  the four Maharajas; the king o f  mountains, M ount Sumeru; Mount 

Himadri, M ount MuciHnda, M ount MahamuciEnda, M ount Gandhamadana, 

M ount Ratnaparvata, M ount Kalaparvata, M ount Cakravada, M ount Maha- 

cakravada;30 all the great oceans, rivers, bays, torrents, streams, brooks, and 

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

nesses. All this could be clearly seen by everyone. And the voices o f all the 

Buddhas o f  the ten directions could be heard proclaiming their teachings o f the 

Dharma in all the worlds, the sounds reverberating in the space beneath the 
great precious canopy.

At this vision o f  the magnificent miracle effected by the supernatural power 

of the Lord Buddha, the entire host was ecstatic, enraptured, astonished, 

delighted, satisfied, and filled with awe and pleasure. They all bowed down to
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the Tathagata, w ithdrew to one side with palms pressed together, and gazed 

upon him with fixed attention. The young Licchavi Ratnakara knelt with his 

right knee on the ground, raised his hands, palms pressed together in salute of the 

Buddha, and praised him with the following h y m n :

Pure are your eyes, broad and beautiful, 

like the petals of a blue lotus.

Pure is your thought, having discovered 

the supreme transcendence of all trances.31

Immeasurable is the ocean o f your virtues, 

the accumulation of your good deeds.

You affirm the path o f  peace.

O Great Ascetic, obeisance to you!

Leader, bull o f men,32 we behold 

the revelation o f your miracle.

The superb and radiant fields 

of the Sugatas appear before us,

And your extensive spiritual teachings, 

that lead to immortality33

Make themselves heard throughout 

the whole reach o f space.

Dharma-King, you rule with the Dharma 

your supreme Dharma-kingdom,

And thereby bestow the treasures o f the Dharma 

upon all living beings.

Expert in the deep analysis o f  things, 

you teach their ultimate meaning.34

Sovereign Lord o f Dharma, obeisance to you!

All these things arise dependently, from causes,

Yet they are neither existent nor nonexistent.

Therein is neither ego, nor experiencer, nor doer,

Yet no action, good or evil, loses its effects.35 

Such is your teaching.

O Sakyamuni, conquering the powerful host o f Mara,

You found peace, immortality, and the happiness o f that 

supreme enlightenment,



Which is not realized by any among the heterodox,36 

Though they arrest their feeling, thought, and mental 

processes.

O W onderful King o f Dharma,

You turned the wheel o f  Dharma before men and gods, 

With its threefold revolution, 

its manifold aspects,37 

Its purity o f nature, 

and its extreme peace;

And thereby the Three Jewels were revealed.

Those who are well disciplined by your precious Dharma 

Are free o f vain imaginings and always deeply peaceful. 

Supreme doctor, you put an end to birth, decay, sickness, 

and death.

Immeasurable ocean o f  virtue, obeisance to you!

Like M ount Sumeru, you are unmoved by honor or scorn. 

You love moral beings and immoral beings equally.

Poised in equanimity, your mind is like the sky.

W ho would not honor such a precious jewel o f  a being?38

Great Sage, in all these multitudes gathered here,

W ho look upon your countenance with hearts sincere in 

faith,

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

This is a special quality o f  the Buddha.39

Although the Lord speaks with but one voice,

Those present perceive that same voice differently,

And each understands in his own language according to 

his own needs.

This is a special quality o f  the Buddha.40

From the Leader’s act o f speaking in a single voice,

Some merely develop an instinct for the teaching, some 

gain realization,

Some find pacification o f  all their doubts.

This is a special quality o f the Buddha.
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Obeisance to you who command the force o f leadership 

and the ten pow ers!

Obeisance to you who are dauntless, knowing no fear!

Obeisance to you, leader o f all living beings,

W ho fully manifests the special qualities!

Obeisance to you who have cut the bondage o f  all fetters!

Obeisance to you who, having gone beyond, stand on 

firm ground!

Obeisance to you who save the suffering beings!

Obeisance to you who do not remain in the migrations!

You associate with living beings by frequenting their 

migrations.

Yet your mind is liberated from all migrations.

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

So the lotus o f  the Buddha preserves the realization of 

voidness.

You nullify all signs in all things everywhere.

You are not subject to any wish for anything at all.41

The miraculous power o f  the Buddhas is inconceivable.

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

Then, the young Licchavi Ratnikara, having celebrated the Buddha with 

these verses, further addressed him: “Lord, these five hundred young Licchavis 

are truly On their way to unexcelled, perfect enlightenment, and they have asked 

what is the bodhisattvas’ purification o f the buddha-field.42 Please, Lord, explain 

to them the bodhisattvas’ purification o f  the buddha-field!”

U pon this request, the Buddha gave his approval to the young Licchavi

Ratnakara: “Good, good, young man! Your question to the Tathagata about

the purification o f the buddha-field is indeed good. Therefore, young man, 

listen well and remember! I will explain to you the purification of the buddha- 

field o f the bodhisattvas.”

“ Very good, Lord,” replied Ratnakara and the five hundred young Licchavis, 

and they set themselves to listen.

The Buddha said, “ Noble sons, a buddha-field o f  bodhisattvas is a field of 

living beings. W hy so? A bodhisattva embraces a buddha-field to the same 

extent that he causes the development o f living beings. He embraces a buddha- 

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

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

to the same extent that, through entrance into that buddha-field, living beings 

increase their holy spiritual faculties.43 W hy so? Noble son, a buddha-field o f 

bodhisattvas springs from the aims of living beings.

“ For example, Ratnakara, should one wish to build in empty space, one might 

go ahead in spite o f the fact that it is not possible to build or to adorn anything in 

empty space. In just the same way, should a bodhisattva, who knows full well 

that all things are like empty space, wish to build a buddha-field in order to 

develop living beings, he might go ahead, in spite o f the fact that it is not possible 

to build or to adorn a buddha-field in empty space.44

“ Yet, Ratnakara, a bodhisattva’s buddha-field is a field o f  positive thought.45 

When he attains enlightenment, living beings free o f  hypocrisy and deceit will be 

born in his buddha-field.

“ Noble son, a bodhisattva’s buddha-field is a field o f  high resolve. W hen he 

attains enlightenment, living beings who have harvested the two stores and have 

planted the roots o f  virtue will be bom  in his buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is a field o f  virtuous application. When he 

attains enlightenment, living beings who live by all virtuous principles will be 

born in his buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is the magnificence o f the conception o f  the 

spirit o f  enlightenment. When he attains enlightenment, living beings who are 

actually participating in the Mahayana will be born in his buddha-field.46

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is a field o f  generosity. W hen he attains 

enlightenment, living beings who give away all their possessions will be born 

in his buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is a field o f  morality. W hen he attains enlighten­

ment, living beings who follow the path o f the ten virtues with positive thoughts 

will be born in his buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is a field o f tolerance. When he attains enlighten­

ment, living beings with the transcendences o f tolerance, discipline, and the 

superior trance— hence beautiful with the thirty-two auspicious signs— will be 

born in his buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is a field o f effort. When he attains enlighten­

ment, living beings who devote their efforts to virtue will be born in his 

buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is a field o f meditation. When he attains 

enlightenment, living beings who are evenly balanced through mindfulness and 

awareness will be born in his buddha-field.
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“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is a field o f  wisdom. W hen he attains enlighten­

ment, living beings who are destined for the ultimate47 will be born in his 

buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field consists o f  the four immeasurables. When he 

attains enlightenment, living beings who live by love, compassion, joy, and 

impartiality will be born in his buddha-field.48

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field consists o f the four means of unification. W hen 

he attains enlightenment, living beings who are held together by all the liberations 

will be bom  in his buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is skill in liberative technique. W hen he attains 

enlightenment, living beings skilled in all liberative techniques and activities will 

be born in his buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field consists o f the thirty-seven aids to enlighten­

ment, living beings who devote their efforts to the four foci o f  mindfulness, the 

four right efforts, the four bases o f magical power, the five spiritual faculties, the 

five strengths, the seven factors o f  enlightenment, and the eight branches o f the 

holy path will be born in his buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is his mind o f total dedication. When he attains 

enlightenment, the ornaments o f  all virtues will appear in his buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is the doctrine that eradicates the eight ad­

versities. W hen he attains enlightenment, the three bad migrations will cease, and 

there will be no such thing as the eight adversities in his buddha-field.

“A bodhisattva’s buddha-field consists o f  his personal observance o f the basic 

precepts49 and his restraint in blaming others for their transgressions. W hen he 

attains enlightenment, even the word ‘crime’ will never be mentioned in his 

buddha-field.

“ A bodhisattva’s buddha-field is the purity o f  the path o f the ten virtues. W hen 

he attains enlightenment, living beings who are secure in long life, great in 

wealth, chaste in conduct, enhanced by true speech, soft-spoken, free o f divisive 

intrigues and adroit in reconciling factions, enlightening in their conversations,50 

free o f envy, free o f malice, and endowed with perfect views will be born in his 

buddha-field.

“Thus, noble son, just as is the bodhisattva’s production o f  the spirit o f 

enlightenment, so is his positive thought. And just as is his positive thought, so 

is his virtuous application.

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

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

his practice is tantamount to his total dedication, his total dedication is tantamount 

to his liberative technique, his liberative technique is tantamount to his develop­
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ment o f  living beings, and his development o f living beings51 is tantamount to 

the purity o f  his buddha-field.

“The purity o f  his buddha-field reflects the purity o f  living beings; the purity 

o f the living beings reflects the purity of his gnosis; the purity o f his gnosis 

reflects the purity o f his doctrine; the purity o f his doctrine reflects the purity of 

his transcendental practice;52 and the purity o f  his transcendental practice 

reflects the purity o f  his own mind.”

Thereupon, magically influenced by the Buddha, the venerable Sariputra53 

had this thought: “ If the buddha-field is pure only to the extent that the mind o f 

the bodhisattva is pure, then, when Sakyamuni Buddha was engaged in the 

career o f  the bodhisattva, his mind must have been impure. Otherwise, how 

could this buddha-field appear to be so impure?”

The Buddha, knowing telepathically the thought o f venerable Sariputra, said 

to him, “W hat do you think, Sariputra? Is it because the sun and moon are 

impure that those blind from birth do not see them ?”

SIriputra replied, “No, Lord. It is not so. The fault lies with those blind from 

birth, and not with the sun and m oon.”

The Buddha declared, “ In the same way, Sariputra, the fact that some living 

beings do not behold the splendid display o f virtues o f  the buddha-field o f  the 

Tathagata is due to their own ignorance. It is not the fault o f  the Tathagata. 

Sariputra, the buddha-field o f the TathSgata is pure, but you do not see it.” 

Then, the Brahma Sikhin said to the venerable Sariputra, “Reverend Sariputra, 

do not say that the buddha-field o f  the Tathagata is impure. Reverend Sariputra, 

the buddha-field o f  the Tathagata is pure. I see the splendid expanse o f  the 

buddha-field o f  the Lord Sakyamuni as equal to the splendor of, for example, 

the abodes o f  the highest deities.” 54

Then the venerable Sariputra said to the Brahma Sikhin, “ As for me, O 

Brahma, I see this great earth, with its highs and lows, its thorns, its precipices, 

its peaks, and its abysses, as if  it were entirely filled with ordure.”

Brahma Sikhin replied, “The fact that you see such a buddha-field as this as if  

it were so impure, reverend Sariputra, is a sure sign that there are highs and lows 

in your mind and that your positive thought in regard to the buddha-gnosis is 

not pure either. Reverend Sariputra, those whose minds are impartial toward 

all living beings and whose positive thoughts toward the buddha-gnosis are pure 

see this buddha-field as perfectly pure.”

Thereupon the Lord touched the ground o f this billion-world-galactic universe 

with his big toe, and suddenly it was transformed into a huge mass o f  precious 

jewels, a magnificent array of many hundreds o f thousands o f clusters o f precious 

gems, until it resembled the universe o f the Tathagata Ratnavyuha, called
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Anantagunaratnavyúha.55 Everyone in the entire assembly was filled with 

wonder, each perceiving himself seated on a throne o f jeweled lotuses.

Then, the Buddha said to the venerable SIriputra, “ Sariputra, do you see this 

splendor o f the virtues o f the buddha-field?”

Sariputra replied, “ I see it, Lord! Here before me is a display o f  splendor such 

as I never before heard o f  or beheld!”

The Buddha said, “ Sariputra, this buddha-field is always thus pure, but the 

Tathagata makes it appear to be spoiled by many faults, in order to bring about 

the maturity o f inferior living beings. For example, Sariputra, the gods o f  the 

Trayastrimsa heaven56 all take their food from a single precious vessel, yet the 

nectar which nourishes each one differs according to the differences o f  the merits 

each has accumulated. Just so, Sariputra, living beings born in the same buddha- 

field see the splendor o f  the virtues o f the buddha-fields o f  the Buddhas according 

to their own degrees o f purity.”

W hen this splendor o f the beauty o f  the virtues o f  the buddha-field shone 

forth, eighty-four thousand beings conceived the spirit o f  unexcelled perfect 

enlightenment, and the five hundred Licchavi youths who had accompanied the 

young Licchavi Ratnakara all attained the conformative tolerance o f ultimate 

birthlessness.57

Then, the Lord withdrew his miraculous power and at once the buddha-field 

was restored to its usual appearance. Then, both men and gods who subscribed 

to the disciple-vehicle58 thought, “ Alas! All constructed things are imper­

manent.”

Thereby, thirty-two thousand living beings purified their immaculate, 

undistorted Dharma-eye59 in regard to all things. The eight thousand bhiksus 

were liberated from their mental defilements, attaining the state o f  nongrasping. 

And the eighty-four thousand living beings who were devoted to the grandeur 

of the buddha-field, having understood that all things are by nature but magical 

creations, all conceived in their own minds the spirit o f  unexcelled, totally perfect 

enlightenment.60
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Inconceivable Skill in 

Liberative Technique

At that time, there lived in the great city o f VaisaE a certain Licchavi, Vimalakirti 

by name. Having served the ancient Buddhas, he had generated the roots o f 

virtue by honoring them and making offerings to them. He had attained tolerance 

as well as eloquence. He played with the great superknowledges. He had attained 

the power o f incantations and the fearlessnesses.1 He had conquered all demons 

and opponents. He had penetrated the profound way o f  the Dharma. He was 

liberated through the transcendence o f  wisdom. Having integrated his realization 

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

actions o f living beings. Knowing the strength or weakness o f their faculties, and 

being gifted with unrivaled eloquence, he taught the Dharma appropriately to 

each. Having applied himself energetically to the Mahayana, he understood it 

and accomplished his tasks with great finesse. He lived with the deportment o f a 

Buddha, and his superior intelligence was as wide as an ocean. He was praised, 

honored, and commended by all the Buddhas and was respected by Indra, 

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

in liberative technique, he lived in the great city o f VaisaE.

His wealth was inexhaustible for the purpose o f sustaining the poor and the 

helpless. He observed a pure morality in order to protect the immoral. He 

maintained tolerance and self-control in order to reconcile beings who were 

angry, cruel, violent, and brutal. He blazed with energy in order to inspire people 

who were lazy. He maintained concentration, mindfulness, and meditation in 

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

sustain the foolish.2

He wore the white clothes of the layman, yet lived impeccably Eke a religious 

devotee. He lived at home, but remained aloof from the realm o f desire, the 

realm o f  pure matter, and the immaterial realm.3 He had a son, a wife, and female 

attendants,4 yet always maintained continence. He appeared to be surrounded by

2 0
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servants, yet lived in solitude. He appeared to be adorned with ornaments, yet 

always was endowed with the auspicious signs and marks. He seemed to eat and 

drink, yet always took nourishment from the taste o f meditation. He made his 

appearance at the fields o f sports and in the casinos, but his aim ‘was always to 

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

fashionable heterodox teachers, yet always kept unswerving loyalty to the 

Buddha. He understood the mundane and transcendental sciences and esoteric 

practices,5 yet always took pleasure in the delights o f the Dharma. He mixed in 

all crowds, yet was respected as foremost o f all.6
In order to be in harmony with people, he associated with elders, with those o f 

middle age, and with the young, yet always spoke*in harmony with the Dharma.7 

He engaged in all sorts o f  businesses, yet had no interest in profit or possessions. To 

train living beings, he would appear at crossroads and on street corners, and to 

protect them he participated in government. To turn people away from the 

Hinayana and to engage them in the Mahayana, he appeared among listeners 

and teachers o f  the Dharma. To develop children, he visited all the schools. To 

demonstrate the evils o f  desire, he even entered the brothels. To establish drunk­

ards in correct mindfulness, he entered all the cabarets.

He was honored as the businessman among businessmen because he demon­

strated the priority o f the Dharma. He was honored as the landlord among 

landlords because he renounced the aggressiveness o f  ownership. He was honored 

as the warrior among warriors because he cultivated endurance, determination, 

and fortitude. He was honored as the aristocrat among aristocrats because he 

suppressed pride, vanity, and arrogance. He was honored as the official among 

officials because he regulated the functions o f  government according to the 

Dharma. He was honored as the prince o f  princes because he reversed their 

attachment to royal pleasures and sovereign pow er.8 He was honored as a 

eunuch in the royal harem because he taught the young ladies according to the 

Dharma.
He was compatible with ordinary people because he appreciated the excellence 

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

them the temporality81 o f their lordship. He was honored as the Brahma among 

Brahmas because he showed them the special excellence o f  gnosis. He was 

honored as the Lokapala among Lokapalas because he fostered the development 

o f all living beings.

Thus lived the Licchavi Vimalakirti in the great city o f  VaisIE, endowed with 

an infinite knowledge o f  skill in liberative techniques.

At that time, out o f  this very skill in Hberative technique, Vimalakirti mani­

fested himself as if  sick. To inquire after his health, the king, the officials, the lords,
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the youths, the aristocrats, the householders, the businessmen, the townfolk, 

the countryfolk, and thousands o f other living beings came forth from the great 

city o f Vaisali and called on the invalid. W hen they arived, Vimalakírti taught 

them the Dharma, beginning his discourse from the actuality o f  the four main 

elements:

“ Friends, this body is so impermanent, fragile, unworthy o f  confidence, and 

feeble. It is so insubstantial, perishable, short-lived, painful, filled with diseases, 

and subject to changes. Thus, my friends, as this body is only a vessel o f many 

sicknesses, wise men do not rely on it. This body is like a ball o f  foam, unable to 

bear any pressure. It is like a water bubble, not remaining very long. It is like a 

mirage, born from the appetites o f the passions. It is like the trunk o f the plantain 

tree, having no core. Alas! This body is like a machine, a nexus o f bones and 

tendons. It is like a magical illusion, consisting o f  falsifications.9 It is like a dream, 

being an unreal vision. It is like a reflection, being the image o f  former actions. It is 

like an echo, being dependent on conditioning. It is like a cloud, being charac­

terized by turbulence and dissolution. It is like a flash o f lightning, being unstable, 

and decaying every moment. The body is ownerless, being the product o f a 

variety o f  conditions.

“This body is inert, like the earth; selfless, like water; lifeless, like fire; im­

personal, like the wind; and nonsubstantial, like space. This body is unreal, being 

a collocation o f the four main elements. It is void, not existing as self or as 

self-possessed. It is inanimate, being like grass, trees, walls, clods o f earth, and 

hallucinations. It is insensate, being driven like a windmill. It is filthy, being an 

agglomeration o f  pus and excrement. It is false, being fated to be broken and 

destroyed, in spite o f being anointed and massaged. It is afflicted by the four 

hundred and four diseases.10 It is like an ancient well, constantly overwhelmed 

by old age. Its duration is never certain— certain only is its end in death. This 

body is a combination o f aggregates, elements, and sense-media,11 which are 

comparable to murderers, poisonous snakes, and an empty town, respectively. 

Therefore, you should be revulsed by such a body. You should despair o f it and 

should arouse your admiration for the body of the Tathagata.

“Friends, the body o f a Tathagata is the body of Dharm a,12 born o f gnosis. 

The body o f a Tathagata is born o f  the stores o f  merit and wisdom.13 It is born 

o f  morality, o f meditation, o f  wisdom, o f the liberations, and o f  the knowledge 

and vision of liberation.14 It is born of love, compassion, joy, and impartiality. 

It is born o f charity, discipline, and self-control. It is born of the path o f ten 

virtues. It is born o f patience and gentleness. It is born o f  the roots o f virtue 

planted by solid efforts. It is bom  of the concentrations, the liberations, the 

meditations, and the absorptions. It is born of learning, wisdom, and liberative
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technique. It is bom  of the thirty-seven aids to enlightenment. It is born of 

mental quiescence and transcendental analysis.15 It is bom  o f  the ten powers, 

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

transcendences. It is bom  from sciences and super knowledges. It is bom  of the 

abandonment of all evil qualities, and o f the collection o f  all good qualities. It is 

bom  of truth. It is bom  o f reality. It is bom  o f conscious awareness.16

“ Friends, the body o f  a Tathagata is bom  o f innumerable good works. Toward 

such a body you should turn your aspirations, and, in order to eliminate the 

sicknesses o f the passions o f all living beings, you should conceive the spirit o f 

unexcelled, perfect enlightenment.”

While the Licchavi Vimalakirti thus taught the Dharma to those who had 

come to inquire about his sickness, many hundreds o f thousands o f living beings 

conceived the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect enlightenment.



3

The Disciples’ Reluctance to 

Visit Vimalakirti1

Then, the Licchavi Vimalaldrti thought to himself, “I am sick, lying on my bed 

in pain, yet the Tathagata, the saint, the perfectly accomplished Buddha, does 

not consider me or take pity upon me, and sends no one to inquire after my 

illness.”

The Lord knew this thought in the mind o f  Vimalakirti and said to the vener­

able Sariputra, “ Sariputra, go to inquire after the illness o f the Licchavi Vimala­

kirti. ”

Thus having been addressed, the venerable Sariputra answered the Buddha, 

“Lord, I am indeed reluctant2 to go to ask the Licchavi Vimalakirti about his 

illness. W hy? I remember one day, when I was sitting at the foot o f a tree in the 

forest, absorbed in contemplation, the Licchavi Vimalakirti came to the foot o f 

that tree and said to me, ‘Reverend Sariputra, this is not the way to absorb 

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

neither body nor mind appear anywhere in the triple world.3 You should absorb 

yourself in contemplation in such a way that you can manifest all ordinary be­

havior without forsaking cessation.4 You should absorb yourself in contempla­

tion in such a way that you can manifest the nature of an ordinary person without 

abandoning your cultivated spiritual nature. You should absorb yourself in 

contemplation so that the mind neither settles within nor moves without toward 

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

the thirty-seven aids to enlightenment are manifest without deviation toward 

any convictions. You should absorb yourself in contemplation in such a way 

that you are released in liberation without abandoning the passions that are the 

province o f the world.5

“ ‘Reverend Sariputra, those who absorb themselves in contemplation in 

such a way are declared by the Lord to be truly absorbed in contemplation.’

“ Lord, when I heard this teaching, I was unable to reply and remained silent.

24
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Therefore, I am reluctant to go to ask that good man about his sickness.”

Then, the Buddha said to the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana, “ Maudgal­

yayana, go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness.” 6

Maudgalyayana replied, “Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness. W hy? I remember one day when I was 

teaching the Dharma to the householders in a square in the great city o f Vaisall, 

and the Licchavi Vimalakirti came along and said to me, ‘Reverend Maudgal- 

yiyana, that is not the way to teach the Dharma to the householders in their white 

clothes. The Dharma must be taught according to reality.

“ ‘Reverend Maudgalyayana, the Dharma is w ithout living beings, because 

it is free o f  the dust o f living beings. It is selfless, because it is free o f  the dust o f 

desire. It is lifeless, because it is free o f  birth and death. It is w ithout personalities, 

because it dispenses with past origins and future destinies.

“ ‘The Dharma is peace and pacification, because it is free from desire. It does 

not become an object, because it is free o f  words and letters; it is inexpressible, 

and it transcends all movement o f  mind.7

“ ‘The Dharma is omnipresent, because it is like infinite space. It is without 

color, mark, or shape, because it is free o f all process. It is w ithout the concept of 

“ mine,” because it is free o f  the habitual notion o f  possession. It is without 

ideation, because it is free o f  mind, thought, or consciousness. It is incomparable, 

because it has no antithesis. It is without presumption o f  conditionality, because 

it does not conform to causes.

“ ‘It permeates evenly all things, because all are included in the ultimate 

realm.8 It conforms to reality by means o f  the process o f nonconformity. It abides 

at the reality-limit,9 for it is utterly w ithout fluctuation. It is immovable, because 

it is independent o f the six objects o f  sense. It is w ithout coming and going, for 

it never stands still. It is comprised by voidness, is remarkable through signlessness, 

and is free o f presumption and repudiation, because o f wishlessness. It is without 

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

fundamental consciousness, transcending the range o f  eye, ear, nose, tongue, 

body, and thought. It is without highness and lowness. It abides without 

movement or activity.10

“ ‘Reverend Mahamaudgalyayana, how could there be a teaching in regard 

to such a Dharma? Reverend Mahamaudgalyayana, even the expression “ to 

teach the D harma” is presumptuous, and those who listen to it listen to presump­

tion. Reverend Maudgalyayana, where there are no presumptuous words, there 

is no teacher o f the Dharma, no one to listen, and no one to understand. It is as 

if an illusory person were to teach the Dharma to illusory people.

“ ‘Therefore, you should teach the Dharma by keeping your mind on this.
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You should be adept in regard to the spiritual faculties o f living beings. By means 

o f the correct vision o f the wisdom-eye, manifesting the great compassion, 

acknowledging the benevolent activity o f the Buddha, purifying your intentions, 

understanding the definitive expressions11 o f  the Dharma, you should teach the 

Dharma in order that the continuity o f  the Three Jewels may never be 

interrupted.’

“ Lord, when Vimalakirti had discoursed thus, eight hundred householders in 

the crowd conceived the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect enlightenment, and I 

myself was speechless. Therefore, Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to this good 

man to inquire about his illness.”

Then, the Buddha said to the venerable Mahakasyapa,12 “Mahakasyapa, you 

go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness.”

“Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire about 

his illness. W hy? I remember one day, when I was in the street of the poor 

begging for my food, the Licchavi Vimalakirti came along and said to me, 

‘Reverend Mahakas'yapa, to avoid the houses o f the wealthy, and to favor the 

houses o f the poor— this is partiality in benevolence.13 Reverend Mahakasyapa, 

you should dwell on the fact o f the equality o f things, and you should seek alms 

with consideration for all living beings at all times. You should beg your food in 

awareness of the ultimate nonexistence of food. You should seek alms for the 

sake o f  eliminating the materialism14 o f others. When you enter a town, you 

should keep in mind its actual voidness, yet you should proceed through it in 

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

family o f  the Buddha.15 You should accept alms by not taking anything. You 

should see form like a man blind from birth, hear sounds as if they were echoes, 

smell scents as if they were winds, experience tastes without any discrimination, 

touch tangibles in awareness o f  the ultimate lack of contact in gnosis, and know 

things with the consciousness o f an illusory creature. That which is without 

intrinsic substance and without imparted substance does not bum. And what 

does not burn will not be extinguished.16

“ ‘Elder Mahakasyapa, if, equipoised in the eight liberations without tran­

scending the eight perversions,17 you can enter the equanimity o f reality by 

means o f  the equanimity o f perversion, and if  you can make a gift to all living 

beings and an offering to all the saints and Buddhas out o f  even a single measure 

o f alms, then you yourself may eat. Thus, when you eat, after offering, you 

should be neither affected by passions nor free o f  passions, neither involved in 

concentration nor free from concentration, neither living in the world nor 

abiding in liberation. Furthermore, those who give such alms, reverend, have 

neither great merit nor small merit, neither gain nor loss. They should follow
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the way o f the Buddhas, not the way o f the disciples. Only in this way, Elder 

Mahakasyapa, is the practice o f  eating by alms meaningful.’

“Lord, when I heard this teaching, I was astonished and thought: ‘Reverence 

to all bodhisattvas! If a lay bodhisattva may be endowed with such eloquence, 

who is there who would not conceive the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect enlighten­

m ent?’ From that time forth, I no longer recommend the vehicles o f  the disciples 

and o f  the solitary sages but recommend the Mahayana. And thus, Lord, I am 

reluctant to go to this good man to inquire about his illness.”

Then, the Buddha said to the venerable Subhüti,18 “ Subhüti, go to the 

Licchavi Vimalakírti to inquire about his illness.”

Subhüti replied, “ Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to this good man to 

inquire about his illness. W hy ? My Lord, I remember one day, when I went to 

beg my food at the house o f the Licchavi Vimalakírti in the great city o f  Vaisali, 

he took my bowl and filled it with some excellent food and said to me, ‘Reverend 

Subhüti, take this food if you understand the equality o f all things, by means of 

the equality o f  material objects, and if  you understand the equality o f  all the 

attributes o f the Buddha, by means o f the equality o f all things. Take this food if, 

without abandoning desire, hatred, and folly, you can avoid association with 

them; if you can follow the path o f the single way without ever disturbing the 

egoistic views;19 if you can produce the knowledges and liberations without 

conquering ignorance and the craving for existence; if, by the equality o f the 

five deadly sins,20 you reach the equality o f liberation; if  you are neither liberated 

nor bound; if you do not see the Four Holy Truths,21 yet are not the one who 

“has not seen the tru th” ; if you have not attained any fruit, yet are not the one 

who “has not attained” ;22 if you are an ordinary person, yet have not the 

qualities o f an ordinary person; if you are not holy, yet are not unholy; if  you 

are responsible for all things, yet are free o f any notion concerning anything.

“ ‘Take this food, reverend Subhüti, if, w ithout seeing the Buddha, hearing 

the Dharma, or serving the Sangha, you undertake the religious life under the 

six heterodox masters; namely, Purana Kasyapa, Maskarin Gosaliputra, Sam- 

jayin Vairatiputra, Kakuda Katyayana, Ajita Kesakambala, and Nirgrantha 

Jnatiputra,23 and follow the ways they prescribe.

“ ‘Take this food, reverend Subhüti, if, entertaining all false views, you find 

neither extremes nor middle; if, bound up in the eight adversities, you do not 

obtain favorable conditions; if, assimilating the passions, you do not attain 

purification; if  the dispassion24 o f all living beings is your dispassion, reverend; 

if those who make offerings to you are not thereby purified;25 if  those who offer 

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

all Maras; if  you entertain all passions; if  the nature o f  passions is the nature o f a
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reverend; if you have hostile feelings toward all living beings; if  you despise all 

the Buddhas; if  you criticize all the teachings of the Buddha; if you do not rely 

on the Sangha; and finally, if  you never enter ultimate liberation.’

“Lord, when I heard these words o f  the Licchavi Vimalakirti, I wondered 

what I should say and what I should do, but I was totally in the dark. Leaving 

the bowl, I was about to leave the house when the Licchavi Vimalakirti said to 

me, ‘Reverend Subhuti, do not fear these words, and pick up your bowl. W hat 

do you think, reverend Subhuti? If it were an incarnation26 created by the 

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

“ I answered, ‘N o indeed, noble sir!’ He then said, ‘Reverend Subhuti, the 

nature o f all things is like illusion, like a magical incarnation. So you* should not 

fear them. W hy? All words also have that nature, and thus the wise are not 

attached to words, nor do they fear them. W hy ? All language does not ultimately 

exist, except as liberation. The nature o f all things is liberation.’27

“W hen Vimalakirti had discoursed in this way, two hundred gods obtained 

the pure doctrinal vision in regard to all things, without obscurity or defilement, 

and five hundred gods obtained the confirmative tolerance. As for me, I was 

speechless and unable to respond to him. Therefore, Lord, I am reluctant to go 

to this good man to inquire about his illness.”

Then, the Buddha said to the venerable Purnamaitrayanlputra,28 “Purna, go 

to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness.”

Purna replied, “Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to this good man to inquire 

about his illness. W hy? Lord, I remember one day, when I was teaching the 

Dharma to some young monks in the great forest, the Licchavi Vimalakirti 

came there and said to me, ‘Reverend Purna, first concentrate yourself, regard 

the minds o f  these young bhiksus, and then teach them the D harm a! Do not put 

rotten food into a jeweled bowl! First understand the inclinations of these 

monks, and do not confuse priceless sapphires with glass beads!

“ ‘Reverend Purna, without examining the spiritual faculties o f  living beings, 

do not presume upon the one-sidedness o f their faculties; do not wound those 

who are without w ounds; do not impose a narrow path upon those who aspire 

to a great path; do not try to pour the great ocean into the hoof-print o f  an ox; 

do not try to put M ount Sumeru into a grain o f mustard; do not confuse the 

brilliance o f the sun with the light o f a glow worm ; and do not expose those who 

admire the roar o f  a lion to the howl o f a jackal!

“ ‘Reverend Purna, all these monks were formerly engaged in the Mahayana 

but have forgotten the spirit o f enlightenment. So do not instruct them in the 

disciple-vehicle. The disciple-vehicle is not ultimately valid, and you disciples 

are like men blind from birth, in regard to recognition o f  the degrees o f the 

spiritual faculties o f  living beings.’
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“At that moment, the Licchavi Vimalakirti entered into such a concentration 

that those monks were caused to remember their various former existences, in 

which they had produced the roots o f virtue by serving five hundred Buddhas 

for the sake of perfect enlightenment. As soon as their own spirits o f enlighten­

ment had become clear to them, they bowed at the feet o f  that good man and 

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

all attained the stage of irreversibility29 from the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect 
enlightenment. It occurred to me then, ‘The disciples, who do not know the 

thoughts or the inclinations o f others, are not able to teach the Dharma to anyone. 

W hy ? These disciples are not expert in discerning the superiority and inferiority 

of the spiritual faculties o f living beings, and they are not always in a state o f 

concentration like the Tathagata, the Saint, the perfectly accomplished Buddha.’ 

“Therefore, Lord, I am reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his 

health.”

The Buddha then said to the venerable Mahakatyayana,30 “ Katyayana, go to 

the Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness.”

Katyayana replied, “Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to 

inquire about his illness. W hy? Lord, I remember one day when, after the Lord 

had given some brief instruction to the monks, I was defining the expressions of 

that discourse by teaching the meaning of impermanence, suffering, selflessness, 

and peace;31 the Licchavi Vimalakirti came there and said to me, ‘Reverend 

Mahakatyayana, do not teach an ultimate reality endowed with activity, 

production, and destruction! Reverend Mahakatyayana, nothing was ever 

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

“ impermanence.” The meaning of the realization o f birthlessness, through the 

realization of the voidness o f the five aggregates, is the meaning o f “suffering.” 32 

The fact o f the nonduality o f self and selflessness is the meaning o f “selflessness.” 

That which has no intrinsic substance and no other sort o f substance does not 

bum, and what does not burn is not extinguished ;33 such lack of extinction is 

the meaning of “peace.” ’

“W hen he had discoursed thus, the minds o f the monks were liberated from 

their defilements and entered a state of nongrasping. Therefore, Lord, I am 

reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his illness.”

The Buddha then said to the venerable Aniruddha,34 “Aniruddha, go to the 

Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness.”

“My Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to inquire about his 

illness. W hy? I remember, Lord, one day when I was taking a walk, the great 

Brahma named Subhavyuha and the ten thousand other Brahmas who accom­

panied him illuminated the place with their radiance and, having bowed their 

heads at my feet, withdrew to one side and asked me, ‘Reverend Aniruddha,
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you have been proclaimed by the Buddha to be the foremost among those who 

possess the divine eye.35 To what distance does the divine vision o f  the venerable 

Aniruddha extend?’ I answered, ‘Friends, I see the entire billion-world-galactic 

universe o f the Lord Sakyamuni just as plainly as a man o f ordinary vision sees a 

myrobalan nut on the palm o f his hand.’ W hen I had said these words, the 

Licchavi Vimalakírti came there and, having bowed his head at my feet, said to 

me, ‘Reverend Aniruddha, is your divine eye compounded in nature? O r is it 

uncompounded in nature? If it is compounded in nature, it is the same as the 

superknowledges36 o f  the heterodox. If it is uncompounded in nature, then it is 

not constructed and, as such, is incapable o f seeing.37 Then, how do you see, 

O elder ?’

“At these words, I became speechless, and Brahma also was amazed to hear 

this teaching from that good man. Having bowed to him, he said, ‘W ho then, 

in the world, possesses the divine eye ?’

“Vimalakírti answered, ‘In the world, it is the Buddhas who have the divine 

eye. They see all the buddha-fields without even leaving their state o f con­

centration and without being affected by duality.’

“Having heard these words, the ten thousand Brahmas were inspired with 

high resolve and conceived the spirit o f  unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. 

Having paid homage and respect both to me and to that good man, they 

disappeared. As for me, I remained speechless, and therefore I am reluctant to 

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

The Buddha then said to the venerable Upali,38 “ Upali, go to the Licchavi 

Vimalaldrti to inquire about his illness.”

Upali replied, “Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to inquire 

about his illness. W hy? Lord, I remember that one day there were two monks 

who had committed some infraction and were too ashamed to appear before 

the Lord, so they came to me and said, ‘Reverend Upali, we have both committed 

an infraction but are too ashamed to appear before the Buddha. Venerable Upali, 

kindly remove our anxieties by absolving us o f  these infractions.’39

“ Lord, while I was giving those two monks some religious discourse, the 

Licchavi Vimalakírti came there and said to me, ‘Reverend Upali, do not 

aggravate further the sins o f these two monks. W ithout perplexing them, 

relieve their remorse. Reverend Upali, sin is not to be apprehended within, or 

without, or between the two. W hy? The Buddha has said, “ Living beings are 

afflicted by the passions o f thought, and they are purified by the purification of 

thought.”
“ ‘Reverend Upali, the mind is neither within nor without, nor is it to be 

apprehended between the two. Sin is just the same as the mind, and all things 

are just the same as sin. They do not escape this same reality.
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“ ‘Reverend Upali, this nature o f the mind, by virtue of which your mind, 

reverend, is liberated— does it ever become afflicted?’40 

“ ‘Never,’ I replied.

- ‘Reverend Upali, the minds o f all living beings have that very nature. 

Reverend Upali, passions consist o f conceptualizations. The ultimate non­

existence o f these conceptualizations and imaginary fabrications— that is the 

purity that is the intrinsic nature o f the mind.41 Misapprehensions are passions. 

The ultimate absence o f  misapprehensions is the intrinsic nature o f the mind. 

The presumption o f self is passion. The absence o f  self is the intrinsic nature of 

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

duration, like magical illusions, clouds, and lightning; all things are evanescent, 

not remaining even for an instant; all things are like dreams, hallucinations, and 

unreal visions; all things are like the reflection o f the moon in water and like a 

mirror-image; they are born o f  mental construction. Those who know this are 

called the true upholders o f the discipline,42 and those disciplined in that way are 

indeed well disciplined.’ ”

“Then the two monks said, ‘This householder is extremely well endowed 

with wisdom. The reverend Upali, who was proclaimed by the Lord as the 

foremost o f the upholders o f  the discipline, is not his equal.’

“ I then said to the two monks, ‘Do not entertain the notion that he is a mere 

householder! W hy? W ith the exception o f  the Tathlgata himself, there is no 

disciple or bodhisattva capable o f  competing with his eloquence or rivaling the 

brilliance o f  his wisdom.*

“Thereupon, the two monks, delivered from their anxieties and inspired with 

a high resolve,.conceived the spirit o f  unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. Bowing 

down to that good man, they made the wish: ‘May all living beings attain 

eloquence such as this!’ Therefore, I am reluctant to go to that good man to 

inquire about his illness.”

The Buddha then said to the venerable Rahula,43 “ Rahula, go to the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness.”

Rahula replied, “Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to inquire 

about his illness. W hy? Lord, I remember that one day many young Licchavi 

gentlemen came to the place where I was and said to me, ‘.Reverend Rahula, you 

are the son of the Lord, and, having renounced a kingdom o f a universal monarch, 

you have left the world. W hat are the virtues and benefits you saw in leaving the 

world?’

“ As I was teaching them properly the benefits and virtues o f  renouncing the 

world, the Licchavi Vimalakirti came there and, having greeted me, said, 

‘Reverend Rahula, you should not teach the benefits and virtues o f renunciation 

in the way that you do. W hy? Renunciation is itself the very absence o f virtues
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and benefits. Reverend Rahula, one may speak o f benefits and virtues in regard 

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

question o f benefits and virtues in regard to the uncompounded. Reverend 

Rahula, renunciation is not material but is free o f  matter. It is free o f  the extreme 

views o f beginning and end.44 It is the path o f liberation. It is praised by the wise, 

embraced by the saints, and causes the defeat o f all Maras. It liberates from the 

five states o f  existence, purifies the five eyes, cultivates the five powers, and 

supports the five spiritual faculties. Renunciation is totally harmless to others 

and is not adulterated with evil things. It disciplines the heterodox, transcending 

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

and free o f the habits o f “ I” and “ mine.” It is without attachment and without 

disturbance, eliminating all commotion. It disciplines one’s own mind and 

protects the minds o f others. It favors mental quiescence and stimulates tran­

scendental analysis. It is irreproachable in all respects and so is called renunciation. 

Those who leave the mundane in this way are called “ truly renunciant.” Young 

men, renounce the world in the light o f this clear teaching! The appearance of 

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

is very hard to obtain. To be a human being is very precious.’45

“The young men complained: ‘But, householder, we have heard the Tathagata 

declare that one should not renounce the world without the permission o f one’s 

parents.’

“Vimalakirti answered: ‘Young men, you should cultivate yourselves 

intensively to conceive the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. That in 

itself will be your renunciation and high ordination!’46

“Thereupon, thirty-tw o47 of the Licchavi youths conceived the spirit o f 

unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. Therefore, Lord, I am reluctant to go to 

that good man to inquire about his illness.”

The Buddha then said to the venerable Ananda,48 “ Ananda, go to the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness.”

Ananda replied, “Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to 

inquire about his illness. W hy? Lord, I remember one day when the body o f the 

Lord manifested some indisposition and he required some milk; I took the bowl 

and went to the door o f  the mansion of a great Brahman family.49 The Licchavi 

Vimalakirti came there, and, having saluted me, said, ‘Reverend Ananda, what 

are you doing on the threshold o f  this house with your bowl in your hand so 

early in the morning ?’

“ I replied: ‘The body o f  the Lord manifests some indisposition, and he needs 

some milk. Therefore, I have come to fetch some.’
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“Vimalakírti then said to me, ‘Reverend Ánanda, do not say such a thing! 

Reverend Ánanda, the body o f the Tathagata is tough as a diamond, having 

eliminated all the instinctual traces o f evil and being endowed with all goodness. 

H ow could disease or discomfort affect such a body?

“ ‘Reverend Ánanda, go in silence, and do not belittle the Lord. Do not say 

such things to others. It would not be good for the powerful gods or for the 

bodhisattvas coming from the various buddha-fields to hear such words.

“ ‘Reverend Ánanda, a universal monarch, who is endowed only with a small 

root o f virtue, is free of diseases. How  then could the Lord, who has an infinite 

root o f  virtue, have any disease? It is impossible.

“ ‘Reverend Ánanda, do not bring shame upon us, but go in silence, lest the 

heterodox sectarians50 should hear your words. They would say, “For shame! 

The teacher o f these people cannot even cure his own sicknesses. How then 

can he cure the sicknesses o f  others?” Reverend Ánanda, go then discreetly 

so that no one observes you.

“ ‘Reverend Ánanda, the Tathagatas have the body o f  the Dharm a— not a 

body that is sustained by material food. The Tathagatas have a transcendental 

body that has transcended all mundane qualities. There is no injury to the body of 

a Tathagata, as it is rid o f  all defilements. The body o f a Tathagata is uncom­

pounded and free o f  all formative activity. Reverend Ánanda, to believe there 

can be illness in such a body is irrational and unseemly!’

“When I had heard these words, I wondered if I had previously misheard and 

misunderstood the Buddha, and I was very much ashamed. Then I heard a voice 

from the sky: ‘Ánanda! The householder speaks to you truly. Nevertheless, 

since the Buddha has appeared during the time o f  the five corruptions, he 

disciplines living beings by acting lowly and humble. Therefore, Ánanda, do 

not be ashamed, and go and get the milk!’51

“Lord, such was my conversation52 with the Licchavi Vimalakírti, and 

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

In the same way, the rest o f the five hundred disciples were reluctant to go to 

the Licchavi Vimalakírti, and each told the Buddha his own adventure, recounting 

all his conversations with the Licchavi Vimalakírti.
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The Reluctance o f  the Bodhisattvas

Then, the Buddha said to the bodhisattva Maitreya,1 “ Maitreya, go to the 

Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness.”

Maitreya replied, “Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to 

inquire about his illness. W hy? Lord, I remember that one day I was engaged in 

a conversation with the gods o f  the Tusita heaven,2 the god Samtusita and his 

retinue, about the stage o f nonregression o f the great bodhisattvas. At that time, 

the Licchavi Vimalakirti came there and addressed me as follows:

“ ‘Maitreya, the Buddha has prophesied that only one more birth stands 

between you and unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. W hat kind o f  birth does 

this prophecy concern, Maitreya? Is it past? Is it future? O r is it present? If it is a 

past birth, it is already finished. If it is a future birth, it will never arrive. If it is a 

present birth, it does not abide. For the Buddha has declared, “Bhiksus, in a 

single moment, you are born, you age, you die, you transmigrate, and you are 

reborn.”

“ ‘Then might the prophecy concern birthlessness? But birthlessness applies to 

the stage o f destiny for the ultimate,3 in which there is neither prophecy nor 

attainment o f perfect enlightenment.

‘“ Therefore, Maitreya, is your reality from birth? O r is it from cessation? 

Your reality as prophesied is not born and does not cease, nor will it be born nor 

will it cease.4 Furthermore, your reality is just the same as the reality o f all living 

beings, the reality o f all things, and the reality o f all the holy ones. If your 

enlightenment can be prophesied in such a way, so can that o f all living beings. 

W hy? Because reality does not consist of duality or o f diversity. Maitreya, 

whenever you attain Buddhahood, which is the perfection o f enlightenment, at 

the same time all living beings will also attain Buddhahood. W hy ? Enlightenment 

consists o f the realizations o f  all living beings. Maitreya, at the moment when 

you attain ultimate liberation, all living beings will also attain ultimate liberation. 

W hy ? The Tathagatas do not enter ultimate liberation until all living beings have 

entered ultimate liberation. For, since all living beings are utterly liberated, the 

Tathagatas see them as having the nature o f  ultimate liberation.

34
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“ ‘Therefore, Maitreya, do not fool and delude these deities! No one abides in, 

or regresses from, enlightenment. Maitreya, you should introduce these deities to 

the repudiation of all discriminative constructions concerning enlightenment.5

“ ‘Enlightenment is perfectly realized neither by the body nor by the mind. 

Enlightenment is the eradication of all marks. Enlightenment is free o f presump­

tions concerning all objects. Enlightenment is free o f the functioning o f all 

intentional thoughts. Enlightenment is the annihilation o f all convictions. 

Enlightenment is free from all discriminative constructions. Enlightenment is 

free from all vacillation, mentation, and agitation. Enlightenment is not involved 

in any commitments. Enlightenment is the arrival at detachment, through 
freedom from all habitual attitudes. The ground o f enlightenment is the ultimate 

realm.6 Enlightenment is realization o f  reality. Enlightenment abides at the 

limit o f reality.7 Enlightenment is without duality, since therein are no minds 

and no things. Enlightenment is equality, since it is equal to infinite space.

“ ‘Enlightenment is unconstructed, because it is neither born nor destroyed, 

neither abides nor undergoes any transformation. Enlightenment is the complete 

knowledge o f the thoughts, deeds, and inclinations o f all living beings. Enlighten­

ment is not a door for the six media o f sense.8 Enlightenment is unadulterated, 

since it is free o f the passions of the instinctually driven succession of lives. 

Enlightenment is neither somewhere nor nowhere, abiding in no location or 

dimension. Enlightenment, not being contained in anything, does not stand in 

reality. Enlightenment is merely a name and even that name is unmoving. 

Enlightenment, free o f abstention and undertaking, is energyless. There is no 

agitation in enlightenment, as it is utterly pure by nature. Enlightenment is 

radiance, pure in essence. Enlightenment is without subjectivity and completely 

without object. Enlightenment, which penetrates the equality o f all things, is 

undifferentiated. Enlightenment, which is not shown by any example, is 

incomparable. Enlightenment is subtle, since it is extremely difficult to realize. 

Enlightenment is all-pervasive, as it has the nature of infinite space. Enlighten­

ment cannot be realized, either physically or mentally. W hy? The body is like 

grass, trees, walls, paths, and hallucinations. And the mind is immaterial, invisible, 

baseless, and unconscious.’9

“Lord, when Vimalakirti had discoursed thus, two hundred o f the deities in 

that assembly attained the tolerance o f birthlessness. As for me, Lord, I was 

rendered speechless. Therefore, I am reluctant to go to that good man to inquire 

about his illness.”
The Buddha then said to the young Licchavi Prabhàvyüha,10 “Prabhâvyûha, 

go to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness.”

Prabhâvyûha replied, “Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man 

to inquire about his illness. W hy ? Lord, I remember one day, when I was going
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out o f the great city o f Vaisali, I met the Licchavi Vimalakírti coming in. He 

greeted me, and I then addressed h im : ‘Householder, where do you come from ?’ 

He replied, ‘I come from the seat o f enlightenment.’11 I then inquired, ‘W hat is 

meant by “seat o f  enlightenment” ?’ He then spoke the following words to me, 

‘Noble son, the seat o f  enlightenment is the seat o f  positive thought because it is 

without artificiality. It is the seat o f effort, because it releases energetic activities. 

It is the seat o f high resolve, because its insight is superior. It is the seat o f  the 

great spirit o f  enlightenment, because it does not neglect anything.

“ ‘It is the seat o f  generosity, because it has no expecdon o f  reward. It is the 

seat o f  morality, because it fulfills all commitments. It is the seat o f  tolerance, 

because it is free o f  anger toward any living being. It is the seat o f  effort, because 

it does not turn back. It is the seat o f  meditation, because it generates fitness of 

mind. It is the seat o f  wisdom, because it sees everything directly.12

“ ‘It is the seat o f  love, because it is equal to all living beings. It is the seat o f  

compassion, because it tolerates all injuries. It is the seat o f  joy, because it is 

joyfully devoted to the bliss o f  the Dharma. It is the seat o f equanimity, because 

it abandons affection and aversion.13

“ ‘It is the seat o f paranormal perception,14 because it has the six super- 

knowledges. It is the seat o f  liberation, because it does not intellectualize. It is 

the seat o f  liberative technique, because it develops living beings. It is the seat o f 

the means o f  unification,15 because it brings together living beings. It is the seat 

of learning, because it makes practice o f the essence. It is the seat o f decisiveness,16 

because o f its precise discrimination. It is the seat o f the aids to enlightenment,17 

because it eliminates the duality o f the compounded and the uncompounded. It 

is the seat o f truth, because it does not deceive anyone.

“ ‘It is the seat o f  interdependent origination, because it proceeds from the 

exhaustion o f  ignorance to the exhaustion o f  old age and death.18 It is the seat of 

eradication o f all passions, because it is perfectly enlightened about the nature o f 

reality. It is the seat o f all living beings, because all living beings are without 

intrinsic identity. It is the seat o f  all things, because it is perfectly enlightened with 

regard to voidness.

“ ‘It is the seat o f  the conquest o f  all devils, because it never flinches. It is the 

seat o f the triple world, because it is free o f involvement. It is the seat o f the 

heroism that sounds the lion’s roar, because it is free o f fear and trembling. It is 

the seat o f  the strengths, the fearlessnesses, and all the special qualities o f the 

Buddha, because it is irreproachable in all respects. It is the seat o f the three 

knowledges, because in it no passions remain. It is the seat o f  instantaneous, total 

understanding o f  all things, because it realizes fully the gnosis o f omniscience.

“ ‘Noble son, when bodhisattvas are thus endowed with the transcendences,
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the roots o f  virtue, the ability to develop living beings, and the incorporation of 

the holy Dharm a,19 whether they lift up their feet or put them down, they all 

come from the seat o f enlightenment. They come from the qualities o f the 

Buddha, and stand on the qualities of the Buddha.’

“ Lord, when Vimalakirti had explained this teaching, five hundred gods and 

men conceived the spirit o f enlightenment, and I became speechless. Therefore, 

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

The Buddha then said to the bodhisattva Jagatimdhara,20 “Jagatimdhara, go 

to the Licchavi Vimalakirti to inquire about his illness.”

“Jagatimdhara replied, “ My Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good 

man to inquire about his illness. W hy? Lord, I remember that one day, when I 

was at home, the wicked Mara, disguised as Indra and surrounded with twelve 

thousand heavenly maidens, approached me with the sounds of music and 

singing. Having saluted me by touching my feet with his head, he withdrew 

with his retinue to one side. I then, thinking he was Sakra, the king o f  the gods, 

said to him, ‘Welcome, O Kausika!21 You should remain consciously aware in 

the midst o f  the pleasures o f  desire. You should often think on impermanence 

and strive to utilize the essential in body, life, and wealth.’

“ Mara then said to me, ‘Good sir, accept from me these twelve thousand 

divine maidens and make them your servants.’

“ I replied, ‘O Kausika, do not offer me, who am religious and a son o f the 

Sakya,22 things which are not appropriate. It is not proper for me to have these 

maidens.’

“ No sooner had I said these words than the Licchavi Vimalakirti came there 

and said to me, ‘Noble son, do not think that this is Indra! This is not Indra but 

the evil Mara, who has come to ridicule you.’

“Then the Licchavi Vimalakirti said to Mara, ‘Evil Mara, since these heavenly 

maidens are not suitable for this religious devotee, a son o f  the Sakya, give them 

to me.’
“Then Mara was terrified and distressed, thinking that the Licchavi Vimalakirti 

had come to expose him. He tried to make himself invisible, but, try as he might 

with all his magical powers, he could not vanish from sight. Then a voice 

resounded in the sky, saying, ‘Evil One, give these heavenly maidens to the good 

man Vimalakirti, and only then will you be able to return to your own abode.’ 

“Then Mara was even more frightened and, much against his will, gave the 

heavenly maidens.
“The Licchavi Vimalakirti, having received the goddesses, said to them, ‘N ow  

that you have been given to me by Mara, you should all conceive the spirit o f 

unexcelled, perfect enlightenment.’23
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“ He then exhorted them with discourse suitable for their development toward 

enlightenment, and soon they conceived the spirit o f  enlightenment. He then 

said to them, ‘You have just conceived the spirit o f enlightenment. From now 

on, you should devote yourselves to find joy  in pleasures o f  the Dharma, and 

should take no pleasure in desires.’

“They then asked him, ‘W hat is “joy  in the pleasures o f  the Dharma” ?’

“He declared, ‘It is the joy  o f  unbreakable faith in the Buddha, o f  wishing to 

hear the Dharma, o f  serving the Sahgha and honoring the spiritual benefactors 

without pride. It is the joy  o f  renunciation o f  the whole world, o f not being 

fixed in objects, o f considering the five aggregates to be like murderers, o f 

considering the elements to be like venomous serpents, and of considering the 

sense-media to be like an empty town.24 It is the joy  o f  always guarding the 

spirit o f  enlightenment, o f  helping living beings, o f  sharing through generosity, 

o f not slackening in morality, o f  control and tolerance in patience, o f thorough 

cultivation o f  virtue by effort, o f  total absorption in meditation, and o f absence 

o f passions in wisdom. It is the joy  o f  extending enlightenment, o f conquering 

the Maras, o f destroying the passions, and o f purifying the buddha-field. It is 

the joy  o f  accumulating all virtues, in order to cultivate the auspicious marks 

and signs. It is the joy  o f  the liberation o f nonintimidation25 when hearing the 

profound teaching. It is the joy  o f exploration o f the three doors of liberation, 

and o f the realization o f  liberation. It is the joy  o f  being an ornament o f  the seat o f 

enlightenment, and of not attaining liberation at the wrong time. It is the joy  of 

serving those o f  equal fortune, o f not hating or resenting those o f superior 

fortune, o f  serving the spiritual benefactors, and of avoiding sinful friends. It is 

the joy  o f  the superior gladness o f faith and devotion to the Dharma. It is the joy  

o f  acquiring liberative techniques and o f  the conscious cultivation of the aids to 

enlightenment. Thus, the bodhisattva admires and finds joy  in the delights o f 

the D harma.’

“Thereupon, Mara said to the goddesses, ‘N ow  come along and let us return 

hom e.’

“They said, ‘You gave us to this householder. N ow  we should enjoy the 

delights o f the Dharma and should no longer enjoy the pleasures o f desires.’ 

“Then Mara said to the Licchavi Vimalakirti, ‘If it is so that the bodhisattva, 

the spiritual hero, has no mental attachment, and gives away all his possessions, 

then, householder, please give me these goddesses.’

“ Vimalakirti replied, ‘They are given, Mara. Go home with your retinue. 

May you fulfill the religious aspirations of all living beings!’
“ Then the goddesses, saluting Vimalakirti, said to him, ‘Householder, how 

should we live in the abode o f  the Maras ?’
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“Vimalaklrti replied, ‘Sisters, there is a door o f the Dharma26 called “The 

Inexhaustible L am p/’ Practice it! W hat is it? Sisters, a single lamp may light 

hundreds of thousands o f  lamps without itself being diminished. Likewise, 

sisters, a single bodhisattva may establish many hundreds o f thousands o f living 

beings in enlightenment without his mindfulness being diminished. In fact, not 

only does it not diminish, it grows stronger. Likewise, the more you teach and 

demonstrate virtuous qualities to others, the more you grow with respect to 

these virtuous qualities. This is the door o f  the Dharma called “The Inexhaustible 

Lamp.” When you are living in the realm o f Mara, inspire innumerable gods 

and goddesses with the spirit o f enlightenment. In such a way, you will repay 

the kindness27 o f the Tathagata, and you will become the benefactors o f  all 

living beings.’

“Then, those goddesses bowed at the feet o f the Licchavi Vimalaklrti and 

departed in the company o f Mara. Thus, Lord, I saw the supremacy o f  the 

magical power, wisdom, and eloquence o f the Licchavi Vimalaklrti, and therefore 

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

The Buddha then said to the merchant’s son, Sudatta,28 “ Noble son, go to the 

Licchavi Vimalaklrti to inquire about his illness.”

Sudatta replied, “Lord, I am indeed reluctant to go to that good man to 

inquire about his illness.Why? Lord, I remember one day in my father’s house 

when, in order to celebrate a great sacrifice,29 I was bestowing gifts upon 

religious devotees, brahmans, the poor, the wretched, the unfortunate, beggars, 

and all the needy. O n the seventh and final day o f this great sacrifice, the Licchavi 

Vimalaklrti came there and said, ‘Merchant’s son, you should not celebrate a 

sacrifice in this way. You should celebrate a Dharma-sacrifice. W hat is the use 

o f the sacrifice o f material things?’

“ I then asked him, ‘How does one give a Dharma-sacrifice ?’

“ He replied, ‘A Dharma-sacrifice is that which develops living beings 
without beginning or end, giving gifts to them all simultaneously.30 W hat is 

that? It consists o f the great love which is consummated in enlightenment; o f 

the great compassion which is consummated in the concentration of the holy 

Dharma on the liberation of all living beings;31 of the great joy  which is con­

summated in the awareness o f  the supreme happiness o f  all living beings;32 and 

of the great equanimity which is consummated in concentration through 

knowledge.

“ ‘The Dharma-sacrifice consists o f the transcendence o f generosity, which is 

consummated in peacefulness and self-discipline; o f  the transcendence o f  morality, 

which is consummated in the moral development o f  immoral beings; o f the 

transcendence of tolerance, consummated through the principle o f  selflessness; o f



4 0  T h e  H o l y  T e a c h in g  o f  V im a la k T r t i

the transcendence of effort, consummated in initiative toward enlightenment; o f  

the transcendence of meditation, consummated in the solitude o f body and m ind ; 

and o f the transcendence o f  wisdom, consummated in the omniscient gnosis.

“ ‘The Dharma-sacrifice consists o f the meditation o f voidness, consummated 

in effectiveness in the development of all living beings; o f  the meditation of 

signlessness, consummated in the purification o f all compounded things; and 

of the meditation o f wishlessness, consummated in voluntarily assuming rebirths.

‘“ The Dharma-sacrifice consists o f heroic strength, consummated in the 

upholding o f the holy Dharma; o f  the power o f  life,33 consummated in the 

means of unification; of the absence of pride, consummated in becoming the 

slave and the disciple o f all living beings; o f the gain o f body, health, and wealth, 

consummated by the extraction o f essence from the essenceless;34 o f  mindfulness, 

consummated by the six remembrances; o f positive thought, consummated 

through the truly enjoyable Dharma; o f purity of livelihood, consummated by 

correct spiritual practice; o f  the respect o f saints, consummated by joyful and 

faithful service; o f  soberness o f mind, consummated by absence of dislike for 

ordinary people; o f  high resolve, consummated by renunciation; o f  skill in 

erudition, consummated by religious practice; o f retirement in solitary retreats, 

consummated by understanding things free o f passions; o f introspective medita­

tion, consummated by attainment o f the Buddha-gnosis; o f the stage o f the 

practice o f yoga, consummated by the yoga o f liberating all living beings from 

their passions.35

“ ‘The Dharma-sacrifice consists o f the store o f merit which is consummated 

by the auspicious signs and marks, the ornaments o f the buddha-fields, and all 

other means o f development o f  living beings; o f the store o f knowledge which is 

consummated in the ability to teach the Dharma according to the thoughts and 

actions o f  all living beings; o f the store o f  wisdom, which is consummated in 

the uniform gnosis free o f acceptance and rejection in regard to all things; o f  the 

store o f  all roots o f virtue, consummated in the abandonment o f  all passions, 

obscurations, and unvirtuous things; and o f  the attainment o f  all the aids to 

enlightenment, consummated in the realization o f  the gnosis o f omniscience as 

well as in accomplishment o f all virtue.

“ ‘That, noble son, is the Dharma-sacrifice. The bodhisattva who lives by 

this Dharma-sacrifice is the best o f sacrificers, and, through his extreme sacrifice, 

is himself w orthy o f offerings from all people, including the gods.’

“ Lord, as soon as the householder had discoursed thus, two hundred brahmans 

among the crowd o f brahmans present conceived the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect 

enlightenment. And I, full o f  astonishment, having saluted this good man by 

touching his feet with my head, took from around my neck a necklace o f pearls
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worth one hundred thousand pieces of gold and offered it to him .36 But he would 

not accept it. I then said to him, ‘Please accept, good man, this necklace of 
pearls, out o f compassion for me, and give it to whomsoever you wish.’

“Then, VimalakTrti took the pearls and divided them into two halves. He gave 

one half o f them to the lowliest poor o f the city, who had been disdained by 

those present at the sacrifice. The other half he offered to the Tathagata Duspra­

saha. And he performed a miracle such that all present beheld the universe called 

Marlci and the Tathagata Dusprasaha. On the head o f  the Tathagata Dusprasaha, 

the pearl necklace took the form o f a pavilion, decorated with strings of pearls, 

resting on four bases, with four columns, symmetrical, well constructed, and 

lovely to behold. Having shown such a miracle, VimalakTrti said, ‘The giver 

who makes gifts to the lowliest poor o f the city, considering them as worthy of 

offering as the Tathagata himself, the giver who gives without any discrimination, 

impartially, with no expectation o f reward, and with great love— this giver, I say, 

totally fulfills the Dharma-sacrifice.’

“Then the poor o f the city, having seen that miracle and having heard that 

teaching, conceived the spirit o f  unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. Therefore, 

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

In the same way, all the bodhisattvas, great spiritual heroes, told the stories of 

their conversations with VimalakTrti and declared their reluctance to go to him.



5

The Consolation o f  the Invalid

Then, the Buddha said to the crown prince, Mañjusrí,1 “ Mañjusrí, go to the 

Licchavi Vimalaklrti to inquire about his illness.7’

Mañjusrí replied, “ Lord, it is difficult to attend upon the Licchavi Vimalaklrti. 

He is gifted with marvelous eloquence concerning the law of the profound. He is 

extremely skilled in full expressions and in the reconciliation o f dichotomies.2 

His eloquence is inexorable, and no one can resist his imperturbable intellect. He 

accomplishes all the activities o f the bodhisattvas. He penetrates all the secret 

mysteries o f the bodhisattvas and the Buddhas. He is skilled in civilizing all the 

abodes o f devils. He plays with the great superknowledges. He is consummate in 

wisdom and liberative technique. He has attained the supreme excellence o f the 

indivisible, nondual sphere o f  the ultimate realm. He is skilled in teaching the 

Dharma with its infinite modalities within the uniform ultimate. He is skilled in 

granting means of attainment in accordance with the spiritual faculties of all 

living beings. He has thoroughly integrated his realization with skill in liberative 

technique. He has attained decisiveness with regard to all questions. Thus, 

although he cannot be withstood by someone o f my feeble defenses, still, sustained 

by the grace o f  the Buddha, I will go to him and will converse with him as well 

as I can.”

Thereupon, in that assembly, the bodhisattvas, the great disciples, the Sakras, 

the Brahmas, the Lokapalas, and the gods and goddesses, all had this thought: 

‘‘Surely the conversations of the young prince Mañjusrí and that good man will 

result in a profound teaching o f the Dharma.”

Thus, eight thousand bodhisattvas, five hundred disciples, a great number of 

Sakras, Brahmas, Lokapalas, and many hundreds of thousands o f gods and 

goddesses, all followed the crown prince Mañjusrí to listen to the Dharma. And 

the crown prince Mañjusrí, surrounded and followed by these bodhisattvas, 

disciples, Sakras, Brahmas, Lokapalas, gods, and goddesses, entered the great 

city o f Vaisili.

Meanwhile, the Licchavi Vimalaklrti thought to himself, ‘‘Mañjusrí, the crown

42
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prince, is coming here with numerous attendants. N ow , may this house be 

transformed into emptiness!”

Then, magically his house became empty. Even the doorkeeper disappeared. 

And, except for the invalid’s couch upon which Vimalaklrti himself was lying, 

no bed or couch or seat could be seen anywhere.

Then, the Licchavi Vimalaklrti saw the crown prince MahjusrI and addressed 

him thus: “ MahjusrI! Welcome, MahjusrI! You are very welcome! There you 

are, without any coming. You appear, w ithout any seeing. You are heard, 

without any hearing.”

Manjus'ri declared, “Householder, it is as you say. W ho comes, finally comes 

not. W ho goes, finally goes not. W hy ? W ho comes is not known to come. W ho 

goes is not known to go. W ho appears is finally not to be seen.3

“Good sir, is your condition tolerable ? Is it livable ? Are your physical elements 

not disturbed? Is your sickness diminishing? Is it not increasing? The Buddha 

asks about you— if you have slight trouble, slight discomfort, slight sickness, if 

your distress is light, if  you are cared for, strong, at ease, w ithout self-reproach, 

and if you are living in touch with the supreme happiness.

“Householder, whence came this sickness o f  yours ? How long will it continue ? 

How does it stand ? H ow  can it be alleviated ?”

Vimalaklrti replied, “ Manjusn, my sickness comes from ignorance and the 

thirst for existence and it will last as long as do the sicknesses o f all living beings. 

Were all living beings to be free from sickness, I also would not be sick. W hy? 

Manjusri, for the bodhisattva, the world consists only o f  living beings, and 

sickness is inherent in living in the world. Were all living beings free o f  sickness, 

the bodhisattva also would be free o f  sickness. For example, Manjusri, when the 

only son o f  a merchant is sick, both his parents become sick on account o f  the 

sickness o f their son. And the parents will suffer as long as that only son does not 

recover from his sickness. Just so, Manjusri, the bodhisattva loves all living beings 

as if each were his only child. He becomes sick when they are sick and is cured 

when they are cured. You ask me, Manjusri, whence comes my sickness; the 

sicknesses o f the bodhisattvas arise from great compassion.”

Manjusn: Householder, why is your house empty? W hy have you no 

servants ?
Vimalakirti: MahjusrI, all buddha-fields are also empty.

Manjusri: W hat makes them empty?

Vimalakirti: They are empty because o f emptiness.4

Manjusri: W hat is “em pty” about emptiness?5

Vimalakirti: Constructions are empty, because o f emptiness.6
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ManjusrT: Can emptiness be conceptually constructed?7

VimalakTrti: Even that concept is itself empty, and emptiness cannot 

construct emptiness.8

ManjusrT: Householder, where should emptiness be sought?

VimalakTrti: Manjus'ri, emptiness should be sought among the sixty-two 

convictions.9

ManjusrT: Where should the sixty-two convictions be sought?

VimalakTrti: They should be sought in the liberation o f the Tathagatas.

ManjusrT: W here should the liberation of the Tathagatas be sought?

VimalakTrti: It should be sought in the prime mental activity o f all living 

beings.

ManjusrT, you ask me why I am without servants, but all Maras and 

opponents are my servants. W hy? The Maras advocate this life o f birth and 

death and the bodhisattva does not avoid life. The heterodox opponents 

advocate convictions, and the bodhisattva is not troubled by convictions. 

Therefore, all Maras and opponents are my servants.

ManjusrT: Householder, o f what sort is your sickness?

VimalakTrti: It is immaterial and invisible.

ManjusrT: Is it physical or mental?

VimalakTrti: It is not physical, since the body is insubstantial in itself. It is 

not mental, since the nature o f the mind is like illusion.

ManjusrT: Householder, which o f  the four main elements is disturbed: 

earth, water, fire, or air?

VimalakTrti: ManjusrT, I am sick only because the elements o f living beings 

are disturbed by sicknesses.10

ManjusrT: Householder, how should a bodhisattva console another

bodhisattva who is sick?

VimalakTrti: He should tell him that the body is impermanent, but should 

not exhort him to renunciation or disgust. He should tell him that the body 

is miserable, but should not encourage him to find solace in liberation; that 

the body is selfless, but that living beings should be developed; that the body 

is peaceful, but not to seek any ultimate calm. He should urge him to confess 

his evil deeds, but not for the sake o f  absolution.11 He should encourage his 

empathy for all living beings on account o f  his own sickness, his remem­

brance o f  suffering experienced from beginningless time, and his conscious­

ness o f  working for the welfare o f living beings. He should encourage him 

not to be distressed, but to manifest the roots o f virtue, to maintain the 

primal purity and the lack of craving, and thus to always strive to become 

the king o f  healers, who can cure all sicknesses. Thus should a bodhisattva 

console a sick bodhisattva, in such a way as to make him happy.
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Mañjusrí asked, “Noble sir, how  should a sick bodhisattva control his own 

m ind?”

Vimalakirti replied, “ MañjusYí, a sick bodhisattva should control his own mind 

with the following consideration: Sickness arises from total involvement in the 

process o f misunderstanding from beginningless time.12 It arises from the passions 

that result from unreal mental constructions, and hence ultimately nothing is 

perceived which can be said to be sick. W hy? The body is the issue o f  the four 

main elements, and in these elements there is no owner and no agent. There is no 

self in this body, and, except for arbitrary insistence on self, ultimately no “ I” 

which can be said to be sick can be apprehended. Therefore, thinking ‘ “ I” should 

not adhere to any self, and “ I” should rest in the knowledge o f the root o f illness,’ 

he should abandon the conception o f  himself as a personality and produce the 

conception o f  himself as a thing, thinking ‘This body is an aggregate o f many 

things; when it is bom , only things are bom ; when it ceases, only things cease; 

these things have no awareness or feeling o f each other; when they are born, they 

do not think, “I am born.” W hen they cease, they do not think, “ I cease.” ’

“ Furthermore, he should understand thoroughly the conception o f  himself 

as a thing by cultivating the following consideration: ‘Just as in the case o f the 

conception o f  “self,” so the conception o f  “ thing” is also a misunderstanding, 

and this misunderstanding is also a grave sickness; I should free myself from this 

sickness and should strive to abandon it.’13
“W hat is the elimination o f this sickness? It is the elimination o f egoism and 

possessiveness. W hat is the elimination o f  egoism and possessiveness? It is the 

freedom from dualism. W hat is freedom from dualism ? It is the absence o f in­

volvement with either the external or the internal. W hat is absence o f  involve­

ment with either external or internal? It is nondeviation, nonfluctuation, and 

nondistraction from equanimity. W hat is equanimity ? It is the equality o f every­

thing from self to liberation. W hy? Because both self and liberation are void. 

H ow can both be void? As verbal designations, they both are void, and neither 

is established in reality. Therefore, one who sees such equality makes no difference 

between sickness and voidness; his sickness is itself voidness, and that sickness as 

voidness is itself void.14

“The sick bodhisattva should recognize that sensation is ultimately nonsensa­

tion, but he should not realize the cessation o f sensation. Although both pleasure 

and pain are abandoned when the buddha-qualities are fully accomplished, there 

is then no sacrifice o f  the great compassion for all living beings living in the bad 

migrations. Thus, recognizing in his own suffering the infinite sufferings o f these 

living beings,15 the bodhisattva correctly contemplates these living beings and 

resolves to cure all sicknesses. As for these living beings, there is nothing to be 

applied, and there is nothing to be removed; one has only to teach them the
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Dharma for them to realize the basis from which sicknesses arise. W hat is this 

basis? It is object-perception.16 Insofar as apparent objects are perceived, they 

are the basis o f sickness. W hat things are perceived as objects? The three realms 

o f existence are perceived as objects. W hat is the thorough understanding of the 

basic, apparent object? It is its nonperception, as no objects exist ultimately. 

W hat is nonperception? The internal subject and the external object are not 

perceived dualistically. Therefore, it is called nonperception.17

“ Manjusri, thus should a sick bodhisattva control his own mind in order to 

overcome old age, sickness, death, and birth. Such, Manjusri, is the sickness o f 

the bodhisattva. If he takes it otherwise, all his efforts will be in vain. For example, 

one is called ‘hero’ when one overcomes all enemies. Just so, one is called ‘bodhi­

sattva’ when one conquers the miseries o f  aging, sickness, and death.18

“The sick bodhisattva should tell himself: ‘Just as my sickness is unreal and 

nonexistent, so the sicknesses o f all living beings are unreal and nonexistent.’ 

Through such considerations, he arouses the great compassion toward all living 

beings without falling into any sentimental compassion.19 The great compassion 

that strives to eliminate the accidental passions does not conceive o f any life in 

living beings. W hy? Because great compassion that falls into sentimentally 

purposive views only exhausts the bodhisattva in his reincarnations. But the 

great compassion which is free o f involvement with sentimentally purposive 

views does not exhaust the bodhisattva in all his reincarnations.20 He does not 

reincarnate through involvement with such views but reincarnates with his mind 

free o f involvement. Hence, even his reincarnation is like a liberation. Being 

reincarnated as if being liberated, he has the power and ability to teach the Dharma 

which liberates living beings from their bondage. As the Lord declares: ‘It is not 

possible for one who is himself bound to deliver others from their bondage. But 

one who is himself liberated is able to liberate others from their bondage.’ 

Therefore, the bodhisattva should participate in liberation and should not partic­

ipate in bondage.

“W hat is bondage? And what is liberation? To indulge in liberation from the 

world without employing liberative technique is bondage for the bodhisattva. 

To engage in life in the world with full employment of liberative technique is 

liberation for the bodhisattva. To experience the taste o f contemplation, medita­

tion, and concentration without skill in liberative technique is bondage. To 

experience the taste o f contemplation and meditation with skill in liberative 

technique is liberation. W isdom not integrated with liberative technique is 

bondage, but wisdom integrated with liberative technique is liberation. Libera­

tive technique not integrated with wisdom is bondage, but liberative technique 

integrated with wisdom is liberation.
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“H ow is wisdom not integrated with liberative technique a bondage ? Wisdom 

not integrated with liberative technique consists o f concentration on voidness, 

signlessness, and wishlessness, and yet, being motivated by sentimental com­

passion,21 failure to concentrate on cultivation o f the auspicious signs and marks, 

on the adornment o f  the buddha-field, and on the work o f  development o f 

living beings— and it is bondage.

“H ow is wisdom integrated with liberative technique a liberation? Wisdom 

integrated with liberative technique consists o f  being motivated by the great 

compassion22 and thus o f concentration on cultivation o f the auspicious signs 

and marks, on the adornment o f the buddha-field, and on the work o f  develop­

ment o f living beings, all the while concentrating on deep investigation of 

voidness, signlessness, and wishlessness— and it is liberation.

“ W hat is the bondage o f  liberative technique not integrated with wisdom? 

The bondage o f liberative technique not integrated with wisdom consists o f 

the bodhisattva’s planting o f the roots o f virtue without dedicating them for 

the sake o f enlightenment, while living in the grip o f dogmatic convictions, 

passions, attachments, resentments, and their subconscious instincts.23

“W hat is the liberation o f  liberative technique integrated with wisdom? The 

liberation o f  liberative technique integrated with wisdom consists o f the bod­

hisattva’s dedication o f his roots o f virtue for the sake o f enlightenment, without 

taking any pride therein, while forgoing all convictions, passions, attachments, 

resentments, and their subconscious instincts.24

“Manjusri, thus should the sick bodhisattva consider things. His wisdom is 

the consideration o f body, mind, and sickness as impermanent, miserable, empty, 

and selfless. His liberative technique consists o f not exhausting himself by trying 

to avoid all physical sickness, and o f  applying himself to accomplish the benefit 

o f living beings, without interrupting the cycle o f reincarnations. Furthermore, 

his wisdom lies in understanding that body, mind, and sickness are neither new 

nor old, both simultaneously and sequentially. And his liberative technique lies 

in not seeking cessation of body, mind, or sicknesses.

“That, Manjusri, is the way a sick bodhisattva should concentrate his mind; 

he should live neither in control o f  his mind, nor in indulgence o f  his mind. 

W hy? To live by indulging the mind is proper for fools and to live in control 

of the mind is proper for the disciples. Therefore, the bodhisattva should live 

neither in control nor in indulgence o f his mind. N ot living in either o f the two 

extremes is the domain o f the bodhisattva.

“ N ot the domain o f the ordinary individual and not the domain o f the saint, 

such is the domain o f  the bodhisattva.25 The domain o f  the world yet not the 

domain o f the passions, such is the domain o f  the bodhisattva. Where one
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understands liberation, yet does not enter final and complete liberation, there 

is the domain o f  the bodhisattva. Where the four Maras manifest, yet where 

all the works o f  Maras are transcended, there is the domain o f  the bodhisattva. 

Where one seeks the gnosis o f omniscience, yet does not attain this gnosis at the 

wrong time, there is the domain o f the bodhisattva. Where one knows the Four 

Holy Truths, yet does not realize those truths at the wrong time, there is the 

domain o f  the bodhisattva. A domain o f  introspective insight, wherein one 

does not arrest voluntary reincarnation in the world, such is the domain o f  the 

bodhisattva. A domain where one realizes birthlessness, yet does not become 

destined for the ultimate, such is the domain o f the bodhisattva. W here one sees 

relativity without entertaining any convictions, there is the domain o f  the bod­

hisattva. Where one associates with all beings, yet keeps free of all afflictive 

instincts, there is the domain o f  the bodhisattva. A domain o f solitude with no 

place for the exhaustion o f  body and mind, such is the domain o f the bodhisattva. 

The domain o f  the triple world, yet indivisible from the ultimate realm, such 

is the domain o f  the bodhisattva. The domain o f voidness, yet where one cul­

tivates all types o f  virtues, such is the domain o f the bodhisattva. The domain 

of signlessness, where one keeps in sight the deliverance o f all living beings, 

such is the domain o f the bodhisattva. The domain o f  wishlessness, where one 

voluntarily manifests lives in the world, such is the domain o f the bodhisattva.

“ A domain essentially without undertaking, yet where all the roots o f virtue 

are undertaken without interruption, such is the domain o f the bodhisattva. 

The domain o f the six transcendences, where one attains the transcendence26 of 

the thoughts and actions o f all living beings, such is the domain o f the bod­

hisattva. The domain o f  the six superknowledges,27 wherein defilements are not 

exhausted, such is the domain o f the bodhisattva. The domain o f living by the 

holy Dharma, without even perceiving any evil paths, such is the domain of 

the bodhisattva. The domain of the four immeasurables, where one does not 

accept rebirth in the heaven o f Brahma, such is the domain o f the bodhisattva. 

The domain o f the six remembrances, unaffected by any sort o f  defilement, such 

is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain o f  contemplation, meditation, 

and concentration, where one does not reincarnate in the formless realms by 

force o f  these meditations and concentrations,28 such is the domain o f the bod­

hisattva. The domain o f the four foci o f mindfulness, where body, sensation, 

mind, and things are not ultimately o f concern, such is the domain of the bod­

hisattva. The domain o f the four right efforts, where the duality o f  good and 

evil is not apprehended, such is the domain o f the bodhisattva. The domain of 

the four bases of magical powers, where they are effortlessly mastered, such is 

the domain o f the bodhisattva. The domain of the five spiritual faculties, where
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one knows the degrees o f  the spiritual faculties o f living beings, such is the 

domain o f the bodhisattva. The domain o f living with the five powers, where 

one delights in the ten powers o f the Tathagata, such is the domain o f  the bod­

hisattva. The domain o f  perfection o f the seven factors o f enlightenment, where 

one is skilled in the knowledge o f fine intellectual distinctions, such is the domain 

of the bodhisattva. The domain of the holy eightfold path, where one delights 

in the unlimited path o f the Buddha, such is the domain o f  the bodhisattva.29 

The domain o f the cultivation o f  the aptitude for mental quiescence and trans­

cendental analysis, where one does not fall into extreme quietism, such is the 

domain o f  the bodhisattva. The domain o f  the realization o f the unborn nature 

of all things, yet o f  the perfection o f the body, the auspicious signs and marks, 

and the ornaments o f  the Buddha, such is the domain o f  the bodhisattva. The 

domain o f manifesting the attitudes o f the disciples and the solitary sages without 

sacrificing the qualities o f  the Buddha, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. 

The domain o f conformity to all things utterly pure in nature while manifesting 

behavior that suits the inclinations o f all living beings, such is the domain o f the 

bodhisattva. A domain where one realizes that all the buddha-fields are inde­

structible and uncreatable, having the nature o f  infinite space, yet where one 

manifests the establishment o f the qualities o f  the buddha-fields in all their 

variety and magnitude, such is the domain of the bodhisattva. The domain 

where one turns the wheel o f the holy Dharma and manifests the magnificence 

of ultimate liberation, yet never forsakes the career o f  the bodhisattva, such is 

the domain o f the bodhisattva!”30 

When VimalakTrti had spoken this discourse, eight thousand o f the gods in 

the company of the crown prince Manjus'ri conceived the spirit o f  unexcelled, 

perfect enlightenment.
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The Inconceivable Liberation

Thereupon, the venerable Sariputra had this though t: “There is not even a single 

chair in this house. W here are these disciples and bodhisattvas going to sit?” 

The Licchavi Vimalakirti read the thought o f the venerable Sariputra and said, 

“Reverend Sariputra, did you come here for the sake o f  the Dharma ? O r did you 

come here for the sake o f  a chair?”

Sariputra replied, “I came for the sake o f  the Dharma, not for the sake o f  a 

chair.”

Vimalakirti continued, “ Reverend Sariputra, he who is interested in the 

Dharma is not interested even in his own body, much less in a chair. Reverend 

Sariputra, he who is interested in the Dharma has no interest in matter, sensation, 

intellect, motivation, or consciousness.1 He has no interest in these aggregates, or 

in the elements, or in the sense-media.2 Interested in the Dharma, he has no 

interest in the realm o f  desire, the realm o f  matter, or the immaterial realm. 

Interested in the Dharma, he is not interested in attachment to the'Buddha, 

attachment to the Dharma, or attachment to the Sangha. Reverend Sariputra, he 

who is interested in the Dharma is not interested in recognizing suffering, 

abandoning its origination, realizing its cessation, or practicing the path.3 W hy? 

The Dharma is ultimately w ithout formulation and without verbalization. W ho 

verbalizes: ‘Suffering should be recognized, origination should be eliminated, 

cessation should be realized, the path should be practiced,’ is not interested in the 

Dharma but is interested in verbalization.4

“Reverend Sariputra, the Dharma is calm and peaceful. Those who ar.e 

engaged in production and destruction are not interested in the Dharma, are not 

interested in solitude, but are interested in production and destruction.5

“Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, the Dharma is without taint and free of 

defilement. He who is attached to anything, even to liberation, is not interested 

in the Dharma but is interested in the taint o f  desire. The Dharma is not an object. 

He who pursues objects is not interested in the Dharma but is interested in 

objects. The Dharma is without acceptance or rejection. He who holds on to
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things or lets go o f  things is not interested in the Dharma but is interested in 

holding and letting go. The Dharma is not a secure refuge. He who enjoys a secure 

refuge is not interested in the Dharma but is interested in a secure refuge. The 

Dharma is w ithout sign. He whose consciousness pursues signs is not interested 

in the Dharma but is interested in signs. The Dharma is not a society. He who 

seeks to associate with the Dharma is not interested in the Dharma but is interested 

in association. The Dharma is not a sight, a sound, a category, or an idea. He who 

is involved in sights, sounds, categories, and ideas is not interested in the Dharma 

but is interested in sights, sounds, categories, and ideas. Reverend Sariputra, the 

Dharma is free o f compounded things and uncompounded things. He who 

adheres to compounded things and uncompounded things is not interested in 

the Dharma but is interested in adhering to compounded things and uncom­

pounded things.

“Thereupon, reverend Sariputra, if  you are interested in the Dharma, you 

should take no interest in anything.” 6

W hen Vimalaklrti had spoken this discourse, five hundred gods obtained the 

purity o f  the Dharma-eye in viewing all things.

Then, the Licchavi Vimalaklrti said to the crown prince, Mañjusrí, “ Mañjusrí, 

you have already been in innumerable hundreds o f  thousands o f  buddha-fields 

throughout the universes o f the ten directions.7 In which buddha-field did you 

see the best lion-thrones with the finest qualities?”

Mañjusrí replied, “ Noble sir, if one crosses the buddha-fields to the east, which 

are more numerous than all the grains o f sand o f  thirty-two Ganges rivers, one 

will discover a universe called Merudhvaja. There dwells a Tathagata called 

MerupracEparaja. His body measures eighty-four hundred thousand leagues in 

height, and the height o f his throne is sixty-eight hundred thousand leagues. The 

bodhisattvas there are forty-two hundred thousand leagues tall and their own 

thrones are thirty-four hundred thousand leagues high. Noble sir, the finest and 

most superb thrones exist in that universe Merudhvaja, which is the buddha-field 

of the Tathagata MerupracEparaja.”

At that moment, the Licchavi Vimalaklrti, having focused himself in concen­

tration, performed a miraculous feat such that the Lord Tathagata Merupradipa- 

raja, in the universe Merudhvaja, sent to this universe thirty-two hundred 

thousand thrones. These thrones were so tall, spacious, and beautiful that the 

bodhisattvas, great disciples, Sakras, Brahmas, Lokapalas, and other gods had 
never before seen the like. The thrones descended from the sky and came to rest 

in the house o f  the Licchavi Vimalaklrti. The thirty-two hundred thousand 

thrones arranged themselves without crowding and the house seemed to enlarge 

itself accordingly. The great city o f  Vais'ali did not become obscured; neither did
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the land o f  JambudvTpa,8 nor the world o f  four continents. Everything else 

appeared just as it was before.

Then, the Licchavi VimalakTrti said to the young prince Manjusri, “Manjus'ri, 

let the bodhisattvas be seated on these thrones, having transformed their bodies 

to a suitable size!”9

Then, those bodhisattvas who had attained the superknowledges transformed 

their bodies to a height o f forty-two hundred thousand leagues and sat upon the 

thrones. But the beginner bodhisattvas were not able to transform themselves to 

sit upon the thrones. Then, the Licchavi VimalakTrti taught these beginner 

bodhisattvas a teaching that enabled them to attain the five superknowledges, 

and, having attained them, they transformed their bodies to a height o f forty-two 

hundred thousand leagues and sat upon the thrones. But still the great disciples 

were not able to seat themselves upon the thrones.

The Licchavi VimalakTrti said to the venerable Sariputra, “ Reverend Sariputra, 

take your seat upon a throne.”

He replied, “Good sir, the thrones are too big and too high, and I cannot sit 

upon them.”

VimalakTrti said, “ Reverend Sariputra, bow down to the Tathagata Merupra- 

dlparaja, and you will be able to take your seat.”

Then, the great disciples bowed down to the Tathagata Merupradiparaja and 

they were seated upon the thrones.

Then, the venerable Sariputra said to the Licchavi VimalakTrti, “Noble sir, it 

is astonishing that these thousands o f  thrones, so big and so high, should fit into 

such a small house and that the great city o f  VaisalT, the villages, cities, kingdoms, 

capitals o f  JambudvTpa, the other three continents, the abodes o f the gods, the 

nagas, the yaksas, the gandharvas, the asuras, the garudas, the kimnaras, and the 

mahoragas— that all o f  these should appear without any obstacle, just as they 

were before!”

The Licchavi VimalakTrti replied, “ Reverend Sariputra, for the Tathagatas 

and the bodhisattvas, there is a liberation called ‘Inconceivable.’10 The bodhisattva 

who lives in the inconceivable liberation can put the king o f mountains, Sumeru, 

which is so high, so great, so noble, and so vast, into a mustard seed. He can 

perform this feat without enlarging the mustard seed and without shrinking 

M ount Sumeru. And the deities o f  the assembly o f  the four Maharajas and o f the 

Trayastrimsa heavens do not even know where they are.11 Only those beings 

who are destined to be disciplined by miracles12 see and understand the putting 

o f the king o f  mountains, Sumeru, into the mustard seed. That, reverend 

SIriputra, is an entrance to the domain o f  the inconceivable liberation o f the 

bodhisattvas.
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“ Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, the bodhisattva who lives in the incon­

ceivable liberation can pour into a single pore of his skin all the waters o f the four 

great oceans, without injuring the water-animals such as fish, tortoises, crocodiles, 

frogs, and other creatures, and without the nagas, yaksas, gandharvas, and asuras 

even being aware o f where they are. And the whole operation is visible without 

any injury or disturbance to any o f those living beings.

“ Such a bodhisattva can pick up with his right hand this billion-world-galactic 

universe as if  it were a potter’s wheel and, spinning it round, throw it beyond 

universes as numerous as the sands of the Ganges, without the living beings therein 

knowing their motion or its origin, and he can catch it and put it back in its place, 

without the living beings suspecting their coming and going; and yet the whole 

operation is visible.

“Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, there are beings who become disciplined 

after an immense period o f evolution, and there are also those who are disciplined 

after a short period of evolution. The bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable 

liberation, for the sake o f disciplining those living beings who are disciplined 

through immeasurable periods of evolution, can make the passing o f  a week 

seem like the passing o f an aeon, and he can make the passing of an aeon seem like 

the passing of a week for those who are disciplined through a short period of 

evolution. The living beings who are disciplined through an immeasurable 

period of evolution actually perceive a week to be the passing o f an aeon, and 

those disciplined by a short period of evolution actually perceive an aeon to be 

the passing of a week.13

“Thus, a bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable liberation can manifest 

all the splendors o f the virtues o f  all the buddha-fields within a single buddha-field. 

Likewise, he can place all living beings in the palm o f  his right hand and can 

show them with the supernatural speed o f thought all the buddha-fields without 

ever leaving his own buddha-field. He can display in a single pore all the offerings 

ever offered to all the Buddhas o f the ten directions, and the orbs o f all the suns, 

moons, and stars o f the ten directions. He can inhale all the hurricanes o f  the 

cosmic wind-atmospheres14 o f the ten directions into his mouth w ithout harming 

his own body and without letting the forests and the grasses o f the buddha-fields 

be flattened. He can take all the masses o f fire of all the supernovas that ultimately 

consume all the universes o f  all the buddha-fields into his stomach without 

interfering with their functions. Having crossed buddha-fields as numerous as 

the sands o f the Ganges downward, and having taken up a buddha-field, he can 

rise up through buddha-fields as numerous as the sands o f  the Ganges and place 

it on high, just as a strong man may pick up a jujube leaf on the point o f  a needle.

“Thus, a bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable liberation can magically
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transform any kind o f living being into a universal monarch, a Lokapala, a 

Sakra, a Brahm i, a disciple, a solitary sage, a bodhisattva, and even into a Buddha. 

The bodhisattva can transform miraculously all the cries and noises, superior, 

mediocre, and inferior, o f all living beings o f the ten directions, into the voice o f 

the Buddha, with the words o f  the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha, having 

them proclaim, ‘Im perm anent! Miserable! Empty! Selfless!’ And he can cause 

them to recite the words and sounds of all the teachings taught by all the Buddhas 

o f the ten directions.

“ Reverend Sariputra, I have shown you only a small part o f  the entrance into 

the domain o f  the bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable liberation. Reverend 

Sariputra, to explain to you the teaching o f  the full entrance into the domain of 

the bodhisattva who lives in the inconceivable liberation would require more 

than an aeon, and even more than that.” 15

Then, the patriarch Mahakas'yapa, having heard this teaching o f the incon­

ceivable liberation o f the bodhisattvas, was amazed, and he said to the venerable 

Sariputra, “ Venerable Sariputra, if  one were to show a variety o f  things to a 

person blind from birth, he would not be able to see a single thing. Likewise, 

venerable Sariputra, when this door o f the inconceivable liberation is taught, all 

the disciples and solitary sages are sightless, like the man blind from birth, and 

cannot comprehend even a single cause o f  the inconceivable liberation. W ho is 

there among the wise who, hearing about this inconceivable liberation, does not 

conceive the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect enlightenment? As for us, whose 

faculties are deteriorated, like a burned and rotten seed, what else can we do if 

we do not become receptive to this great vehicle? We, all the disciples and 

solitary sages, upon hearing this teaching o f  the Dharma, should utter a cry of 

regret that would shake this billion-world-galactic universe!16 And as for the 

bodhisattvas, when they hear this inconceivable liberation they should be as 

joyful as a young crown prince when he takes the diadem and is anointed, and 

they should increase to the utmost their devotion to this inconceivable liberation. 

Indeed, what could the entire host o f Maras ever do to one who is devoted to 

this inconceivable liberation?”

W hen the patriarch Mahakasyapa had uttered this discourse, thirty-two 

thousand gods conceived the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect enlightenment.

Then, the Licchavi Vimalaklrti said to the patriarch Mahakas'yapa, “ Reverend 

Mahakasyapa, the Maras who play the devil in the innumerable universes of the 

ten directions are all bodhisattvas dwelling in the inconceivable liberation, who 

are playing the devil in order to develop living beings through their skill in 

liberative technique. Reverend Mahakasyapa, all the miserable beggars who 

come to the bodhisattvas o f the innumerable universes o f  the ten directions to
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ask for a hand, a foot, an ear, a nose, some blood, muscles, bones, marrow, an 

eye, a torso, a head, a limb, a member, a throne, a kingdom, a country, a wife, a 

son, a daughter, a slave, a slave-girl, a horse, an elephant, a chariot, a cart, gold, 

silver, jewels, pearls, conches, crystal, coral, beryl, treasures, food, drink, elixirs, 

and clothes— these demanding beggars are usually bodhisattvas living in the 

inconceivable liberation who, through their skill in liberative technique, wish 

to test and thus demonstrate the firmness o f the high resolve o f  the bodhisattvas. 

W hy? Reverend Mahakasyapa, the bodhisattvas demonstrate that firmness by 

means o f terrible austerities. Ordinary persons have no power to be thus 

demanding o f  bodhisattvas, unless they are granted the opportunity. They are 

not capable o f  killing and depriving in that manner without being freely given 

the chance.

“ Reverend Mahakasyapa, just as a gloww orm  cannot eclipse the light o f  the 

sun, so, reverend Mahakasyapa, it is not possible without special allowance that 

an ordinary person can thus attack and deprive a bodhisattva. Reverend Maha­

kasyapa, just as a donkey could not muster an attack on a wild elephant, even so, 

reverend Mahakasyapa, one who is not himself a bodhisattva cannot harass a 

bodhisattva. Only one who is himself a bodhisattva can harass another bod­

hisattva, and only a bodhisattva can tolerate the harassment o f  another bodhi­

sattva. Reverend Mahakasyapa, such is the introduction to the power o f the 

knowledge o f  liberative technique o f the bodhisattvas who live in the incon­

ceivable liberation.” 17



7

The Goddess

Thereupon, Manjusri, the crown prince, addressed the Licchavi Vimalaldrti: 

“ Good sir, how should a bodhisattva regard all living beings?”

Vimalakirti replied, “ Manjusri, a bodhisattva should regard all living beings 

as a wise man regards the reflection o f the moon in water or as magicians regard 

men created by magic. He should regard them as being like a face in a mirror; 

like the water o f a mirage; like the sound o f an echo; like a mass o f clouds in the 

sky; like the previous moment o f  a ball o f  foam; like the appearance and 

disappearance o f  a bubble o f water; like the core o f a plantain tree; like a flash of 

lightning; like the fifth great element; like the seventh sense-medium; like the 

appearance o f  matter in an immaterial realm; like a sprout from a rotten seed; 

like a tortoise-hair coat; like the fun o f games for one who wishes to die; like the 

egoistic views1 o f  a stream-winner; like a third rebirth o f  a once-returner; like 

the descent o f a nonreturner into a w o m b ; like the existence o f desire, hatred, and 

folly in a saint; like thoughts o f avarice, immorality, wickedness, and hostility in 

a bodhisattva who has attained tolerance; like the instincts o f  passions in a 

Tathagata; like the perception o f  color in one blind from b irth ; like the inhalation 

and exhalation o f  an ascetic absorbed in the meditation o f cessation; like the 

track o f a bird in the sky; like the erection o f a eunuch; like the pregnancy o f  a 

barren w om an ; like' the unproduced passions o f  an emanated incarnation o f the 

Tathagata; like dream-visions seen after waking; like the passions of one who is 

free o f conceptualizations; like fire burning without fuel; like the reincarnation 

o f  one who has attained ultimate liberation.

“Precisely thus, Manjusri, does a bodhisattva who realizes ultimate selflessness 

consider all beings.” 2

Manjusri then asked further, “ Noble sir, if a bodhisattva considers all living 

beings in such a way, how  does he generate the great love3 toward them ?” 

Vimalakirti replied, “Manjusri, when a bodhisattva considers all living beings 

in this way, he thinks: ‘Just as I have realized the Dharma, so should I teach it to 

living beings.’4 Thereby, he generates the love that is truly a refuge for all living 

beings; the love that is peaceful because free o f grasping; the love that is not
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feverish, because free o f  passions; the love that accords with reality because it is 

equanimous in all three times; the love that is without conflict because free 

of the violence o f the passions; the love that is nondual because it is involved 

neither with the external.nor with the internal; the love that is imperturbable 

because totally ultimate.

“Thereby he generates the love that is firm, its high resolve unbreakable, like 

a diam ond; the love that is pure, purified in its intrinsic nature; the love that is 

even, its aspirations being equal; the saint’s love that has eliminated its enem y;5 

the bodhisattva’s love that continuously develops living beings; the Tathágata’s 

love that understands reality; the Buddha’s love that causes living beings to 

awaken from their sleep; the love that is spontaneous because it is fully enlightened 

spontaneously;6 the love that is enlightenment because it is unity o f  experience; 

the love that has no presumption because it has eliminated attachment and 

aversion; the love that is great compassion because it infuses the Mahayana with 

radiance; the love that is never exhausted because it acknowledges voidness and 

selflessness; the love that is giving because it bestows the gift of Dharma free of 

the tight fist o f  a bad teacher; the love that is morality because it improves 

immoral living beings; the love that is tolerance because it protects both self 

and others; the love that is effort because it takes responsibility for all living 

beings; the love that is contemplation because it refrains from indulgence in 

tastes; the love that is wisdom because it causes attainment at the proper tim e;7 

the love that is liberative technique because it shows the way everywhere; the 

love that is without formality because it is pure in motivation; the love that is 

without deviation because it acts from decisive m otivation; the love that is high 

resolve because it is without passions; the love that is w ithout deceit because it is 

not artificial; the love that is happiness because it introduces living beings to the 

happiness of the Buddha. Such, Mañjusrí, is the great love o f a bodhisattva.”

MahjusrT: W hat is the great compassion o f  a bodhisattva ?

Vimalakirti: It is the giving of all accumulated roots o f  virtue to all living 

beings.

MahjusrT: W hat is the great joy  o f the bodhisattva?

Vimalaklrti: It is to be joyful and without regret in giving.

MahjusrT: W hat is the equanimity o f  the bodhisattva ?

Vimalaklrti: It is what benefits both self and others.8

MahjusrT: To what should one resort when terrified by fear o f life?9

VimalakTrti: Mañjusrí, a bodhisattva who is terrified by fear o f  life should 

resort to the magnanimity o f  the Buddha.

MahjusrT: W here should he who wishes to resort to the magnanimity of 

the Buddha take his stand?
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VimalakTrti: He should stand in equanimity toward all living beings.10

ManjusrT: W here should he who wishes to stand in equanimity toward 

all living beings take his stand?

VimalakTrti: He should live for the liberation o f all living beings.11

MahjusrJ: W hat should he who wishes to liberate all living beings do ?

VimalakTrti: He should liberate them from their passions.

ManjusrT: How should he who wishes to eliminate passions apply himself?

VimalakTrti: He should apply himself appropriately.

ManjusrT: H ow  should he apply himself, to “apply himself appropriately” ?

VimalakTrti: He should apply himself to productionlessness and to destruc- 

tionlessness.

ManjusrT: W hat is not produced? And what is not destroyed?

VimalakTrti: Evil is not produced and good is not destroyed.

ManjusrT: W hat is the root o f  good and evil?

VimalakTrti: Materiality12 is the root o f good and evil.

ManjusrT: W hat is the root o f materiality?

VimalakTrti: Desire is the root o f materiality.

ManjusrT: W hat is the root o f desire and attachment ?

VimalakTrti: Unreal construction is the root o f  desire.

ManjusrT: W hat is the root o f unreal construction ?

VimalakTrti: The false concept is its root.

ManjusrT: W hat is the root o f  the false concept ?

VimalakTrti: Baselessness.

ManjusrT: W hat is the root o f  baselessness ?

VimalakTrti: Manjusri, when something is baseless, how can it have any 

root? Therefore, all things stand on the root which is baseless.13

Thereupon, a certain goddess who lived in that house, having heard this 

teaching of the Dharma o f  the great heroic bodhisattvas, and being delighted, 

pleased, and overjoyed, manifested herself in a material body and showered the 

great spiritual heroes, the bodhisattvast and the great disciples with heavenly 

flowers. W hen the flowers fell on the bodies o f the bodhisattvas, they fell off 

on the floor, but when they fell on the bodies o f the great disciples, they stuck 

to them and did not fall. The great disciples shook the flowers and even tried to 

use their magical powers, but still the flowers would not shake off. Then, the 

goddess said to the venerable Slriputra, “Reverend Sariputra, w hy do you shake 

these flowers?”

Sariputra replied, “ Goddess, these flowers are not proper for religious persons14 

and so we are trying to shake them off.”
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The goddess said, “Do not say that, reverend Sariputra. Why? These flowers 

are proper indeed! Why? Such flowers have neither constructual thought nor 

discrimination. But the elder Sariputra has both constructual thought and dis­

crimination.

“Reverend Sariputra, impropriety for one who has renounced the world for 

the discipline o f the rightly taught Dharma consists o f constructual thought and 

discrimination, yet the elders are full o f  such thoughts. One w ho is without such 

thoughts is always proper.

“Reverend Sariputra, see how these flowers do not stick to the bodies o f these 

great spiritual heroes, the bodhisattvas! This is because they have eliminated 

constructual thoughts and discriminations.

‘‘For example, evil spirits have power over fearful men but cannot disturb 

the fearless. Likewise, those intimidated by fear o f the world are in the power 

o f forms, sounds, smells, tastes, and textures, which do not disturb those who are 

free from fear o f the passions inherent in the constructive world. Thus, these 

flowers stick to the bodies o f those who have not eliminated their instincts for 

the passions'and do not stick to the bodies o f those who have eliminated their 

instincts. Therefore, the flowers do not stick to the bodies o f  these bodhisattvas, 

who have abandoned all instincts.“ 15 

Then the venerable Sariputra said to the goddess, “Goddess, how long have 

you been in this house?”

The goddess replied, “ I have been here as long as the elder has been in liber­

ation.”

Sariputra said, ‘‘Then, have you been in this house for quite some time?” 

The goddess said, ‘‘Has the elder been in liberation for quite some time?”

At that, the elder Sariputra fell silent.

The goddess continued, ‘‘Elder, you are ‘foremost o f the wise!’ W hy do you 

not speak? Now, when it is your turn, you do not answer the question.”

Sariputra: Since liberation is inexpressible, goddess, I do not know what 

to say.
Goddess: All the syllables pronounced by the elder have the nature of 

liberation. W hy? Liberation is neither internal nor external, nor can it be 

apprehended apart from them .16 Likewise, syllables are neither internal nor 

external, nor can they be apprehended anywhere else. Therefore, reverend 

Sariputra, do not point to liberation by abandoning speech!17 W hy? The 

holy liberation is the equality o f  all things!

Sariputra: Goddess, is not liberation the freedom from desire, hatred, 

and folly ?
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Goddess: “ Liberation is freedom from desire, hatred, and folly”— that 

is the teaching for the excessively proud.18 But those free o f  pride are 

taught that the very nature o f  desire, hatred, and folly is itself liberation.

Sariputra: Excellent! Excellent, goddess! Pray, what have you attained, 

what have you realized, that you have such eloquence?

Goddess: I have attained nothing, reverend Sariputra. I have no realization. 

Therefore I have such eloquence. W hoever thinks, “ I have attained! I have 

realized!” is overly proud in the discipline o f the well taught Dharma.

Sariputra: Goddess, do you belong to the disciple-vehicle, to the solitary- 

vehicle, or to the great vehicle?19

Goddess: I belong to the disciple-vehicle when I teach it to those who need 

it. I belong to the solitary-vehicle when I teach the twelve links o f dependent 

origination to those who need them. And, since I never abandon the great 

compassion, I belong to the great vehicle, as all need that teaching to attain 

ultimate liberation.20

Nevertheless, reverend Sariputra, just as one cannot smell the castor plant 

in a magnolia wood, but only the magnolia flowers, so, reverend Sariputra, 

living in this house, which is redolent with the perfume o f the virtues o f  the 

Buddha-qualities, one does not smell the perfume o f  the disciples and the 

solitary sages. Reverend Sariputra, the Sakras, the Brahmas, the Lokapalas, 

the devas, nagas, yaksas, gandharvas, asuras, garudas, kimnaras, and mahora- 

gas who live in this house hear the Dharma from the mouth o f  this holy 

man and, enticed by the perfume o f the virtues o f the Buddha-qualities, 

proceed to conceive the spirit o f enlightenment.

Reverend Sariputra, I have been in this house for twelve years, and I have 

heard no discourses concerning the disciples and solitary sages but have 

heard only those concerning the great love, the great compassion, and the 

inconceivable qualities o f  the Buddha.

Reverend Sariputra, eight strange and wonderful things manifest them­

selves constantly in this houSe. W hat are these eight ?

A light o f golden hue shines here constantly, so bright that it is hard to 

distinguish day and night; and neither the moon nor the sun shines here 

distinctly. That is the first wonder o f this house.

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, whoever enters this house is no longer 

troubled by his passions from the moment he is within. That is the second 

strange and wonderful thing.21

Furthermore, reverend Siriputra, this house is never forsaken by Sakra, 

Brahma, the Lokapalas, and the bodhisattvas from all the other buddha- 

fields. That is the third strange and wonderful thing.
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Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, this house is never empty o f the sounds 

o f the Dharma, the discourse on the six transcendences, and the discourses 

o f the irreversible wheel o f the Dharma. That is the fourth strange and 

wonderful thing.

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, in this house one always hears the 

rhythms, songs, and music o f gods and men, and from this music constantly 

resounds the sound o f the infinite Dharma o f  the Buddha. That is the fifth 

strange and wonderful thing.

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, in this house there are always four 

inexhaustible treasures,22 replete with all kinds o f jewels, which never 

decrease, although all the poor and wretched may partake to their satisfac­

tion. That is the sixth strange and wonderful thing.

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, at the wish o f this good man, to this 

house come the innumerable Tathigatas of the ten directions, such as the 

Tathagatas Sakyamuni, Amitabha, Aksobhya, Ratnasri, Ratnircis, R at- 

nacandra, Ratnavyuha, Dusprasaha, Sarvarthasiddha, Ratnabahula, Sim- 

hakirti, Simhasvara, and so forth; and when they come they teach the door 

of Dharma called the “ Secrets o f the Tathagatas“ and then depart.23 That 

is the seventh strange and wonderful thing.

Furthermore, reverend Sariputra, all the splendors o f the abodes o f the 

gods and all the splendors o f the fields of the Buddhas shine forth in this 

house. That is the eighth strange and wonderful thing.

Reverend Sariputra, these eight strange and wonderful things are seen in 

this house. W ho then, seeing such inconceivable things, would believe the 

teaching of the disciples?

Sariputra: Goddess, what prevents you from transforming yourself out 

o f  your female state?24

Goddess: Although I have sought my “ female state” for these twelve 

years, I have not yet found it. Reverend Sariputra, if  a magician were to 

incarnate a woman by magic, would you ask her, “ W hat prevents you from 

transforming yourself out o f your female state?”

Sariputra: N o! Such a woman would not really exist, so what would 

there be to transform ?

Goddess: Just so, reverend Sariputra, all things do not really exist. Now, 

would you think, “W hat prevents one whose nature is that o f a magical 

incarnation from transforming herself out o f her female state ?”

Thereupon, the goddess employed her magical power to cause the elder 

Sariputra to appear in her form and to cause herself to appear in his form. Then
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the goddess, transformed into Sariputra, said to Sariputra, transformed into a 

goddess, “ Reverend Siriputra, what prevents you from transforming yourself 

out of your female state?”

And Sariputra, transformed into the goddess, replied, “ I no longer appear in 

the form o f a m ale! My body has changed into the body o f a w om an! I do not 

know  what to transform!”

The goddess continued, “ If the elder could again change out o f  the female 

state, then all women could also change out o f their female states. All women 

appear in the form o f women in just the same way as the elder appears in the 

form o f  a woman. While they are not women in reality, they appear in the form 

o f women. W ith this in mind, the Buddha said, ‘In all things, there is neither 

male nor female.’ ”

Then, the goddess released her magical power and each returned to his or­

dinary form. She then said to him, “Reverend Sariputra, what have you done 

with your female form ?”

Sariputra: I neither made it nor did I change it.

Goddess: Just so, all things are neither made nor changed, and that they 

are not made and not changed, that is the teaching o f  the Buddha.25

Sariputra: Goddess, where will you be born when you transmigrate after 

death ?

Goddess: I will be bom  where all the magical incarnations o f the Tathagata 

are born.

Sariputra: But the emanated incarnations o f  the Tathagata do not trans­

migrate nor are they born.

Goddess: All things and living beings are just the same; they do not 

transmigrate nor are they b o rn !

Sariputra: Goddess, how soon will you attain the perfect enlightenment 

o f Buddhahood?

Goddess: At such time as you, elder, become endowed once more with 

the qualities of an ordinary individual, then will I attain the perfect enlighten­

ment o f Buddhahood.

Sariputra: Goddess, it is impossible that I should become endowed once 

more with the qualities o f an ordinary individual.

Goddess: Just so, reverend Sariputra, it is impossible that I should attain 

the perfect enlightenment o f Buddhahood! W hy? Because perfect en­

lightenment stands upon the impossible. Because it is impossible, no one 

attains the perfect enlightenment o f  Buddhahood.
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Sariputra: But the Tathagata has declared: “The Tathagatas, who are as 

numerous as the sands o f the Ganges, have attained perfect Buddhahood, 

are attaining perfect Buddhahood, and will go on attaining perfect Buddha­

hood.”

Goddess: Reverend Sariputra, the expression, “ the Buddhas o f  the past, 

present and future,” is a conventional expression made up o f  a certain 

number o f syllables. The Buddhas are neither past, nor present, nor future. 

Their enlightenment transcends the three times! But tell me, elder, have 

you attained sainthood?

Sariputra: It is attained, because there is no attainment.

Goddess: Just so, there is perfect enlightenment because there is no attain­

ment o f perfect enlightenment.

Then the Licchavi Vimalaklrti said to the venerable elder Sariputra, “Reverend 

Sariputra, this goddess has already served ninety-two million billion Buddhas. 

She plays with the superknowledges. She has truly succeeded in all her vows. 

She has gained the tolerance o f the birthlessness o f  things. She has actually attained 

irreversibility. She can live wherever she wishes on the strength o f her vow to 

develop living beings.”



8

The Family o f  the Tathagatas1

Then, the crown prince Manjusri said to the Licchavi Vimalakirti, “ Noble sir, 

how does the bpdhisattva follow the way to attain the qualities o f the Buddha?” 

Vimalakirti replied, “ Manjusri, when the bodhisattva follows the wrong way, 

he follows the way to attain the qualities o f the Buddha.”

Manjusri continued, “How does the bodhisattva follow the wrong way?” 

Vimalakirti replied, “Even should he enact the five deadly sins, he feels no 

malice, violence, or hate. Even should he go into the hells, he remains free of all 

taint of passions. Even should he go into the states o f the animals, he remains 

free o f darkness and ignorance. When he goes into the states o f the asuras, he 

remains free o f pride, conceit, and arrogance. When he goes into the realm of 

the lord of death, he accumulates the stores of merit and wisdom. W hen he goes 

into the states o f motionlessness and immateriality, he does not dissolve therein.

“ He may follow the ways of desire, yet he stays free o f attachment to the 

enjoyments o f desire. He may follow the ways o f hatred, yet he feels no anger 

to any living being. He may follow the ways o f folly, yet he is ever conscious 

with the wisdom o f firm understanding.

“He may follow the ways o f avarice, yet he gives away all internal and external 

things without regard even for his own life. He may follow the ways o f im­

morality, yet, seeing the horror of even the slightest transgressions, he lives by 

the ascetic practices and austerities. He may follow the ways o f wickedness and 

anger, yet he remains utterly free o f malice and lives by love. He may follow 

the ways o f laziness, yet his efforts are uninterrupted as he strives in the cultivation 

o f roots o f virtue. He may follow the ways of sensuous distraction, yet, naturally 

concentrated, his contemplation is not dissipated. He may follow the ways of 

false wisdom, yet, having reached the transcendence o f  wisdom, he is expert in 

all mundane and transcendental sciences.

“He may show the ways o f sophistry and contention, yet he is always con­

scious o f ultimate meanings and has perfected the use o f liberative techniques. 

He may show the ways o f pride, yet he serves as a bridge and a ladder for all 

people. He may show the ways of the passions, yet he is utterly dispassionate

6 4
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and naturally pure. He may follow the ways o f the Maras, yet he does not really 

accept their authority in regard to his knowledge o f the qualities o f  the Buddha. 

He may follow the ways o f the disciples, yet he lets living beings hear the teaching 

they have not heard before.2 He may follow the ways o f the solitary sages, yet 

he is inspired with great compassion in order to develop all living beings.

“He may follow the ways o f  the poor, yet he holds in his hand a jewel o f 

inexhaustible wealth.3 He may follow the ways o f  cripples, yet he is beautiful 

and well adorned with the auspicious signs and marks. He may follow the ways 

o f  those o f lowly birth, yet, through his accumulation o f the stores o f merit and 

wisdom, he is born in the family o f  the Tathagatas. He may follow the ways of 

the weak, the ugly, and the wretched, yet he is beautiful to look upon, and his 

body is like that o f  Narayana.

“He may manifest to living beings the ways o f  the sick and the unhappy, yet 

he has entirely conquered and transcended the fear o f death.

“He may follow the ways o f the rich, yet he is w ithout acquisitiveness and 

often reflects upon the notion of impermanence. He may show himself engaged 

in dancing with harem girls, yet he cleaves to solitude, having crossed the swamp 

o f desire.

“ He follows the ways of the dumb and the incoherent, yet, having acquired 

the power of incantations, he is adorned with a varied eloquence.4

“ He follows the ways o f the heterodox w ithout ever becoming heterodox. 

He follows the ways of all the world, yet he reverses all states o f  existence. He 

follows the way o f  liberation without ever abandoning the progress o f the 

world.

“Manjusri, thus does the bodhisattva follow the wrong ways, thereby follow­

ing the way to the qualities o f the Buddha.”

Then, the Licchavi Vimalaklrti said to the crown prince Manjusri, “ Manjusri, 

what is the 'family of the Tathagatas’?”

Manjusri replied, “ Noble sir, the family o f  the Tathagatas consists o f  all basic 

egoism; o f ignorance and the thirst for existence; o f  lust, hate, and folly; o f the 

four misapprehensions, o f  the five obscurations, o f the six media o f  sense, o f 

the seven abodes o f consciousness, o f the eight false paths, o f the nine causes of 

irritation, o f the paths o f ten sins.5 Such is the family o f  the Tathagatas. In short, 
noble sir, the sixty-two kinds o f convictions constitute the family o f the Tatha­

gatas!”

VimalakTrti: Manjusri, with what in mind do you say so?

Manjusri: Noble sir, one who stays in the fixed determination o f  the 

vision o f the uncreated is not capable o f conceiving the spirit o f  unexcelled 

perfect enlightenment. However, one who lives among created things, in
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the mines of passions, without seeing any truth, is indeed capable of con­

ceiving the spirit o f unexcelled perfect enlightenment.

Noble sir, flowers like the blue lotus, the red lotus, the white lotus, the 

water lily, and the moon lily do not grow on the dry ground in the wilder­

ness, but do grow in the swamps and mud banks. Just so, the Buddha-qualities 

do not grow in living beings certainly destined for the uncreated but do 

grow in those living beings who are like swamps and mud banks o f passions. 

Likewise, as seeds do not grow in the sky but do grow in the earth, so the 

Buddha-qualities do not grow in those determined for the absolute but do 

grow in those who conceive the spirit o f  enlightenment, after having 

produced a Sumeru-like mountain o f egoistic views.6

Noble sir, through these considerations one can understand that all pas­

sions constitute the family o f the Tathagatas. For example, noble sir, without 

going out into the great ocean, it is impossible to find precious, priceless 

pearls. Likewise, without going into the ocean o f passions, it is impossible to 

obtain the mind o f omniscience.

Then, the elder Mahakasyapa applauded the crown prince Manjusri: “ Good! 

Good, Manjusri! This is indeed well spoken! This is right! The passions do 

indeed constitute the family o f the Tathagatas. H ow  can such as we, the disciples, 

conceive the spirit o f enlightenment, or become fully enlightened in regard to 

the qualities o f  the Buddha ? Only those guilty o f the five deadly sins can conceive 

the spirit o f  enlightenment and can attain Buddhahood, which is the full ac­

complishment o f  the qualities o f the Buddha!

“Just as, for example, the five desire objects7 have no impression or effect on 

those bereft of faculties, even so all the qualities o f the Buddha have no im­

pression or effect on the disciples, who have abandoned all adherences. Thus, the 

disciples can never appreciate those qualities.8

“Therefore, Manjusri, the ordinary individual is grateful to the Tathagata, 

but the disciples are not grateful. W hy ? The ordinary individuals, upon learning 

o f the virtues o f the Buddha, conceive the spirit o f unexcelled perfect enlighten­

ment, in order to insure the uninterrupted continuity o f  the heritage o f the 

Three Jewels; but the disciples, although they may hear o f  the qualities, powers, 

and fearlessnesses o f  the Buddha until the end o f their days, are not capable 

o f conceiving the spirit o f  unexcelled perfect enlightenment.”

Thereupon, the bodhisattva Sarvarupasamdarsana, who was present in that 

assembly, addressed the Licchavi Vimalakirti: “ Householder, where are your 

father and mother, your children, your wife, your servants, your maids, your 

laborers, and your attendants? Where are your friends, your relatives, and
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your kinsmen? Where are your servants, your horses, your elephants, your 
chariots, your bodyguards, and your bearers?”

Thus addressed, the Licchavi Vimalakirti spoke the following verses to the 

bodhisattva Sarvarupasamdarsana’:

O f  the true bodhisattvas,

The mother is the transcendence o f  wisdom,

The father is the skill in liberative techique;9 

The Leaders are born o f such parents.

Their wife is the joy  in the Dharma,

Love and compassion are their daughters,

The Dharma and the truth are their sons;

And their home is deep thought on the meaning o f  voidness.

All the passions are their disciples,

Controlled at will.

Their friends are the aids to enlightenment;10 

Thereby they realize supreme enlightenment.

Their companions, ever with them,

Are the six transcendences.

Their consorts are the means o f unification,11 

Their music is the teaching o f the Dharma.

The incantations make their garden,

Which blossoms with the flowers o f the factors o f  enlightenment, 

W ith trees o f  the great wealth o f  the D harm a,12 

And fruits o f  the gnosis o f  liberation.

Their pool consists o f  the eight liberations,

Filled with the water o f  concentration,

Covered with the lotuses o f the seven purities13—

W ho bathes therein becomes immaculate.

Their bearers are the six superknowledges,

Their vehicle is the unexcelled Mahayana,

Their driver is the spirit o f enlightenment,

And their path is the eightfold peace.



Their ornaments are the auspicious signs,

And the eighty m arks;

Their garland14 is virtuous aspiration,

And their clothing is good conscience and consideration.

Their wealth is the holy Dharma,

And their business is its teaching,

Their great income is pure practice,

And it is dedicated to the supreme enlightenment.

Their bed15 consists o f the four contemplations,

And its spread is the pure livelihood,

And their awakening consists o f gnosis,

Which is constant learning and meditation.

Their food is the ambrosia o f  the teachings,16 

And their drink is the juice o f  liberation.

Their bath is pure aspiration,

And morality their unguent and perfume.

Having conquered the enemy passions,

They are the invincible heroes.

Having subdued the four Maras,

They raise their standard on the field o f  enlightenment.

They manifest birth voluntarily,

Yet they are not born, nor do they originate.

They shine in all the fields of the Buddhas,

Just like the rising sun.

Though they worship Buddhas by the millions,

W ith every conceivable offering,

They never dwell upon the least difference 

Between the Buddhas and themselves.

They journey through all Buddha-fields 

In order to bring benefit to living beings,

Yet they see those fields as just like empty space,

Free o f  any conceptual notions o f  “living beings.” 17
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The fearless bodhisattvas can manifest,

All in a single instant,

The forms, sounds, and manners of behavior 

O f  all living beings.18

Although they recognize the deeds of Maras,

They can get along even with these Maras;

For even such activities may be manifested 

By those perfected in liberative technique.

They play with illusory manifestations 

In order to develop living beings,

Showing themselves to be old or sick,

And even manifesting their own deaths.19

They demonstrate the burning o f  the earth 

In the consuming flames o f the w orld’s end,

In order to demonstrate impermanence

To living beings with the notion o f  permanence.20

Invited by hundreds o f thousands o f living beings,

All in the same country,

They partake o f  offerings at the homes o f all,

And dedicate all for the sake o f  enlightenment.21

They excel in all esoteric sciences,

And in the many different crafts,

And they bring forth the happiness 

O f  all living beings.22

By devoting themselves as monks 

To all the strange sects o f  the world,

They develop all those beings

W ho have attached themselves to dogmatic views.23

They may become suns or moons,

Indras, Brahmas, or lords o f creatures,

They may become fire or water 

O r earth or wind.24



During the short aeons o f maladies,

They become the best holy medicine;

They make beings well and happy,

And bring about their liberation.25

During the short aeons o f famine,

They become food and drink.

Having first alleviated thirst and hunger,

They teach the Dharma to living beings.26

During the short aeons o f  swords,

They meditate on love,

Introducing to nonviolence

Hundreds o f millions o f living beings.27

In the middle o f great battles

They remain impartial to both sides;

For bodhisattvas o f great strength 

Delight in reconciliation o f  conflict.28

In order to help the living beings,

They voluntarily descend into

The hells which are attached

To all the inconceivable buddha-fields.29

They manifest their lives

In all the species of the animal kingdom,

Teaching the Dharma everywhere.

Thus they are called “Leaders.” 30

They display sensual enjoyment to the worldlings, 

And trances to the meditative.

They completely conquer the Maras,

And allow them no chance to prevail.31

Just as it can be shown that a lotus 

Cannot exist in the center o f a fire,

So they show the ultimate unreality 

O f  both pleasures and trances.32
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They intentionally become courtesans 

In order to win men over,

And, having caught them with the hook o f desire, 

They establish them in the buddha-gnosis.33

In order to help living beings,

They always become chieftains,

Captains, priests, and ministers,

O r even prime ministers.34

For the sake of the poor,

They become inexhaustible treasures,

Causing those to whom they give their gifts 

To conceive the spirit o f enlightenment.35

They become invincible champions,

For the sake of the proud and the vain,

And, having conquered all their pride,

They start them on the quest for enlightenment.36

They always stand at the head 

O f  those terrified with fright,

And, having bestowed fearlessness upon them,

They develop them toward enlightenment.37

They become great holy men,

W ith the superknowledges and pure continence, 

And thus induce living beings to the morality 

O f  tolerance, gentleness, and discipline.38

Here in the world, they fearlessly behold 

Those who are masters to be served,

And they become their servants or slaves,

O r serve as their disciples.39

Well trained in liberative technique,

They demonstrate all activities,

Whichever possibly may be a means

To make beings delight in the Dharma.40



Their practices are infinite;

And their spheres of influence are infinite ; 

Having perfected an infinite wisdom,

They liberate an infinity of living beings.41

Even for the Buddhas themselves,

During a million aeons,

O r even a hundred million aeons,

It would be hard to express all their virtues.42

Except for some inferior living beings,

W ithout any intelligence at all,

Is there anyone with any discernment 

W ho, having heard this teaching,

W ould not wish for the supreme enlightenment
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The Dharm a-Door o f  Nonduality

Then, the Licchavi Vimalakirti asked those bodhisattvas, “ Good sirs, please 

explain how the bodhisattvas enter the Dharma-door o f nonduality I” 1

The bodhisattva Dharmavikurvana2 declared, “Noble sir, production and 

destruction are two, but what is not produced and does not occur cannot be 

destroyed. Thus the attainment o f the tolerance o f  the birthlessness o f things3 is 

the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Srigandha declared, “ T  and ‘mine’ are two. If there is no 

presumption o f a self, there will be no possessiveness. Thus, the absence o f pre­

sumption is the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Snkuta declared, “ ‘Defilement’ and ‘purification’ are two. 

When there is thorough knowledge o f defilement, there will be no conceit about 

purification. The path leading to the complete conquest o f  all conceit is the 

entrance into nonduality.”
The bodhisattva Bhadrajyotis declared, “ ‘Distraction’ and ‘attention’ are 

two. When there is no distraction, there will be no attention, no mentation, and 

no mental intensity. Thus, the absence o f mental intensity is the entrance into 

nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Subahu declared, “ ‘Bodhisattva-spirit’ and ‘disciple-spirit’ 

are two. When both are seen to resemble an illusory spirit, there is no bodhisattva- 

spirit, nor any disciple-spirit. Thus, the sameness o f natures o f spirits is the 

entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Animisa declared, “ ‘Grasping’ and ‘nongrasping’ are two. 

W hat is not grasped is not perceived, and what is not perceived is neither pre­

sumed nor repudiated.4 Thus, the inaction and noninvolvement o f all things is 

the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Sunetra declared, “ ‘Uniqueness’ and ‘characterlessness’ are 

two. N ot to presume or construct something is neither to establish its uniqueness 

nor to establish its characterlessness. To penetrate the equality of these two is to 

enter nonduality.” 5
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The bodhisattva Tisya declared, “ ‘G ood’ and ‘evil’ are two. Seeking neither 

good nor evil, the understanding o f the nonduality o f  the significant and the 

meaningless is the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Simha declared, “ ‘Sinfulness’ and ‘sinlessness’ are two. By 

means o f  the diamond-like wisdom that pierces to the quick, not to be bound or 

liberated is the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Simhamati declared, “To say, ‘This is im pure’ and ‘This is 

immaculate’ makes for duality. One who, attaining equanimity, forms no con­

ception o f impurity or immaculateness, yet is not utterly without conception, 

has equanimity without any attainment o f  equanimity— he enters the absence 

o f  conceptual knots. Thus, he enters into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Suddhadhimukti declared, “To say, ‘This is happiness’ and 

‘That is misery’ is dualism. One who is free o f  all calculations, through the ex­

treme purity o f  gnosis— his mind is aloof, like empty space ; and thus he enters 

into nonduality.” 6

The bodhisattva Nariyana declared, “To say, ‘This is mundane’ and ‘That is 

transcendental’ is dualism. This world has the nature o f  voidness, so there is 

neither transcendence nor involvement, neither progress nor standstill. Thus, 

neither to transcend nor to be involved, neither to go nor to stop— this is the 

entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Dàntamati declared, “ ‘Life’ and ‘liberation’7 are dualistic. 

Having seen the nature o f  life, one neither belongs to it nor is one utterly liberated 

from it. Such understanding is the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Pratyaksadarsana declared, “ ‘Destructible’ and ‘indestructible’ 

are dualistic. W hat is destroyed is ultimately destroyed. W hat is ultimately 

destroyed does not become destroyed; hence, it is called ‘indestructible.’ W hat is 

indestructible is instantaneous, and what is instantaneous is indestructible. The 

experience o f  such is called ‘the entrance into the principle o f  nonduality.’” 8 
The bodhisattva Parigüdha declared, “ ‘Self’ and ‘selflessness’ are dualistic. 

Since the existence o f  self cannot be perceived, what is there to be made ‘selfless’ ? 

Thus, the nondualism o f the vision o f their nature is the entrance into nonduality.” 

The bodhisattva Vidyuddeva declared, “ ‘Knowledge’ and ‘ignorance’ are 

dualistic. The natures o f ignorance and knowledge are the same, for ignorance 

is undefined, incalculable, and beyond the sphere o f  thought. The realization of 

this is the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Priyadarsana declared, “ Matter itself is void. Voidness does 

not result from the destruction o f matter, but the nature o f matter is itself voidness. 

Therefore, to speak o f  voidness on the one hand, and o f  matter, or o f  sensation, 

or o f intellect, or o f motivation, or o f consciousness on the other— is entirely
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dualistic. Consciousness itself is voidness. Voidness does not result from the 

destruction o f consciousness, but the nature o f consciousness is itself voidness. 

Such understanding o f the five compulsive aggregates and the knowledge of 

them as such by means o f gnosis is the entrance into nonduality.”9

The bodhisattva Prabhaketu declared, “To say that the four main elements are 

one thing and the etheric space-element another is dualistic. The four main 

elements are themselves the nature of space. The past itself is also the nature o f 

space. The future itself is also the nature o f  space. Likewise, the present itself is 

also the nature o f space. The gnosis that penetrates the elements in such a way is 

the entrance into nonduality.” 10 

The bodhisattva Pramati declared, “ ‘Eye’ and ‘form ’ are dualistic. To under­

stand the eye correctly, and not to have attachment, aversion, or confusion with 

regard to form — that is called ‘peace.’ Similarly, ‘ear’ and ‘sound,’ ‘nose’ and 

‘smell,’ ‘tongue’ and ‘taste,’ ‘body’ and ‘touch,’ and ‘m ind’ and ‘phenomena’— 

all are dualistic. But to know the mind, and to be neither attached, averse, nor 

confused with regard to phenomena— that is called ‘peace.’ To live in such peace 

is to enter into nonduality.” 11

The bodhisattva Aksayamati declared, “The dedication o f  generosity for the 

sake o f  attaining omniscience is dualistic. The nature o f  generosity is itself omni­

science, and the nature o f  omniscience itself is total dedication. Likewise, it is 

dualistic to dedicate morality, tolerance, effort, meditation, and wisdom for the 

sake o f omniscience. Omniscience is the nature o f wisdom, and total dedication 

is the nature o f omniscience. Thus, the entrance into this principle o f  uniqueness 

is the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Gambhlramati declared, “It is dualistic to say that voidness is 

one thing, signlessness another, and wishlessness still another. W hat is void has 

no sign. W hat has no sign has no wish. Where there is no wish there is no process 

of thought, mind, or consciousness. To see the doors o f  all liberations in the door 

o f one liberation is the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Santendriya declared, “ It is dualistic to say ‘Buddha,’ 

‘Dharma,’ and ‘Sahgha.’ The Dharma is itself the nature o f  the Buddha, the 

Sangha is itself the nature o f the Dharma, and all o f  them are uncompounded. 

The uncompounded is infinite space, and the processes o f all things are equivalent 

to infinite space. Adjustment to this is the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Apratihatanetra declared, “ It is dualistic to refer to ‘aggregates’ 

and to the ‘cessation o f  aggregates.’ Aggregates themselves are cessation. W hy? 

The egoistic views o f  aggregates, being unproduced themselves, do not exist 

ultimately. Hence such views do not really conceptualize ‘These are aggregates’ 

or ‘These aggregates cease.’ Ultimately, they have no such discriminative con­
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structions and no such conceptualizations. Therefore, such views have themselves 

the nature o f cessation. Nonoccurrence and nondestruction are the entrance into 

nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Suvinita declared, “Physical, verbal, and mental vows do not 

exist dualistically. W hy? These things have the nature of inactivity. The nature 

o f inactivity o f the body is the same as the nature of inactivity o f speech, whose 

nature o f inactivity is the same as the nature o f inactivity o f the mind. It is neces­

sary to know and to understand this fact o f the ultimate inactivity o f all things, 

for this knowledge is the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Punyaksetra declared, “ It is dualistic to consider actions 

meritorious, sinful, or neutral.12 The non-undertaking o f meritorious, sinful, 

and neutral actions is not dualistic. The intrinsic nature o f all such actions is 

voidness, wherein ultimately there is neither merit, nor sin, nor neutrality, nor 

action itself. The nonaccomplishment o f such actions is the entrance into non­

duality.”

The bodhisattva Padmavyuha declared, “Dualism is produced from obsession 

with self, but true understanding o f self does not result in dualism. W ho thus 

abides in nonduality is w ithout ideation, and that absence o f ideation is the 

entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Srigarbha declared, “Duality is constituted by perceptual 

manifestation. Nonduality is objectlessness. Therefore, nongrasping and non­

rejection is the entrance into nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Candrottara declared, “ ‘Darkness’ and ‘light’ are dualistic, 

but the absence o f both darkness and light is nonduality. W hy? At the time of 

absorption in cessation,13 there is neither darkness nor light, and likewise with 

the natures o f  all things. The entrance into this equanimity is the entrance into 

nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Ratnamudrahasta declared, “ It is dualistic to detest the world 

and to rejoice in liberation, and neither detesting the world nor rejoicing in 

liberation is nonduality. W hy? Liberation can be found where there is bondage, 

but where there is ultimately no bondage where is there need for liberation ? The 

mendicant who is neither bound nor liberated does not experience any like or any 

dislike and thus he enters nonduality.”

The bodhisattva Manikutaraja declared, “ It is dualistic to speak o f good paths 

and bad paths. One who is on the path is not concerned with good or bad paths. 

Living in such unconcern, he entertains no concepts o f ‘path’ or ‘nonpath.’ 

Understanding the nature o f  concepts, his mind does not engage in duality. Such 

is the entrance into nonduality.”
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The bodhisattva Satyarata declared, “ It is dualistic to speak o f ‘true’ and ‘false.’ 

When one sees truly, one does not ever see any tru th ,14 so how could one see 

falsehood? W hy? One does not see with the physical eye, one sees with the eye 

of wisdom. And with the wisdom-eye one sees only insofar as there is neither 

sight nor nonsight. There, where there is neither sight nor nonsight, is the entrance 

into nonduality.”

When the bodhisattvas had given their explanations, they all addressed the 

crown prince Manjusri: “Manjusri, what is the bodhisattva’s entrance into 

nonduality?”

Manjusri replied, “ Good sirs, you have all spoken well. Nevertheless, all your 

explanations are themselves dualistic. To know no one teaching, to express 

nothing, to say nothing, to explain nothing, to announce nothing, to indicate 

nothing, and to designate nothing— that is the entrance into nonduality.”

Then, the crown prince Manjusri said to the Licchavi Vimalakirti, “W e have 

all given our own teachings, noble sir. Now, may you elucidate the teaching of 

the entrance into the principle o f  nonduality!”

Thereupon, the Licchavi Vimalakirti kept his silence, saying nothing at all.15 

The crown prince Manjusri applauded the Licchavi Vimalakirti: “Excellent! 

Excellent, noble sir! This is indeed the entrance into the nonduality o f  the 

bodhisattvas. Here there is no use for syllables, sounds, and ideas.”

W hen these teachings had been declared, five thousand bodhisattvas entered 

the door of the Dharma o f nonduality and attained tolerance o f the birthlessness 

o f  things.
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The Feast Brought by the 

Emanated Incarnation

Thereupon, the venerable Sâriputra thought to himself, “If these great bodhisatt- 

vas do not adjourn before noontime, when are they going to eat?” 1

The Licchavi Vimalakîrti, knowing telepathically the thought o f the venerable 

Sâriputra, spoke to him: “Reverend Sâriputra, the Tathâgata has taught the 

eight liberations. You should concentrate on those liberations, listening to the 

Dharma with a mind free o f  preoccupations with material things. Just wait a 

minute, reverend Sâriputra, and you will eat such food as you have never before 

tasted.”

Then, the Licchavi Vimalakîrti set himself in such a concentration and 

performed such a miraculous feat that those bodhisattvas and those great disciples 

were enabled to see the universe called Sarvagandhasugandhâ,2 which is located 

in the direction o f  the zenith, beyond as many buddha-fields as there are sands in 

forty-two Ganges rivers. There the Tathâgata named Sugandhaküta3 resides, 

lives, and is manifest. In that universe, the trees emit a fragrance that far surpasses 

all the fragrances, human and divine, o f  all the buddha-fields o f the ten directions. 
In that universe, even the names “disciple” and “solitary sage” do not exist, and 

the Tathâgata Sugandhaküta teaches the Dharma to a gathering o f bodhisattvas 

only. In that universe, all the houses, the avenues, the parks, and the palaces are 

made o f  various perfumes, and the fragrance o f the food eaten by those bodhisatt­

vas pervades immeasurable universes.
At this time, the Tathâgata Sugandhaküta sat down with his bodhisattvas to 

take his meal, and the deities called Gandhavyühâhâra, who were all devoted to 

the Mahàyâna, served and attended upon the Buddha and his bodhisattvas. 

Everyone in the gathering at the house o f Vimalakîrti was able to see distinctly 

this universe wherein the Tathâgata Sugandhaküta and his bodhisattvas were 

taking their meal.

The Licchavi Vimalakîrti addressed the whole gathering o f  bodhisattvas:

7*
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“ Good sirs, is there any among you who would like to go to that buddha-field 

to bring back some food?”

But, restrained by the supernatural power of Manjusri, none o f them volun­

teered to go.

The Licchavi Vimalakirti said to crown prince Manjusri, “ Manjusri, are you 

not ashamed of such a gathering?”

Manjusri replied, “ Noble sir, did not the Tathagata declare, ‘Those who are 

unlearned should not be despised’ ?”

Then, the Licchavi Vimalakirti, without rising from his couch, magically 

emanated an incarnation-bodhisattva, whose body was o f golden color, adorned 

with the auspicious signs and marks, and o f  such an appearance that he outshone 

the whole assembly. The Licchavi Vimalakirti addressed that incarnated 

bodhisattva: “ Noble son, go in the direction o f the zenith and when you have 

crossed as many buddha-fields as there are sands in forty-two Ganges rivers, you 

will reach a universe called Sarvagandhasugandha, where you will find the 

Tathagata Sugandhakuta taking his meal. Go to him and, having bowed down 

at his feet, make the following request o f him:

“ ‘The Licchavi Vimalakirti bows down one hundred thousand times at your 

feet, O  Lord, and asks after your health— if you have but little trouble, little 

discomfort, little unrest; if  you are strong, well, w ithout complaint, and living 

in touch with supreme happiness.’

“ Having thus asked after his health, you should request o f him : ‘Vimalakirti 

asks the Lord to give me the remains of your meal, with which he will accomplish 

the buddha-work in the universe called Saha. Thus, those living beings with 

inferior aspirations will be inspired with lofty aspirations, and the good name4 

of the Tathagata will be celebrated far and wide.”

At that, the incarnated bodhisattva said, “ Very good!” to the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti and obeyed his instructions. In sight o f all the bodhisattvas, he 

turned his face upward and was gone, and they saw him no more.5 When he 

reached the universe Sarvagandhasugandha, he bowed down at the feet o f the 

Tathagata Sugandhakuta and said, “Lord, the bodhisattva Vimalakirti, bowing 

down at the feet o f  the Lord, greets the Lord, saying: ‘Do you have little trouble, 

little discomfort, and little unrest? Are you strong, well, without complaint, 

and living in touch with the supreme happiness?’ He then requests, having 

bowed down one hundred thousand times at the feet o f the Lord: ‘May the Lord 

be gracious and give to me the remains o f  his meal in order to accomplish the 

buddha-work in the universe called Saha. Then, those living beings who aspire 

to inferior ways may gain the intelligence to aspire to the great Dharma o f the 

Buddha, and the name o f  the Buddha will be celebrated far and wide.’ ”
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At that the bodhisattvas o f the buddha-field o f the Tathagata Sugandhakuta 

were astonished and asked the Tathagata Sugandhakuta, “ Lord, where is there 

such a great being as this ? Where is the universe Saha ? W hat does he mean by 

‘those who aspire to inferior ways’?” 6

Having thus been questioned by those bodhisattvas, the Tathagata Sugand­

hakuta said, “ Noble sons, the universe Saha exists beyond as many buddha-fields 

in the direction of the nadir as there are sands in forty-two Ganges rivers. There 

the Tathagata Sakyamuni teaches the Dharma to living beings who aspire to 

inferior ways, in that buddha-field tainted with five corruptions. There the 

bodhisattva Vimalakirti, who lives in the inconceivable liberation, teaches the 

Dharma to the bodhisattvas. He sends this incarnation-bodhisattva here in order 

to celebrate my name, in order to show the advantages o f this universe, and in 

order to increase the roots o f  virtue o f  those bodhisattvas.”

The bodhisattvas exclaimed, “ H ow  great must that bodhisattva be himself if 

his magical incarnation is thus endowed with supernatural power, strength, and 

fearlessness!”

The Tathagata said, “The greatness o f  that bodhisattva is such that he sends 

magical incarnations to all the buddha-fields o f the ten directions, and all these 

incarnations accomplish the buddha-work for all the living beings in all those 

buddha-fields.”7

Then, the Tathagata Sugandhakuta poured some o f his food, impregnated 

with all perfumes, into a fragrant vessel and gave it to the incarnation-bodhisattva. 

And the ninety million bodhisattvas o f  that universe volunteered to go along 

with h im : “Lord, we also would like to go to that universe Saha, to see, honor, 

and serve the Buddha Sakyamuni and to see Vimalakirti and those bodhisattvas.” 

The Tathagata declared, “Noble sons, go ahead if you think it is the right time. 

But, lest those living beings become mad and intoxicated, go without your 

perfumes. And, lest those living beings o f the Saha world become jealous of you, 

change your bodies to hide your beauty. And do not conceive ideas o f contempt 

and aversion for that universe. W hy? Noble sons, a buddha-field is a field o f 

pure space, but the Lord Buddhas, in order to develop living beings, do not 

reveal all at once the pure realm o f the Buddha.”

Then the incarnation-bodhisattva took the food and departed with the ninety 

million bodhisattvas and, by the power o f the Buddha and the supernatural 

operation o f Vimalakirti, disappeared from that universe Sarvagandhasugandha 

and stood again in the house o f Vimalakirti in a fraction o f a second. The Licchavi 

Vimalakirti created ninety million lion-thrones exactly like those already there, 

and the bodhisattvas were seated.
Then, the incarnation-bodhisattva gave the vessel full o f  food to Vimalakirti,
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and the fragrance o f  that food permeated the entire great city of Vaisâïï and its 

sweet perfume spread throughout one hundred universes. W ithin the city of 

Vaisâïï, the brahmans, householders*, and even the Licchavi chieftain Candra- 

cchattra, having noticed this fragrance, were amazed and filled with wonder. 

They were so cleansed in body and mind that they came at once to the house of 

Vimalakîrti, along with all eighty-four thousand o f the Licchavis.

Seeing there the bodhisattvas seated on the high, wide, and beautiful lion- 

thrones, they were filled with admiration and great joy. They all bowed down 

to those great disciples and bodhisattvas and then sat down to one side. And the 

gods o f  the earth, the gods o f the desire-world, and the gods o f the material 

world, attracted by the perfume, also came to the house o f Vimalakîrti.

Then, the Licchavi Vimalakîrti spoke to the elder Sâriputra and the great 

disciples: “ Reverends, eat o f the food o f the Tathâgata! It is ambrosia perfumed 

by the great compassion. But do not fix your minds in narrow-minded attitudes,8 

lest you be unable to receive its gift.”

But some of the disciples had already had the thought: “ How can such a huge 

multitude eat such a small amount o f food?”

Then the incarnation-bodhisattva said to those disciples, “ Do not compare, 

venerable ones, your own wisdom and merits with the wisdom and the merits 

o f the Tathâgata! W hy? For example, the four great oceans might dry up, but 

this food would never be exhausted. If all living beings were to eat for an aeon 

an amount o f this food equal to Mount Sumeru in size, it would not be depleted. 

W hy? Issued from inexhaustible morality, concentration, and wisdom, the 

remains o f  the food o f  the Tathâgata contained in this vessel cannot be exhausted.” 

Indeed, the entire gathering was satisfied by that food, and the food was not at 

all depleted. Having eaten that food, there arose in the bodies o f those bodhisatt­

vas/ disciples, Sakras, Brahmâs, Lokapâlas, and other living beings, a bliss just 

like the bliss o f  the bodhisattvas of the universe Sarvasukhamanditâ. And from 

all the pores o f their skin arose a perfume like that o f the trees that grow in the 

universe Sarvagandhasugandhâ.9

Then, the Licchavi Vimalakîrti knowingly addressed those bodhisattvas who 

had come from the buddha-field o f  the Lord Tathâgata Sugandhaküta: “ Noble 

sirs, how does the Tathâgata Sugandhaküta teach his D harm a?”

They replied, “The Tathâgata does not teach the Dharma by means o f sound 

and language. He disciplines the bodhisattvas only by means o f perfumes. At the 

foot o f  each perfume-tree sits a bodhisattva, and the trees emit perfumes like this 

one. From the mom ent they smell that perfume, the bodhisattvas attain the 

concentration called ‘source o f all bodhisattva-virtues.’ From the moment they 

attain that concentration, all the bodhisattvas-virtues are produced in them .”



8 2  T h e  H o l y  T e a c h in g  o f  V i m a l a k i r t i

Those bodhisattvas then asked the Licchavi Vimalakirti, “How  does the 

Buddha Sakyamuni teach the Dharm a?”

Vimalakirti replied, “ Good sirs, these living beings here are hard to discipline. 

Therefore, he teaches them with discourses appropriate for the disciplining of 

the wild and uncivilized. H ow  does he discipline the wild and uncivilized ? W hat 

discourses are appropriate ? Here they are :

“ ‘This is hell. This is the animal world. This is the world of the lord o f death. 

These are the adversities. These are the rebirths with crippled faculties. These 

are physical misdeeds, and these are the retributions for physical misdeeds. These 

are verbal misdeeds, and these are the retributions for verbal misdeeds. These are 

mental misdeeds, and these are the retributions for mental misdeeds. This is 

killing. This is stealing. This is sexual misconduct. This is lying. This is backbiting. 

This is harsh speech. This is frivolous speech. This is covetousness. This is malice. 

This is false view.10 These are their retributions. This is miserliness, and this is its 

effect. This is immorality. This is hatred. This is sloth. This is the fruit o f sloth. 

This is false wisdom and this is the fruit o f false wisdom. These are the trans­

gressions o f  the precepts. This is the vow o f personal liberation. This should be 

done and that should not be done. This is proper and that should be abandoned. 

This is an obscuration and that is without obscuration. This is sin and that rises 

above sin. This is the path and that is the wrong path. This is virtue and that is 

evil. This is blameworthy and that is blameless. This is defiled and that is im­

maculate. This is mundane and that is transcendental. This is compounded and 

that is uncompounded. This is passion and that is purification. This is life and 

that is liberation.’11

“Thus, by means of these varied explanations o f  the Dharma, the Buddha 

trains the minds o f those living beings who are just like wild horses. Just as wild 

horses or wild elephants will not be tamed unless the goad pierces them to the 

marrow, so living beings who are wild and hard to civilize are disciplined only by 

means o f discourses about all kinds o f miseries.”

The bodhisattvas said, “Thus is established the greatness of the Buddha 

Sakyamuni! It is marvelous how, concealing his miraculous power, he civilizes 

the wild living beings who are poor and inferior. And the bodhisattvas who 

settle in a buddha-field o f  such intense hardships must have inconceivably great 

compassion!” 12

The Licchavi Vimalakirti declared, “ So be it, good sirs! It is as you say. The 

great compassion o f  the bodhisattvas who reincarnate here is extremely firm. In 

a single lifetime in this universe, they accomplish much benefit for living beings. 

So much benefit for living beings could not be accomplished in the universe 

Sarvagandhasugandhl even in one hundred thousand aeons. W hy? Good sirs,
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in this Saha universe, there are ten virtuous practices which do not exist in any 

other buddha-field. W hat are these ten? Here they are: to w in13 the poor by 

generosity; to win the immoral by morality; to win the hateful by means of 

tolerance; to win the lazy by means o f  effort; to win the mentally troubled by 

means o f concentration; to win the falsely wise by means o f  true wisdom; to 

show those suffering from the eight adversities how  to rise above them; to 

teach the Mahayana to those o f narrow-minded behavior;14 to win those who 

have not produced the roots o f virtue by means o f the roots o f virtue; and to 

develop living beings without interruption through the four means o f unifica­

tion. Those who engage in these ten virtuous practices do not exist in any other 

buddha-field.”

Again the bodhisattvas asked, “ How  many qualities must a bodhisattva have, 

to go safe and sound to a pure buddha-field after he transmigrates at death away 

from this Saha universe?”

Vimalakirti replied, “ After he transmigrates at death away from this Saha 

universe, a bodhisattva must have eight qualities to reach a pure buddha-field 

safe and sound. W hat are the eight? He must resolve to himself: T must benefit 

all living beings, without seeking even the slightest benefit for myself. I must 

bear all the miseries o f all living beings and give all my accumulated roots of 

virtue to all living beings. I must have no resentment toward any living being. 

I must rejoice in all bodhisattvas as if they were the Teacher.15 I must not neglect 

any teachings, whether or not I have heard them before. I must control my mind, 

without coveting the gains o f others, and without taking pride in gains o f  my 

own. I must examine my own faults and not blame others for their faults. I must 

take pleasure in being consciously aware and must truly undertake all virtues.’

“ If a bodhisattva has these eight qualities, when he transmigrates at death 

away from the Saha universe, he will go safe and sound to a pure buddha-field.”

W hen the Licchavi Vimalakirti and the crown prince Manjusri had thus taught 

the Dharma to the multitude gathered there, one hundred thousand living beings 

conceived the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect enlightenment, and ten thousand 

bodhisattvas attained the tolerance o f the birthlessness o f things.
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Lesson o f  the Destructible 

and the Indestructible

Meanwhile, the area in which the Lord was teaching the Dharma in the garden 

o f  Amrapali expanded and grew larger, and the entire assembly appeared tinged 

with a golden hue. Thereupon, the venerable Ananda asked the Buddha, ‘‘Lord, 

this expansion and enlargement of the garden o f  Amrapali and this golden hue 

o f the assembly— what do these auspicious signs portend?”

The Buddha declared, ‘‘Ananda, these auspicious signs portend that the Lic- 

chavi Vimalakirti and the crown prince Manjusri, attended by a great multitude, 

are coming into the presence o f the Tathagata.”

At that mom ent the Licchavi Vimalakirti said to the crown prince Manjusri, 

“Manjusri, let us take these many living beings into the presence of the Lord, 

so that they may see the Tathagata and bow down to him !”

Manjusri replied, “Noble sir, send them if  you feel the time is right!” 

Thereupon the Licchavi Vimalakirti performed the miraculous feat o f placing 

the entire assembly, replete with thrones, upon his right hand and then, having 

transported himself magically into the presence o f  the Buddha, placing it on the 

ground. He bowed down at the feet o f the Buddha, circumambulated him to 

the right seven times with palms together, and withdrew to one side.

The bodhisattvas who had come from the buddha-field o f the Tathagata 

Sugandhakuta descended from their lion-thrones and, bowing down at the feet 

o f the Buddha, placed their palms together in reverence and withdrew to one 

side. And the other bodhisattvas, great spiritual heroes, and the great disciples 

descended from their thrones likewise and, having bowed at the feet o f the 

Buddha, w ithdrew to one side. Likewise all those Indras, Brahmas, Lokapalas, 

and gods bowed at the feet o f  the Buddha and withdrew to one side.

Then, the Buddha, having delighted those bodhisattvas with greetings, de­

clared, “Noble sons, be seated upon your thrones!”

Thus commanded by the Buddha, they took their thrones.

8 4
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The Buddha said to Sariputra, “ Sariputra, did you see the miraculous per­

formances o f the bodhisattvas, those best o f beings?”

“ I have seen them, Lord.”

“What concept did you produce toward them?”

“ Lord, I produced the concept o f inconceivability toward them. Their ac­

tivities appeared inconceivable to me to the point that I was unable to think of 

them, to judge them, or even to imagine them.”

Then the venerable Ánanda asked the Buddha, “Lord, what is this perfume, 

the likes o f which I have never smelled before?”

The Buddha answered, “Ánanda, this perfume emanates from all the pores 

o f  all these bodhisattvas.”

Sariputra added, “ Venerable Ananda, this same perfume emanates from all 

our pores as well!”

Ananda: Where does the perfume come from ?

Sariputra: The Licchavi Vimalakirti obtained some food from the uni­

verse called Sarvagandhasugandha, the buddha-field of the Tathagata 

Sugandhakuta, and this perfume emanates from the bodies o f  all those who 

partook o f that food.

Then the venerable Ananda addressed the Licchavi Vimalakirti: “How long 

will this perfume remain?”

Vimalakirti: Until it is digested.

Ananda: W hen will it be digested ?

Vimalakirti: It will be digested in forty-nine days, and its perfume will 

emanate for seven days more after that, but there will be no trouble o f  

indigestion during that time. Furthermore, reverend Ánanda, if monks 

who have not entered ultimate determination1 eat this food, it will be 

digested when they enter that determination.2 W hen those who have 

entered ultimate determination eat this food, it will not be digested until 

their minds are totally liberated. If living beings who have not conceived 

the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect enlightenment eat this food, it will be 

digested when they conceive the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect enlighten­

ment.3 If those who have conceived the spirit o f perfect enlightenment eat 

this food, it will not be digested until they have attained tolerance.4 And 

if  those who have attained tolerance eat this food, it will be digested when 

they have become bodhisattvas one lifetime away from Buddhahood. 

Reverend Ánanda, it is like the medicine called “delicious,” which reaches
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the stomach but is not digested until all poisons have been eliminated— 

only then is it digested. Thus, reverend Ananda, this food is not digested 

until all the poisons o f the passions have been eliminated— only then is it 

digested.

Then, the venerable Ananda said to the Buddha, “ Lord, it is wonderful that 

this food accomplishes the w ork o f the Buddha!”

“ So it is, Ananda! It is as you say, Ananda! There are buddha-fields that 

accomplish the buddha-work by means o f bodhisattvas; those that do so by 

means o f  lights; those that do so by means o f the tree o f  enlightenment; those 

that do so by means o f the physical beauty and the marks o f  the Tathagata; 

those that do so. by means o f religious robes; those that do so by means o f food; 

those that do so by means o f water; those that do so by means o f gardens; those 

that do so by means o f  palaces; those that do so by means of mansions; those 

that do so by means o f magical incarnations; those that do so by means o f empty 

space; and those that do so by means o f lights in the sky. W hy is it so, Ananda? 

Because by these various means, living beings become disciplined. Similarly, 

Ananda, there are buddha-fields that accomplish the buddha-work by means 

of teaching living beings words, definitions, and examples, such as ‘dreams,’ 

‘images,’ the ‘reflection o f the moon in water,’ ‘echoes,’ ‘illusions,’ and ‘mirages’; 

and those that accomplish the buddha-work by making words understandable. 

Also, Ananda, there are utterly pure buddha-fields that accomplish the buddha- 

work for living beings without speech, by silence, inexpressibility, and unteach­

ability. Ananda, among all the activities, enjoyments, and practices o f the 

Buddhas, there are none that do not accomplish the buddha-work, because all 

discipline living beings. Finally, Ananda, the Buddhas accomplish the buddha- 

w ork by means o f  the four Maras and all the eighty-four thousand types of 

passion that afflict living beings.

“Ananda, this is a Dharma-door called ‘Introduction to all the Buddha- 

qualities.’ The bodhisattva who enters this Dharma-door experiences neither 

joy  nor pride when confronted by a buddha-field adorned with the splendor o f 

all noble qualities, and experiences neither sadness nor aversion when confronted 

by a buddha-field apparently w ithout that splendor, but in all cases produces a 

profound reverence for all the Tathagatas. Indeed, it is wonderful how all the 

Lord Buddhas, who understand the equality o f  all things, manifest all sorts o f 

buddha-fields in order to develop living beings!

“Ananda, just as the buddha-fields are diverse as to their specific qualities but 

have no difference as to the sky that covers them, so, Ananda, the Tathagatas 

are diverse as to their physical bodies but do not differ as to their unimpeded 

gnosis.
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“ Ananda, all the Buddhas are the same as to the perfection o f their Buddha- 
qualities: that is, their forms, their colors, their radiance, their bodies, their 

marks, their nobility, their morality, their concentration, their wisdom, their 

liberation, their gnosis and vision o f liberation, their strengths, their fearless­

nesses, their special Buddha-qualities, their great love, their great compassion, 

their helpful intentions, their attitudes, their practices, their paths, the lengths of 

their lives, their teachings of the Dharma, their development and liberation of 

living beings, and their purification o f  buddha-fields. Therefore, they are all 

called ‘Samyaksambuddhas,’ ‘Tathagatas,’ and ‘Buddhas.*5

“ Ananda, were your life to last an entire aeon, it would not be easy for you to 

understand thoroughly the extensive meaning and precise verbal significance of 

these three names. Also, Ananda, if  all the living beings o f this billion-world 

galactic universe were like you— the foremost o f  the learned and the foremost o f 

those endowed with memory and incantations6— and were they to devote an 

entire aeon, they would still be unable to understand completely the exact and 

extensive meaning o f the three words ‘Samyaksambuddha,’ ‘Tathagata,’ and 

‘Buddha.’ Thus, Ananda, the enlightenment o f the Buddhas is immeasurable, 

and the wisdom and the eloquence o f  the Tathagatas are inconceivable.”

Then, the venerable Ananda addressed the Buddha: “Lord, from this day 

forth, I shall no longer declare myself to be the foremost o f  the learned.”

The Buddha said, “ Do not be discouraged, Ananda! W hy? I pronounced you, 

Ananda, the foremost o f the learned, with the disciples in mind, not considering 

the bodhisattvas. Look, Ananda, look at the bodhisattvas. They cannot be 

fathomed even by the wisest o f men. Ananda, one can fathom the depths of the 

ocean, but one cannot fathom the depths o f  the wisdom, gnosis, memory, 

incantations, or eloquence o f the bodhisattvas. Ananda, you should remain in 

equanimity with regard to the deeds o f the bodhisattvas. W hy? Ananda, these 

marvels displayed in a single morning by the Licchavi Vimalakirti could not be 

performed by the disciples and solitary sages who have attained miraculous 

powers, were they to devote all their powers o f  incarnation and transformation 

during one hundred thousand millions o f  aeons.”

Then, all those bodhisattvas from the buddha-field o f  the Tathagata Sugand- 

hakuta joined their palms in reverence and, saluting the Tathagata Sakyamuni, 

addressed him as follows: “Lord, when we first arrived in this buddha-field, we 

conceived a negative idea, but we now  abandon this w rong idea. W hy ? Lord, the 

realms o f  the Buddhas and their skill in liberative technique are inconceivable. 

In order to develop living beings, they manifest such and such a field to suit the 

desire o f  such and such a living being. Lord, please give us a teaching by which 

we may remember you, when we have returned to Sarvagandhasugandha.” 

Thus having been requested, the Buddha declared, “ Noble sons, there is a
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liberation o f bodhisattvas called ‘destructible and indestructible.’ You must 

train yourselves in this liberation. W hat is it ? ‘Destructible’ refers to compounded 

things. ‘Indestructible’ refers to the uncompounded.7 But the bodhisattva should 

neither destroy the compounded nor rest in the uncompounded.8

“ N ot to destroy compounded things consists in not losing the great love; not 

giving up the great compassion; not forgetting the omniscient mind generated 

by high resolve; not tiring in the positive development o f  living beings; not 

abandoning the means o f unification; giving up body and life in order to uphold 

the holy Dharma; never being satisfied with the roots o f virtue already accumu­

lated; taking pleasure in skillful dedication; having no laziness in seeking the 

Dharma; being without selfish reticence9 in teaching the Dharma; sparing no 

effort in seeing and worshiping the Tathagatas; being fearless in voluntary 

reincarnations; being neither proud in success nor bowed in failure; not despising 

the unlearned, and respecting the learned as if  they were the Teacher himself; 

making reasonable those whose passions are excessive; taking pleasure in solitude, 

w ithout being attached to it; not longing for one’s own happiness but longing 

for the happiness o f others; conceiving o f  trance, meditation, and equanimity as 

if they were the Avici hell; conceiving o f the world as a garden o f liberation; 

considering beggars to be spiritual teachers; considering the giving away o f all 

possessions to be the means o f  realizing Buddhahood; considering immoral 

beings to be saviors;10 considering the transcendences to be parents; considering 

the aids to enlightenment to be servants; never ceasing accumulation o f the roots 

o f v irtue; establishing the virtues o f all buddha-fields in one’s own buddha-field; 

offering limitless pure sacrifices to fulfill the auspicious marks and signs; adorning 

body, speech, and mind by refraining from all sins; continuing in reincarnations 

during immeasurable aeons, while purifying body, speech, and mind; avoiding 

discouragement, through spiritual heroism, when learning o f  the immeasurable 

virtues o f  the Buddha ; wielding the sharp sword o f  wisdom to chastise the 

enemy passions; knowing well the aggregates, the elements, and the sense-media 

in order to bear the burdens o f  all living beings; blazing with energy to conquer 

the host o f  demons; seeking knowledge in order to avoid pride; being content 

with little desire in order to uphold the D harm a; not mixing with worldly things 

in order to delight all the people; being faultless in all activities in order to 

conform to all people; producing the superknowledges to actually accomplish 

all duties o f  benefit to living beings; acquiring incantations, memory, and 

knowledge in order to retain all learning; understanding the degrees o f  people’s 

spiritual faculties to dispel the doubts o f  all living beings; displaying invincible 

miraculous feats to teach the Dharma; having irresistible speech by acquiring 

unimpeded eloquence;11 tasting human and divine success by purifying the 

path o f  ten virtues; establishing the path of the pure states o f  Brahma by
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cultivating the four immeasurables;12 inviting the Buddhas to teach the Dharma, 

rejoicing in them, and applauding them, thereby obtaining the melodious voice 

of a Buddha; disciplining body, speech, and mind, thus maintaining constant 

spiritual progress; being without attachment to anything and thus acquiring 

the behavior o f a Buddha; gathering together the order o f  bodhisattvas13 to 

attract beings to the Mahayana; and being consciously aware at all times not to 

neglect any good quality. Noble sons, a bodhisattva who thus applies himself to 

the Dharma is a bodhisattva who does not destroy the compounded realm.

“ W hat is not resting in the uncompounded? The bodhisattva practices 

voidness, but he does not realize voidness. He practices signlessness but does not 

realize signlessness. He practices wishlessness but does not realize wishlessness. 

He practices non-performance but does not realize non-performance. He knows 

impermanence but is not complacent about his roots o f virtue. He considers 

misery, but he reincarnates voluntarily. He knows selflessness but does not waste 

himself. He considers peacefulness but does not seek extreme peace. He cherishes 

solitude but does not avoid mental and physical efforts. He considers placelessness 

but does not abandon the place of good actions. He considers occurrencelessness 

but undertakes to bear the burdens o f  all living beings. He considers immaculate­

ness, yet he follows the process of the world. He considers motionlessness, yet he 

moves in order to develop all living beings. He considers selflessness yet does not 

abandon the great compassion toward all living beings. He considers birthlessness, 

yet he does not fall into the ultimate determination o f  the disciples. He considers 

vanity, futility, insubstantiality, dependency, and placelessness, yet he establishes 

himself on merits that are not vain, on knowledge that is not futile, on reflections 

that are substantial, on the striving for the consecration o f the independent 

gnosis, and on the Buddha-family in its definitive meaning.14

“Thus, noble sons, a bodhisattva who aspires to such a Dharma neither rests 

in the uncompounded nor destroys the compounded.

“ Furthermore, noble sons, in order to accomplish the store o f merit, a 

bodhisattva does not rest in the uncompounded, and, in order to accomplish 

the store o f wisdom, he does not destroy the compounded. In order to fulfill 

the great love, he does not rest in the uncompounded, and, in order to fulfill the 

great compassion, he does not destroy compounded things. In order to develop 

living beings, he does not rest in the uncompounded, and, in order to aspire to 

the Buddha-qualities, he does not destroy compounded things. To perfect the 

marks o f Buddhahood, he does not rest in the uncompounded, and, to perfect 

the gnosis o f omniscience, he does not destroy compounded things. O ut o f  skill 

in liberative technique, he does not rest in the uncompounded, and, through 

thorough analysis with .his wisdom, he does not destroy compounded things. 

To purify the buddha-field, he does not rest in the uncompounded, and, by the
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power of the grace o f  the Buddha, he does not destroy compounded things. 

Because he feels the needs o f living beings, he does not rest in the uncompounded, 

and, in order to show truly the meaning o f the Dharma, he does not destroy 

compounded things. Because o f his store o f roots o f virtue, he does not rest in 

the uncompounded, and, because o f  his instinctive enthusiasm for these roots o f 

virtue, he does not destroy compounded things. To fulfill his prayers, he does 

not rest in the uncompounded, and, because he has no wishes, he does not 

destroy compounded things. Because his positive thought is pure, he does not 

rest in the uncompounded, and, because his high resolve is pure, he does not 

destroy compounded things. In order to play with the five superknowledges, he 

does not rest in the uncompounded, and, because o f the six superknowledges 

of the buddha-gnosis,15 he does not destroy compounded things. To fulfill the 

six transcendences, he does not rest in the uncompounded, and, to fulfill the 

time,16 he does not destroy compounded things. To gather the treasures o f  the 

Dharma, he does not rest in the uncompounded, and, because he does not like 

any narrow-minded teachings,17 he does not destroy compounded things. 

Because he gathers all the medicines o f  the Dharma, he does not rest in the 

uncompounded, and, to apply the medicine o f the Dharma appropriately, he 

does not destroy compounded things. To confirm his commitments, he does 

not rest in the uncompounded, and, to mend any failure o f  these commitments, 

he does not destroy compounded things. To concoct all the elixirs o f  the Dharma, 

he does not rest in the uncompounded, and, to give out the nectar o f  this subtle 

D harm a,18 he does not destroy compounded things. Because he knows 

thoroughly all the sicknesses due to passions, he does not rest in the uncom­

pounded, and, in order to cure all sicknesses o f all living beings, he does not 

destroy compounded things.

“Thus, noble sons, the bodhisattva does not destroy compounded things and 

does not rest in the uncompounded, and that is the liberation o f  bodhisattvas 

called ‘destructible and indestructible.’ Noble sirs, you should also strive in this.”

Then, those bodhisattvas, having heard this teaching, were satisfied, delighted, 

and reverent. They were filled with rejoicing and happiness o f mind. In order 

to worship the Buddha Sakyamuni and the bodhisattvas of the Sahá universe, 

as well as this teaching, they covered the whole earth o f  this billion-world 

universe with fragrant powder, incense, perfumes, and flowers up to the height 

o f the knees. Having thus regaled the whole retinue o f the Tathagata, bowed 

their heads at the feet o f the Buddha, and circumambulated him to the right three 

times, they sang a hymn of praise to him. They then disappeared from this 

universe and in a split second were back in the universe Sarvagandhasugandhi.
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Vision o f  the Universe Abhirati 

and the Tathagata Aksobhya

Thereupon, the Buddha said to the Licchavi VimalakTrti, “ Noble son, when you 

would see the Tathagata, how  do you view him ?”

Thus addressed, the Licchavi VimalakTrti said to the Buddha, “Lord, when I 

would see the Tathagata, I view him by not seeing any Tathagata. W hy? I see 

him as not bom  from the past, not passing on to the future, and not abiding in 

the present time. W hy? He is the essence which is the reality o f  m atter,1 but he is 

not matter. He is the essence which is the reality o f sensation, but he is not 

sensation. He is the essence which is the reality o f  intellect, but he is not intellect. 

He is the essence which is the reality o f  motivation, yet he is not motivation. He 

is the essence which is the reality o f consciousness, yet he is not consciousness. 

Like the element o f  space, he does not abide in any o f  the four elements. Tran­

scending the scope o f  eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, and mind, he is not produced 

in the six sense-media. He is not involved in the three worlds, is free o f the three 

defilements, is associated with the triple liberation, is endowed with the three 

knowledges, and has truly attained the unattainable.

“The Tathagata has reached the extreme o f detachment in regard to all things, 

yet he is not a reality-limit. He abides in ultimate reality, yet there is no relation­

ship between it and him. He is not produced from causes, nor does he depend on 

conditions. He is not without any characteristic, nor has he any characteristic. 

He has no single nature nor any diversity o f  natures. He is not a conception, not 

a mental construction, nor is he a nonconception. He is neither the other shore, 

nor this shore, nor that between. He is neither here, nor there, nor anywhere 

else. He is neither this nor that. He cannot be discovered by consciousness, nor 

is he inherent in consciousness. He is neither darkness nor light. He is neither 

name nor sign. He is neither weak nor strong. He lives in no country or direction.2 

He is neither good nor evil. He is neither compounded nor uncompounded. He 

cannot be explained as having any meaning whatsoever.

9 1
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“The Tathagata is neither generosity nor avarice, neither morality nor 

immorality, neither tolerance nor malice, neither effort nor sloth, neither 

concentration nor distraction, neither wisdom nor foolishness. He is inexpressible. 

He is neither truth nor falsehood; neither escape from the world nor failure to 

escape from the world; neither cause o f  involvement in the world nor not a 

cause o f involvement in the world; he is the cessation o f  all theory and all practice. 

He is neither a field o f  merit nor not a field o f merit; he is neither worthy of 

offerings nor unworthy o f offerings. He is not an object, and cannot be contacted. 

He is not a whole, nor a conglomeration. He surpasses all calculations. He is 

utterly unequaled, yet equal to the ultimate reality o f  things. He is matchless, 

especially in effort. He surpasses all measure. He does not go, does not stay, does 

not pass beyond. He is neither seen, heard, distinguished, nor known. He is 

without any complexity, having attained the equanimity o f omniscient gnosis. 

Equal toward all things, he does not discriminate between them. He is without 

reproach, w ithout excess, w ithout corruption, without conception, and without 

intellectualization. He is without activity, w ithout birth, without occurrence, 

without origin, w ithout production, and without nonproduction. He is without 

fear and w ithout subconsciousness;3 without sorrow, without joy, and without 

strain. N o verbal teaching can express him.

“ Such is the body o f  the Tathagata and thus should he be seen. W ho sees thus, 

truly sees. W ho sees otherwise, sees falsely.”

The venerable Sariputra then asked the Buddha, “Lord, in which buddha-field 

did the noble Vimalakirti die, before reincarnating in this buddha-field?”

The Buddha said, “ Sariputra, ask this good man directly where he died to 

reincarnate here.”

Then the venerable Sariputra asked the Licchavi Vimalakirti, “Noble sir, 

where did you die to reincarnate here?”

Vimalakirti declared, “ Is there anything among the things that you see, elder, 

that dies or is reborn?”

Sariputra: There is nothing that dies or is reborn.

Vimalakirti: Likewise, reverend Sariputra, as all things neither die nor are 

reborn, w hy do you ask, “ Where did you die to reincarnate here ?” Reverend 

Sariputra, if  one were to ask a man or woman created by a magician where 

he or she had died to reincarnate there, what do you think he or she would 

answer ?

Sariputra: Noble sir, a magical creation does not die, nor is it reborn.

Vimalakirti: Reverend Sariputra, did not the Tathagata declare that all 

things have the nature o f  a magical creation ?
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Sariputra: Yes, noble sir, that is indeed so.

Vimalakirti: Reverend Sariputra, since all things have the nature o f a 

magical creation, why do you ask, “W here have you died to reincarnate 

here?” Reverend Sariputra, “death” is an end o f performance, and “ rebirth” 

is the continuation o f  performance. But, although a bodhisattva dies, he 

does not put an end to the performance o f the roots o f  virtue, and although 

he is reborn, he does not adhere to the continuation o f sin.

Then, the Buddha said to the venerable Sariputra, “ Sariputra, this holy person 

came here from the presence o f  the Tathagata Aksobhya4 in the universe 

Abhirati.”

Sariputra: Lord, it is wonderful that this holy person, having left a 

buddha-field as pure as Abhirati, should enjoy a buddha-field as full o f 

defects as this Sahi universe!

The Licchavi Vimalakirti said, “ Sariputra, what do you think? Does the light 

o f the sun accompany the darkness?”

Sariputra: Certainly not, noble sir!

Vimalakirti: Then the two do not go together?

Sariputra: Noble sir, those two do not go together. As soon as the sun 

rises, all darkness is destroyed.

Vimalakirti: Then why does the sun rise over the world ?’

Sariputra: It rises to illuminate the world, and to eliminate the darkness.

Vimalakirti: Just in the same way, reverend Sariputra, the bodhisattva 

reincarnates voluntarily in the impure buddha-fields in order to purify the 

living beings, in order to make the light o f wisdom shine, and in order to 

clear away the darkness. Since they do not associate with the passions, they 

dispel the darkness o f the passions o f  all living beings.

Thereupon, the entire multitude experienced the desire to behold the universe 

Abhirati, the Tathagata Aksobhya, his bodhisattvas, and his great disciples. The 

Buddha, knowing the thoughts o f the entire multitude, said to the Licchavi 

Vimalakirti, “ Noble son, this multitude wishes to behold the universe Abhirati 

and the Tathagata Aksobhya— show them !”

Then the Licchavi Vimalakirti thought, “W ithout rising from my couch, I 

shall pick up in my right hand the universe Abhirati and all it contains: its 

hundreds o f thousands o f bodhisattvas; its abodes o f devas, nagas, yaksas,
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gandharvas, and asuras, bounded by its Cakravada mountains; its rivers, lakes, 

fountains, streams, oceans, and other bodies o f  water; its Mount Sumeru and 

other hills and mountain ranges; its moon, its sun, and its stars; its devas, nagas, 

yaksas, gandharvas, and asuras themselves; its Brahma and his retinues; its 

villages, cities, towns, provinces, kingdoms, men, women, and houses; its 

bodhisattvas; its disciples; the tree o f enlightenment o f the Tathagata Aksobhya; 

and the Tathagata Aksobhya himself, seated in the middle o f  an assembly vast as 

an ocean, teaching the Dharma. Also the lotuses that accomplish the buddha- 

work among the living beings; the three jeweled ladders that rise from its earth 

to its Trayastrimsa heaven, on which ladders the gods o f  that heaven descend to 

the world to see, honor, and serve the Tathagata Aksobhya and to hear the 

Dharma, and on which the men o f the earth climb to the Trayastrimsa heaven 

to visit those gods. Like a potter with his wheel, I will reduce that universe 

Abhirati, with its store o f  innumerable virtues, from its watery base up to its 

Akanistha heaven, to a minute size and, carrying it gently like a garland of 

flowers, will bring it to this Saha universe and will show it to the multitudes.” 

Then, the Licchavi VimalakTrti entered into a concentration, and performed 

a miraculous feat such that he reduced the universe Abhirati to a minute size, 

and took it with his right hand, and brought it into this Saha universe.

In that universe Abhirati, the disciples, bodhisattvas, and those among gods 

and men who possessed the superknowledge o f the divine eye all cried out, 

“ Lord, we are being carried awayl Sugata, we are being carried off! Protect us, 

O Tathagata!”

But, to discipline them, the Tathagata Aksobhya said to them, “You are being 

carried off by the bodhisattva VimalakTrti. It is not my affair.”

As for the other men and gods, they had no awareness at all that they were 

being carried anywhere.

Although the universe Abhirati had been brought into the universe Saha, 

the Saha universe was not increased or diminished; it was neither compressed 

nor obstructed. N or was the universe Abhirati reduced internally, and both 

universes appeared to be the same as they had ever been.

Thereupon, the Buddha Sakyamuni asked all the multitudes, “ Friends, behold 

the splendors o f the universe Abhirati, the Tathagata Aksobhya, the array o f his 

buddha-fleld, and the splendors o f  these disciples and bodhisattvas!”

They replied, “ W e see them, Lord!”

The Buddha said, “Those bodhisattvas who wish to embrace such a buddha- 

field should train themselves in all the bodhisattva-practices o f  the Tathagata 

Aksobhya.”
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While Vimalakirti, with his miraculous power, showed them thus the universe 

Abhirati and the Tathagata Aksobhya, one hundred and forty thousand living 

beings among the men and gods o f the Saha universe conceived the spirit of 

unexcelled, perfect enlightenment, and all o f them formed a prayer to be reborn 

in the universe Abhirati. And the Buddha prophesied that in the future all would 

be reborn in the universe Abhirati. And the Licchavi Vimalakirti, having thus 

developed all the living beings who could thereby be developed, returned the 

universe Abhirati exactly to its former place.

The Lord then said to the venerable Sariputra, “Sariputra, did you see that 

universe Abhirati, and the Tathagata Aksobhya?”

Sariputra replied, “ I saw it, Lord! May all living beings ‘come to live in a 

buddha-field as splendid as that! May all living beings come to have miraculous 

powers just like those o f the noble Licchavi Vimalakirti!

“W e have gained great benefit from having seen a holy man such as he. W e 

have gained a great benefit from having heard such teaching o f  the Dharma, 

whether the Tathagata himself still actually exists or whether he has already 

attained ultimate liberation. Hence, there is no need to mention the great benefit 

for those who, having heard it, believe it, rely on it, embrace it, remember it, 

read it, and penetrate to its dep th ; and, having found faith in it, teach, recite, and 

show it to others and apply themselves to the yoga o f  meditation upon its 

teaching.

“Those living beings who understand correctly this teaching o f the Dharma 

will obtain the treasury o f  the jewels o f  the Dharma.

“Those who study correctly this teaching o f  the Dharma will become the 

companions o f the Tathlgata. Those who honor and serve the adepts o f  this 

doctrine will be the true protectors o f the Dharma. Those who write, teach, and 

worship this teaching o f  the Dharma will be visited by the Tathagata in their 

homes. Those who take pleasure in this teaching o f  the Dharma will embrace 

all merits. Those who teach it to others, whether it be no more than a single 

stanza o f four lines, or a single summary phrase from this teaching o f  the Dharma, 

will be performing the great Dharma-sacrifice. And those who devote to this 

teaching o f  the Dharma their tolerance, their zeal, their intelligence, their 

discernment, their vision, and their aspirations, thereby become subject to the 

prophesy o f future Buddhahood!”



Epilogue

Antecedents and Transmission 

o f  the H oly  Dharm a1

Then Sakra, the prince o f the gods, said to the Buddha, “Lord, formerly I have 

heard from the Tathagata and from Manjus'ri, the crown prince o f  wisdom, many 

hundreds o f  thousands o f  teachings o f the Dharma, but I have never before heard 

a teaching o f  the Dharma as remarkable as this instruction in the entrance into the 

method o f  inconceivable transformations.2 Lord, those living beings who, 

having heard this teaching o f  the Dharma, accept it, remember it, read it, and 

understand it deeply will be, without a doubt, true vessels o f the Dharma; there 

is no need to mention those who apply themselves to the yoga o f meditation 

upon it. They will cut off all possibility o f  unhappy lives, will open their way to 

all fortunate lives, will always be looked after by all Buddhas, will always over­

come all adversaries, and will always conquer all devils. They will practice the 

path o f the bodhisattvas, will take their places upon the seat o f  enlightenment, 

and will have truly entered the domain o f  the Tathagatas. Lord, the noble sons 

and daughters who will teach and practice this exposition o f the Dharma will be 

honored and served by me and my followers. To the villages, towns, cities, states, 

kingdoms, and capitals' wherein this teaching o f the Dharma will be applied, 

taught, and demonstrated, I and my followers will come to hear the Dharma. I 

will inspire the unbelieving with faith, and I will guarantee my help and protec­

tion to those who believe and uphold the Dharma.”

At these words, the Buddha said to Sakra, the prince o f the gods, ‘‘Excellent! 

Excellent, prince o f  gods! The Tathagata rejoices in your good words. Prince o f 

gods, the enlightenment o f  the Buddhas o f the past, present, and future is ex­

pressed in this discourse o f  Dharma. Therefore, prince o f  gods, when noble sons 

and daughters accept it, repeat it, understand it deeply, write it completely, and, 

making it into a book, honor it, those sons and daughters thereby pay homage to 

the Buddhas o f  the past, present, and future.

‘‘Let us suppose, prince o f gods, that this billion-world-galactic universe were
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as full o f  Tathagatas as it is covered with groves o f  sugarcane, with rosebushes, 

with bamboo thickets, with herbs, and with flowers, and that a noble son or 

daughter were to honor them, revere them, respect and adore them, offering 

them all sorts o f  comforts and offerings for an aeon or more than an aeon. And 

let us suppose that, these Tathagatas having entered ultimate liberation, he or 

she honored each o f  them by enshrining their preserved bodies in a memorial 

stupa3 made o f  precious stones, each as large as a world with four great continents, 

rising as high as the world o f  Brahma, adorned with parasols, banners, standards, 

and lamps. And let us suppose finally that, having erected all these stupas for the 

Tathagatas, he or she were to devote an aeon or more to offering them flowers, 

perfumes, banners, and standards, while playing drums and music. That being 

done, what do you think, prince of gods? W ould that noble son or daughter 
receive much merit as a consequence o f  such activities?”

Sakra, the prince of gods, replied, “ Many merits, Lord! Many merits, O 

Sugata! Were one to spend hundreds o f  thousands o f millions of aeons, it would 

be impossible to measure the limit o f  the mass o f merits that that noble son or 

daughter would thereby gather!”

The Buddha said, “ Have faith, prince o f gods, and understand this: W hoever 

accepts this exposition of the Dharma called ‘Instruction in the Inconceivable 

Liberation/4 recites it, and understands it deeply, he or she will gather merits 

even greater than those who perform the above acts. W hy so ? Because, prince 

o f  gods, the enlightenment of the Buddhas arises from the Dharma, and one 

honors them by the Dharma worship,5 and not by material worship. Thus it is 

taught, prince o f gods, and thus you must understand it.”

The Buddha then further said to Sakra, the prince o f  gods, “ Once, prince of 

gods, long ago, long before aeons more numerous than the innumerable, im­

mense, immeasurable, inconceivable, and even before then, the Tathagata called 

Bhaisajyaraja6 appeared in the world: a saint, perfectly and fully enlightened, 

endowed with knowledge and conduct, a blissful one, knower o f  the world, 

incomparable knower o f men who need to be civilized, teacher of gods and men, 

a Lord, a Buddha.7 He appeared in the aeon called Vicarana in the universe called 

Mahavyuha.

“The length o f  life o f this Tathagata Bhaisajyaraja, perfectly and fully en­

lightened one, was twenty short aeons. His retinue o f disciples numbered thirty- 

six million billion, and his retinue o f bodhisattvas numbered twelve million 

billion. In that same era, prince o f gods, there was a universal monarch called 

King Ratnacchattra, who reigned over the four continents and possessed seven 

precious jewels. He had one thousand heroic sons, powerful, strong, and able to 

conquer enemy armies. This King Ratnacchattra honored the Tathagata
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Bhaisajyaraja and his retinue with many excellent offerings during five short 

aeons. At the end o f this time, the King Ratnacchattra said to his sons, ‘Rec­

ognizing that during my reign I have worshiped the Tathagata, in your turn 

you also should worship him .’

“The thousand princes gave their consent, obeying their father the king, and 

all together, during another five short aeons, they honored the Tathagata 

Bhaisajyaraja with all sorts o f  excellent offerings.

“ Among them, there was a prince by the name o f Candracchattra, who retired 

into solitude and thought to himself, ‘Is there not another mode o f  worship, 

even better and more noble than this ?’

“ Then, by the supernatural power o f the Buddha Bhaisajyaraja, the gods spoke 

to him from the heavens: ‘Good man, the supreme worship is the Dharma- 

worship.’

“ Candracchattra asked them, ‘W hat is this “Dharma-worship” ?’

“The gods replied, ‘Good man, go to the Tathlgata Bhaisajyaraja, ask him 

about the “Dharma-worship,” and he will explain it to you fully.’

“Then, the prince Candracchattra went to the Lord Bhaisajyaraja, the saint, 

the Tathagata, the insuperably, perfectly enlightened one, and having approached 

him, bowed down at his feet, circumambulated him to the right three times, and 

withdrew to one side. He then asked, ‘Lord, I have heard o f  a “Dharma-worship,” 

which surpasses all other worship. W hat is this “Dharma-worship” ?’

“The Tathagata Bhaisajyaraja said, ‘Noble son, the Dharma-worship is that 

worship rendered to the discourses taught by the Tathagata. These discourses are 

deep and profound in illumination. They do not conform to the mundane and 

are difficult to understand and difficult to see and difficult to realize. They are 

subtle, precise, and ultimately incomprehensible. As Scriptures, they are collected 

in the canon o f the bodhisattvas,8 stamped with the insignia o f the king of 

incantations and teachings.9 They reveal the irreversible wheel o f Dharma, 

arising from the six transcendences, cleansed o f  any false notions. They are 

endowed with all the aids to enlightenment and embody the seven factors o f 

enlightenment. They introduce living beings to the great compassion and teach 

them the great love. They eliminate all the convictions o f the Maras, and they 

manifest relativity.

“ ‘They contain the message of selflessness, living-beinglessness, lifelessness, 

personlessness, voidness, signlessness, wishlessness, nonperformance, nonproduc­

tion, and nonoccurrence.

“ ‘They make possible the attainment o f  the seat o f enlightenment and set in 

motion the wheel o f  the Dharma. They are approved and praised by the chiefs o f 

the gods, nagas, yaksas, gandharvas, asuras, garudas, kimnaras, and mahoragas.
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They preserve unbroken the heritage o f the holy Dharma, contain the treasury 

o f the Dharma, and represent the summit o f  the Dharma-worship. They are 

upheld by all holy beings and teach all the bodhisattva practices. They induce 

the unmistaken understanding of the Dharma in its ultimate sense. They certify 

that all things are impermanent, miserable, selfless, and peaceful, thus epitomizing 

the Dharm a.10 They cause the abandonment o f avarice, immorality, malice, 

laziness, forgetfulness, foolishness, and jealousy, as well as bad convictions, 

adherence to objects, and all opposition. They are praised by all the Buddhas. 

They are the medicines for the tendencies o f  mundane life, and they authentically 

manifest the great happiness o f liberation. To teach correctly, to uphold, to 

investigate, and to understand such Scriptures, thus incorporating into one’s 

own life the holy Dharma— that is the “Dharma-worship.”

“ ‘Furthermore, noble son, the Dharma-worship consists o f determining the 

Dharma according to the Dharma; applying the Dharma according to the 

Dharma; being in harmony with relativity; being free o f  extremist convictions; 

attaining the tolerance o f  ultimate birthlessness and nonoccurrence o f  all things; 

realizing selflessness and living-beinglessness; refraining from struggle about 

causes and conditions, without quarreling, or disputing; not being possessive; 

being free of egoism; relying on the meaning and not on the literal expression; 

relying on gnosis and not on consciousness; relying on the ultimate teachings 

definitive in meaning and not insisting on the superficial teachings interpretable 

in m eaning; relying on reality and not insisting on opinions derived from per­

sonal authorities;11 realizing correctly the reality o f  the Buddha; realizing the 

ultimate absence o f  any fundamental consciousness; and overcoming the habit 

o f clinging to an ultimate ground. Finally, attaining peace by stopping everything 

from ignorance to old age, death, sorrow, lamentation, misery, anxiety, and 

trouble, and realizing that living beings know no end to their views concerning 

these twelve links of dependent origination; then, noble son, when you do not 

hold to any view at all, it is called the unexcelled Dharma-worship.’12
“ Prince o f gods, when the prince Candracchattra had heard this definition o f 

Dharma-worship from the Tathagata Bhaisajyaraja, he attained the conformative 

tolerance of ultimate birthlessness; and, taking his robes and ornaments, he 

offered them to the Buddha Bhaisajyaraja, saying, ‘When the Tathagata will be 

in ultimate liberation, I wish to defend his holy Dharma, to protect it, and to 

worship it. May the Tathagata grant me his supernatural blessing, that I may be 

able to conquer Mara and all adversaries and to incorporate in all my lives the 

holy Dharma o f the Buddha!’

“The Tathagata Bhaisajyaraja, knowing the high resolve of Candracchattra, 

prophesied to him that he would be, at a later time, in the future, the protector,
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guardian, and defender o f the city of the holy Dharma. Then, prince o f  gods, 

the prince Candracchattra, out o f  his great faith in the Tathagata, left the house­

hold life in order to enter the homeless life o f a monk and, having done so, lived 

making great efforts toward the attainment o f virtue. Having made great effort 

and being well established in virtue, he soon produced the five superknowledges, 

understood the incantations, and obtained the invincible eloquence. When the 

Tathagata Bhaisajyaraja attained ultimate liberation, Candracchattra, on the 

strength o f  his superknowledges and by the power o f his incantations, made the 

wheel o f  the Dharma turn just as the Tathagata Bhaisajyaraja had done and 

continued to do so for ten short aeons.

“Prince of gods, while the monk Candracchattra was exerting himself thus 

to protect the holy Dharma, thousands o f  millions o f  living beings reached 

the stage o f  irreversibility on the path to unexcelled, perfect enlightenment, 

fourteen billion living beings were disciplined in the vehicles o f  the disciples 
and solitary sages, and innumerable living beings took rebirth in the human and 

heavenly realms.

“Perhaps, prince o f gods, you are wondering or experiencing some doubt 

about whether or not, at that former time, the King Ratnacchattra was not some 

other than the actual Tathagata Ratnarcis.13 You must not imagine that, for the 

present Tathagata Ratnarcis was at that time, in that epoch, the universal monarch 

Ratnacchattra. As for the thousand sons o f the King Ratnacchattra, they are 

now the thousand bodhisattvas o f the present blessed aeon, during the course 

of which one thousand Buddhas will appear in the world. Among them, Krakuc- 

chanda and others are already born, and those remaining will still be born, from 

Kakutsunda up to the Tathagata Roca, who will be the last to be born .14

“Perhaps, prince o f  gods, you are asking yourself if, in that life, in that time, 

the Prince Candracchattra who upheld the Holy Dharma o f Lord Tathagata 

Bhaisajyaraja was not someone other than myself. But you must not imagine 

that, for I was, in that life, in that time, the Prince Candracchattra. Thus, it is 

necessary to know, prince o f  gods, that among all the worships rendered to the 

Tathagata, the Dharma-worship is the very best. Yes, it is good, eminent, 

excellent, perfect, supreme, and unexcelled. And therefore, prince o f gods, do 

not worship me with material objects but worship me with the Dharma-worship! 

Do not honor me with material objects but honor me by honor to the D harm a!”

Then the Lord Sakyamuni said to the bodhisattva Maitreya, the great spiritual 

hero, “ I transmit to you, Maitreya, this unexcelled, perfect enlightenment which 

I attained only after innumerable millions of billions o f  aeons, in order that, at 

a later time, during a later life, a similar teaching o f the Dharma, protected by 
your supernatural power, will spread in the world and will not disappear. W hy ?
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Maitreya, in the future there will be noble sons and daughters, devas, nagas, 

yaksas, gandharvas, and asuras, who, having planted the roots o f  virtue, will 

produce the spirit o f unexcelled, perfect enlightenment. If they do not hear this 

teaching o f the Dharma, they will certainly lose boundless advantages and even 

perish. But if  they hear such a teaching, they will rejoice, will believe, and will 

accept it upon the crowns o f their heads. Hence, in order to protect those future 

noble sons and daughters, you must spread a teaching such as this!

“Maitreya, there are two gestures o f  the bodhisattvas.15 W hat are they? The 
first gesture is to believe in all sorts o f  phrases and words, and the second gesture 

is to penetrate exactly the profound principle o f the Dharma without being 

afraid. Such are the two gestures o f  the bodhisattvas. Maitreya, it must be known 

that the bodhisattvas who believe in all sorts o f words and phrases, and apply 

themselves accordingly, are beginners and not experienced in religious practice. 

But the bodhisattvas who read, hear, believe, and teach this profound teaching 

with its impeccable expressions reconciling dichotomies and its analyses o f 

stages of development— these are veterans in the religious practice.

“Maitreya, there are two reasons the beginner bodhisattvas hurt themselves 

and do not concentrate on the profound Dharma. W hat are they ? Hearing this 

profound teaching never before heard, they are terrified and doubtful, do not 

rejoice, and reject it, thinking, ‘Whence comes this teaching never before heard?’ 

They then behold other noble sons accepting, becoming vessels for, and teaching 

this profound teaching, and they do not attend upon them, do not befriend them, 

do not respect them, and do not honor them, and eventually they go so far as to 

criticize them. These are the two reasons the beginner bodhisattvas hurt them­

selves and do not penetrate the profound Dharma.

“ There are two reasons the bodhisattvas who do aspire to the profound 

Dharma hurt themselves and do not attain the tolerance o f  the ultimate birthless- 

ness o f things. W hat are these two? These bodhisattvas despise and reproach the 

beginner bodhisattvas, who have not been practicing for a long time, and they 

do not initiate them or instruct them in the profound teaching. Having no great 

respect for this profound teaching, they are not careful about its rules. They help 

living beings by means o f  material gifts and do not help them by means o f the 

gift o f  the Dharma. Such, Maitreya, are the two reasons the bodhisattvas who 

aspire to the profound Dharma hurt themselves and will not quickly attain the 

tolerance o f  the ultimate birthlessness o f  all things.”

Thus having been taught, the bodhisattva Maitreya said to the Buddha, “Lord, 

the beautiful teachings o f the Tathagata are wonderful and truly excellent. 

Lord, from this time forth, I will avoid all such errors and will defend and uphold 

this attainment o f  unexcelled, perfect enlightenment by the Tathagata during
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I will place in the hands o f noble sons and noble daughters who are worthy 

vessels of the holy Dharma this profound teaching. I will instill in them the 

power o f memory with which they may, having believed in this teaching, 

retain it, recite it, penetrate its depths, teach it, propagate it, write it down, and 

proclaim it extensively to others.

“Thus I will instruct thejm, Lord, and thus it may be known that in that future 

time those who believe in this teaching and who enter deeply into it will be 

sustained by the supernatural blessing o f the bodhisattva Maitreya.”

Thereupon the Buddha gave his approval to the bodhisattva Maitreya: 

“ Excellent! Excellent! Your word is well given!-The Tathagata rejoices and 

commends your.good promise.”

Then all the bodhisattvas said together in one voice, “Lord, we also, after 

the ultimate liberation o f  the Tathagata, will come from our various buddha- 

fields to spread far and wide this enlightenment o f the perfect Buddha, the 

Tathagata. May all noble sons and daughters believe in that!”

Then the four Maharajas, the great kings of the quarters,16 said to the Buddha, 

“Lord, in all the towns, villages, cities, kingdoms, and palaces, wherever this 

discourse o f the Dharma will be practised, upheld, and correctly taught, we, the 

four great kings, will go there with our armies, our young warriors, and our 

retinues, to hear the Dharma. And we will protect the teachers o f this Dharma 

for a radius o f  one league so that no one who plots injury or disruption against 

these teachers will have any opportunity to do them harm .”

Then the Buddha said to the venerable Ananda, “Receive then, Ananda, this 

expression o f the teaching o f  the Dharma. Remember it, and teach it widely and 

correctly to others!”

Ananda replied, “ I have memorized, Lord, this expression o f  the teaching of 

the Dharma. But what is the name of this teaching, and how should I remember 

it?”

The Buddha said, “ Ananda, this exposition o f the Dharma is called ‘The 

Teaching o f  Vimalakirti,’17 or ‘The Reconciliation o f Dichotomies,’18 or even 

‘Section o f  the Inconceivable Liberation.’19 Rem em ber it thus!”

Thus spoke the Buddha. And the Licchavi Vimalakirti, the crown prince 

Manjusri, the venerable Ananda, the bodhisattvas, the great disciples, the entire 

multitude, and the whole universe with its gods, men, asuras and gandharvas, 

rejoiced exceedingly. All heartily praised these declarations by the Lord.
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R a tnasam bhava, and A m oghasiddhi, and thus correspond to the Tathagatas listed by  the 

goddess too  closely to be m erely coincidentally related. T a th a g a ta g u h y a k a ,  further, is a 

subtitle o f  the G u h y a s a m a ja  itself.

25. VimalakTrti’s special relation to the T a th lg a ta  Ak§obhya (see p. 93) is h ighly  

significant in this context, as A ksobhya is central am o n g  the “ Five Tathagatas,’’ as he 

occupies the heart in the esoteric m e thodo logy  w hich  locates the five in the five im portan t 

spots in the hu m an  body.

26. These connections, and  others w hich  the in form ed  reader m ay pick ou t for himself,
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betw een  che Vim alakTrti and the esoteric T an tric  m eth o d o lo g y  are o f  great interest in chat 

they reveal the wholeness o f  the M ahayana practice, w hich has innum erab le different 

facets and m ethods for persons w ith  different aptitudes and inclinations to practice. T hey  

m ay also give som e pause to those scholars w ho , while adm iring  the M ahayana Scriptures, 

tend to po in t to Tan tric  m e th odo logy  as som ething  decadent, n o t  in tune w ith  the M iddle 

W ay  (how  m uch less the so-called pristine “ original B u d d h ism ”). F ro m  the hints in the 

Vim alakT rt i , it is clear that T an tra  is no th ing  m ore  than the system atization o f  the practice 

o f  “ reconciliation o f  d ichotom ies,” p rov id ing  the m eth o d o lo g y  w ith  w hich  to realize the 

visionary glories o f  in terlocking buddha-fields, such as are witnessed at d ram atic  m om ents 

in all M ah ly an a  Scriptures, and leading the heroic practitioner to the unique goal o f  all 

M ahayana teachings, nam ely  B uddhahood . C onversely, it is no  less obvious, and those 

enam ored  o f  the esoteric m igh t take note, that these Tan tric  m ethodologies are inseparably 

based on  the p ro found  and subtle M iddle W ay, w hich  m ust be clearly understood  before 

they can be usefully em ployed. W e  cannot tru ly  love W isd o m  until w e have beheld her!

Chapter 1

1. Skt. buddhaksetra . R o u g h ly , a synonym  for “ universe,” a lthough  B uddhist cos­

m o logy  contains m any  universes o f  different types and dimensions. “ B uddha-fie ld” 

indicates, in regard to w hatever type o f  w orld-sphere , that it is the field o f  influence o f  a 

particular Buddha. For a detailed discussion o f  these concepts, see Lam otte , A p p e n d ic e , 

N o te  I.

2. Skt. bhagavdn  buddha. “ L o rd ” is chosen as the term  o f  greatest respect in English, thus 

corresponding to bhagavan  (see Glossary 3, under “ lo rd ” ).

3. This was an im p o rta n t  city o f  the B u d d h a’s time, the capital o f  the Licchavi R epublic . 

(See L am otte , pp. 8 0 - 8 3 '» P- 97» n - I -)*

4. Skt. arhat. “ Saint,” derived from  the Latin sanus, “ clean,” aptly  describes the B uddhist 

arhat, w h o  has reached this stage by  cleansing h im self o f  all defiling passions and ignorance.

5. This list o f  qualities o f  the holy  disciples (dryasrdvaka)  is absent in the Chinese o f  

K and H. It is, how ever, frequently  found  in M ahayana scriptures (sec L am otte , p. 98, n. 2).

6. Skt. m ahasa ttva .  This translation follows the T ib. sem s dpa  chen p o  (lit. “ great m ind - 

h c ro ” ), w hose translation f rom  Skt. derives from  the lo tsva  ba 's analysis o f  sa tiva  as m eaning 

“ h e ro ,” ra ther than sim ply  “ be ing .”

7. Skt. m ahdbh ijha .  These are either five or six in nu m b er  (see Glossary 2).

8. Skt. b uddhadhis thana  (lit. “ support o f  the B u d d h a” ). This concept refers to  the m iracu ­

lous energy o f  the B uddha, w hich  sustains all bodhisattvas in their m yriad  endeavors.

9. This phrase is absent in T  b u t is included in K and H.

10. Skt. ka lya n a m itra  (lit. “ virtuous friend” ). A M ah ly an a  teacher is te rm ed  “ friend ,” 

o r “ benefactor,” w hich  indicates that a bodhisattva-career depends on  o n e ’s o w n  effort 

and that all a teacher can do is inspire, exem plify, and po in t the way.

11. Skt. dhdranT. These incantations, o r  spells, are m n em o n ic  formulas, possessed by
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advanced bodhisattvas, that contain a quintessence o f  their a ttainm ents, n o t  sim ply magical 

charm s— although  the latter are included (see Glossary 3, under “ incantation).”

12. T h e  ten transcendences (d asapdram itdh ) , w hich  correspond to the ten stages (<dasa- 

b h u m a y a h )  o f  the bodhisa ttva (see Glossary 2).

13. Skt. a n u p a labdh idharm aksdn ti .  See Glossary 3, under “ incom prehensib ility” and 

“ to lerance.”

14. Skt. a va ivar t ikadharm acakra . T he  fact that the D harm a is no t a single dogm a, law, or 

fixed system, b u t instead an adaptable bo d y  o f  techniques available for any living being 

to aid in his deve lopm en t and liberation is emphasized by this m etaphor. This wheel is 

said to tu rn  by  the curren t o f  energy f rom  the needs and wishes o f  living beings, and its 

tu rn ing  autom atically  converts negative energies (e.g., desire, hatred, and ignorance) to 

positive ones (e.g., detachm ent, love, and wisdom ).

15. Skt. p u n y a jh d n a sa m b h a ra .  T he  tw o  great stores to be accum ulated by the bodhisattva : 

the store o f  m erit, arising f rom  his practice o f  the first three transcendences, and the store 

o f  w isdom , arising from  his practice o f  the last tw o  transcendences (see Glossary 2, under 

“ tw o  stores” ).

16. Skt. la k sa n a n u v y a h ja n a .  T he  th ir ty - tw o  signs and the eighty marks o f  a superior 

being  (see Glossary 2).

17. Skt. p ra ti tya sa m u tp a d a . In m ost contexts, this te rm  is properly  translated by “ depen­

dent o rig ina tion .” B u t in the M id h y a m ik a  context, w herein  the concept o f  the ultim ate 

nonorig ina tion  o f  all things is em phasized, “ relativity” better serves to convey the message 

that things exist only  in relation to verbal designation and that n o th ing  exists as an in­

dependent, self-sufficient entity , even on the superficial level (see Glossary 3, under 

“ re lativ ity” ).

18. T ib. m th a  dan m th a  m ed  p a r  Ita bai bag chags k y i  m tsham s  sbyor  ba k u n  bcod p a ; Skt. 

an tanan tadrf tivd sandbh isam dh isam ucchedaka . “ Convictions concerning fin itude” refers to 

tw o  sorts o f  extrem ism , absolutism  and nihilism, and “ convictions concerning  infin itude” 

refers to convictions that hypostatize voidness (i.e., infinity, etc.) as a self-existent entity. 

T hus the bodhisattvas are said here to have realized, even on  the subconscious level, bo th  

the voidness o f  things and the voidness o f  voidness.

19. Skt. dasaba ldn i , ca tvdr iva isa radydn i , and a s tddasdven ikabuddhadharm ah .  For the list o f  

these, see Glossary 2.

20. Skt. durgati. T h e  three bad m igra tions are those o f  (1) denizens o f  hells, (2) inhabitants 

o f  the “ l im b o ” o f  the p r e ta lo k a , w here one w anders as an insatiably hun g ry  and thirsty 

w retch , and (3) animals, w h o  are trapped in the pattern  o f  m utual devouring  (Tib. gcig la 

gcig  z a ) .  See Glossary 2.

21. For exhaustive references concerning  the presence o f  some o f  these bodhisattvas in 

o ther  M ahayana sutras, see Lam otte , pp. 100-102, ns. 12-33. T he Chinese lists in K and H 

vary som ew hat; see Luk, pp. 3 -4 , for K ; and Lam otte , p. 102, for H. For in form ation  

about the m ore  w ell-k n o w n  bodhisattvas, see Glossary 1.

22. In the B uddhist popular  cosm ology, a B rahm a  is the suprem e creato r-god  o f  a 

particular universe, w hich  thus conform s nom inally  to the Indian belief o f  the day. T he
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particular M ahayana vision o f  a m ultiplicity  o f  universes is evidenced by  the presence o f  ten 

thousand o f  these gods, each one from  his o w n  universe, and their leader, Sikhin, com ing  

f rom  the A s o k a  (“ sorrowless” ) universe.

23. A Sakra, alias Jndra, is a k ing o f  gods o f  the desire-realm  (k a m a d h d tu ) o f  a particular 

universe; hence a Sakra is low er in status than a B rahm a, w ho  resides at the sum m it o f  the 

realm  o f  pure m atter (r u p a d h a tu ).

24. T he  Lokapalas are the W orld -P ro tec to rs , alias the Maharajas, w ho  act as guardians 

o f  the four quarters, nam ely, Vaisravana, D hrtarastra , V iru^haka, and Virupak$a. T hey  

are particularly p ro m in en t in the S u v a r n a b h d sa -su tra , w herein  they com e forth  and vow  

to uphold  the D harm a and pro tec t its teachers k n d  practitioners. Again, each universe has 

its o w n  set o f  four, so quite a few may be assumed to be present in this assembly.

25. T he  list from  “ devas” to “ m ahoragas” are nam es for the eight kinds o f  supernatural 

beings always present in the B u d d h a’s audience: gods, benevolent d ragonlike beings, 

forest-demons, fairies, titans, eaglelike magical birds, m oun ta in  creatures like horse-headed 

hum ans, and serpentlike creatures (d ev anagayaksagandharvdsuragarudak im naram ahoraga ).

26. Bhiksus are full-fledged m onks w ho  live by  begging, and bhiksum s are their female 

counterparts. Laym en and  layw om en  (upasaka  and u p a s ika )  are householders w ith  definite 

vow s that set th em  o ff  f ro m  the ord inary  householder.

27. T ib . dkon  m chog 'b y u t ig n a s  (lit. “Je w e l-M in e” ). T he  Chinese versions give his nam e 

as “J e w e l-R a y ” (R a tn a ra s t) ,  although  the Skt. R a tn a k a r a  is supported  by his appearance 

in a n u m b er  o f  o ther  M ahayana sutras, w here he is also identified as a Licchavi, a m erchan t’s 

son, and a great bodhisattva o f  the tenth  stage. For full references, see L am otte , p. 103, n. 38.

28. T h e jew els  w ere gold, silver, pearl, sapphire, ruby , em erald, and d iam ond , a lthough 

various sources alter this list slightly.

29. Skt. tr isahasram ahdsahasralokadhatu  (lit. “ th ree-thousand-g rea t-thousand-w orld  

rea lm ” ). Each o f  these is com posed o f  one thousand realms, each o f  w hich contains one 

thousand realms, each o f  w hich contains one thousand realms =  one thousand to the third  

pow er  =  one billion worlds. T he  term  “ galaxy” was chosen to evoke the sense o f  incon­

ceivable scope in tended by  the original Skt. term , as such cosm ological terms w ere never 

aim ed at m aterial precision, bu t rather at tr iggering  an im aginative vision o f  inconceivable 

cosmic im m ensity . I have modified the fo llow ing catalogue o f  objects and places to con­

fo rm  to a m ore  m odern  cosm ology.

30. This list o f  m ountains, according to L am otte  (p. 104, n. 41), occurs in o ther M aha- 

y ln a  sutras b u t does n o t  correspond to usual Buddhist cosm ology, except for the fact that 

Sum eru, m entioned first, is in the center (of each w orld) and M o u n t  C akravada, actually 

a m oun ta in  range, is m entioned and surrounds each w orld  o f  four continents. This list is 

first in the o rder o f  T.

31. T ib . z i  gnas  p h a  rol p h y i n  m chog brhes\  Skt. sam athdpdram itaprdp ta .  S a m a th d  can be 

adequately rendered  “ m ental quiescence” w hen  it refers in general to one o f  the tw o  main 

types o f  M ahayana m ed ita t io n ; the o ther is “ transcendental analysis” o r  “ analytic insigh t” 

(v ip a sy a n a ). In this verse, how ever, R a tnakara  refers to it in its aspect o f  final a tta inm ent ; 

hence “ trance” best conveys the sense o f  ex trem e one-po in ted  fixation o f  m ind.
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32. T ib . s k y e s  bui k h y u  m c h o g ; Skt/ puru$ar$abha. This c o m m o n  epithet o f  the B uddha 

contains the simile com paring  h im  to the chief bull o f  a herd  o f  cattle because o f  his pow er 

and majesty.

33. T ib . *chi m ed  'gro \ Skt. am rtaga  (lit. “ goes to deathlessness” ). T he  B uddhas’ teachings 

lead to nirvana ; in n irvana there is no  b irth , and w here  there is no  b ir th  there is no  death.

34. T h e  subtle difference here betw een T  and Ch. o f  K and H  is n o tew o rth y . T  causally 

relates “ deep analysis o f  th ings” (Skt. dharm a-prav icaya )  to the teaching o f  their ultim ate 

m eaning, w hich  accords w ith  the Indo-T ibetan  emphasis on  “ transcendental analysis” 

( v ipasy ana )  as indispensable for realization o f  the ultim ate nature o f  things. Ch. (both K. 

and H) puts the tw o  (analysis and the ultimate) in opposition, saying, “ (You are) expert 

in analysis o f  the nature o f  all things, ( ye t  are) u n m oved  w ith  respect to the ultim ate 

m eaning, (as you  have) already attained sovereignty w ith  respect to  all th ings.”

35. T he fact abou t B uddhist doctrine that m ost baffled ancient critics is that the cause 

and effect o f  karm a operates w ith o u t any ego principle to link the doer o f  an action and 

the experiencer o f  that ac tion’s karm ic effects.

36. Skt. t i r th ika .  A lthough  “ h e te ro d o x ” m ay be less familiar than the familiar “ heretic,” 

it is less fraugh t w ith  the connotations o f  fanaticism; such connotations do no t apply in 

B uddhism  because it is n o t  sim ply a “ faith” to  be believed or  disbelieved. T he  T ibetan  

g ram m ar leaves it am biguous as to w he ther  the absence o f  feeling, etc., refers to enlighten ­

m en t o r  to the he terodox . K and H  indicate the fo rm er, b u t  w e have chosen the latter to 

avoid characterizing suprem e en ligh tenm ent as a m ere “ n o n th o u g h t ,” etc., since it ob ­

viously transcends all polarities. Further, it is in keeping w ith  the tenor o f  the Scripture 

to distinguish betw een  en ligh tenm ent and the m ere a tta inm ent o f  even the m ost advanced 

samadhi.

37. T ib . Ian g s u m  b z la s  p a  chos k y i  ’kh o r  lo rnam  m a n  p o .  A lthough  T  does n o t  m ention  

the aspects as “ tw elve ,” L am otte  supplies this f ro m  the occurrence o f  the form ula in o ther  

Scriptures, w here  the three revolutions correspond respectively to  the paths o f  Insight 

(1darsanam arga),. M ed ita tion  (b h a vandm drga ), and M astery (asaiksam drga) , each revolu tion  

having four aspects corresponding to the Four H oly  T ruths. T h e  first revolu tion  involves 

recognition  o f  each tru th , the second th o ro u g h  know ledge o f  each, and the third  com plete 

realization o f  each. See Lam otte , p. 107, n. 49; M vy , nos. 1309-1324. H ow ever, since T  

does n o t  m ention  the “ tw elve aspects” (nor do K and H), b u t  rather “ m any  aspects,” it 

is possible that w hat is referred to is the three doctrines o f  the B uddha elaborated in the 

S a m d h in irm o ca n a su tra , also k n o w n  as the “ T hree  T urn ings o f  the W heel o f  D h a rm a ” ; 

nam ely , the H inayana teaching o f  the Four H o ly  T ru ths , the M adhyam ika  teaching o f  the 

T ranscendent W isdom , and the V ijnanavada teaching o f  “ Fine D iscrim ination Betw een 

Existence and N onexis tence” (see SN , VII, no. 30, pp. 85, 206).

38. A fter this verse, there are tw o  verses in K and H , n o t in T . For verses in K, see Luk, 

p. 7, 11. 3 -1 0 ; for H  see L am otte , p. 108. Since H  tends to be m ore  consistent w ith  T , I 

will translate H :  “ T he  b ill ion-w orld  galaxy, w ith  its realms o f  gods and dragons, appears 

in the little parasols offered to the L ord ; thus w e b o w  to his vision, know ledge, and mass 

o f  virtues. T he  Lord  displays the w orlds to us w ith  this m iracle— they  all are like a play
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o f  lights, as all bear witness in astonishm ent. Obeisance to  the Lord  o f  ten pow ers, en­

dow ed  w ith  know ledge  and vision.”

39. Skt. d ve n ikabuddhadharm a .  This and the subsequent tw o  verses (Chap. 3) illustrate 

som e o f  the special buddha-qualities, w hich  total eighteen (see Glossary 2 for a com plete  

list).

40. This verse in T  appears to be a contraction  o f  tw o  verses in K and H : “ T he Lord 

speaks w ith  b u t one voice, b u t all beings, each according to his kind, gain understanding, 

each th ink ing  that the Lord  speaks his o w n  language. This is a special quality  o f  the B uddha. 

T h e  Lord speaks w ith  bu t one voice, b u t all beings, each according to his o w n  ability, act 

upon  it, and  each derives his appropriate  benefit. This is a special quality o f  the B u d d h a .” 

For K see Luk, p. 7. For an interesting discussion o f  the speech o f  the B uddha, see Lam otte , 

pp. 1 0 9 - n o ,  n. 52.

41. This and the preceding tw o  lines ascribe to the B uddha the a tta inm ent o f  the three 

doors o f  liberation (see Glossary 2).

42. T ib . b y  ah chub sem s dpa m a m s  k y i  sans rgyas k y i  z i h  yo h s  su dag p a  \ Skt. bodh isa ttvdndm  

buddhaksetraparisodhana  (or par isuddh i) .  A lthough  the explanations given by the B uddha 

obviate the need for discussion o f  the m eaning o f  this term , it is w o rth w h ile  to no te  that 

this concept is the logical corollary o f  the bodhisa ttva’s conception  o f  en ligh tenm en t: 

that it be attained for the sake o f  all sentient beings as well as for his o w n  sake. Thus, the 

bodhisa ttva’s quest for en ligh tenm ent does n o t  involve m erely his o w n  developm ent, 

a lthough  that is o f  course p r im ary ; it m ust also involve his cultivation  o f  a w hole  “ field” 

o f  living beings, those w ho , th ro u g h  karm ic in terconnection , have destinies in tertw ined  

w ith  his, occupying the same w orlds as he, etc. H ence, his purification o f  a buddha-field 

is a m ode o f  expressing his am bition  to cultivate a w hole  w orld  or universe while he 

cultivates himself, so that he and his field o f  living beings m ay reach enligh tenm ent 

simultaneously.

43. T ib. ’ph a g s  p a  Ita bui dbah p o \  Skt. aryen d r iy a n i  o r pa h ce n d r iya n i . T h e  five spiritual 

faculties (see Glossary 2).

44. K and H  differ here quite radically. H : “ For exam ple, sons, i f  one should wish to 

construct a palace in an unoccupied  place and then adorn  it, he could do so freely and 

w ithou t hindrance, bu t i f  he wished to build it in e m pty  space itself, he could never succeed. 

In the same way, the bodhisattva, a lthough  he know s that all things are like em pty  space, 

produces pure qualities, for the developm ent and benefit o f  living beings. T h a t is the 

buddha-field  w hich  he embraces. T o  em brace a buddha-field  in this w ay  is not like 

building in em pty  space.” K : “ It is as i f  a m an wished to build a build ing  in a vacant 

place— he could do so w ith o u t difficulty. B ut (if he wished to do it) in em p ty  space, he 

could n o t succeed. Likewise, the bodhisattva, in o rder to cultivate all living beings, wants 

to em brace a buddha-field. O n e  w ho  thus wishes to em brace a buddha-field  (does n o t 

do  so) in the v o id .”

T he first im pulse o f  the translator is to resort to the Ch. versions in the interest o f  sim ­

plicity and ease, since the simile there is m uch  m ore  clearly d ra w n : vacant lo t =  living 

beings, em p ty  space =  any sort o f  materialistic no tio n  abou t a buddha-fie ld ; ergo building
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on solid needs o f  living beings succeeds, and  any o ther w ay  fails. H ow ever, u p o n  reflection, 

w h a t does the B uddha  wish to convey in this exam ple? Are n o t  living beings and their 

needs and purposes ju s t  as ultim ately  em pty  as “ all th ings” ? W o u ld  n o t the concretization 

o f  the benefit o f  living beings violate the definition o f  liberative technique in tegrated 

w ith  w isdom  given by  Vimalalcirti h im self (see C hap. 5, p. 47)? Is it n o t m ore  fitting to 

understand the B uddha  here as telling us no t to concretize any m undane aims, h ow ever  

beneficial, bu t that the bodhisa ttva’s great compassion m ust always adhere to the w isdom  

that sees the ephem erality  o f  all purposive notions, constructed or constructive? W h en  

w e undertake som e th ing  w e k n o w  to be essentially impossible, th ro u g h  the sheer intensity 

o f  compassion, do w e n o t  enter the realm  o f  inconceivability ? Finally, m ay  n o t the B uddha 

be speaking in tune w ith  his o w n  subsequent miraculous display, as he dem onstrates the 

actual possibility for h im , no  less than for space-age technology, o f  building a pure b uddha- 

field in the em p ty  space o f  ultim ate voidness?

45» T ib . bsam p a ; Skt. asaya. Positive tho u g h t aids in the conception  o f  the spirit o f  

en ligh tenm en t and in the cultivation o f  the transcendences; in general, it is a jo y o u s  

a ttitude to help living beings and accomplish virtue. For fu rther  discussion see Glossary 

3 and L am otte , A p p e n d ic e , N o te  II.

46. H  changes the order  o f  these four to conception, positive though t,  v irtuous ap­

plication, and h igh  resolve. Either o rder is quite acceptable, since the four w o rk  together 

th ro u g h o u t the bodhisa ttva’s career.

47. T ib . ya h  dag p a  h id  du hes p a \  Skt- s a m y a k tv a n iy a ta . This generally describes one 

w h o  has reached the ho ly  path, either in H inayana or  M ahayana practice (see Glossary 3, 

and L am otte , p. 115, n. 65).

48. Skt. ca tvdryapram anan i .  Im m easurable states, otherw ise k n o w n  as “ pure abodes” 

(b ra h m d v ih a ra ) . A c o m m o n  T ibe tan  prayer form ulates them  as follow s: Im m easurable 

love arises f rom  the wish for all living beings to have happiness and the cause o f  happiness. 

Im m easurable compassion arises from  the wish for all living beings to be free from  suffering 

and its cause. Im m easurable  jo y  arises from  the wish that living beings n o t  be sundered 

from  the suprem e happiness o f  liberation. A nd  im m easurable im partia lity  arises from  the 

wish that the p reced ing— love, compassion, and j o y — should apply equally to all living 

beings, w ith o u t a ttachm en t to friend or hatred for enem y. See Glossary 2.

49. These basic precepts are five in nu m b er  for the laity: (1) n o t killing, (2) n o t  stealing, 

(3) chastity, (4) no t lying, and  (5) avoid ing intoxicants. For m onks, there are three or five 

m o re ;  avoidance o f  such things as perfumes, m akeup, o in tm ents, garlands, h igh beds, 

and afternoon  meals.

50. This phrase is taken from  K (it is absent in T  and H) because it rounds ou t the list 

o f  ten virtues, being the coun terpart o f  the sin k n o w n  as “ frivolous speech.” “ Free o f  

divisive intrigues and  adro it in reconciling factions” basically describes one virtue, the 

opposite o f  “ backb iting” (see Glossary 2) under “ ten sins” and “ ten virtues.”

51. This step o f  “ d ev e lo p m en t. . . ” is included in the progression by  bo th  K and H , 

and, since it makes m ore  explicit the transition from  liberative technique to the b uddha- 

field itself, w e have included it (although it is absent in T).
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52. T ib . y e  ses sgrub p a ;  Skt. jh a n a sd d h a n a  (lit. “ practice th ro u g h  k n o w led g e ,” taking 

it as j h a n e n a  sddhanam ).  T ranscendental practice, as opposed to  practice at an earlier stage.

53. Sariputra was one o f  the forem ost disciples o f  the B uddha , especially renow ned  

in H inayana texts for his w isdom ; he was called “ forem ost o f  the w ise” (p r a jh a va ta m  

agrya). In this sutra, as well as in o ther M ah ly an a  scriptures, he becom es the “ fall g u y ” 

par excellence, as he is often inclined to express the H inayana po in t o f  view, w hich is 

then round ly  rejected b y  the B uddha, by  V im alaklrti, o r  by  one o f  the bodhisattvas. In 

fairness to h im , it is often no ted  that the petty  though ts  that arise in his m ind, for w hich 

he is severely criticized, are caused to arise there by the magical influence o f  the B uddha 

o r o f  VimalakTrti, so that a th o u g h t that m ay be entertained by num erous m em bers o f  

the assembly m ay  be b ro u g h t into the open and rejected. H e serves therefore as an archetype 

o f  the disciple-personality and need no t be condem ned  as exceptionally  obtuse personally.

54. Skt. p a ra m rm ita v a sa v a r t in .  T h e  deities o f  this, the sixth level o f  the gods o f  the 

desire-realm, appropriate  and enjoy the magical creations o f  o thers; hence their nam e, 

literally, “ w h o  assume contro l o f  the em anations o f  o thers.” T heir  abode contains all the 

w onders created elsewhere and is referred to  as a standard o f  splendor.

55* Lit. the B uddha “Je w e l-A rray ,” his universe, lit. “ infinite array  o fjew el-qua lities .”

56. T he  heaven o f  the “ T h ir ty -T h re e ,” second level o f  the desire-realm , located on 

top  o f  M o u n t Sum eru  in the Buddhist cosm ology.

57. T ib . rjes su ' th u n  p a i  b z o d  p a ;  Skt. a n u lo m ik l  k san tih .  This is the stage o f  tolerance 

attained on the sixth bodhisattva-stage, that o f  “ C o n fro n ta t io n ” (a b h im u k h i ).

58. Skt. S rd v a k a y d n a .  Teaching o f  the disciples.

59. Skt. dharm acaksu .  O ne  o f  the “ five eyes,” representing superior insights o f  the 

Buddhas and bodhisattvas (see Glossary 2).

60. Skt. bodhicittotpdda. This refers to an ex trem ely  im po rta n t  m o m e n t in the lives o f  

a living being: It marks his entrance into the M ahayana, i.e., the “ G reat V ehicle” o f  the 

bodhisattva. It is a tu rn ing  po in t o f  psychic developm ent, a po in t w here  a being realizes 

simultaneously that (1) his “ n o rm a l” consciousness is ignorance, like sleep com pared  to 

aw akened consciousness, (2) it is possible, desirable, and essential tha t he aw ake fro m  this 

wretched sleep o f  ignorance, and (3) o ther living beings are caught in the same trap and 

m ust be aw akened by  h im  as he becomes awakened. In short, one conceives o f  the pos­

sibility o f  B u d dhahood  and becomes inspired to attain it. Thus, it is m ore  than “ an arising 

o f  th o u g h t,” or “ p roduction  o f  m in d ” o f  en lightenm ent. It is a conception, as life begins 

in a conception, o f  a h igher spirit that inspires and spiritualizes m ind  and life, that aims at 

en ligh tenm ent and, in so aim ing, is itself a manifestation o f  en ligh tenm ent. All treatises 

on the M ahayana begin w ith  detailed descriptions o f  this event, the m ethods o f  its cul­

tivation, and its virtues and benefits.

Chapter 2

i .  T ib. m i 'j igspa;  Skt. vaisaradya.  See Glossary 2, under “ four fearlessnesses.”
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2. Thus, his conduct and know ledge  con fo rm ed  to the six transcendences.

3. T he  three realms o f  all universes ( tr idha tavah)  (see Glossary 2, under “ three w orlds” ).

4. T ib . slas; Skt. sahacdri. Female attendants w h o  norm ally  assisted the wife o f  a w ealthy 

householder.

5. T ib. ’j i g  rten dan 'j ig  rten las 'das p a i  g sah  shags dan bstan bcos\ Skt. lauk ika loko tta ra -  

mantrasdstra. This is a possible reference to T an tric  practices, b u t it is missing in bo th  K 

and H , w ho  m en tion  on ly  “ m undane practices.”

6. VimalakTrti is here show n as the em b o d im en t o f  the practice o f  “ reconciliation o f  

dicho tom ies.”

7. This sentence is absent in K and H.

8. B o th  K and H  have, instead o f  this phrase, “ . . .because he taugh t th em  loyalty  and 

filial d e v o tio n .”

8a. T ib . m i rtag p a r  is missing, b u t  supplied fro m  K, H, and L am otte , p. 130.

9. These similes are fam ous in H inayana as well as M ahayana. T h e  fact o f  their presence 

in H inayana teachings was used by Prasangika philosophers such as B uddhapalita and 

C andraklrti, to p rove that insubstantiality or selflessness o f  phenom ena (d harm ana ird tm yd )  

was taught in H inayana. For further references, see Lam otte , p. 132, n. 23.

10. A ccording to Lam otte , the four hundred  and four diseases are classified w ith  one 

hundred  and one arising from  each o f  four prim ary  elements. B ut according to the “ eight 

branches” (astdnga) o f  Indian and T ibe tan  medicine, they arise from  the three hum ors, 

v d y u , p ita ,  and praseka  (vital airs, bile, and phlegm , T ib . rluh  m k h r is  bad k a n  g s u m ) ,  w hen  

their balance becom es disturbed: i.e., one hundred  and one from  airs, one hundred  and 

one f rom  bile, one hundred  and one from  phlegm , and one hundred  and one from  un­

healthy com binations o f  all three.

11. Skt. s k a n d h a d h d tv d y a ta n d n i . These classifications o f  the psychophysical elements o f  

persons are fundam ental in B uddhist doctrine, as they explain the w ork ings o f  an egoless 

being. For a discussion o f  these im po rta n t  concepts, see Glossary 2, “ five aggregates,” 

“ tw elve m edia ,” and “ eighteen elem ents .” C om parison  o f  these three categorizations o f  

the elements o f  existence to m urderers, snakes, and an em pty  to w n  is traditional. See 

Chap. 4, n. 24, and L am otte , p. 136, n. 28.

12. D h a r m a k d y a .  U ltim ate  Body.

13. T ib. has sim ply “ born  from  m erit and charity .” I fo llow ed K. T h e  store o f  m erit 

culminates in the Sam bhogakaya, B ody  o f  Beatitude, and the store o f  w isdom  culminates 

in the D h a rm a k iy a ,  U ltim ate  B ody.

14. Skt. sila, sa m a d h i , p ra jha , v im u k t i ,  and vim uk ti jh d n a d a rsa n a  are the five D h arm a-  

aggregates, o r  pure aggregates, o r  m em bers o f  the D h arm a-b o d y  o f  the B uddha (see 

Lam otte , p. 139, n. 30, and Glossary 2, under “ five pure aggregates” ).

15. These are the tw o  m ain types o f  M a h lyana  m editation . T he  fo rm er corresponds 

to the fifth transcendence and includes all practices that cultivate one-pointedness o f  

m ind ; the latter corresponds to the sixth transcendence, especially the analytic penetration 

to the realization o f  personal selflessness (p udga lana ird tm ya )  and phenom enal selflessness 

(d harm ana ird tm yd ) ,  or voidness. T he  latter is n o t  so well k n o w n  as the form er, w hich  is
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co m m o n ly  considered to be the main type o f  m edita tion : nondiscursive, one-po in ted , 

etc. Nevertheless, it is said frequently  in bo th  Scriptures and com m entaries that w ith o u t 

in tegrated  practice o f  both , the h igher stages o f  en ligh tenm en t will n o t  be attained. For 

m ore details, see Glossary 3 (under “ m ental quiescence” and “ transcendental analysis” ).

16. T ib. bag y o d \  Skt. apramdda.  This special type o f  conscious awareness is b o m , in 

relation to the m ost m inute details o f  the relative w orld , o f  the realization o f  voidness, 

a fact that gives fu rther  corrobora tion  o f  the apparent paradox  that know ledge  o f  the 

apparently  trivial is born  o f  know ledge o f  u ltim ate reality. “ W h o  realizes voidness, he is 

conscious” {y a h  sü n y a tä m  ja n a t i  so ’p r a m a t ta h . A n a v a ta p ta h ra d a p a sa m k ra m a n a su tra ,  quo ted  

in P rasannapadä , Ch. 13).

Chapter 3

1. T  has Chaps. 3 and 4 as one chapter, b u t I follow ed K and H  in divid ing them  into 

tw o.

2. Skt. u tsäha te . This has been translated m ost frequently  in its m eaning o f  “ fitness, 

capacity ,” as each o f  the m onks and bodhisattvas asked by  the B uddha to visit VimalakTrti 

replies w ith  the same ph rase : “ I am  no t f i t . . . ” or “ I am  n o t a b le . . . . ” H o w ev er , f ro m  the 

T ibetan  use o f  the w o rd  spro ba , w hich  means to be enthusiastic, inspired, gladdened, I 

chose to in terpret this in its m eaning o f  enthusiasm, w hich  in the negative gives “ I am 

n o t en th u s ia s tic . . . ” o r  “ I am  re luctant. . . . ” T h a t  is, none  o f  those asked by the B uddha 

are actually p re tending to be unable to visit VimalakTrti; they only plead their unw illing ­

ness, tim idity , etc., in o rder to be excused by the B uddha from  carry ing out his com m and.

3. Skt. tr idhä tavah . W orld  o f  three realms: o f  desire, pure m atter, and im m ateriality  

(see Glossary 2, under “ three w orlds” ).

4. Skt. nirodha. T he  th ird  H o ly  T ru th , equivalent to nirvana (see Glossary 2, under 

“ Four H oly  T ru th s” ).

5. VimalakTrti confounds Sariputra by dem anding  o f  h im  the ability to reconcile 

d ichotom ies in actual practice, i.e., by rejecting Saripu tra’s H inayana position and ex­

pecting h im  to fo llow  the w ay  o f  the bodhisattva. Sariputra reacts in the same w ay as 

the o ther m onks and bodhisattvas in this and the fo llow ing chapter: H e is o verw helm ed  

and speechless, yet in tuitively recognizes the rightness o f  VimalakTrti’s statements. H e 

can neither accept them  and pu t them  in to  practice n o r  reject them  o u tr ig h t  (see Lam otte , 

p. 142, n. 3).

6. M audgalyayana was k n o w n  as the “ forem ost o f  those en dow ed  w ith  m iraculous 

pow ers” (rddh im a täm  agrya) and was paired w ith  Sariputra as one o f  the tw o  leading 

disciples o f  the B uddha. VimalakTrti chastises h im  basically for failing to use his “ w isdom  

eye,” his superknow ledge o f  telepathy {paracitta jhäna), to de term ine  that his listeners were 

w illing and able to learn and understand the M ah ly an a  teaching o f  the p ro fo u n d  nature 

o f  reality, and for teaching them  instead the H inayana teaching, w ith  its one-sided em ­

phasis on  w orld-rejection , etc.
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7. T ib . rlabs th a m s  cad daň bral b a ; Skt. sarvataraňgavirah ita . Lit. “ free o f  all w aves” (of 

thought).

8. Skt. dharm adhd tu .  This is n o t the dharm adhd tu  (phenom enal element) included am ong  

the eighteen elements (see Glossary 2). It is one o f  the five synonym s o f  voidness included 

in M aitreya’s M a d h y a n ta v ib h d g a , I, 15— tathata  bhutakotisca  ’n im it ta m  param drtha ta  / dhar-  

m adhdtusca  p a r y a y a h  šu n y a td y d h  sam asatah 11— w here it is an a ly ze d jn  a ra ther unusual w ay  

as “ the e lem ent o f  D h arm a, f rom  w hich arise the ho ly  qualities o f  the sa in ts . . .  . ’’ H ow ever, 

Tib. dby iň s  definitely indicates in terp re ta tion  o f  dhd tu  as space, realm, etc., rather than 

elem ent; so, w ith  the proviso tha t it is a synonym  o f  voidness, I have translated it “ ultim ate 

rea lm ” (i.e., no  relative realm  at all). See Glossary 3, under “ ultim ate rea lm .”

9. Skt. bhú tako ti .  Also included am ong  the synonym s discussed in n. 8. See Glossary 3, 

under “ reality -lim it.”

10. This passage fo llow s H quite closely, b u t K is som ew hat different in details (see 

Luk, pp. 21-22).

11. This refers to those teachings (of su n y a td , etc.) the B uddha  reserves for disciples o f  

greatest ability, definitive teachings (m ta r thavacana ) as opposed to teaching m eant to 

develop disciples (to the po in t w h en  they can understand the definitive teachings), w hich 

arc k n o w n  as in terpretable  teachings (neydrthavacana ). See Glossary 3, under “ definitive 

m ean ing .”

12. M ahakasyapa was k n o w n  as “ the forem ost am ong  the upholders o f  the ascetic 

practices” (d h u ta g u n a v a d in d m  agrah) and was the B u d d h a’s successor as leader o f  the Saňgha 

after the Parinirvana. H ere he is engaged in one o f  the tw elve ascetic practices (see Glossary 

2), that o f  living on  food begged as alms (pa in d a p  a tika ) .  Thus, in the very execution o f  his 

specialty he is scolded by Vim alakirti, w ho  points ou t to h im  that such practices are in­

trinsically worthless and are useful only i f  com bined  w ith  the true equan im ity  reached 

th rough  the w isdom  that realizes voidness.

13. Skt. ekadesamaitrT. Kasyapa is favoring the po o r  here by depriv ing the rich o f  the 

chance to give food to h im  and thus benefit themselves.

14. T ib . ril p o r  ’dzir t p a \  Skt. p indagraha  (lit. “ n o tion  o f  mass” ). T he sense, w hich  o r ­

dinarily  binds us, o f  the “ objective” solidity and physical reality o f  things.

15. Skt. buddhagotra . All liv ing beings belong to this exalted fam ily because all have the 

capacity to w ake up to enligh tenm ent, conceiving its spirit w ith in  themselves and thence­

fo rw ard  seeking its realization (see C hap. VIII and Glossary 1).

16. Skt. Y a sy a  na svabh a va p a ra b h a va u  tad na jv a la t i ,  y a d  na jv a la t i  tad na sam ya te . This 

seemingly irrelevant sta tem ent, w hich  occurs again in V im alakirti’s speech to Katyayana 

(p. 29), is, in fact, h ighly  relevant to the m ain H inayana c o n c e rn : the bu rn ing  o f  the misery 

o f  the w orld , in w hich , they believe, m a n ’s cond ition  is like that o f  one whose head is 

ablaze. Hence their m ajor p reoccupation  is to extinguish that fire, ju s t as a burn ing  m an 

will seek w ater w ith  a frantic intensity to save himself. T hus Vim alakirti is telling M aha­

kasyapa and K atyayana that since they do n o t have intrinsic substance, self, o r  any im parted  

substance (i.e., self constitu ted  by  relationship w ith  o ther things), they  do n o t  really exist
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and, therefore, they  cannot bu rn  w ith  the m isery o f  the w o rld  and there is n o th ing  to 

extinguish in liberation (n irva n a  literally m eaning “ ex tingu ishm en t” ).

17. See Glossary 2, under “ eight branches o f  the holy p a th ” and “ eight false paths o f  

perversion .”

18. A m o n g  S u b h u ti’s o ther  strong points, he was k n o w n  as the “ forem ost am o n g  those 

w o r th y  o f  offerings,” d a k f in e y a n a m  agrah” (see Lam otte , p. 154, n. 27). Thus VimalakTrti 

challenges h im  precisely abou t his worthiness, defining it by  testing S ubhu ti’s equan im ity  

in the face o f  all the m ost u n w o r th y  things he can th ink  o f  and causing Subhuti to feel 

frightened and confused by  his o w n  adherence to  dualities such as good  and evil.

19. T ib. ' j ig  Ita o r  1j i g  tshogs la Ita ba \ Skt. kayadrs ti  or sa tkdyadrsti . See Glossary 3, under 

“ egoistic view s.”

20. T ib. m tsham s  m ed  lha— lit. “ the five (sins) (whose retribu tion  is) im m edia te  (after 

death).” See Glossary 3.

21. These truths are considered valid in the M ah iyana  as well as in the H inayana, bu t 

their in terp re ta tion  differs (see Glossary 2).

22. By “ fru it ,” VimalakTrti means any o f  the culm inating  stages o f  realization attained 

by  those w ho  practice the teachings, such as the four holy  truths, the tw ofo ld  selflessness, 

etc.

23. These six were w ell-know n  opponents o f  the B uddha, teachers o f  nihilism, sophism, 

determ inism , asceticism, etc. T hey-w ere allow ed to proclaim  their doctrines unchallenged 

until a famous assembly at SravastI, w here the B uddha eclipsed them  w ith  a display o f  

miracles and teachings. For details o f  their doctrines and further references, see Glossary 2, 

under “ six heterodox  teachers.”

24. T ib. non  m ohs  p a  m ed  p a  (lit. “ absence o f  passions,” o r  afflictions). H o w ev er ,K  and 

H  use “ nondispu ta tion ,” equivalent to Skt. arana, w hich  is actually equivalent to dispassion, 

since the “ struggle,” o r  “ d ispu ta tion ,” referred to is internal, the turbulence o f  inner 

struggle o f  one prey  to passions. This is perhaps m ore  appropriate  here, since Subhuti was 

renow ned  for his a tta inm ent o f  this state (see Lam otte , p. 154, n. 27; a ranav ihdr indm  

agro , etc.).

25. K and H : “ if  those w h o  m ake offerings to you  do no t find in you  a field o f  m erit .”

26. A ccording to the M ahayanistic understanding o f  the miraculous nature o f  the T hree 

Bodies o f  the B uddha, especially the “ In carna tion -B ody” ( N ir m a n a k a y a ), VimalakTrti 

h im self is an ex trem ely  likely candidate to be one o f  its operatives. Thus, one steeped in the 

M ahayana faith w o u ld  see h im  here as being subtly playful w ith  Subhuti. See Glossary 3, 

“ incam atio n -b o d y .”

27. T ib . y i  g e  de dag tham s  cad n i y i g e  m ed  p a  ste / m a m  p a r  gro l ba n i m a g to g s  so / chos tham s  

cad n i m a m  p a r  g ro l  bai m tshan  h id  do. K and H  differ slightly, bu t essentially have the same 

m eaning: “ Language does n o t  have an independen t nature. W h en  it is no m ore, there is 

l iberation.” In o ther  w ords, no  independent nature =  ultim ately  nonexistent; it is no 

m ore  =  w hen  the u ltim ate is realized; then liberation =  w hen  even w ords are realized 

to  be liberation, there is no m ore  duality, and there is realization. Ch. stresses the ex­



1 1 8  N o t e s

periential m o m e n t o f  pure gnosis o f  voidness. T ib . expresses this gnosis a long w ith  its 

nondual, posta tta inm ent w isdom  (prstha labdha jhdna) .  It is VimalakTrti’s last w o rd  on 

nonduality  to instruct Subhuti.

28. Purna , “ son o f  MaitrayanT,” was k n o w n  as “ the forem ost o f  expounders o f  the 

D h a rm a ” {d h a r m a k a th ik d n d m  a g ra h ; see Lam otte , p. 160, n. 42). A ccording to the Pali 

sources (as cited by  Lam otte), this very incident, o r  one similar to it, resulted in five hundred  

yo ung  m o n k s’ a tta inm en t o f  sainthood. In any case, it can be assumed that P urna  was often 

entrusted  w ith  the instruction  o f  young  m onks, and it was ju s t such an occasion on w hich 

VimalakTrti apprehended  him . His reproaches are along the same line as those given to 

M audgalyayana, only  m ore  explicit, i.e., that the great disciples should n o t teach the 

D harm a because they cannot recognize the affinity for the M ahayana in their pupils.

29. This means they  attained the eighth bodhisattva stage, called “ T he Im m ovab le ,” 

w here the bodhisa ttva becomes irreversible (a va iva r t ik a ) and previous to w hich  he is liable 

to  regression, even to forgetting  the spirit o f  en ligh tenm ent already conceived in form er 

lifetimes, as in the case o f  these m onks.

30. K atyayana was ren o w n ed  as the founder o f  the A bhidharm a tradition  o f  analysis o f  

the m eaning o f  the B u d d h a ’s discourses. H e was p ronounced  by  the Buddha, according 

to the Pali sources, to be the “ forem ost expounder o f  the detailed m eaning o f  the concise 

declarations (o f  the B u d d h a)” (aggo sa h kh it ten a  bhasitassa v i t tharena  a ttham  v ib h a ja n ta n a m ) . 

T ru e  to fo rm , VimalakTrti finds h im  w hen he is engaged in the execution o f  his special 

expertise (see Lam otte , p. 162, n. 49 and Glossary 1.

31. These four are called the “ four insignia o f  the D h a rm a ” (d harm am udra ) or “ four 

ep itom es” (see Glossary 2).

32. K and H  in se r t : “ T h a t all things do no t exist ultim ately is the m eaning o f  voidness.”

33. See n. 16.

34. A niruddha was said to  be “ forem ost am ong  possessors o f  the divine eye” {agio  

d iv y a c a k s u k d n a m ) .  See Lam otte , p. 167, n. 56, and Glossary 1.

33. Skt. d iv y a c a k fu .  This is the nam e for the supernorm al ability to see to an unlim ited  

distance, observe events on  o ther  w orlds, see th ro u g h  m ountains, etc. See n. 36 below .

36. Skt. pa h cabh i jhdh .  T he  divine eye is one o f  these (see Glossary 2, under “ five super- 

know ledges” ), and it can be attained by he te rodox  yogis as well as B uddhist saints and 

bodhisattvas.

37. This d ilem m a was m ore  em barrassing to A niruddha than confounding, since 

logically he could  have answ ered that o f  course his divine eye was com pounded , ju s t  like 

that o f  he te rodox  adepts. VimalakTrti touched his pride in this critique; hence the dilem m a 

he poses here bears only superficial resemblance to the M adhyam ika dialectic.

38. U pali was especially well k n o w n  as expert in V in iya , the code o f  monastic discipline, 

and was its chief com piler after the Parinirvana {v inayadhardndm  agrah).

39. T ib . the tsom  sol te bdag c a g g h is  Ituh ba las p h y u h  sig (lit. “ rem ove  o u r doubts and take 

us bo th  ou t from  the in frac tio n !” ). T he “ absolu tion” consists in the senior m o n k ’s listening 

to their confession and encouraging their resolution no t to repeat the infraction. Thus he 

grants no dispensations in regard to the retributive effects and only  gives them  the op ­
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po rtu n ity  to com e to a new  understanding and decision in their o w n  minds. This is tradi­

tional in B uddhist discipline.

40. T h e  “ nature o f  the m in d ” referred to is its voidness, or selflessness.

41. “ P u rity ” is inserted according to K and H , as m aking  m ore  explicit the “ intrinsic 

na tu re .”

42. Skt. V inayadhara .  As usual, VimalakTrti makes his po in t on the disciple’s hom e 

g round  : U pali was k n o w n  as v in a ya d h a ra n a m  agrah , “ fo rem ost upholder  o f  the discipline,” 

as the tw o  m onks m ention  in the next paragraph.

43. R ahu la  was the actual son o f  the B uddha and was adm ired  in the Sahgha as a renun- 

ciant and devotee because he forsook the th rone to jo in  the Sařigha under his father. T he 

Pali sources show  h im  dubbed  “ forem ost am o n g  those eager for tra in ing” (s ik s h a k a m d n a m  

agro). See Lam otte , p. 177, n. 70, and Glossary 1.

44. T ib . thog m a i daň tha m a i m thar  Ita ba daň bral bao. K and H  have instead: “ R en u n c ia ­

tion is beyond  this, that, and in betw een, being above the six ty -tw o  false view s.”

45. Som e verses o f  T son  Khapa sum m arize the M ahayana “ m ind  o f  renuncia tion” very 

aptly : “ R everse  the interest in this life by th ink ing  over again and again that leisure and 

op p o rtu n ity  (to practice the D harm a) are hard  to find and that there is no (fixed) duration  

o f  life. R everse  interest in the life hereafter by constantly m editating  upon  the inexorability  

o f  karm a and the sufferings o f  the w orld . T h ro u g h  such concentration , w hen  there is not 

the slightest am bition , even for a split second, for even the greatest successes in the w orld , 

the m ind  o f  renunciation has arisen.” See G. W angyal, D o o r  o f  L ibera tion  (N ew  Y ork, 

Girodias, 1973), C hap. V.

46. Even after his explanation, the y o ung  m en still confuse renunciation , a m ental 

concentration , w ith  the m undane act o f  entering  the m o n k h o o d . So VimalakTrti has to 

rem ind  them  that the conception o f  the spirit o f  en ligh tenm ent is the true renunciation, 

no t ju st a m ere change o f  clothes and habits.

47. T  has th ir ty - tw o  hundred , bu t K and H  have th ir ty - tw o , w hich  seems m ore  reason­

able.

48- Á nanda was ren o w n ed  for m any  things: learning, mindfulness, steadfastness, etc., 

and was the second leader o f  the Safigha, after M ah lk isy ap a . VimalakTrti finds fault w ith  

h im  w hen  he is being “ forem ost o f  a ttendants” (aggo u p a tth a k a n a m ), caring for the B u d d h a’s 

apparent needs as he did faithfully for tw enty-five  years.

49. See Lam otte , p. 183, n. 77, for learned references to this incident in o ther sources, 

no tab ly  Vatsasu tra ..

50- T ib . g z a n  m u  stegs can sp y o d  p a  p a  daň k u n  tu rgyu  daň gcer bu p a  daň tsho ba p a  d a g ; 

equivalent to Skt. a n y a tn th ik a  caraka par iv ra ja k a  n irgran tha  jT v ika .  I have sim ply rendered 

this “ heterodox  sectarians” so as no t to burden  the reader w ith  irrelevant names, as this 

expression is a cliché for all the heterodox  groups occurring  in o ther  M ah ly an a  Scriptures 

(see Lam otte , p. 186, n. 81).

51. Voices fro m  sky-gods are co m m o n  in M ahayana Scriptures.

52. See Lam otte , p. 186, n. 82, for ano ther  version o f  this episode translated by  K um ara-  

jTva in P ra jndpdram itopadesa .
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Chapter 4

1. M aitreya (lit. “ Loving O n e ” ) was predicted by Sakyam uni to be the nex t B uddha 

on earth ; he was designated to reign in the Tusita heaven, w hence all Buddhas descend to 

earth, until his incarnation, w hich, according to B uddhist belief, will occur in 4456 a . d .  

His characterization in M ahayana scriptures is that o f  having a certain naivete. M ahjusri 

often chides h im , and V im alakirti does no t let h im  rest on his laurels.

2. Tusita is the fou rth  level o f  the heavens o f  the desire-realm (see n. 1).

3. Skt. n iy a m d v a k r d n l i .  See C hap. 1, n. 4 7 , and Glossary 3, under “ ultim ate determ ina­

t io n .”

4. K and H  give a different rea d in g : “ H o w  then, M aitreya, did you receive the p rophecy 

o f  your atta inm ent o f  B u ddhahood  after only one m ore  b ir th?  D id  you  receive it as the 

reality o f  b irth  or as the reality o f  death? In the fo rm er case, this reality is uncreated, and 

in the latter case, it does n o t  die .” As always, C h. is less abstract than T ib ., bu t bo th  agree 

on  the general tenor o f  V im alak irti’s refu tation o f  M aitreya’s acceptance o f  the p rophecy 

as being valid on the u ltim ate level o f  reality (p a r a m d r th a sa ty a ta ). O n  the question o f  the 

validity o f  prophecies on the superficial and ultim ate levels, see Lam otte , p. 189, n. 89.

5. T he  thrust o f  V im alak lrti’s instruction here is that “ being  enligh tened” and “ being 

unen ligh tened” are valid designations on ly  on the superficial, designative, relative level 

o f  tru th . “ D iscrim inative construc tion” is that m ental process that seeks to “ absolutize” a 

relative thing , taking “ ignorance” and “ en ligh tenm en t” as u ltim ately real things. Thus 

in all the subsequent negational descriptions o f  en ligh tenm ent, the phrase “ on the u ltim ate 

level” m ay be understood  to avert a nihilistic in terpretation . See In troduction , pp. 1 ff.

6. Skt. d harm adhd tu . See C hap. 3, n. 8.

7. Skt. b hu tako ti . See C hap. 3, n. 9.

8. Skt. sadaya tanan i . Visual, auditory , olfactory, gustatory, tactile, and mental (see 

Glossary 2, under “ six sense-m edia” ).

9. T ib. m a m  p a r  rig p a  m ed  p a ;  Skt. a v i jh a p ti  (lit. “ w ith o u t means o f  cogn ition” ). Again, 

it m ay  be stressed that all these statements im ply  the qualification “ u ltim ate ly” (param dr- 

thena).

10. Lit. “ L ig h t-A rray .” H e was m entioned am ong  the bodhisattvas in the assembly on 

p .  1 1 .

11. T ib . b yah  chub k y i  sh in  po  (lit. “ essence o f  en ligh tenm en t” ); Skt. bodhim anda.  

H aribhadra defines it as “ a place used as a seat, w here the m a n d a , here ‘essence,’ o f  en­

l igh tenm ent is p resent.” See Lam otte , p. 198, n. 105. T he m ain “ seat o f  en ligh tenm en t” 

is the spot under the bo tree at Buddhagaya, w here the B uddha sat and attained unexcelled, 

perfect en ligh tenm ent. It is n o t  to be confused w ith  b odh im anda la , “ circle o f  en ligh tenm ent.”

12. This paragraph correlates the seat o f  en ligh tenm ent w ith  the six transcendences.

13. This paragraph correlates the seat o f  en ligh tenm ent w ith  the four immeasurables.

14. Skt. abh ijha .

15. Skt. sam grahavas tu .  See Glossary 2, under “ four means o f  unification.”

16. T ib . hes p a r  sem s p a .  Analytic concentration  that gains insight into  the nature o f  

reality, synonym ous w ith  “ transcendental analysis” ( v ip a s y a n a ) ; see Glossary 3.
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17. Skt. bodh ipaksikadharm a .  See Glossary 2, under “ th irty-seven aids to  en ligh tenm en t.”

18. K and H : “ It is the scat o f  in terdependen t orig ina tion , because it is like infinite 

space.” Ch. thus takes pratTtyasamutpada (see Glossary 1) as equivalent to sunyata, w hich 

is correct as regards its u ltim ate nature. VimalakTrti refers to the “ cessation-order” o f  the 

tw elve links o f  o rig ina tion : that is, s topping ignorance stops synthetic activity; s topping 

synthetic activity stops consciousness; stopping consciousness stops n a m e -a n d - fo rm ; 

stopping nam e-an d -fo rm  scops the six sense-media; s topping the sense-media stops 

contact; stopping contact stops sensation; stopping sensation stops craving; stopping 

craving stops grasping; stopping grasping stops existence; s topping existence stops b ir th ;  

and stopping b ir th  stops old age and death. This is the sequence o f  realization o f  the 

tw elvefold chain during  the atta inm ent o f  en ligh tenm ent on  the seat o f  en lightenm ent.

19. Skt. saddharm asam graha . H ere taken as “ in co rpora tion” in the sense o f  the b o d ­

h isattva’s incorpora tion  o f  the holy D harm a in all phases o f  his daily life.

20. T ib . ’gro  kar  ’d z in  p a . This bodhisattva is m entioned  in M vy , N o . 728, and in the 

R dstrapalapariprccha  section o f  the R a tn a k u ta  S u tra .  See L am otte , p. 204, n. 120.

21. Kausika, Sakra, and Indra all refer to the same god, centrally p ro m in e n t in the 

Vedas, w ho  in B uddhist cosm ogony  is regarded as the k ing o f  gods in the desire-realm.

22. Skt. S a kyapu trT ya .  This implies that JagatTmdhara, a lthough  a laym an, has religious 

vow s o f  celibacy in the bodhisa ttva o rder o f  Sakyam uni.

23. H ere VimalakTrti is show n as an em anation  o f  the B uddha , w h o  encountered  these 

same goddesses as temptresses during  his n igh t under the bodhi tree, w here  he subdued 

them . Here, VimalakTrti no t only subdues them  b u t goes a step fu rther  and causes them  to 

conceive the spirit o f  en lightenm ent.

24. See C hap. 2, n. 11. T h e  aggregates m urder  the spirit o f  en ligh tenm ent w hen 

falsely considered as “ I” and “ m ine” th ro u g h  egoistic views. T h e  elements, w hen  

egoistically m isapprehended as constitu ting  an experiencing subject, its objects, and its 

perceptions, poison the health o f  liberation. A nd the sense-media are like an e m p ty  tow n, 

as’there is no  personality living w ith in  them .

25. It is co m m o n ly  observed by  the B uddha and all the great B uddhist philosophers, 

such as N agarjuna, that m any  feel frightened w hen taugh t the p ro found  teaching o f  

voidness because o f  misapprehensions abou t that m ost healing o f  concepts.

26. Skt. d h a rm a m u kh a .  Certain  teachings are called “ D h arm a-d o o rs ,” as they provide 

access to the practice o f  the D harm a.

27. T ib . d r i n g z o  ba , o r by  as p a  g z o  ba \ Skt. kr ta jhah . This is one o f  the im po rta n t  themes 

o f  the m editation  o f  the spirit o f  en lightenm ent, o f  love and compassion. T he k ind  deeds 

o f  the Tathagata  consist in his appearance in the w o rld  in o rder  to save living beings, as a 

kind m o th er  will even sacrifice her life for her beloved child. This kindness is repaid by 

generating the same compassion for all o ther  living beings and conceiving the spirit o f  

en lightenm ent.

28. Sudatta is m ore com m o n ly  called A nathapindada; he was a great philanthropist 

o f  SravastT, k n o w n  as “ the forem ost o f  donors” (Pali; aggo d a y a k d n a m ) .  For num erous 

references see Lam otte , p. 211, n. 135.

29. Skt. m ah d ya jh a .  T h e  great sacrifice was an ancient Indian custom  w hich, in Vedic
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times, was the central ritual o f  the B rahm anic religion. It usually consisted o f  sacrifices to 

the gods o f  various m aterial things. By the B u d d h a’s time, it was no t u n co m m o n  for such 

an occasion to becom e rather a form alized period o f  donation  to priests, ascetics, and 

beggars. H ow ever, the B uddha co m m o n ly  declared that sacrifice and the g iving o f  

material things was infinitely less m eritorious than sacrifice o f  egoism and the giving o f  

the D harm a. This is the tenor o f  VimalakTrti’s critique.

30. Last phrase incorpora ted  fro m  K and H.

31. Last phrase incorpora ted  fro m  K and H.

32. This accords w ith  the “Jo y  Im m easurable, w hich  realizes the ultim ate liberation o f  

all beings fro m  the beginningless,” the standard description o f  the th ird  o f  the “ four 

im m easurables.” See Glossary 2.

33. Skt. j i v i t e n d r iy a .  O n e  o f  the nonm en ta l m otivations, defined as the force o f  life- 

duration , being a concept o f  the A bhidharm a. See T . Stcherbatski, C en tra l  C oncep tion  o f  

B u d d h ism  (London, 1923), p. 105.

34. H  follows T , b u t K has “ o f  realizing firmness o f  body , life, and wealth , consum ­

m ated  in the three indestructibles.” T h e  three indestructibles are infinite body, endless 

life, and boundless w ealth  (see Luk, p. 46, n. 3), b u t this concept is apparently  no t found 

in Skt. or in T ib . Nevertheless, T ib . has the same m eaning because the “ body , health, and 

w ea lth” here referred to  are no t m undane in nature, bu t refer to the true body, etc., o f  the 

B uddha. See pp. 22-23 .

35. In a later w o rk , this w ou ld  be taken as an obvious reference to T an tric  yoga, but 

here, this yoga m ig h t also be in terp reted  as a reference to the highest yoga o f  the b o d ­

hisattva, the yoga o f  the inconceivable liberation. See C hap. 6.

36. Sudatta here misses the point, apparently , and, instead o f  aw akening  to the trans- 

valuation o f  the n o tion  o f  sacrifice, he again resorts to a material sacrifice. Thus, VimalakTrti 

has to go  beyond  his previous sta tem ents and stage the fo llow ing miracle to m ake his point.

Chapter 5

1. M anjusri K um arabhu ta  is traditionally  regarded as the wisest o f  bodhisattvas. In 

T ibetan  tradition  he is k n o w n  as rgyal bai yab  gc ig , the “ Sole Father o f  B uddhas,” as he 

inspires them  in their realization o f  the p rofound . H e is represented as bearing the sw ord  

o f  w isdom  in his r igh t hand  and a vo lum e o f  the Pra jñdparam itdsü tra  in his left. H e is always 

youthful in appearance, like a boy  sixteen.

2. Skt. ya m a ka vy a ty a s td h d r a k u s a la .  T he  tw elfth  o f  the eighteen special qualities o f  the 

bodhisattva (M vy, nos. 787-804). See Glossary 2, under “ eighteen special qualities o f  

bodhisa ttva .”

3. This enigm atic  exchange signals the M adhyam ika tenor o f  the conversation. I have 

com bined  elements from  K and T , their differences being insignificant in the light o f  their 

agreem ent on the deeper m eaning. VimalakTrti alludes to the sim ultaneity  o f  the tw o  levels 

o f  tru th : O n  the u ltim ate level, no one comes, is seen, is heard ; bu t on the superficial level, 

there he is, is seen, and is heard. T here  is no conflict betw een the tw o , since the seer does
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n o t sec the voidness o f  the seer, the seeing, and the seen— all three are themselves voidness. 

M anjusri agrees, emphasizing the impossibility o f  certain know ledge, in the u ltim ate sense, 

o f  superficial realities and thus the ephem eral, dream like nature o f  their conventional 

reality o f  com ing, going , and seeing.

4. This ex trem ely  terse and subtle dialogue m ust be translated w ith  the greatest g ram ­

matical precision to avoid  confusion in m eaning. It is all too  tem pting  to translate the 

instrum ental case (Ch. y i i ,  T ib. k y is )  as genitive, rendering  the phrase “ e m p ty  b y  m eans  o f  

em ptiness” (s toh  p a  h id  k y i s  stoh pa)  as “ em p ty  o f  em ptiness,” w hich  then can be identified 

as the w ell-k n o w n  voidness o f  voidness ( sun ya ta su n ya td ) ,  V im alakirti says here only  that the 

buddha-fields are e m p ty  because that is their u ltim ate nature, n o t  that they  are equivalent 

to the emptiness o f  emptiness.

5. M anjusri implies tha t Vim alakirti is negating  the validity o f  the superficial reality 

(sam vrt isa tya) , since, granted  that the u ltim ate  nature  is emptiness, does that m ean that 

any particular superficial thing, such as a buddha-field , is em pty , even as a relative th ing?

6. V im alakirti ignores the im plication and repeats his sta tem ent o f  the u ltim ate reality 

o f  all things, m en tion ing  specifically m ental constructions (p a r ika lp a )  in place o f  b u ddha-  

fields.

7. T h en  M anjusri challenges V im alaklrti’s use o f  the u ltim ate nature  o f  emptiness, 

p rob ing  to see i f  V im alakirti m ig h t be hyposta tiz ing  emptiness as som ething, w hich  could 

be constructed m entally  o r  conceptualized.

8. V im alakirti rejects that possibility, finally in troduc ing  the concept o f  “ emptiness o f  

emptiness,” i.e., that emptiness is itself b u t  a conceptual construction  and, as such, is 

itself em p ty  o f  substantial, u ltim ate reality.

9. Skt. drstigata. See Glossary 2, under “ six ty -tw o  convictions.”

10. K : “ Sickness is neither o f  the elem ent earth, no r  separate fro m  it; and the same 

pertains to the o ther elements. Sicknesses o f  living beings arise from  the four prim ary  

elements, and I am  sick because o f  their sicknesses.”

11. T : hes bar s p yo d  p a  tham s  cad bstan p a  ste  / lp h o  bas n i m a  y in  no. K and H : “ . .  B ut 

n o t  to consider that they  have entered into the past.” T ib . ‘p h o  ba can mean either “ trans­

m igra tion  at dea th ,” o r  “ transference,” such as the transference o f  sin to another, w h o  

absolves the sinner w ith  his blessing. This is n o t  practiced in B uddhism , as no  absolution 

is effective: K arm ic effects cannot be avoided in any case, and the im p o rta n t  thing  is to 

cultivate the states o f  m ind  that refrain from  w rongdo ing .

12. Skt. p u rvd n ta b h u ta .  This refers to the B uddhist reasoning that there can have been 

no beg inning o f  tim e because som eth ing  cannot com e from  n o th in g ;  therefore there was 

no tim e w hen  there was no th ing, as opposed to the som eth ing  that appears to be here now . 

Hence to indicate their sense o f  an eternal past, this phrase is used, rendered  “ from  begin- 

ningless t im e .”

13. T he  tw o  th o u g h t processes here outlined fo llow  the pattern  o f  the m editation  o f  

the tw o  selflessnesses: personal selflessness and phenom enal selflessness, o r  selflessness o f  

things (p u d g a la n a ira tm y a  and d h a r m a n a ird tm y a ) . In short V im alakirti is equating  sickness 

w ith  the bodhisa ttva’s very existence in the w orld , and the cure he prescribes is the cure 

for all misery in the w orld.
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14. T he  concluding phrase on the voidness o f  voidness is incorporated  f ro m  K. N o te  

the central M adhyam ika  thesis that all things exist conventionally  as “ m ere designations” 

( pra jh a p tim a tra ).

15. This phrase is incorpora ted  from  K and H. O th e r  slight differences betw een C h. and 

T ib . in these passages do no t alter the essential meaning.

16. In perceiving objects, w e unconsciously assent to their apparent, self-sufficient, 

ultim ate existence and thereby are confirm ed in our innate phenom enal egoism. T h e  only 

antidote  for this deepest roo t o f  samsaric life is the subtle awareness o f  voidness.

17. Skt. a n u p a la b d h i , o r  and lam bana .  A bou t this im p o rta n t  m ethod , Bhavaviveka has 

this to say ( T a r k a jv a la , IV, ad. k. 23): “ In o rder to abandon adherence to materialism, one 

should condition  oneself to the cultivation o f  nonperception . So doing, even a single 

instant o f  the undistorted , spontaneous realization o f  the reality o f  all things will eliminate 

the stream  o f  passions w ith  their instinctual drives, these instincts being the cohesive force 

in objective appearance. Thus, w hen  no  objects are perceived, there is no occasion for the 

arising o f  instinct. This is the m ethod  o f  the M ahayana.”

18. This exam ple explaining the w o rd  “ bodh isa t tva” is strong evidence for the fact that 

“ sa t tv a ” here has its m eaning o f  “ h e ro ” or “ w arrio r ,” rather than m erely its m eaning o f  

“ living be in g .” This puts the Tib. byah  chub sems d p a , “ en lig h ten m en t-m in d -h ero ,” in a 

favorable light.

19. Skt. an u n a ya d rs t ik a ru n d  (lit. “ compassion o f  em otional convic tion” ). This is false 

compassion, according to  the M ahayana, as it is no t in tegrated  w ith  w isdom , hence no t 

effective in actually alleviating the sufferings o f  living beings. See Glossary 3, under “ great 

com passion.”

20. “ R e in c a rn a tio n ” is here used in the sense o f  “ vo lun tary  reb ir th ” to distinguish the 

com ing  in to  the w orld  o f  a bodhisattva as opposed to the b irth  o f  a norm al being.

21. T h e  phrase concerning m otivation  is incorporated  from  K, as it renders m ore 

explicit the exact difference betw een the tw o  practices.

22. This phrase is also incorpora ted  from  K. See n. 21.

23. Tib. b a g l a h a l b a ; Skt. anusaya .  This is equivalent to vasana , “ instinctual predilection,” 

and refers in B uddhist psychology to the subconscious habit patterns that underlie em o ­

tional responses such as desire and hatred.

24. W isd o m -lib e ra t iv e  technique integration  (p r a jh o p d y a d v a y a ) is the fundam ental 

fo rm ula tion  o f  the M a h iy ln a  path. It is the m ain d icho tom y  reconciliation the bodhisattva 

must incorpora te  in his practice. It is carried over into the sym bolism  o f  the T antra , w here 

w isdom  =  bell =  female and technique =  vajra =  male. T hus this integration  finds its 

m ost exalted sym bol in the T an tric  representation o f  the B uddha as male and female in 

union.

25. K and H  have one m ore  dom ain  here, “ w herein  practice is neither pure no r im p u re .”

26. K has “ transcendent k n o w led g e” ; bu t tha t w ou ld  no t be paradoxical, in keeping 

w ith  the general pattern  o f  this description, whereas “ transcendence” conveys the idea o f  

the bodhisa ttva accom plishing the transcendences for o ther living beings as well as for 

himself.
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27. See Glossary 2, under “ five superknow ledges.” T he  “ K now ledge  o f  exhaustion 

o f  defilements” is one o f  the five or six; hence the paradox.

28. K supplies the location here.

29. T h e  preceding statements concerning  the four foci, the four righ t efforts, the four 

bases o f  magical pow ers, the five spiritual faculties, the five pow ers, the seven factors o f  

en lightenm ent, and the e ightfold path  (from  K) are the practices k n o w n  as the thirty-seven 

aids to en lightenm ent, w hich  are all discussed in Glossary 2.

30. O rig inal Skt. quo ted  in Santideva’s S ik sa sa m u cca ya , p. 145, 1. 22: saddharm acakra-  

pravartana-m ahdparin irvana -sam darsanagocaras  ca bodh isa ttvacarydpar itydgagocara’s cdyam  api  

bodh isa ttvasya  gocarah.

Chapter 6

1. T h e  five aggregates that constitute all beings o f  the desire-realm (see Glossary 2).

2. Skt. ska n d h a d h a tv a y a ta n a . T he  “ three dharm as” chat are basic in the A bhidharm ic  

analysis o f  reality, as being inclusive o f  every th ing  in samsara and nirvana. See Glossary 2, 

under “ five (functional) aggregates,” “ eighteen elem ents,” and “ tw elve sense-m edia.”

3. These are the Four H o ly  T ruths, w hich, along w ith  the directives relating to each, 

are basic in H inayana teaching.

4. A direct attack on  the followers o f  the H inay lna .

5. T ha t is, p roduction  o f  n irv in a  and destruction o f  defilements.

6. This concludes VimalakTrti’s definition o f  the “ re lig ion” o f  B uddhism  in its true 

sense. A ny personal interest (i.e., selfish interest) in any th ing , even “ D h a rm a ,” “ n irvana,” 

etc., is nonetheless a selfish interest, and the D harm a obtains only  in the absence o f  selfish 

interest.

7. T ha t is, th ro u g h  his m iraculous p o w er  o f  teleportation.

8. A pprox im ate ly  India, a lthough  the cosm ology does n o t correspond precisely to 

m odern  geography.

9. This en th ro n em en t o f  the audience for a religious discourse is m ost rem arkable in 

the light o f  Buddhist trad ition , w here there is an explicit interd iction  against teaching the 

D harm a to anyone w h o  is seated even a few  inches h igher than  the teacher. It is ano ther 

instance o f  a T an tric  tinge, as the initiate is sym bolically en th roned  by  the precep tor  to 

receive the consecrations.

10. T he  “ inconceivable liberation” is said later (p. 54) to be on ly  a fragm en t o f  an 

inconceivably great teaching. As L am otte  points ou t (p. 250, n. 11), this p robab ly  refers to 

the teaching o f  the A v a ta m s a k a s u t r a , k n o w n  as A c in ty a v im o k s a s u tr a . This highlights 

the uniqueness o f  VimalakTrti, w h o  encompasses quintessentially the m ajor doctrines o f  

b o th  P ra jhapdram itd  and A v a ta m s a k a , the fo rm er em phasizing w isdom  and the latter, 

liberative technique.

11. These deities abide, respectively, on the four sides o f  Sum eru  and on the sum m it.

12. A rem inder that all these miraculous feats are only  for the purpose o f  disciplining
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liv ing beings. Similarly, on ly  those hearers w h o  are im aginatively  sensitive to  the extra­

o rd inary  w arp  o f  dim ensional distortion  set up  by  Vim alakirti will understand the 

inconceivable w eave o f  his instruction in the inconceivable liberation.

13. K is m ore  b r ie f  here, giv ing  essentially the second o f  the three sentences in this 

paragraph. H e is as explicit as T .

14. Skt. vd tam anda la .  T h e  ancient cosm ology m aintained that the cosmos was encircled 

by  an atm osphere  o f  fierce w inds o f  im penetrable  intensity (see Lam otte , p. 255, n. 15).

15. T here  is little d o u b t that this refers to the same teaching given in the A v a ta m sa k a .  

It is, how ever, highly  questionable w hether  it m entions any particular text, as Tib. 

bstan p a  (Skt. nirdesa) is “ teaching” rather than a “ tex t,” as in VimalakTrtin irdesa  (teaching 

o f  Vim alakirti).

16. Kasyapa brings up  an interesting po in t:  F rom  the M ahayana v iew poin t the saints 

(arhats) o f  the H inayana are less fortunate  than even the beginner bodhisattvas because, 

having elim inated their personal suffering, they cannot easily em pathize w ith  o ther living 

beings and hence find it hard to  be inspired w ith  great compassion. This makes their 

progress f rom  sa in thood to full B uddhahood  m uch slower than that o f  the bodhisattva. 

This loss o f  o p p o rtu n ity  occasions the “ cry o f  reg re t.”

17. A lthough  Vim alakirti m igh t seem to be relentless in thus dem olishing M ahakasya- 

pa’s no tion  o f  evil (his rigid dualism that holds M ira  as the opposite o f  liberation and 

virtue), ju st as the great disciple was filled w ith  despair at his o w n  sense o f  inadequacy 

before the teaching o f  inconceivability, Vimalakirti actually is encouraging him . Things, 

even Maras, are n o t  w h a t they  seem, and if  M ara can be a bodhisattva, then possibly a 

great disciple m ig h t attain to the M ahayana m ore  easily than his habitual notions m igh t 

allow h im  to think.

Chapter 7

1. T w e n ty  views o f  the aggregates as “ I” or “ m ine” (see Glossary 3, under “ egoistic 

v iew s” ).

2. This is the definition o f  the highest type o f  com passion: “ nonperceiv ing  great 

com passion” (a n u p a la m b h a m a h d k a r u n d ). T hus such com passion is pure sensitivity, w ith  

no  cognitive grasp on any person or th ing  as the identifiable object o f  its pow erfu l feeling 

(see Glossary 3, under “ great com passion” ).

3. Skt. mahamaitrT. In an effort to m aintain distinctions betw een B uddhism  and Chris­

tianity, translators have used all sorts o f  euphem ism s for this basic term . G ranted, it is no t 

the everyday “ lo v e” that means “ to like” ; it is still the altruistic love that is the finest 

inspiration o f  C hris t’s teaching, as well as o f  the M ahayana.

4. M anjusri voices the pressing question abou t the great love and compassion o f  the 

bodhisa ttva : Seeing living beings as nonexistent, h o w  can he feel love and compassion 

for them ?  As Vim alakirti indicates, the bodhisa ttva’s love is n o t  m erely com m iseration 

b u t a spontaneous overflow  o f  his great jo y  and relief in realizing the radiant na tu re  o f  

reality. A lthough  he grasps no  living being, he, being em pty  o f  himself, is u tterly  sensitive
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to  the oppressive g rav ity  o f  the “ living be ing” feeling o f  others, and his love is an o u t ­

pou ring  o f  his awareness o f  their true nature.

5. T h e  folk e ty m ology  o f  arhat  is arinam  h an tr— “ killer o f  enem ies” (passions and 

ignorance).

6 . K : “ . . .  because it is causeless.”

7. K  and H :  “ . . .  because it is always o p p o r tu n e .”

8. K and H :  “ It is the rendering  o f  blessings w ith o u t expecta tion  o f  re tu rn .”

9. Skt. samsara  =  life =  the cycle o f  births and deaths (see Glossary 3, under “ life” ).

10. T h a t  is, the p ro tec tion  o f  the B uddha is found , n o t  in m ere dependence on h im , 

b u t in self-reliant cultivation o f  one’s o w n  positive m ind.

11. T he  Skt. original o f  this famous dialogue has been preserved in the S ik sdsam uccaya ,  

pp. 80, 81: samsdrabhayabhTtena k i m  pra t isa r ta vy a m  / aha sarpsarabhayabhitena  m a h ju s n  

bodhisa ttvena b u d d h a m d h a tm y d m  pra tisa r ta vy a m  / aha b u d d h a m d h d tm yd s th a tu k a m e n a  ku tra  

s th d ta v y a m  / aha buddha m d h a tm ye '  s th a tu k a m e n a  sa rv a sa t tva sam a taydm  s th d ta v y a m  / aha  

sarvasa ttva sam a taydm  s th a tu k a m e n a  ku tra  s th d ta v y a m  / aha s a rv asa t tva sam a taydm  s th a tu k a m e n a  

s arvasa ttvapram ok$dya  s th d ta v ya m .

12. T ib . lj i g  t sh o g s ; Skt. s a tkay a . O bject o f  egoistic or materialist interest (sa tkayadrsti ) .

13. O riginal Skt., S ik sdsam uccaya , p. 140, 1. 20: abhu tapar ik a lp a sya  k im  m u la m  / aha  

v ipary astd  sarpjhd m u la m  / aha v ip a ry a s td ya h  s a m jh d yd h  k im  m u la m  / aha apra tis thdnam  m u la m  / 

aha apra tis thayah  k im  m u la m  / aha y a n  mahjusrTr apra tis thdnam  na tasya  k im c in m u la m  iti 

hyapra tis thanam u lapra tis{h itdh  sa rvadharm ah . Santideva in troduces the quo te  by the fol­

low ing  rem ark : “ I f  the superficial reality is baseless, h o w  can it be either valid o r  invalid? 

(Its validity is com parable  to) the illusion o f  a m an  (which can arise) even w ith o u t a post 

being there (to be misperceived). A nd  fu rtherm ore , w here  is the advocate o f  voidness w h o  

adm its the ultim ate existence o f  a post chat w ou ld  serve as basis o f  the false perception  o f  a 

m an? Thus, all things are rootless, their roo t no t being  established in reality .”

14. M onks are n o t  allow ed to w ear garlands or perfum es, etc.

15. Since the bodhisattvas have purged  their subconsciousnesses o f  the instinctual roots 

o f  em otional habit-paccems, they do  no t fear the surface manifestations o f  passions 

inevitable in w orld ly  life because these cannot affect them  deeply.

16. K : “ L iberation is neither w ith in  n o r  w ithou t,  n o r in be tw een .”

17. H ere S ariputra’s silence fails w here  V im alaklrti’s fam ous silence on  the subject o f  

nonduality  succeeds (see C hap. 9, n. 15). T hus silence per se is n o t  necessarily reflective o f  

highest w isdom .

18. T he  Hinayanists, from  the bodhisattva po in t o f  view.

19. Skt. S r d v a k a y a n a ,  p r a ty e ka b u d d h a yd n a ,  m a h a y a n a . See Glossary 2, under “ three 

vehicles.”

20. For num erous references concerning  the M ahayana doctrine o f  the “ unique 

vehicle” (ek a y d n a ), m ost explicitly stated in the L o tu s  S u t r a , see Lam otte , p. 27$, n. 32.

21. O rig inal Skt., S ik sd sa m u cca ya , p. 143, 11. 3 0 -3 1 :  P u naraparam  bhadan ta  sariputra  ye  

pravisantTdam  g r h a m  tesam sa m anan taraprav is tdndm  sarvak le sa  na bddhante  ‘y a m  dvitTya  

ascaryadbhuto dharm ah .  Santideva in troduces the quo te  by saying that “ the p u r ity  o f  the 

bodhisa ttva’s enjoym ents is for the benefit o f  others, like the purity  o f  his o w n  being .”
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2 2 .  A ccording  to L am otte  (p. 278, n. 34), this refers to four fam ous treasures, each 

guarded  by a g reat naga-k ing ; by  Piiigala at Kaliriga, Panduka at M ithila, E lapatra at 

G andhara, and  Sankho at Kas'i (Benares).

23. L am otte  (p. 220, n. 3 ; p. 280, n. 36) follows K and his com m enta tors  in identifying 

this “ D h a rm a -d o o r” w ith  a sutra called T a tha g d td c in ty a g u h ya n ird esa . H ow ever, it does no t 

seem quite certain that so m any Tathagatas w ou ld  be required  to expound  the same text. 

R a th e r,  it seems that this assembly o f  Tathagatas refers to the fo rm ation  o f  a cosmic 

m a n d a la , such as is fo rm ed  in the first chapter o f  G u h y a s a m d ja ta n tr a , and  the “ Secrets o f  the 

T a th ag a ta” w o u ld  then be the general nam e for any sort o f  T an tric  teaching. This w ould  

bear ou t the description o f  VimalakTrti as understanding “ the m undane and transcendental 

sciences and esoteric practices” (p. 21) and (by M anjusri) as penetrating  “ all the esoteric 

mysteries o f  the bodhisattvas and the B uddhas” (p. 42). This evidence can have been 

overlooked  by scholars o f  great erudition only because o f  their firm  conviction  that 

T an trism  did n o t exist in India at the tim e o f  VimalakTrti, o r  even o f  that Scripture. 

Scholars native to the B uddhist tradition  w o u ld  disagree.

24. Sariputra evidences his belief that en ligh tenm ent can be obtained only by m en and 

that w o m en  m ust first reincarnate in male fo rm  to reach the highest goal. Thus he cannot 

understand w h y  the goddess w ou ld  no t use her p o w er  to becom e a man.

25. This w hole  incident is quite similar to an exchange that takes place betw een 

Sariputra and the daugh te r  o f  Sagara, the naga-king, in the L o tu s  Su tra  (pp. 250-254). 

For an interesting discussion o f  the prejudice against females in B uddhism  in general and 

o f  the M id h y a m ik a  negation  o f  this prejudice as executed, for exam ple, by  the goddess, 

see L am otte , p. 280, n. 37.

Chapter 8

1. T ib . de b z in  gsegs  p a i  rigs. This te rm  arises from  a classification o f  beings into 

different groups (families) according to their destinies: disciple-family, solitary-family, 

B uddha-fam ily , etc. T h e  M id h y a m ik a  school, and the sutras that are its foundation, 

maintains that all liv ing beings belong to the B uddha-fam ily , that H inayana nirvana is 

no t  a final destiny, and  that the saints m ust eventually  enter the M ahayana path. M anjusri 

carries this idea to the ex trem e, f inding the T athagata-fam ily  everyw here, in all m undane 

things. See p. 65, and Lam otte , A p p e n d ic e , N o te  VII.

2. T h a t is, the miraculous M ahayana.

3. T h a t is, the jew e l o f  the spirit o f  en lightenm ent.

4. Follow ing  K and H , as T : “ H e follows the ways o f  the elements and the sense-media, 

bu t . . . ” is obscure.

5. All these enum erations, all being the opposite o f  Buddha-qualities and m ost o f  them  

evil, are listed in Glossary 2.

6. O rig inal Skt. o f  last phrase f rom  S ik sa sa m u cca ya , p. 7 ,1 . 9.: su m e rusam am  sa tkayadrstim  

u tp d d y a  bodhic ittam  u tp a d y a te  / tatasca buddhadharm a v irohan ti .

7. Skt. p a h ca k d m a g u n a h .  Visibles, sound, scent, taste, and tangibles.
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8. T h e  disciples are bereft o f  the em otional patterns related to inspiration, aspiration, 

etc., w hich  are necessary to fo rm  an intense h igh  resolve to attain any th ing . T h e  bodhisattva 

does n o t catch up to them  in w isdom  until he reaches the e igh th  stage (acala), the “ im ­

m ovable” ; hence he retains the em otional structure necessary for cultivation o f  great 

compassion until that h igh stage.

9. This corresponds to che sym bolism  o f  the “ F a ther-M other B u d d h a” (Tib. sans rgyas  

yab  y u m )  central in the T^ntras, in the fo rm  o f  the tutelary deity  (Skt. idam deva ta \  T ib. 

y i  dam ).  T he  m o th er  is w isdom  (p r a jh a )  and the father, liberative technique {upaya).

10. See Glossary 2, under “ th irty-seven aids to en ligh tenm en t.”

11. See Glossary 2, under “ four means o f  unification .”

12. K : “ W ith  the undefiled qualities as trees.”

13. T  has only  “ C overed  w ith  pure lotuses.” K gives “ seven purities” : purity  o f  (1) 

body  and voice, o r  m orality , (2) m ind, (3) self-control, o r  vision, (4) resolution o f  doubts, 

(5) d iscernm ent o f  paths, (6) know ledge and insight into bondage, and (7) nirvana. See 

Lam otte , p. 294, n. 26.

14. Follow ing K and H.

15. Follow ing K and H.

16. Follow ing K and H.

17. K and H :  “ A lthough  he know s that the buddha-fields are void like living beings, 

he practices purification o f  buddha-fields to teach and civilize those living beings.”

18. O rig inal Skt. fro m  S ik sa sa m u cca ya , p. 172: sarvasa ttvdna  ye  rupa rutagho$dsca Tritah / 

ek aksanena  darsenti bodh isa ttva  v isdraddh. See p. 54.

19. Skt. te j i r n a v y a d h i ta  bhon ti  m rta m a tm a n a  darsayx / sa t tv a n d m  p a r ip a k a y a  m d ya d h a r - 

m a v ik n d i ta h .

20. Skt. ka lp oddaham  ca darsenti u ddah itva  va s um dhardm  / n i ty a sa m jh in a  sa t tv a n d m  a n i ty a m it i  

darsayi.

21. Skt. sa ttva ih  satasahasrebhirekard$tre n im an tr itdh  / sarvesdm  grha  b h u h ja n t i  sa rv d n n d m a n t i  

bodhaye.

22. Skt. ye  kecin  m a n tr a v id y d  v d  s ilpas thand  bahuv id h d h  / sarvatra  p a ra m ip rd p td h  sarvasatt-  

v a s u kh d v a h d h .

23. Skt. y a v a n to  loka  pdsandah  sarvatra p r a vra ja n ti  te / nanadrst iga tam  p rd p td m s  te sa ttvdn  

par ipdca ti .

24. Skt. candrd v d  bhon ti  s u ry d  v d  sakrabrahm a pra jesvardh  / b h a va n t i  dpas tejasca pr th ivT  

m drutas  ta thd.

25. Skt. rogdn taraka lpe fu  bha isa jyam  bhon ti  u t ta m a h  / y e n a  te sa ttva  m ucya n te  sukhT  bhon ti  

a n d m aydh .

26. Skt. d urbh iksan ta raka lpesu  bhavan ti  p a n a b h o ja n a m  / k$udhdp ipdsam  a pan iy a  dharm am  

desenti p ra n in d m .

27. Skt. sastrantarakalpesu  m a itr id h y a y i  b h avan t i  te / avy a p d d e  n iy o je n t i  sa ttvako tisa tdn  

bahun . These three periods o f  tim e are part o f  the B uddhist scheme o f  the evolution  and 

devolution  o f  the w orld . A great aeon (m a h a k a lp a ) contains four aeons (ka lp a ). Each o f  the 

four aeons contains tw en ty  in term ediate  aeons (an taraka lpa ). O u r  w orld  lasts for tw en ty  o f  

these in term ediate  aeons. A t the end o f  each in term ediate  aeon, except for the first and the
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tw en tie th , three periods o f  tim e occur during  w hich  various disasters befall the hum an  

beings o f  that period. T h e  first, the tim e o f  sw ords, lasts seven days, and men go crazy and 

m urder  each other. T h e  second, the tim e o f  sickness, lasts seven m onths and seven days, 

and hum an  beings are stricken w ith  plagues. T he  th ird  lasts seven years, seven m onths, 

and seven days; there is d ro u g h t and ex trem e misery o f  starvation. (See A b id h a rm a ko sa  III, 

p. 207; Lam otte , p. 296, n. 37.)

28. Skt. m a h d sa m g rd m a m a d h ye  ca sam apaksa  bh a va n t i  te / sahdh isdm agri rocenti bodhisattva  

m ahdbalah .

29. Skt. ye  cdpi n ira ya h  kecid  buddhakfe tresvacin ti$u  \  sam c in tya  tatra gacchanti sa ttvdnam  

h itakarand t.

30. Skt. y a v a n ty o  g a ta y a h  kascit t iry a g yo n a u  p rakds itah  / sarvatra dharm am  desenti tena  

u cy an ti  n d ya k d h .

31. Skt. k d m a b h o g a m s  ca darsenti d h y a n a m  ca d h y a y in d m  ta thd  / v id hvas tam dram  k u r v a n t i  

ava taram  na denti te.

32. Skt. a g n im a d h y e  y a th a  p a d m a m  abhutam  tarn v in ird iset / e v a m  k a m a m s  ca d h ya n a m  

ca abhu tam  te vidarsayT. Ch. variant here unsupported  by  Skt.

33. Skt. sam c in tya  g a n ik a m  bhon ti  p u m s a m  dkarsanaya  te / rdgahkuram  ca sam lobhya  bud-  

dha jhane  s th d p a y a n t i  te.

34. Skt. g r a m ik a s  ca sada bhon ti  sarthavahah  p u ro h ita h  \  agrdm a tya tha  cam atyah  sa ttvdnam  

h itakarand t.

35. Skt. daridrandm  ca sa ttv d n a m  n idhdna  bhon ti  aksa yd h  / tesdm ddndn i da tva  ca bodhicittam  

ja n e n t i  te.

36. Skt. m dnastabdhesu  sa ttvesu  m a h a n a g n d  bha va n t i  te / sa rvam anasam udghd tam  bodhim  

p rd r th en ti  u t ta m a m .

37. Skt. b hayard itandm  sa t tv d n a m  sam tis than te  ‘gra tah  sada / a bha ya m  tesu da tva  ca p a r ip a -  

centi bodhaye .

38. Skt. p ahcdbh i jnas  ca te b h u tv a  rsayo brahmacdrinah  / sile sa ttvan  n iy o jen t i  k sdn tisaura t-  

y a sa m ya m e .

39. Skt. upas th d n a g u ru n  sa ttvan  pasyantTha visaraddh  / cetd bh a va n t i  dasa v d  s isya tv am  

u p a y a n t i  ca.

40. Skt. yena  y e n a iv a  cahgena sa ttvo  dharm arqto  bhave t  / darsenti h i  k r iy d h  sarvd  m a h o p a y a s u -  

s iks itah .

41. Skt. yesam  anan ta  s ik fd  h i anan tas  cdpi gocarah  / a nan ta jh a n a sa m p a n n a  an a n ta p rd n im o -  

cakdh.

42. Skt. na tesam ka lp a k o t tb h ih  ka lpako tisa ta ir  ap i  / buddhair  ap i vadadbhis  tu g u n a n ta h  

suvaco bhave t.

Chapter 9

I .  “ N o n d u a li ty ” (a d v a y a tv a ) =  “ M iddle  P ath” (m a d hyam apra t ipa t)  =  freedom  from  

extrem es o f  being and nothingness (a n ta d v a ya v iva r j i ta ) . For num erous references, see 

Lam otte , pp. 301-302, n. 1.
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2. T h e  bodhisattvas nam ed  in this chapter are n o t well k n o w n  in o ther  contexts, w ith  

the exception o f  Priyadarsana (p. 74) and Aksayam ati (p. 75), w h o  is the  B u d d h a’s in ter ­

locu tor  in the im p o rta n t  A k$ayam a tin irdesasu tra .

3. See In troduction , p. 5.

4. Skt. sam aropa  and apavada . These tw o  correspond to “ realism ” and “ nihilism ,” 

respectively, in the system o f  the Sa m d h in irm o ca n a , elaborated by  Áryasañga in the “ m ind- 

o n ly ” philosophy. It term s o f  the “ th ree-na tu re” (tr i laksana) theory , realism involves 

confusion o f  the conceptually  constructed w ith  the relative, and nihilism involves 

repudiation  o f  all three natures th ro u g h  repudiation  o f  the relative along w ith  the 

conceptually  constructed.

5. Small differences in K and H  do n o t affect the m eaning. “ U niqueness” corresponds 

to realism, the idea that each th ing  has its special character as a fixed essence. “ C haracte r ­

lessness” corresponds to nihilism.

6 . K and H  differ: “ ‘C rea tio n ’ (Skt. s a m s k r ta ; C h. M M ) and ‘noncrea tion ’ (Skt. 

asam skr ta ;  Ch. M M  ) are d u a l is t ic . . . , ” etc. (The rest is parallel.) Actually , w ha t is sam skr ta  

is miserable, and w hat is asam skrta  is nirvana, i.e., happiness. Thus this difference is no t 

significant.

7. T h a t  is, samsara and  nirvana.

8. H : “ ‘D estructib le’ and ‘indestructible’ are dualistic. K n o w in g  there to be no th in g  

destroyed or undestroyed, the bodhisattva calls ‘destructible’ w h at is utterly  destroyed. 

U tte r ly  destroyed, it is n o t  to be destroyed. T he destruction is instantaneous, yet there is 

no  p roduction  o r  destruction in an instant, so it is actually indestructible. T h ere  being no 

‘destruction’ in reality, there is no  ‘indestructib ility .’ T o  realize their voidness by  nature is 

the entrance. . . . ” K is m ore  brief, bu t essentially in agreem ent. It should be rem em bered  

here that “ destructible” =  the relative, and “ indestructib le” =  the absolute. Thus, 

Pratyaksadarsana is affirming that the superficial is the ultim ate , etc. See pp. 88-90.

9. See In troduction , pp. 1-4.

10. K : “ T h e  four elements and the void  are twain. B ut the nature  o f  the four elements 

is the nature o f  the void. T he  past and the fu tu re  are void, thus the present is also void. 

T o  k n o w  the nature  o f  the elements in this w ay  is to en ter . . . . ”

11. N o n dua lity  is applied to the tw elve sense-media, i.e., the six faculties (eye, ear, 

nose, tongue, body , and mind) and their six objects (form , sound, smell, taste, texture, 

and phenom ena). See Glossary 2, under “ six sense-faculties,” “ six sense-objects,” and 

“ tw elve sense-m edia.”

12. Skt. d n ih jya . Actions that, being neither good  n o r evil, p roduce  neither goo d  nor 

bad karm ic effects, hence are “ neu tra l” in result.

13. Skt. nirodhasam dpatti . T he  absorption in u ltim ate cessation o r  nirvana.

14. O ne  o f  the synonym s o f  voidness is “ truthlessness,” (Tib. bden p a r  m ed  p a ) ,  tru th  

being a relative validity and the ultim ate being beyond  tru th  and falsehood. Last tw o  

sentences follow  H.

15. This is the m ost fam ous m o m en t o f  the S c r ip tu re : V im alak lr ti’s m o m e n t o f  silence on 

the subject o f  nonduality , i.e., the ultimate. It is n o tew o rth y , how ever, that VimalakTrti 

does talk a great deal abou t the ultim ate on m any o ther  occasions; his silence here is given its
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special im pact by the series o f  p ro found  statements preceding it, w hich  culm inate in the 

sta tem ent o f  Manjusri to the effect that silence is itself the best explanation o f  nonduality . 

H ence all silence is n o t  to be exaggeratedly  taken as the p rofoundest teaching, bu t only 

such a silence in the special context o f  p ro found  th o u g h t on the ultimate. For example, the 

silences o f  the disciples in C hap. Ill, as they becam e speechless w hen  confron ted  by  the 

eloquent criticism o f  Vim alakirti, are n o t taken to be p ro fo u n d ; no r is the silence o f  

Sariputra w hen  questioned by the goddess in C hap. 8 accepted as any th ing  extraordinary .

C andrakirti,  in his P rasannapada  (p. 57, 1. 7 -8 ), has this to say in regard to the question 

as to w hether  the Enlightened O nes em ploy  logical argum ents o r  no t:  “ W h o  can say if  

the H oly  O nes (em ploy logical argum ents) or n o t?  T he  u ltim ate is inherent (even) in the 

‘K eeping Silent o f  the H o ly  O nes .’ W h a t then w ou ld  cause us to im agine w hether  they 

e m ploy  logical argum ents  or do no t em ploy  logical a rgum en ts?” It is im p o rtan t to note  

tha t equating  the u ltim ate w ith  the “ Keeping Silent o f  the H oly  O nes” in no  w ay  precludes 

the u ltim acy o f  their speech. As the Goddess say s to Sariputra (p. 59): . .d o  n o t  po in t

to liberation by  abandoning  speech! W h y ?  T he holy  liberation is the equality o f  all 

th ings!”

Thus, to im itate  the Scrip tu re’s pattern  o f  expression: “ Silence” and “ speech” are 

dualistic. Just as speech is u ltim ately meaningless, so silence exists only  in contrast w ith  

speech. Penetration  into the equality  o f  silence and speech is the e n t r a n c e . . .  (see Lam otte , 

pp. 317-318, n. 43.

Chapter 10

1. Those o f  the bodhisattvas w h o  are monks, o r  w h o  m aintain  ascetic practices, are 

allow ed to eat only  before n o o n ; o therw ise they m ust w ait until daw n o f  the next day.

2. A ccord ing  to L am otte , p. 319, n. 2, this universe is m entioned  in S ik sasa m u cca ya , 

L a h k d v a ta ra , and Prasannapada.

3. In P rasannapada , this universe is said to be ruled by  Sam antabhadra, n o t Sugandhakuta 

(see Lam otte , p. 320, n. 3).

4. T ib. de b z in  gsegs  p a i  m ts h a n \  Skt. ta thdga tandm a. T ib. m tsh a n  can be in terpreted  as 

m tsh a n  h id  (Skt. la k fa n a ) ,  i.e., “ the m arks o f  the T a thaga ta .” B u t this has a rather obscure 

m eaning, whereas T ib. m tshan  is also the honorific  for T ib. m ih  (“ n am e” ), and this is 

readily understandable because it is frequently  m entioned in M ahayana texts that the mere 

nam e o f  the B uddha confers great benefit w hen  heard o r  pronounced .

5. A ccording to K and H, he was seen rising in the air; b u t  T  has it that his speed was 

invisibly swift.

6. As there is no H inayana, m uch less ord inary  individuals, in that exalted universe 

(see p. 78), they do no t even k n o w  w hat m igh t be m ean t by  “ aspire to inferior w ays.”

7. T hus V im alakirti is praised as having the full mastery o f  the operations o f  the 

n ir m a n a k d y a  ( incarna tion-body  o f  the B uddha), i.e., as indistinguishable from  the Buddhas.
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8. T ib. hi tshe bai s p yo d  p a \  Skt. pradesakdr in  (M vy, 1610). This te rm  refers to the 

restricted, biased, n a r ro w -m in d ed  attitudes and  practices o f  the H inayana, w hich  itself 

is called Skt. pr ades ikay dna  (“ lim ited, or narro w -m in d ed , vehicle” ) (M vy, 1254). It is 

n a rro w -m in d ed  because it posits the reality o f  the elem ents o f  existence as apparently  

perceived and because it aspires only to personal liberation, no t to  the exaltation o f  

B uddhahood . T hus VimalakTrti is telling the disciples to set aside their prejudices while 

eating this blessed food.

9. O rig inal Skt., f rom  S ik sa sa m u cca ya , p. 144, 11. 1 -4 :  atha  ta to bho jand t sarvdvatx sd  

parsa t trp td  bhuta  / ha ca tad  bho janam  ks iya te  / ya is  ca bodh isa ttva ih  sravaka is  ca sakrabrah-  

m alokapd la is  tadanya is  ca sa ttva is  tad bhojanam  b h u k ta m  tesam tddrsam s u k h a m  k a y e  4v a k rd n ta m  

yadrsam  s a rv a su k h a m a n d i ta yd m  lokadha tau  bodh isa ttvandm  s u k h a m  / s a rv a ro m a ku p e b h ya s  ca 

tesam tadrso g a n d h a h  p r a v a t i  tad ya th a p i  nam a  ta syam  eua sa rv a gandhasugandhdydm  lokadhatau  

vrksandm  g an d h a h .

10. T h a t  is, the ten paths o f  evil karm ic action (see Glossary 2, under “ ten sins” ).

11. VimalakTrti epitomizes for the guest-bodhisattvas the teachings o f  the First W heel 

o f  D harm a, that o f  the Four H o ly  T ruths, the basis o f  the H inayana practice, and the 

A bhidharm a philosophy.

12. This paragraph is m odified in style w ith  the help o f  H.

13. T ib. s d u d p a ;  Skt. samgraha. Lit. “ collect,” i.e., gather together  in to  the M ahayana.

14. See n. 8.

15. Skt. S a s tr , i.e., B uddha.

Chapter 11

1. Skt. n iy d m a .  Destiny for the ultim ate element, reached at the stage o f  arya (see 

C hap. 1, n. 47).

2. O rig inal Skt., f ro m  S ik sa sa m u cca ya , p. 144, 1. 5: ya is  ca bhadanta  dnanda  b h ik su b -  

h ir a n a va k ra n ta n iya m a ir  etad  bho janam  b h u k ta m  tesam ev d v a k r d n ta n iy d m a n a m  pa r in a m sy a ti .

3. O rig inal Skt., f ro m  S ik sa sa m u cca ya , p. 140, I. 6: ya ir  anutpdd itabodh ic it ta ih  sa ttva ih  

p a r ib h u k ta m  tesam utpad itabodh ic it tdndm  pa r in a m sy a ti .

4. O rig inal Skt., f ro m  S ik sa sa m u cca ya , p. 140, 1. 7: ya ir  u tpdditabodhic itta ir  b h u k ta m  

tesam p ra tilabdhak$dn tikdnam  par in a m sy a ti .

5. Lit., “ Perfectly Accom plished Enlightened O n e ,” “ Thus(-ness)-G one O n e ,” and 

“ A w akened O n e .”

6. A nanda, as well as being “ forem ost o f  a ttendan ts” (see C hap. 3, n. 48), was also 

styled by the B uddha as the “ forem ost o f  the learned” (Skt. b ahusru tdndm  agryah)  and as 

the “ forem ost o f  those endow ed  w ith  m em o ry  and incantations” (Skt. s m r tidhdran ip rap -  

tanam  agryah). T hus he was the one w h o  rem em bered  the vast bod y  o f  the Scriptures and 

recited them  from  m em o ry  during  the first collection o f  the Sutra Pitaka, after the B u d d h a’s 

passing in to  final liberation.
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7. T h a t is, destructible (Skt. k$aya) =  c o m p o u n d ed  (Skt. sarnskrta) =  the superficial 

(Skt. sa m v r t t i )  =  samsdra. Indestructible (aksaya)  =  u n co m p o u n d ed  (Skt. asamskrta) =  

the ultim ate (Skt. param drtha )  =  n irvana .

8. T h a t is, the bodhisa ttva does n o t  p u t an end to samsara for h im self alone, n o r does he 

seek u ltim ate repose in the H inayana nirvana. T he  fo llow ing  instruction represents the 

B u d d h a’s o w n  sum m ation  o f  the bodhisa ttva’s reconciliation o f  d ichotom ies that 

VimalakTrti has been expound ing  th ro u g h o u t the Scripture.

9. Skt. deary a m u st i  (lit. “ T he  tight fist o f  the [bad] teacher” ).

10. Im m ora l persons, a long w ith  o ther living beings w h o  suffer their im m ora l acts, 

p rov ide  the bodhisa ttva the o p p o r tu n ity  to expiate th ro u g h  suffering any traces o f  bad 

karm a, as well as to practice generosity, tolerance, etc., and eventually  to gather into the 

discipline those same im m o ra l persons.

11. Skt. apra tiha tapra tibhdna . This is another synonym  for B u d d hahood  because only 

at that stage does the tu rn ing  o f  the W heel o f  D h arm a becom e autom atic , effortless, and 

irresistible.

12. See C hap. 1, n. 48, and Glossary 2.

13. Skt. bodh isa ttvasahgha . T h e  th ird  Jew el, the Sangha, is defined in tw o  ways: as the 

D isc ip le -O rder (sravakasangha) and as the B odh isa ttva-O rder (bodhisattvasangha). Thus, 

f rom  the M a h ay ln a  v iew poin t, n o t  only  H inayana m onks b u t  also bodhisattvas constitute 

the Sangha.

14. Skt. m tdr tha . M eaning  that is exact concerning the ultim ate and n o t  to be otherwise 

interpreted.

15. T h e  sixth superknow ledge (asravak faya jhdna )  is attained only by saints, o f  w h o m  

the B uddha is forem ost.

16. T h a t  is, he does n o t wish his ow n  ultim ate liberation until it is t im e for the u ltim ate 

liberation o f  all living beings.

17. H inayana teachings.

18. T ib. chos k y i  rtsi ba th a m s  cad sgrub p a i  p h y i r  4dus m a by  as la m i gn a s  so / 4di tar chos  

chuh  h u i  sm an  sbyor  bai p h y i r  *dus byas  z a d  p a r  m i byed  do. This sentence is absent in K and H. 

T h e  phrase chos chuh  h u i  sm a n  is p roblem atic , b u t  I have translated “ subtle”  rather than 

“ slight,” as better convey ing  the subtlety o f  effect o f  such an elixir, in keeping w ith  the 

m etaphor.

Chapter 12

I .  Skt. r u p a ta th a td sv a b h a va , i.e., voidness, as “ essence w hich is reality” is a euphem ism  

for “ essencelessness” (n ih sva b a v a ta ) .  T hus the T athagata  is the voidness o f  m atter, i.e., 

m atter  in the u ltim ate sense, n o t  m ere relative m atte r— and so on for the rem aining four 

aggregates. For interesting references on  the u ltim ate nonexistence o f  the Tathagata , see 

Lam otte , p. 3 54, n. 1. T h e  reference given there is w o r th  repeating here (from  P rasannapada , 

P- 435, quo ting  a V a ip u ly a s u t r a ) : “ Those w h o  see m e by  means o f  fo rm , o r  w h o  fo llow  m e



N o t e s  1 3 5

by  means o f  sound— they are involved w ith  false and ruinous views and will never see me 

at all. T he  B uddhas are to be seen by  means o f  ultim ate reality, since those leaders are 

D harm a-bodies, and u ltim ate reality is impossible to k n o w , as it is no t an object o f  

d iscernm ent.”

2. K and H : “ H e lives neither in any place, n o r in no place.”

3. T ib . k u r t g z i ; Skt. a laya, identifiable w ith  a la y a v i jh a n a .  H ow ever, as reference to the 

elaborate V ijnanavadin psychology o f  the “ store-consciousness” is o u t o f  place in this 

sutra, I have simply term ed  it “ subconsciousness.” K and H  have “ w o r ry .”

4. T he  B uddha o f  A bhirati, presiding over the eastern direction. In Tan tra , one o f  the 

five T a thaga ta s  (see L am otte , pp. 360-362, n. 9).

Epilogue

1. T  num bers this as the twelfth  chapter (m y Chaps. 3 and  4 are one chapter in T).

I took  the liberty  o f  calling this final section “ E pilogue” to preserve the coun t o f  chapters 

as twelve.

2. Skt. A c in ty a v ik u rva n a n a y a p ra v esa n ird esa .  This is a description, n o t  a title o f  the sutra, 

as it is n o t m entioned  on  p. 102, w here  the B uddha gives the titles to Ananda.

3. T ib. m chod rten. A m o n u m e n t shaped like a m o u n d  o r  cone, w hich  is erected as a 

m em orial to the m ind  o f  the B uddha, w ith  sacred scriptures representing his speech and 

traditional images representing his body.

4. Skt. A c in ty a v im o k s a n ir d e s a .

5. Skt. D h a rm a p u ja .  See pp. 98-99 .

6. Lit. “ King o f  H ealers,” norm ally  considered the patron  B uddha o f  medicine. This 

“ fo rm er life” (jitaka) story gives the “ antecedents” referred to in the title o f  this chapter, 

revealing events o f  past lives o f  Sakyam uni, etc.

7. These nam es o f  the B uddha fo rm  part o f  a traditional litany consisting o f  e ighty 

names. See M vy, nos. 1-80.

8. T he  b odh isa ttvap itaka  refers to the collection o f  the Vast ( va ip u lya )  Sutras o f  the 

M ahayana, supposed to have been collected supernaturally  by a great assembly o f  b od- 

hisattvas led by  M aitreya, M anjusri, and Vajrapani.

9. Vajrapani.

10. These four are called the “ epitom es o f  the D harm a (dharm oddana) or “ insignia o f  

the D h a rm a ” ( d h a r m a m u d r d ) . See Glossary 2.

11. These are called the “ four reliances” and are usually given in a different o rder: 

see Glossary 2.

12. See C hap. 5, n. 17.

13. R atnarcis was one o f  the tw elve T athagatas w h o  cam e often to  VimalakTrti’s house 

(p. 61) and is, according to  the P ra jhdparam itd  the B uddha o f  the universe Upasanta, in 

the western direction (see Lam otte , p. 384, n. 27).

14. A ccording to this belief in the blessed aeon o f  one thousand Buddhas, Sakyam uni
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is the fourth , M aitreya will be the fifth, and K akutsunda the sixth to  incarnate in this 

Saha universe. M aitreya is no t m entioned  here because he is considered to be already 

present in a sense, as Sakyam uni proceeds to transm it the au tho rity  for the teaching to him.

15. Gesture (m u d r a ) in the sense o f  characteristic a ttitude, o r  behavior.

16. T h a t is, the Lokapalas.

17. Skt. V im a lak ir tin irdesa .

18. Skt. Y a m a k a v y a ty a s td b h in irh d r a .

19. Skt. A c in ty a v im o k fa p a r i v a r ta . In regard  to these titles, see In troduction , pp. 4 and 6 .



Glossary

Sanskrit

A b h id h a rm a .  C onven tiona lly , the general nam e for the B uddhist teachings presented in a 

scientific m anner, as a fully elaborated transcendental psychology. As one o f  the branches 

o f  the C anon , it corresponds to the discipline o f  w isdom  (the S u tra s  co rresponding to 

m editation , and the V in a y a  to m orality). U ltim ate ly  the A bh idharm a is “ pure  w isdom , 

w ith  its coordinate  m ental functions” (p ra jh d m a ld  sdnucdra), according  to V asubandhu.

A b h id h a rm a k o s a .  A n  im p o rta n t  w o rk  w ritten  by  V asubandhu, p robab ly  in the fourth  

century, as a critical co m p en d iu m  o f  the A bhidharm ic  science.

A b h ira t i  (lit. “ Intense D elig h t” ). T h e  universe, or buddha-field  o f  the Tathagata  Ak$obhya, 

lying in the east bey o n d  innum erable galaxies, w hence V im alaklrti came to reincarnate 

in o u r Saha universe.

A c in ty a v im o k s a .  Inconceivable liberation o f  the bodhisattvas, a nam e o f  the A v a ta m s a k a -  

su tra , and a subtitle o f  the V K N .

A j i ta  K esa ka m b a la .  O n e  o f  the six he te rodox  teachers defeated by  the B uddha at SravastT.

A k a n i$ th a .  T he  highest heaven o f  the fo rm -w o rld , w here  a B uddha always receives the 

ano in tm en t o f  the u ltim ate w isdom , reaching there m entally  fro m  his seat o f  en lighten ­

m ent under the B odhi-tree.

A k $ a y a m a ti .  A bodhisattva in the assembly at V im alak lrti’s house, often figuring in o ther 

M ahayana sutras, especially A k sa y a m a t in ird esa su tra .

A k s o b h y a .  B uddha o f  the universe A b h ira ti ; also p rom inen t in Tan tric  w orks as one o f  the 

five D hyani B uddhas, o r  Tathagatas.

A m ita b h a .  T he  B uddha o f  boundless light; one o f  the five T a th lga tas  in T an trism ; a visitor 

in V im alaklrti’s house, according to the goddess’s report.

A m r a p d l i .  A courtesan o f  Vaisali w ho  gave her garden to the B uddha and his retinue, w here 

they stay during  the events o f  the sutra.

A n a n d a .  A m ajor disciple o f  the B u d d h a ; his personal a ttendant.

A n a n ta g u n a ra tn a v y u h a .  A universe o f  B uddha R a tn a v y u h a , also m entioned  in the L a li ta v is - 

tarasutra.

A n iru d d h a .  A disciple and cousin o f  the B uddha w ho  was famed for his m editative prowess 

and superknow ledges.

arhat. A ccording  to B uddhist tradition, one w ho has conquered  his enem y passions (klesa-  

ari-ha ta ) and reached the suprem e purity . See Glossary 3, “ saint.”

1 3 7
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drya. “ H o ly ” in B u d d h ism ; correctly “ nob le” only in norm al Indian ethnic context. 

A r y a d e v a .  O n e  o f  the great masters o f  Indian B uddhism . T h e  main disciple o f  N agaijuna , 

he lived in the early a . d .  centuries and w ro te  num erous im p o rta n t  w orks o f  M adhyam ika 

philosophy.

A r y d s a h g a . This great Indian philosopher lived in the fourth  century  and was the founder 

o f  the Vijnanavada, o r  “ C onsciousness-O nly ,” school o f  M ahayana B uddhism . 

dryasrdvaka . A holy disciple; practitioner o f  H inayana teaching.

A s o k a .  U niverse w hence comes the B rahm a Sikhin. 

asura. T itan  (see Glossary 2, under “ five states o f  existence” ).

A t i s a  (982-1055). Perhaps the last o f  the universally acclaimed masters o f  Indian B uddhism , 

he was ex trem ely  influential in T ibetan  Buddhism , as he spent the last seventeen years o f  

his life in T ibet, b ring ing  m any  im p o rtan t teachings and aiding in the w o rk  o f  correction 

o f  teachings translated earlier.

A v a lo k i te s v a r a .  A bodhisa ttva em blem atic  o f  the great com passion; o f  great im portance 

in T ibe t as special p ro tec to r  o f  the religious life o f  the coun try  and in China, in female 

fo rm , as K w anyin , protectress o f  w om en , children, and animals.

A v a ta m sa k a su tra .  This vast M ahayana Scripture deals w ith  the m iraculous side o f  the 

M ahayana. It is im p o rta n t  in relation to the V K N , since the la tte r’s fifth chapter, “ T he 

Inconceivable L iberation ,” is a h ighly  abbreviated version o f  the essential teaching o f  the 

form er.

A v ic i  hell. T h e  low est hell.

Bhai$ajyardja  (lit. “ K ing  o f  M edicine” ). T athagata  o f  the universe M ahavyuha, during  the 

aeon called Vicarana, w h o  taugh t the Prince C handracchattra , a fo rm er life o f  B uddha 

Sakyam uni, abou t the D harm a-w orsh ip  (see V K N , Epilogue, above). In later Buddhism , 

this B uddha is believed to be the supernatural pa tron  o f  healing and medicine. 

B h d v a v iv e k a  (c. a . d .  400). A m ajor Indian philosopher, a m aster o f  the M adhyam ika school 

o f  B uddhism , w ho  founded  a sub-school k n o w n  as Svatantrika. 

b h ik su  (lit. “ beg g ar” ). B uddhist m endicant m o n k ; b h ik su n x is the female counterpart. 

bodh im anda . T h e  seat o f  en ligh tenm ent, w herein  is concentrated  the essence o f  en lighten­

m ent, as fully described by  VimalakTrti to P rabhavyuha, in C hap . 4 above. 

bodhisa ttva . A living being w ho  has p roduced  the spirit o f  en ligh tenm ent in h im self and 

w hose constant dedication, lifetime after lifetime, is to  attain the unexcelled, perfect 

en ligh tenm ent o f  B uddhahood .

B odh isa t tva p i ta ka .  T h ere  is a M ahayana Scripture o f  this nam e, b u t the w o rd  m ore  usually 

refers to the w hole  collection (p i ta ka ) o f  M ahayana Scriptures, to distinguish them  from  

the T hree  Collections ( T r ip i ta k a ) o f  the H inayana.

Brahm a .  C rea to r-lo rd  o f  a universe, there being as m any  as there are universes, whose 

n u m b er  is incalculable. Hence, in Buddhist belief, a title o f  a deity w ho  has attained 

suprem acy in a particular universe, rather than  a personal nam e. For example, the
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B rahm a o f  the Asoka universe is personally called Sikhin, to distinguish h im  fro m  other 

Brahmas.

B uddha  (lit. “ aw akened  o n e” ). T itle o f  one w h o  has attained the highest a tta inm ent 

possible for a living being. “ T h e  B u d d h a” often designates Sakyam uni because he is the 

B uddha m ainly in charge o f  the buddha-field  o f  o u r Saha universe.

B uddha  G a y a .  A ncient nam e for the to w n  in Bihar province, w here  the B uddha attained his 

highest en ligh tenm ent under the Bodhi-tree. M od ern  nam e, B odh  Gaya.

buddhagotra  (lit. “ fam ily” or “ lineage o f  the B u d d h a ”). O n e  becom es a m em b er  on the 

first bodhisattva stage.

Buddhapd lita  (c. fourth  century). A great M adhyam ika master, w h o  was later regarded as 

the founder o f  the Prasangika sub-school.

C a kra va d a .  A m ounta in  in this sutra and m any  others; but, in systematized Buddhist 

cosm ology, the nam e o f  the ring o f  m ountains that surrounds the w orld .

Candracehattra. Son o f  the k ing R atnacchattra , m entioned  in the form er-life  story told by 

the B uddha to  Sakra in the Epilogue.

Candracehattra. C h ie f  o f  the Licchavi.

C a n d ra k ir t i  (c. sixth century). T he  m ost im p o rta n t  M adhyam ika philosopher after N ag ar-  

ju n a  and A ryadeva, he refined the philosophical m ethods o f  the school to  such a degree 

that later m em bers o f  the tradition  considered h im  one o f  the highest authorities on the 

subject o f  the p ro fo u n d  nature o f  reality.

C h 'a n .  Chinese w o rd  for d h y a n a , w hich  was adopted  as the nam e o f  the school o f  M ahay lna  

practice founded  b y  B odhidharm a, and later to becom e fam ous in the west as Zen.

C h o s  Ñ i d  T s h u l  K h r im s .  T ibe tan  translator o f  the V K N  in the n in th  century , also well 

k n o w n  for his collaboration in com piling  the M a h d v y u tp a t t i  (Skt.-T ib. dictionary).

C ittam a tra .  A nam e o f  the V ijñanavada school o f  M ahayána B uddhist philosophy.

deva. General te rm  for all sorts o f  gods and deities.

D h a rm a .  T he  second o f  the T hree  Jewels, that is, the teaching o f  the B uddha.

D usprasdha .  B uddha o f  the universe MarTci, located six ty-one universes aw ay ; m entioned  

also in o ther  M ahayana Scriptures, w ith  the interesting coincidence that his teaching 

ceased at the m o m e n t Sakyam uni began teaching at Benares.

G and h a m d d a n a .  A m ounta in  k n o w n  for its incense trees.

gandh a rva  (lit. “ scent-eater” ). A heavenly musician.

G a n d h a v y ü h d h d r a .  Deities w h o  attend on  the B uddha Sugandhakuta  in the universe Sarva- 

gandhasugandha.

garuda.  M agical bird, w hich  protects fro m  snakes.

G u h y a s a m d ja ta n tr a . Perhaps the earliest Scripture o f  Indian Buddhist T an trism  (c. third 

century), som e o f  w hose doctrines are strikingly similar to the “ reconciliation o f  

d ichotom ies” o f  the V K N .
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H im a d r i . A m ounta in .

H in a ya n a . T he  “ Lesser Vehicle” o f  B uddhism , taugh t by  the B uddha  for those unable im ­

mediately to conceive the spirit o f  en ligh tenm ent, as a means for th em  to attain personal 

liberation. It is used o f  course in the M ahayana Scriptures, as a contrast to their ow n  

“ Great V ehicle,” w hich  is taugh t as a means for living beings o f  the loftiest aspiration to 

attain the liberation o f  self and others th ro u g h  sim ultaneous perfection o f  w isdom  and 

compassion, that is called B uddhahood .

H siian  T sa n g  (seventh century). O n e  o f  the greatest translators in w o rld  history, he traveled 

to India, w here  he lived for m any  years, studying Sanskrit and all the sciences o f  the day. 

O n  his re tu rn  to C hina he translated m any  volum es o f  im p o rtan t philosophical and 

religious w orks. H e translated the V K N  in 650.

Itidra. A m ajor god  in the Vedic pantheon, he dw ind led  in im portance  after Vedism was 

transform ed in to  H induism  in the early a . d .  centuries. H ow ev er , he was reinstated 

in Buddhist Scriptures as the k ing  o f  the gods and as a disciple o f  the Buddha and pro tec to r  

o f  the D harm a and its practicers.

Jaga tim dhara . A bodhisa ttva laym an o f  Vaisafi, w ho  is saved by Vim alaklrti from  being 

fooled by M ira  posing as Indra.

J a m b u d v ip a . T he  “ R ose-app le  con tinen t,” a nam e for the h u m an  w orld  in the ancient 

Indian cosm ology, it can be translated perhaps as “ this earth ,” o r  even as “ India.”

J in a  (lit. “ C o n q u e ro r” ). A nam e o f  the B uddha.

K a k u d a  K a ty d y a n a . O n e  o f  the six heterodox  teachers.

K a k u tsu n d a .  T h e  sixth B uddha o f  the “ G ood  A eo n ” (bhadrakalpa) o f  one thousand Buddhas, 

our o w n  Sakyam uni having been the fourth , and M aitreya expected to com e as the 

fifth.

K d la p a r v a ta . A m ounta in .

karm a. Generally m eaning  “ w o rk ,” o r  “ action ,” it is an im po rta n t  concept in B uddhist 

philosophy as the cum ulative force o f  p rev io u s ' actions, w hich  determ ines present 

experience and will de term ine  fu ture existences.

K a u s ik a .  A no ther nam e for Indra.

k im nara . A m ythical being w ith  a horse’s head and h um an  body.

K rakucchanda . First o f  the thousand Buddhas o f  this good  aeon o f  our universe.

K um ara jTva . T ranslator o f  the V K N  into Chinese (344-409).

Lalitav is tarasu tra . T h e  “ Scripture o f  the Great P lay ,” in w hich  the life o f  the B uddha is 

recorded.

L ankava td rasu tra . T h e  “ Scripture o f  the Visit to C ey lon ,” it records the B u d d h a’s teachings 

to R avana , the k ing o f  that country , and is an im p o rtan t scriptural source for the 

Vijnanavada school.

L icchavi. N am e  o f  the tribe and republican city-state whose capital was Vaisall, w here 

Vim alaklrti lived, and the m ain  events o f  the V K N  take place.
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L okap a la s  (lit. “ W o rld -P ro tec to rs” ). T hey  are the same as the four Maharajas, the great 

kings o f  the quarters, w hose mission is to repo rt on the activities o f  m ankind  to the gods 

o f  the Trayastrim sa heaven and w ho  have p ledged to p ro tec t the practitioners o f  the 

D harm a.

L otsvaba .  T ibetan  w o rd  for a translator, derived from  che Skt. lo k a ca ksu h , w hich means 

“ Eye o f  the People ,” o r  “ Eye o f  the W o r ld ” (like Greek cosm os , Skt. loka  means bo th  

“ w o r ld ” and “ people” ). In T ibet, the translators w ere h o nored  w ith  this title o f  “ Cosm ic 

Eye,” because their study and w o rk  enabled the people to see che higher teachings 

b ro u g h t from  th e ‘H o ly  Land o f  India.

M a d h y a m a k a .  Teaching o f  the M iddle W ay.

M a d h y a m ik a .  School based on M adhyam aka, and followers o f  that school.

M a d h y a n ta v ib h a g a .  T h e  “ Analysis o f  the M iddle and the E xtrem es,” it is an im po rta n t  w o rk  

o f  Vijnanavada philosophy, said to have been received as a revelation from  the future 

B uddha M aitreya by  the great scholar and saint, A ryasanga, after tw elve years o f  m edi­

tation.

M ahdca k ra vd d a . A m ounta in , o r  som etim es a range o f  m ountains.

M a h a k a s y a p a .  Forem ost disciple o f  the B uddha ; he inherited  the leadership o f  the Sangha 

after the Parinirvaiia.

M a h d k a ty a y a n a .  Disciple o f  the B uddha  no ted  for his skill in analysis o f  the B u d d h a ’s 

discourses and, traditionally, the founder o f  the A bhidharm a.

M a h a m u c il in d a .  A m ountain .

M ah a s id d h a .  A “ G reat Sorcerer,” a master o f  the esoteric teachings and practices o f  

M a h iy in a  B uddhism .

M a h a v y u h a .  T he  nam e o f  one o f  the bodhisattvas in the assembly in C hap . 1. Also the nam e 

o f  the universe in the distant past w here  the B uddha  Bhai$ajyaraja presided, and taugh t 

the prince C handracchattra  abou t the D h arm a-w o rsh ip  (in the Epilogue).

M a h a y a n a .  T h e  “ Great Vehicle” o f  B uddhism , called “ grea t” because it carries all living 

beings to en ligh tenm ent o f  B uddhahood . It is distinguished f rom  the H inay lna , in­

cluding che Sravakayana (Disciple Vehicle) and P ra tyekabuddhayana (Solitary Sage 

Vehicle), w hich on ly  carries each person w ho  rides on  it to their o w n  personal liberation.

m ahoraga. A m ythical serpent race.

M a itre y a .  A bodhisattva present th ro u g h o u t the sutra, prophesied as one b irth  aw ay from  

B uddhahood  and designated by Sakyam uni as the nex t B uddha in the succession o f  one 

thousand Buddhas o f  ou r era. A ccording  to tradition, he resides in the Tusita heaven 

preparing  for his descent to earth at the appropria te  time.

m andala . A mystic diagram , usually consisting o f  a square w ith in  a circle, used to define a 

sacred space in the con tex t o f  esoteric rituals o f  initiation and consecration prelim inary  

to certain advanced m editational practices.

M ahju irT .  T h e  eternally youthful crow n  prince (k u m a ra b h u ta ), so called because o f  his
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special identification w ith  the P ra jhaparam ita ,  o r  T ranscendence o f  w isdom . As Prince 

o f  W isdom , he is the only  m em ber  o f  the B u d d h a’s retinue w h o  volunteers to visit 

V im alaklrti, and he serves as V im alakirti 's principal in terlocu tor  th ro u g h o u t the 

Scripture.

M a r a .  T he  devil, or evil one, w h o  leads the forces o f  the gods o f  the desire-w orld in seeking 

to tem p t and seduce the B uddha  and his disciples. B u t according to V im alaklrti he is 

actually a bodhisa ttva w h o  dwells in the inconceivable liberation and displays evil 

activities in o rder  to s trengthen and consolidate the h igh  resolve o f  all bodhisattvas.

M aric i . U niverse o f  the B uddha  D usprasiha.

M d s k d r in  G o sa l ipu tra . O n e  o f  the six he te rodox  teachers.

M a u d g a ly d y a n a  (M a h a -). O n e  o f  the ch ief disciples, paired w ith  Sariputra.

M e r u d h v a ja . Buddha-field  bey o n d  buddha-fields as num erous as the sands o f  thirty-six  

Ganges rivers, adm inistered  b y  the B uddha M erupradiparaja, w hence Vim alaklrti 

obtains the lion-thrones on  w hich  he seats his visitors.

M erupra d ip a ra ja .  B uddha  o f  the universe M erudhvaja.

M u c i l in d a .  A m ounta in .

naga. O n e  o f  the lords o f  the ocean, appearing as a great, m any  headed, sea dragon.

N d g d r ju n a .  Saint, scholar, and mystic o f  B uddhist India f ro m  ab o u t four hundred  years 

after the B u d d h a ; discoverer o f  the M ahayana Scriptures and au tho r o f  the fundam ental 

M adhyam aka treatise.

N a r d y a n a .  In Indian lore, incarnation  o f  Visnu, w hose strength  was legendary  (see A b h i -  

d h arm akosa  VII, pp. 72-74).

N ir g r a n th a  J h a t ip u tr a .  O n e  o f  the six heterodox  teachers.

nirvan a .  Final liberation from  suffering. In the H inayana it is believed attainable by  turning 

aw ay from  the w o rld  o f  living beings and transcending all afflictions and selfishnesses 

th ro u g h  m editative trances. In the M ah iyana , it is believed attainable on ly  by  the 

atta inm en t o f  B uddhahood , the nondual realization o f  the indivisibility o f  life and 

liberation, and the all-pow erful compassion that establishes all living beings simul­

taneously in their o w n  liberations.

Pali. T he  canonical language o f  C eylonese Buddhists, believed to be very similar to the 

colloquial language spoken by  Sakyam uni B uddha.

p a r in irvd n a .  A m ore  em phatic  te rm  for n ir v a n a , w hen  it is used in reference to  the apparent 

passing aw ay o f  a physical bod y  o f  a Buddha.

P ra b h a v y u h a .  A bodhisa ttva present in the open ing  assembly, w h o  later tells the story  o f  

his encounter w ith  V im alaklrti, w h o  discourses to h im  abou t the seat o f  enlightenm ent.

Pra jndparam ita . T ranscendental w isdom , being the p ro fo u n d  nondual understanding o f  

the u ltim ate reality, o r  voidness, o r  relativity, o f  all th ings; personified as a goddess, 

she is w orsh iped  as the “ M o th e r  o f  all B uddhas” (S a r v a j in a m d td ).

P rajhdpdram itasu tra . T h e  Scrip ture in w hich  the transcendental w isdom  is taught. T here  are
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nineteen versions o f  different lengths, rang ing  f rom  the Heart Scripture o f  a few  pages to 

the H u n d r e d - T h o u s a n d .  A great deal o f  in form ation  about these Scriptures can be found 

in the w orks o f  D r. E dw ard  Conze.

P ra jhaparam itopadesa . A co m m en tary  on  the Pra jhdpdram itd su tra s , com posed by Kum arajiva 

from  oral traditions derived fro m  N ag lr ju n a , and partially translated f rom  Chinese into 

French by  D r. Etienne Lam otte , as T ra i té  de la G ra n d e  V ertu  de la Sagesse , Louvain, 

1944-1949 (B ibliotheque du M uséon, 18).

P rdsahg ika . T he  sub-school o f  the M adhyam ika philosophical school founded  by  B uddha- 

palita and fu rther developed by  Candrakirti.

Prasannapadd.  C an d rak lr ti’s m ajor co m m en tary  on  N ag a r ju n a ’s F u n d a m e n ta l  S ta n z a s  on  

W is d o m .

pr a ti tya sam u tpada .  R e la tiv ity , o r  dependent orig ination.

pra iye ka b u d d h a .  A solitary sage, practitioner o f  H inayana teaching.

Priyadarsana.  A yo u n g  Licchavi, believed by  T ibe tan  tradition  to have been a fo rm er life 

o f  N agarjuna , as based on the Suvarnaprabhdsasu tra .

Purana  K a s ya p a .  O ne  o f  the six h e te rodox  teachers.

P urn a m a itrd ya n lp u tra .  Disciple o f  the B uddha n o ted  for his ability as a preacher o f  the 

H inayana teaching, especially skillful in the conversion and train ing  o f  y o u n g  m onks.

R d h u la .  Sakyam uni B u d d h a ’s o w n  son, w h o  becam e a distinguished disciple.

R a tn a b a h u la .  O n e  o f  the B uddhas w h o  assembled at V im alak ir ti’s house to teach esoteric 

practices, according to the goddess (Chap. 7).

Ratnacandra . O n e  o f  the Buddhas w h o  assembled at V im alaklrti’s house to teach the 

T a th a g a ta g u h y a k a } according to the goddess.

Ratnacchattra .  W h ee l- tu rn ing  k ing said by the B uddha to be a fo rm er incarnation o f  the 

B uddha Ratnarcis.

R a tn d ka ra .  W ealthy  yo u n g  Licchavi noble w h o  leads the delegation that brings the 

precious parasols to the Buddha.

R a tn a p a rv a ta .  A  m ountain .

Ratndrc is . O ne  o f  the Buddhas w h o  appear in the house o f  V im alaklrti on esoteric occasions.

RatnasrJ.  O n e  o f  the B uddhas w h o  appear in the house o f  V im alaklrti on esoteric occasions.

R a tndva lx .  An im p o rta n t  w o rk  o f  N lg l r ju n a ’s, in w hich  he concisely sum m arizes the 

ethical, psychological, and philosophical teachings o f  the M ahayana.

R a tn a v y u h a .  N am e  o f  one o f  the bodhisattvas in the original assembly; also the nam e o f  a 

Buddha w h o  presides in the universe called A nantagunara tnavyúha , yet w h o  comes to 

V im alaklrti’s house at the la tter’s supplication, to participate in the esoteric teachings. 

H e can be identified w ith  the Tathagata  R a tnasam bhava, one o f  the five m ajor Buddhas 

o f  the G u h ya sa m d ja ta n tra .

R oca . M entioned  by  the B uddha as the last o f  the thousand Buddhas o f  this aeon.
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S a h a .  U niverse and buddha-fie ld  o f  Sakyam uni; o u r w orld .

S a kra .  In B uddhist texts, usual nam e for Indra, k ing o f  gods. As in the case o f  B rahm a, a 

title, or status, ra ther than  a personal nam e. Each universe has its Sakra; hence “ twelve 

thousand Sakras” (p. 12), etc., assembled from  different universes.

S a k y a .  N am e  o f  the tribe dw elling  in N o r th e rn  India in w hich  G otam a, o r  Sakyam uni, 

B uddha was bo rn  as prince Siddhartha.

S a k y a m u n i .  T h e  “ Sage o f  the Sakyas,” nam e o f  the Buddha o f  ou r era, w h o  lived c. 563-483 

B.C.

sam adhi . C oncen tra tion  o f  total m ental equan im ity  w hich  is such a pow erful mental state 

it can be tu rned  to accomplish am azing results.

Sa m d h in irm ocanasu tra .  T h e  “ Scripture o f  the R evela tion  o f  the Inner In ten tion ,” it was 

the m ost im p o rta n t  M ahayana Scripture for Aryasanga and the Vijnanavada school.

S a m ja y in  V a ira t ipu tra .  O n e  o f  the ’six he te rodox  teachers.

samsdra. T he  cycle o f  b irth  and death ; that is, life as experienced by  living beings under 

the influence o f  ignorance, n o t  any sort o f  objective w orld  external to the persons 

experiencing it.

S a m tu s i ta .  K ing o f  the gods o f  the Tusita heaven.

S a m y a k s a m b u d d h a  (lit. “ perfectly accom plished B u d d h a” ). N am e  o f  the Buddha.

S a n g h a .  T he  th ird  o f  the T hree  Jewels (Triratna) o f  B uddhism , the Buddha, the Teaching, 

and the C o m m u n ity .  Som etim es narro w ly  defined as the c o m m u n ity  o f  mendicants, it 

can be understood  as including  lay practitioners..

S a n t id e v a  (eighth century). A great master o f  the M adhyam ika, fam ous for his rem arkable 

w ork , “ In troduc tion  to  the Practice o f  E n ligh tenm en t” (B odhicaryavatdra).

Sar ipu tra .  O n e  o f  the m ajor disciples, paired w ith  M audgalyayana, and no ted  for having 

been praised by  the B uddha as forem ost o f  the wise; hence, the m ost frequent target 

for VimalakTrti’s attacks on the disciples and on  the H inayana in general.

S a rva gandhasugandha .  U niverse o f  the B uddha S ugandhakuta ; a universe w herein  the 

D h arm a  is taugh t th ro u g h  the m ed ium  o f  scent.

Sarvdr thas iddha .  O n e  o f  the Buddhas w ho  appear in VimalakTrti’s house to teach the 

T a th a g a ta g u h y a k a , according to the goddess.

Sarvarupasam darsand .  This bodhisa ttva asks VimalakTrti the w hereabouts o f  his family, etc., 

thus p ro m p tin g  the la tter’s ex traord inary  verses on the fam ily and accoutrem ents o f  all 

bodhisattvas (Chap. 8).

S a r v a s u k h a m a n d ita .  A universe, o r  buddha-field, w here  the bodhisattvas live in a constant 

state o f  bliss.

sastra. A type o f  Indian religious, philosophical, or scientific w o rk  w hose im portance  lies 

n o t in its scriptural au tho rity  b u t  in its systematic study o f  particular problem s or 

techniques.

S ik sd sa m u cca ya , T he  “ C o m p en d iu m  o f  Precepts,” in w hich  Santideva collects pertinent
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quotes from  the M ahayana Scriptures and presents them  according to  a pa ttern  suited 

for systematic practice. T he  quotations he included fro m  the V K N  are the only  extant 

rem nants o f  the original Skt. text o f  the V K N .

Sim hakTrti. O n e  o f  the Buddhas w h o  teach the T a th d g a ta g u h y a k a  on certain occasions in 

V im alaklrti’s house.

S im h a sva ra .  O n e  o f  the Buddhas w ho  appear at VimalakTrti’s house.

sravaka  (lit. “ listener” ). Disciple o f  the B uddha and fo llow er o f  the H Inay ina  teaching.

Sravas tL  Capital city o f  the k in g d o m  o f  Kosala, ruled by  one o f  the B u d d h a’s royal patrons, 

k ing Prasenajit, w here  the B uddha often dw elt in the Jetavana g rove, site o f  m any 

M ahayana Scriptures.

S th ira m a ti  (c. fourth  century). O n e  o f  the im po rta n t  masters o f  the V ijn inavada  school, 

he w ro te  im p o rtan t com m entaries on the w orks o f  V asubandhu and Aryasanga.

S u b h a v y u h a .  A suprem e god, or B rahm a, o f  ano ther  universe, w h o  visits o u r universe to 

converse w ith  A niruddha about the divine eye, and is taugh t instead by  V im alaklrti in 

Chap. 3.

S u b h u t i .  Disciple n o ted  for his p ro found  concentration  on voidncss; as in terlocu tor  o f  

the B uddha, a m ajor figure in the Prajhapdram itdsutras .

Suda tta .  (A n ith ap in d ad a ) ; a lay fo llow er o f  the B uddha, n o ted  for his generosity  as a 

patron.

S u g a n d h a k u ta .  B uddha o f  the universe Sarvagandhasugandha, f rom  w h o m  VimalakTrti’s 

em anation-bodhisattva obtains the vessel o f  ambrosial food that magically feeds the 

entire assembly w ith o u t d im inishing in the slightest.

S ug a ta  (lit. “ w ho  goes to bliss,” a contraction  o f  the Sanskrit su k h a m  ga ta h ) .  A nam e o f  

the B uddha.

S u m e r u .  T h e  k ing o f  m ounta ins; the axial m ounta in  o f  the flat w o rld  in the exoteric 

cosm ology.

sunya ta .  Voidness, emptiness; specifically, the emptiness o f  absolute substance, tru th , 

identity , intrinsic reality, or self o f  all persons and things in the relative w orld , being 

quite opposed to  any sort o f  absolute nothingness (see Glossary 3, under “ em ptiness” ).

sunya td su n ya ta .  T he  voidness o f  voidness, an im p o rta n t  concept that indicates the u ltim ate 

conceptuality  o f  all terms, even those for the u ltim ate, to avoid the m ajor erro r  o f  

absolutising the ultimate.

sutra. In general Indian usage, the w o rd  for a highly  condensed a rrangem en t o f  verses that 

lends itself to m em orization , serving as a basic tex t for a particular school o f  though t. In 

B uddhism , a Scripture, inasm uch as it records either the direct speech o f  the B uddha, or 

the speech o f  som eone manifestly inspired by him.

Suvarndbhasasu tra .  T h e  “ Scripture o f  the G olden L igh t,” particularly  fam ous for its 

discussion o f  law, kingship, and o ther  topics im p o rtan t to the political life o f  nations. 

Alternate nam e, Suvarnaprabhasasu tra .

T an tra .  M eaning “ m e th o d ” in general, in B uddhism  it refers to an im po rta n t  bod y  o f
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literature dealing w ith  a great variety  o f  techniques o f  advanced m editations, incor­

pora ting  rituals, incantations, and visualisations, that are stam ped as esoteric until a 

practitioner has already attained a certain stage o f  ethical and philosophical developm ent.

T a rk a jv d la .  T h e  “ Blaze o f  R e aso n ,” an im po rta n t  treatise o f  B havaviveka’s, in w hich  he 

critically discusses all the m ajor philosophical views o f  his day.

T a thaga ta  (lit. “ T h u s-g o n e” o r  “ T h u s-co m e,” one w ho  proceeds always in consciousness 

o f  the ultim ate reality, or thatness o f  all things). A nam e o f  the Buddha.

T rayastr im sa .  T he  H eaven o f  the T h ir ty -T hree , one o f  the m any heavens in Buddhist 

cosm ology.

T soh  K h a p a  (1357-1419). O n e  o f  the greatest o f  all T ibetan  Lamas, his saintliness was 

evidenced in his altruistic deeds that caused a renaissance in T ibet, his enligh tenm ent in 

the ex traord inary  subtlety and p rofundity  o f  his thought, and his scholarship in the 

b read th  and clarity o f  his vo lum inous writings.

T u s i ta .  A heaven, the last stopping place o f  a B uddha before his descent and reincarnation 

on earth ; at present the abode o f  the future  B uddha M aitreya.

U pali.  D isc ip le ; originally  the barber o f  the Sakya princes, o rdained together  w ith  them , 

and no ted  as an expert on  the Vinaya.

V a isa f i . G reat city du ring  the B u d d h a ’s tim e, capital o f  the Licchavi republic; at present 

the to w n  o f  Basarh, MuzafFarpur district, in T irhu t, Bihar province o f  India.

Vajrapdn i .  An im po rta n t  bodhisattva, “ W ielder o f  the T h u n d e rb o lt ,” whose compassion 

is to manifest in a terrific fo rm  to p rotect the practicers o f  the D harm a from  harm ful 

influences.

V asu b a n d h u  (fourth  century). T he  younger b ro th er  o f  Aryasanga, he was one o f  the 

greatest scholars in B uddhist history, au thor o f  the A b h id h a rm a k o s a , the m ost definitive 

w o rk  on the A bh idharm a, and later o f  num erous im p o rtan t w orks on  the V ijn in av ld a  

philosophy.

Veda.  N am e  o f  the ancient sacred Scriptures o f  B rahm anism , m ost fam ous o f  w hich is 

the R g  Veda.

Vicarana. T h e  nam e o f  the long-past aeon during  w hich  the B uddha Bhaisajyaraja presided 

in the buddha-fie ld  M ahavyuha.

V igrahavyavartanT . A n im po rta n t  w o rk  o f  N ag ar ju n a’s, in w hich  he refuted the idea that 

logic was useless in attaining the correct view o f  u ltim ate reality.

V i jn a n a va d a .  T he  school o f  “ C onsciousness-O nly” founded  by  M aitreya and Aryasanga, 

w hich shares w ith  the M adhyam ika m ost o f  the philosophical techniques o f  the 

M ah lyana , while differing on the in terpretation  o f  the p ro found  m eaning o f  voidness, 

o r  the u ltim ate reality.

V in a y a .  O n e  o f  the three P itakas , o r “ Baskets,” o f  the B uddhist canon; the one dealing 

specifically w ith  the code o f  the m onastic disipline.
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yaksa .  A forest dem on.

ya m a k a vy a tya s ta h d ra .  R econcilia tion  o f  dichotom ies.

Z e n .  Japanese pronuncia tion  o f  C h. C h ’an, m eaning con tem plation  (d h y d n a ), and nam e 

o f  the school o f  practice that emphasizes direct realization o f  en ligh tenm ent th rough  

m editation.

Numerical Categories

one way, path of. Equivalent to “ path o f  the unique vehicle” (ek a nayam drga , ekayd n a m a rg a ), 

referring to the M ahayana doctrine that the vehicles o f  the disciples and the solitary sages 

are only provisional and do n o t  lead to the u ltim ate goal. Eventually, everyone on the 

path m ust enter the Great Vehicle o f  the bodhisattva to reach the single goal o f  all o f  the 

B u d d h a’s teachings: the unexcelled, perfect en ligh tenm ent o f  B uddhahood . 

tw o  obscurations (d varanadvaya ) .  Passionate obscuration (k lesdvarana ) and objective 

obscuration (jh e y d v a r a n a ); the fo rm er m ay be elim inated by arhats and bodhisattvas o f  

a certain stage, while the latter is elim inated only at B uddhahood . 

tw o  selves (d tm a d v a y a ). Personal self (p u d g a ld tm a ) and phenom enal self (dh a rm d tm a ), w hich 

are the ultim ately non-existent objects w e presum e w e perceive as the essential cores o f  

persons and things.

tw o  selflessnesses (na ir d tm y a d v a y a ). Personal selflessness (p u d g a la n a ird tm y a ) and phenom enal 

selflessness (1dharm ana ira tm ya ), bo th  being descriptions o f  the u ltim ate reality, w hich  is 

the absence o f  the “ tw o  selves,” the realization o f  w hich  is called “ transcendental 

w isd o m ” (p ra jh d p d ra m ita ) .  

tw o  stores (pu n ya jh a n a sa m b h d r a ). T he stores o f  m erit and o f  w isd o m ; all deeds o f  b o d ­

hisattvas con tr ibu te  to  their accum ulation o f  these tw o  stores, w hich  u ltim ately  culm inate 

in the tw o  bodies o f  the B uddha, the bod y  o f  fo rm  and the u ltim ate body, 

tw o  truths (sa lyadvaya ) .  T h e  superficial tru th  (sa m v r t t isa ty a ) and the ultim ate tru th  

(param arthasa tya ) ,  or the relative tru th  and the absolute tru th , o r  the conventional 

tru th  and the suprem e tru th , 

three bad m igrations (durgati). T h e  m igrations in hell, in the lim bo  o f  h u n g ry  ghosts, o r  in 

the animal k ingdom .

three bodies o f  the B uddha (tr ik d ya ). T he “ U ltim ate  B o d y ” (d h a r m a k a y a ), the “ Beatific 

B o d y ” (sam bhogakdya ) , and the “ Incarnational B o d y ” (n ir m a n a k d y a ). 

three defilements (m ala). T here  is no conclusive evidence as to w hether  this refers to the 

taints o f  the three poisons (see entry) o r  to the three contam inations (asrava)— by desire, 

by existence, and by ignorance. “ Free o f  the three defilem ents” (tr im a lav iga ta ) is often 

used as an epithet o f  the Buddha, 

three doors (of action) (k a r m a m u k h a ). B ody  (k a y a ), speech ( v a k ) ,  and m ind  (citta).
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three doors o f  liberation ( vimoksamukha). Voidness ( sunyata), signlessness ( animittatd), 

and  wishlessness ( apranihitatd).

T h ree  Jewels ( T rira tn a ). T he  “ H o ly  T rin ity ,” o r  three precious things in B uddhism : the 

B uddha, the D h arm a  (his teaching), and the Sangha (the co m m u n ity  o f  practitioners o f  

that teaching).

three know ledges (v id y a ). T h ree  o f  the six superknow ledges (see en try ): know ledge o f  

fo rm er (and future) lives (p u r v a n iv a sa n u s m r t i jh a n a ), know ledge o f  magical operations 

( r d d h iv id h i jh d n a ), and  k now ledge  o f  te rm ination  o f  b ir th  and defilem ent (u tp a d d s -  

ravaksa ya jh a n a ) .

three liberations, o r  triple liberation. See “ three doors o f  liberation .” 

three m editations (s a m d d h i). T h e  heroic m editation  (suratjtgama), the illusory m editation  

(m d yo p a m a ),  and the adam antine  m editation  (va jropam a).  

three poisons (visa). Desire (kam a -ra g a ), hatred  (dve$a), and folly (m o h a ), the three basic 

passions that cause the suffering o f  the w orld , 

three realms. See “ three w orlds.”

three revolutions o f  the w heel o f  D harm a (dharm acakra tr iparivartam ). All three revolutions 

concern the Four H o ly  T ru ths (see entry) because they are taugh t f rom  the po in t o f  view 

o f  the Path  o f  Insight (darsanam drga) , the Path  o f  M edita tion  (bhdvandm drga ), and the 

Path  o f  M astery (asa iksam drga) . See Chap. 1, n. 37. 

three vehicles (ydna) .  T he  vehicles o f  the disciples (.s rdvakaydna ), o f  the solitary sages 

(p r a ty e k a b u d d h a y a n a ), and o f  the bodhisattvas (M a h a y a n a ) .  

three w orlds ( tr idha tu ). T h e  desire-w orld (k a m a d h d tu ), the material o r  fo rm -w orld , 

( rupadha tu ) , and the im m aterial o r  formless w orld  (a rupyadha tu ) .  

four absorptions (sam apatti) . A bsorp tion  in the spheres o f  infinite space (dkasdna n ty a ya ta n a ), 

infinite consciousness (v i jh a n a n a n ty d y a ta n a ), nothingness (a k im c a n y d y a ta n a ), and neither 

consciousness nor unconsciousness (na ivnsam jh d n a ivd sa m jh d ya ta n a ) .  

four bases o f  magical p o w er  ( r d d h ip d d a ) .  T he  first basis o f  magical pow er  consists o f  the 

energy fro m  the conscious cultivation o f  concentration  o f  will (chandasam ddhiprahdna-  

s a m skarasam anv aga tah ) .  T he  second consists o f  the energy  fro m  the conscious cultivation 

o f  concentration  o f  m ind  (citta-). T h e  th ird  consists o f  concentration  o f  effort (v iry a -) .  

T he fourth  consists o f  concentration  o f  analysis (m im d m sa -) .  These four fo rm  a part o f  

the th irty-seven aids to en ligh tenm ent (see entry), 

four contem plations (dhyana ) .  T h e  first con tem plation  is the atta inm ent o f  the jo y  and 

bliss (prTtisukha)  arising fro m  solitude and freedom  from  desires and sins. T he  second is 

the a tta inm en t o f  the j o y  and bliss arising f rom  the cessation o f  discursive thought. T he 

third  is the a tta inm ent o f  equanim ity , w ith  mindfulness, awareness, and physical ease, 

and beyond  any feeling o f  jo y . T he  fourth  is the u tte r  purity  o f  awareness o f  equanim ity, 

w ith o u t pleasure or pain, elation or depression. These four contem plations com bine 

w ith  the four absorptions (see entry) and the final state o f  u tter cessation to fo rm  the 

nine sequential states (a n upurvav ihdra )  leading to the highest liberation.
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four continents (d v ip a ). These are the four continents o f  the flat earth o f  early Buddhist 

cosm ology, w hich  conform ed  to the prevailing w o rld  v iew  o f  India at that t im e: 

Purvavideha in the east, Jam budv ipa  (equivalent to o u r earth  then) in the south, 

A paracam ara in the west, and U tta rak u ru  in the north , 

four epitom es o f  the D harm a. See “ four insignia.”

four fearlessnesses (va isaradya). T he  B uddha has four fearlessnesses, as do the bodhisattvas. 

The four fearlessnesses o f  the B uddha are: fearlessness regard ing  the realization o f  all 

things; fearlessness regard ing  know ledge o f  the exhaustion o f  all im purities; fearlessness 

o f  foresight th rough  ascertainment o f  the persistence o f  obstructions; and fearlessness 

in the rightness o f  the path leading to  the a tta inm ent o f  the suprem e success. T he 

fearlessnesses o f  the bodhisattva are: fearlessness in teaching the m eaning he has under­

stood from  w hat he has learned and practiced ; fearlessness resulting f rom  the successful 

m aintenance o f  purity  in physical, verbal, and m ental ac tion— w ith o u t relying on 

o thers’ kindness, being naturally  flawless th ro u g h  his understanding o f  selflessness; 

fearlessness resulting from  freedom  from  obstruction  in virtue, in teaching, and in 

delivering living beings, th rough  the perfection o f  w isdom  and liberative technique 

and th ro u g h  n o t  fo rgetting  and constantly uphold ing  the teachings ; and fearlessness in 

the am bition  to attain full mastery o f  om niscience— w ith o u t any deteriora tion  or 

deviation to o ther  practices— and to accomplish all the aims o f  all living beings, 

four foci o f  mindfulness {sm rtyupasthdna ) .  These are the stationing, o r  focusing, o f  m ind ­

fulness on  the body , sensations, the m ind, and things. These four fo rm  a part o f  the 

thirty-seven aids to en ligh tenm ent (see entry), 

fourfold c o m m u n ity  (catuspari$ad). This consists o f  m onks (b h ik su ), nuns (b h ik s u n i), 

laym en (u p dsaka ), and lay w o m en  (u p d s ik d ).

Four H oly  T ru ths (aryasa tya). T h e  holy  truths o f  suffering (d u h k h a ), its origin (s a m u d a y a ), 

cessation (n irodha), and the path (mdrga) to its cessation, 

four im measurables (apram dna ). T he im m easurable o f  love: w ishing all living beings to 

have happiness and the cause o f  happiness. T he  im m easurable o f  com passion: w ishing 

all living beings to be free o f  suffering and the cause o f  suffering. T h e  im m easurable o f  

jo y :  wishing all living beings no t to be apart f ro m  suprem e happiness o f  liberation. T he 

im m easurable o f  im p art ia l ity : being free o f  affection and aversion. See C hap. 1, n. 48. 

four insignia (or epitomes) o f  the D h arm a  (dharm am udra  o r  d harm oddana ) . T h e  four are 

as follow s: All co m p o u n d ed  things are im perm anen t (anitydh, sarvasam skardh) . All 

defiled things are suffering (d u h k h d h  sarvasdsravdh). All things are selfless (ana tm andh  

s arvadharm ah). N irvana  is peace {santam n irvdnam ) .  

four Maharajas. G reat kings o f  the quarters, also called Lokapalas. A lthough  these four 

are usually m entioned  as a g roup , they  m ay be identified as K ing  Dhrtara$tra in the east, 

K ing Virutfhaka in the south, K ing Virupaksa in the west, and K ing Vaisravana (or 

Kuvera) in the north .

four main elements (m ah a b h u ta ). These are earth (p r t h i v i ), w a te r  (ab), fire (teja), and 

air (1ta yu ) .
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four Maras. These are afflictive (klesam dra ), aggregative (ska n d h a m a ra ), death (m rtyu m a ra ), 

and heavenly dem ons (d evapu tram ara). 

four means o f  unification (.sam grahavastu). This is a classification o f  the four ways in w hich 

a bodhisa ttva form s a g roup  o f  people united by  the co m m o n  aim  o f  practicing the 

D h a r m a : g iving (dana ); pleasant speech (p r iy a v a d i ta ); accom plishm ent o f  the aims (of 

others) by teaching D h arm a  (arthacarya) ; and consistency o f  behavior w ith  the teaching 

(sam dndr tha ta ) .

four m isapprehensions (v ip a ry d sa ). These consist o f  mistaking w hat is im perm anen t for 

p e rm an en t; m istaking w hat is selfless for self-possessing; m istaking w hat is im pure  for 

pu re ; and m istaking w h a t is miserable for happy, 

four reliances (pratisarana) . T o  attain h igher realizations and final en lightenm ent, the 

bodhisattva should rely on  the m eaning (o f  the teaching) and no t on the expression 

(arthapratisdranena b h a v i ta v y a m  na vyah janapra tisd ranena ) ; on  the teaching and no t on the 

person (w ho teaches it) (dharm apratisdranena b h a v i ta v y a m  na pudga lapra tisaranena ) ; on 

gnosis and n o t on n o rm al consciousness (jh d napra tisd ranena  b h a v i ta v y a m  na v i jhanapra - 

tisaranena) ; and on discourses o f  definitive m eaning and n o t on discourses o f  interpretable 

m eaning (n itdrthasutrapratisdranena b h a v i ta v y a m  na neydrthasutrapratisdranena)  according 

to the o rder  in this sutra. T h e  usual order, “ teaching-reliance,”  “ m eaning-reliance,” 

defin itive-m eaning-discourse-reliance,” and “ gnosis-reliance,” seems to con fo rm  better 

to stages o f  practice.

four righ t efforts (sa m y a k p r a h a n a ). These are effort n o t to initiate sins n o t yet.arisen; effort 

to e lim inate sins already arisen; effort to initiate virtues n o t  yet arisen; and effort to 

consolidate, increase, and n o t  deteriorate virtues already arisen. For m y  use o f  “ effort” 

instead o f  lit. “ ab an d o n m en t,” see Dayal, p. 102 ff. These four fo rm  a part o f  the th irty -  

seven aids to en ligh tenm en t (see entry), 

five basic precepts (s iksapada). These are bind ing  on all Buddhists, m onks and laym an a like ; 

n o t  to kill, no t to steal, n o t  to engage in illicit sexual intercourse, n o t  to lie, and n o t to 

use intoxicants.

five com pulsive aggregates (u p a ddnaskandha). These are the aggregates o f  m atter (rupa )y 

sensation (vedana ), intellect (s a m jh d ), m otivation  (satpskara), and consciousness (v i jh a n a ), 

w hich , associated together, m ake up m ost living beings, 

five corrup tions (ka sa ya ). T h e  five negative attributes o f  o u r difficult age, nam ely, the 

corrup tions o f  life span (a y u h ), views (dr f t i), passions (klesa), living beings (sa ttva), and 

cosmic era (ka lp a ).

five deadly sins (anan tarya)  (lit. “ sins o f  im m edia te  re tribu tion  [after death]” ). These five, 

all o f  w hich  cause im m edia te  reb irth  in hell, are killing o ne’s father, killing o n e ’s m other, 

killing a saint, b reak ing  up the Sarigha, and causing, w ith  evil in tent, the Tathagata  to 

bleed.

five eyes (caksu ). These consist o f  five different faculties o f  vision: the physical eye (m a m -
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sacaksu), the divine eye (d iv y a - ) ,  the w isdom  eye (p r a jh d -), the D harm a-eye  (dharm a-) ,  

and the B uddha-eye  (buddha-). 

five im pedim ents (m va ra n a ) . These are five m ental im pedim ents  tha t h inder m edita tion : 

im pedim ents o f  desire (kdm acchanda), malice (v y a p a d a ), depression and sloth (s ty d n a m id -  

dha), wildness and excitem ent (a u d d h a ty a k a u k r ty a ) ,  and do u b t,  o r  perp lexity  (vic ik itsa). 

five obscurations. Variant expression for “ five im ped im en ts .”

five passions (klesa). T h e  n u m b er  five here is som ew hat arb itrary , as there are “ th ree ,” 

“ six,” and even “ tw e n ty ” in o ther texts. In the Tantras, the fo llow ing  five correspond 

to the five Tathagata-fam ilies: pride (a b h im d n a ), envy (Trjya), desire (k d m a ), hatred 

(1dve$a), and folly (m oha).  

five paths (m drga). These represent the stages o f  deve lopm en t o f  any practitioner o f  B u d ­

dhism, w h o  progresses fro m  one to ano ther gradually . T h ey  are the paths o f  accum u­

lation (.sambharam drga), application ( p ra yo g a m a rg a ) , insight (darsanam arga) , m editation  

(bhdvandm arga) , and m astery (asaiksam drga) . 

five pure aggregates (dharm askandha) .  T he  five aggregates (m etaphorically) o f  the D har-  

makaya o f  a B uddha : m orality  ( s i la ) ,  concen tration  ( s a m a d h i), w isdom  ( p r a jh d ) ,  liber­

ation ( v im u k t i ) ,  and know ledge  and vision o f  liberation (v im u k ti jh d n a d a rs a n a ). 

five spiritual faculties (indr iya ). These are called “ faculties” (indriya)  by analogy, as they 

are considered as capacities to be developed: the spiritual faculties for faith (sraddha), 

effort (vTrya), mindfulness (smrti), concentration  (sam adhi), and w isdom  ( p r a jh d ) .  These 

are included in the th irty-seven aids to en lightenm ent, 

five states o f  existence (ga ti ) .  These refer to the categories o f  living beings, m ore  often 

divided into six: hell-denizen (naraka), ghost (preta), beast (tiryahca), h u m an  (m a n u sy a ), 

titan (asura), and deity  (deva ). Five are obtained  f rom  six by  including  the titanic w ith in  

the divine.

five pow ers (bala). These are the same as the five spiritual faculties, at a fu rther  stage o f  

developm ent.

five superknow ledges ( a b h i jh d ) .  These are m ore  often listed as six: divine eye or vision 

d ivyacak$u ), d ivine hearing (d ivyasrotra), te lepathy (paracit ta jhdna), k now ledge  o f  fo rm er 

(and future) lives (p u rva [ p a ra ] n iv d sd n u s m rt i jh d n a ), k now ledge  o f  magical operations 

(rddh iv idh ijhdna ) ,  and know ledge  o f  the term ination  o f  defilements (a s rav ak fay a jhana ) .  

Scholars generally agree that five are obtained by elim inating know ledge  o f  magical 

operations from  the classification, 

six h e te rodox  teachers (tTrthikasastr). These six sought to rival the B uddha  in his day: 

P u r in a  Kasyapa, w h o  negated the effects o f  action, good  or  evil; M askarin Gosaliputra, 

w h o  taugh t a theory  o f  random ness, negating  causality; Sam jayin V airatiputra, w h o  

was agnostic in refusing to m aintain any opin ion abou t an y th in g ; K akuda K atyayana, 

w h o  taugh t a materialism in w hich  there was no  such th ing  as killer or killed, bu t only 

transform ations o f  elem ents; Ajita Kesakambala, w h o  taugh t a m ore  ex trem e nihilism
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regarding  every th ing  except the four main elem ents; and  N irg ran th a  Jnatiputra , o ther ­

wise k n o w n  as M ahavira, the founder o f  Jainism, w h o  tau g h t the doctrine o f  indeter­

m inism  (sy d d vd d a ), considering all things in term s o f  “ m aybe.” 

six rem em brances (a n u sm r ti). These are six things to keep in m ind : the B uddha, the 

D harm a, the Sarigha, m orality  (stla), generosity  ( ty d g a ), and  deities (d e v a ta ). 

six sense-faculties (i n d r iy a ). These are eye (c a k fu ), ear (srotra), nose (g h r a n a ), tongue (j i h v a ), 

body  (k d y a ), and m ind  (m anas).  

six sense-media (d ya ta n a ). These occur as the fifth m em ber  o f  the tw elve links o f  dependent 

o rig ination  (see entry). T hey  actually include all eighteen elements (see entry) in the 

A bhidharm ic  classification, w hich  treats each o f  the six senses as threefold (comprising 

faculty, object, and consciousness), 

six sense-objects (v isaya ) .  These are co lo r/fo rm  (rupa ), sound (sabda), scent (gandha ), 

tastes (rasa), textures (sprastavya), and phenom ena (dharma).  

six superknow ledges (a b h ijh d ) .  See “ five superknow ledges.”

six transcendences (pd ra m ita ) .  These are the main categories o f  the bodhisa ttva’s activities: 

giv ing (dana), m ora lity  (stla), tolerance (k s d n t i), effort (vTrya), m editation (d h y a n a ), and 

w isdom  (p r a jh a ) .

seven abodes o f  consciousness (v i jhanas th it i) .  This refers to the seven categories o f  living 

beings, as enum erated  in the A b h id h a rm a k o s a , III, v. $ - 6i .  T h e  seven abodes o f  conscious­

ness consist o f  beings w h o  differ physically and in tellectually ; beings w ho  differ physically 

bu t are similar intellectually; beings similar physically bu t w h o  differ intellectually; 

beings similar physically and intellectually; and three types o f  im m aterial beings 

(n d n d tv a kd ya sa m jh a s  ca n a n a k d y a ik a s a m jh in a h  / v ip a ry a ya c  ca ikaka ya sa m jh a s  carupinas  

trayah  // v i jh a n a s th i ta ya h  sa p ta .  . .). A ccording  to V asubandhu the first category consists 

o f  m en, the six types o f  gods o f  the desire-realm, and the gods o f  the first realm  o f  con­

tem pla tion  (brahm avihara)  except those fallen fro m  h igher realms (p ra th a m a b h in ir v r ta ) ; 

the second category  consists o f  those fallen (p ra tham abh in irvr ta )  gods w ho  have different 

bodies b u t whose intellects are single-m indedly  aw are o f  the idea o f  being created by 

B rah m a; the th ird  category consists o f  the gods o f  the second realm  o f  con tem plation  

— the abhasvara  (clear-light) gods, the p a n t ta b h a  (radiant) gods, and  the apram anabha  

(imm easurably  lum inous) gods— w ho  have similar lum inous bodies b u t differ in 

their thoughts, w hich  are ben t on the experiences o f  pleasure and num bness; the 

fourth  category  consists o f  the subhakr tsna  (pure-wholeness) gods, w hose intellects 

are united in concentration  on bliss; the fifth category consists o f  the im m aterial beings 

w h o  reside in the realm  o f  infinite space; the sixth category consists o f  the im m aterial 

beings w ho  reside in the realm  o f  infinite consciousness; and the seventh category consists 

o f  the im m aterial beings w h o  reside in the realm o f  nothingness. (See also M vy, Nos. 

2289-2295.)

seven factors o f  en ligh tenm en t ( sam bodhyahga) . These are the factors o f  rem em brance  

(smrti), d iscrim ination betw een teachings (dharm aprav icaya ), effort (vTrya), jo y  (pr i t i ) ,
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epstasy (prasrabdh i), concentration  (sam ddhi), and equan im ity  (u p e k sa ) .  These seven 

fo rm  a part o f  the th irty-seven aids to  enligh tenm ent (see entry), 

eight adversities (aksana ). These are special types o f  adversity that p reven t the practice o f  

the D h arm a ; w hen  they are absent, one has the “jew el o f  a h u m an  body  endow ed  w ith 

leisure” (for cultivation o f  the m ind  th rough  the D harm a). T h ey  are rebirth  in hell, 

rebirth  in the b ru te -w o rld , rebirth  in the g host-w orld , reb irth  am o n g  the long-lived  

gods, rebirth  in an uncivilized country , reb irth  w ith  deficient faculties, adherence to 

false views, and life in a realm  w herein  there is no  T athagata . 

eight branches o f  the ho ly  path (dryam argasya  a s tdngan i). These are the w ell-know n  right 

view (sa m y a g d r f t i), right consideration (s a m y a k s a m k a lp a ), right speech (s a m y a k v d k ), 

right term inal action (sa m y a k k a r m a n ta ), r igh t livelihood (sam yagajTva ), r igh t effort 

(s a m y a g v y a y d m a ), r igh t rem em brance  (s a m y a k s m r t i), and righ t concentration  (s a m y a k -  

sam a d h i). T h ey  are variously defined in the different B uddhist schools. These eight 

fo rm  a part o f  the thirty-seven aids to enligh tenm ent (see entry), 

eight false paths o f  perversion (m ith y a tv a ). These consist o f  the exact opposites o f  the eight 

branches o f  the  ho ly  path, 

eightfold path (a$tangikam drga) . See entry  “ eight branches o f  the holy pa th .” 

eightfold peace (a$tangasdnta). This refers to the eightfold path, w hich, for the bodhisattva 

practicing the yoga o f  nonpercep tion  (anup a la b d h i) o r en dow ed  w ith  the inconceivable 

liberation, is peace in itself in all its branches, 

eight liberations (v im o k sa ) .  T he  first consists o f  the seeing o f  fo rm  by  one w ho has fo rm ; 

the second consists o f  the seeing o f  external fo rm  by one w ith  the concept o f  internal 

formlessness; the third  consists o f  the physical realization o f  pleasant liberation and its 

successful consolidation; the fourth  consists o f  the full en trance to the infinity  o f  space 

th rough  transcending all conceptions o f  m atter, and the subsequent decline o f  con­

ceptions o f  resistance and discredit o f  conceptions o f  diversity; the fifth consists o f  full 

entrance in to  the infinity o f  consciousness, having transcended the infinity o f  space; the 

sixth consists o f  the full entrance in to  the sphere o f  nothingness, having transcended 

the sphere o f  the infinity o f  consciousness; the seventh consists o f  the full entrance into 

the sphere o f  neither consciousness n o r  unconsciousness, having transcended the sphere 

o f  nothingness; the eigh th  consists o f  the perfect cessation o f  suffering, having trans­

cended the sphere o f  neither consciousness n o r  unconsciousness. T hus the first three 

liberations fo rm  specific links to the o rd inary  perceptual w o r ld ; the fourth  to seventh 

are equivalent to the fou r  absorbtions; and the eighth represents the highest a tta inm ent, 

nine causes o f  irrita tion  (dgha tavastu ). These consist o f  various mental distractions caused 

by the nine considerations “ H e has caused, causes, will cause w ro n g  to  me. H e has caused, 

causes, will cause w ro n g  to one dear to me. H e has served, serves, w ill serve m y enem ies.” 

nine sequential states (an u p u r v a v ih d ra ). See “ four con tem plations .”

ten directions (dasad ik). These consist o f  the eight points o f  the compass, straight up, and 

straight dow n. As a conventional form ula, it is tan tam o u n t to “ all d irections.”



ten pow ers (bala). T here  are tw o  different sets o f  ten pow ers, those o f  the B uddha and those 

o f  bodhisattvas. T hose o f  the B uddha  consist o f  p o w er  f rom  k n o w in g  righ t from  w ro n g  

( s thdnas thana jhanaba la) ; p o w er  from  k n o w in g  the consequences o f  actions (k a r m a v i-  

p a k a jh a n a - ) ;  p ow er fro m  k n o w in g  the various inclinations (o f  living beings) (nanadh i-  

m u k t i jh a n a - ) ; po w er  fro m  k n o w in g  the various types (o fliv ing  beings) (nanddha tu jhana - ) ; 

p o w er  from  k n o w in g  the degree o f  the capacities (o f  living beings) (in dr iyavarava -  

rajhdna- ) ;  p o w er  fro m  k n o w in g  the path that leads everyw here  ( sa rva tragdm im pra -  

t ip a t jh a n a - ) ; p o w er  f ro m  k n o w in g  the obscuration, affliction, and purification o f  

all contem plations, meditations, liberations, concentrations, and  absorptions (sarva-  

dh yd n a v im o k s a sa m d d h is a m d p a t t i sa m k le s a v y a v a d d n a v y u t th a n a jh d n a - ) ; p o w er  f rom  kn o w in g  

his o w n  fo rm er lives ( p u r v a n iv a sa n u s m r t i jh a n a - ) ; pow er' f rom  k n o w in g  deaths and 

fu ture lives (*cy u ty u tp a tt i jh d n a - ); and p ow er f rom  k n o w in g  the exhaustion o f  defilements 

(idsravaksaya jhdna r ). T h e  latter set consists o f  the bodhisa ttva’s p o w er  o f  positive th o ugh t 

(idsayabala); p o w er  o f  h igh  resolve (a d hydsaya -);  p o w er  o f  application (p ra yo g a - ) ; pow er 

o f  w isdom  (p ra jh d - );  pow er  o f  prayer (p ra t i \d h d n a -) \  pow er  o f  vehicle ( yd n a -);  pow er 

o f  activities (carya-); p o w er  o f  em anations (v i k u r v a n a -);  p o w er  o f  enligh tenm ent 

(ibodhi-);  and p o w er  o f  tu rn ing  the wheel o f  the D harm a (dharm acakrapravar tana -) . 

ten sins (akusa la ). These are the opposite o f  the ten virtues, and consist o f  killing, stealing, 

sexual m isconduct, lying, harsh speech, backbiting, frivolous speech, covetousness, 

malice, and false views, 

ten stages (bh u m i) .  These are the ten stages th ro u g h  w hich the bodhisattva ascends on his 

w ay to  B u d d h a h o o d : the Joyous (p r a m u d i ta ), th e  Im m aculate  (v i m a l a ), the Brilliant 

(p r a b h d k d r i), the R a d ia n t  ( arc ism a ti), the Invincible ( s u d u r ja yd ) ,  the C o nfron ting  

(a b h im u k h i ) ,  the Far-reaching (d u rd m g a m a ), the Im m ovab le  (acald), the Positively 

Intelligent (s d d h u m a t i), and  the C loud  o f  D harm a (dh a r m a m eg h a ). These ten stages are 

elaborated in various M ahayana Scriptures, and each stage is associated w ith  the practice 

o f  a particular transcendence. T h e  a tta inm ent o f  B udd h ah o o d  itselfis som etim es referred 

to as the eleventh stage, 

ten transcendences (p a r a m i ta ). These consist o f  the six transcendences, w ith  the addition o f  

skill in liberative technique (u p a y a k a u sa ly a ) \  p rayer, o r  co m m itm en t (p ran id h d n a ) ; 

po w er  (bala)\  and gnosis ( jh d n a ). 

ten virtues (k u sa la ). These are the opposite o f  the ten sins, i.e., refraining f rom  engaging in 

activities related to the ten sins and do ing  the opposite. T here  are three physical v ir tu e s : 

saving lives, g iving, and sexual p ropriety . T here  are four verbal virtues: truthfulness, 

reconciling discussions, gentle speech, and religious speech. T here  are three m ental 

virtues: lov ing  attitude, generous attitude, and r igh t views. T h e  w hole  doctrine is 

collectively called the “ tenfold path  o f  goo d  ac tion” (dasakusa lakarm apatha) .  

tw elve ascetic practices (dhu taguna ) . These consist o f  (i) w earing  rags (p a m s u k u l ik a ), 

(2) (in the fo rm  o f  only) three religious robes (traicTvarika), (3) (coarse in tex ture as) 

garm ents o f  felt (nam a [n ] t ika ) , (4) eating by  alms (pa in d a p a t ika ), (5) having  a single m at 

to sit on  (a ik a sa n ika ), (6) n o t eating after n o o n  (kh a lu  pascad  b h a k t ik a ), (7) living alone in
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the forest (ar a n y  a ka ),  (8) liv ing at the base o f  a tree (v r k s a m u l ik a ), (9) living in the open 

(not under a ro o f)  (a b h y a v a k a s ik a ), (10) frequen ting  bu rn in g  g rounds (Indian equivalent 

o f  cemeteries) (sm d sd n ik a ), (11) sleeping sitting up (in m editative posture) (nai$adika), 

and  (12) accepting w hatever seating position is offered (yd thd sa m s ta r ika ) .  

tw elve links o f  dependen t orig ina tion  (n iddna).  These are ignorance (a v i d y a ), synthetic 

activity (sam skdra ), consciousness (v i jh a n a ) ,  n am e-m atte r  (1nam arupa ), six sense-media 

(saddyatana), contact (sparsa), sensation (v e d a n d ), craving (trsna), function  (upadaná),  

existence (bha va ), b irth  ( ja t i ) ,  and old age, death, etc. ( ja ram arana ) .  

tw elve sense-media (aya tana). T hey  are eye-m ed ium  (caksuraya tana),  fo rm -m ed iu m  

(rúpa-), e a r-m ed ium  (srotra-), sound-m ed ium  (sabda-), nose -m ed ium  (g h ra n a -) ,  scent- 

m ed ium  (g a n d h a -), tong u e -m ed iu m  ( j i h v a - ) ,  tas te -m edium  (rasa-), b ody-m ed ium . 

( k a y a -) ,  tex tu re -m ed iu m  ( sp ras tavya -) ,  m en ta l-m ed ium  (m a n a -) ,  and p henom ena- 

m ed ium  (dharm aya tana ) .  T h e  w o rd  aya tana  is usually translated as “ base,” bu t the Skt., 

T ib., and Ch. all indicate “ som eth ing  th rough  w hich  the senses function” rather than 

a basis f rom  w hich  they function ; hence “ m e d iu m ” is suggested, 

eighteen elements (dhatu). These in troduce  the same six pairs as the tw elve sense-media, 

as elements o f  experience, adding a th ird  m em b er  to each set: the elem ent o f  con­

sciousness (v i jh d n a ) ,  o r  sense. Hence the first pair gives the triad eye-elem ent (caksurdhd tu ), 

fo rm -clem en t ( rúpadhd tu ) ,  and eye-consciousness-element, o r  eye-sense-element (cak-  

su rv i jh d n a d h d tu )— and so on  w ith  the o ther  five, n o ting  the last, m ind-e lem ent (m a n o -  

dhdtu),  phenom ena-e lem ent (dharm adhdtu),  and  m ental-sense-elem ent (m anov ijh d n a d h d tu ) .  

eighteen special qualities o f  a bodhisattva (a ve n ikabodh isa t tvadharm a).  These consist o f  the 

bodhisa ttva’s natural (uninstructed) possession o f  generosity, m orality , tolerance, 

effort, m editation , and w isdom ; o f  his un iting  all beings w ith  the four means o f  

unification, k n o w in g  the m eth o d  o f  dedication (of v irtue to  en lightenm ent), exem pli­

fication, th ro u g h  skill in libcrative technique, o f  the positive results o f  the M ahayana, 

as suited to  the (various) m odes o f  behavior o f  all living beings, his n o t  falling from  the 

M ahayana, show ing  the entrances o f  sam sira and nirvaiia, skill in the technique o f  

reconciliation o f  dichotom ies, im peccable progress in all his lives, guided by  w isdom  

w ith o u t any conditioned activities, possession o f  ultim ate action o f  body , speech, and 

m ind directed by the tenfold path o f  goo d  action, n o n a b an d o n m en t o f  any o f  the realms 

o f  living beings, th ro u g h  his assum ption o f  a bo d y  en dow ed  w ith  tolerance o f  every  

conceivable suffering, m anifestation o f  that w hich  delights all living beings, inexhaustible 

preservation o f  the m ind  o f  omniscience, as stable as the v irtue-constitu ted  tree o f  

wish-fulfilling gems, (even) in the m idst o f  the infantile (ordinary  persons) and (n arrow ­

minded) religious disciples, h ow ever  try ing  they  m igh t be, and adam ant irreversibility 

from  dem onstra ting  the quest o f  the D h arm a  o f  the B uddha, for the sake o f  the attain ­

m en t o f  the m iraculous consecration conferring the skill in liberative technique that 

transm utes all things.

eighteen special qualities o f  the B uddha  (d ven ikabuddhadharm a).  T h ey  are as follow s: 

H e never makes a m istake; he is never boisterous; he never forgets; his concentration
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never fa lters; he has no  no tion  o f  d iversity ; his equan im ity  is n o t  due to lack o f  con­

sideration; his will never falters; his energy never fails; his mindfulness never falters; 

he never abandons his concen tra tion ; his w isdom  never decreases; his liberation never 

fails; all his physical actions are preceded and follow ed by w isdom ; all his verbal actions 

are preceded and fo llow ed by w is d o m ; all his m ental actions are preceded and fo llow ed 

by w isd o m ; his know ledge  and vision perceive the past w ith o u t any attachm ent or 

h indrance; his know ledge  and vision perceive the future w ith o u t any a ttachm ent or 

h indrance; and his know ledge  and vision perceive the present w ith o u t any a ttachm ent 

o r  hindrance.

th ir ty - tw o  signs o f  the great being (m a hdpurusa lak sana ) . T h ey  are as follow s: His head has 

a tu rban-shaped p ro trus ion  on the c ro w n ; his hair curls to the r ig h t;  his forehead is 

b road  and even ; he has a w hite  hair be tw een  his eyebrow s; his eyes are very  dark, w ith  

lashes like a co w ; he has fo rty  teeth ; his teeth are even, w ith o u t gaps, and very w hite ; 

he has a keen sense o f  taste; he has a l ion’s ja w ;  his tongue is long  and slender; he has an 

excellent voice; his shoulders are round  and even; the back o f  his body  has seven round  

curves (buttocks, thighs, shoulders, and b a c k ) ; his tru n k  is th ick; his skin is sm ooth  and 

go lden -hued ; his arms reach his knees w h en  he stands straight up ; his torso is like a 

l ion ’s; his b o d y  has the p roportions o f  a banyan  tree (height equal to arm span); his 

bodily  hairs curl to the r ig h t;  they stand straight u p ; his penis is concealed in a sheath; 

his thighs are w ell- ro u n d ed ; his ankle-bones do n o t p ro tru d e ;  the palms o f  his hands 

and feet are soft and delicate; he has w ebbed  fingers and toes; he has long fingers; he has 

wheel-signs on  the palm s o f  his hands and feet; his feet are well set (upon the g round); 

his arches are broad  and h ig h ;  and his calves are like an an telope’s.

thirty-seven aids to  en ligh tenm ent (bodh ipaksikadharm a).  These consist o f  the four foci o f  

m indfulness, the fou r r igh t efforts, the four bases o f  magical pow ers, the five spiritual 

faculties, the five pow ers, the seven factors o f  en ligh tenm ent, and the eight branches o f  

the ho ly  path.

s ix ty -tw o  convictions (views) (drstigata). These are enum erated  in the Brahm ajd lasu tra  and 

in the D ig h a n ik a y a  and consist o f  all views o ther than the “ righ t v iew ” o f  selflessness. 

All s ix ty -tw o  fall in to  either one o f  the tw o  categories k n o w n  as the “ tw o  extrem ism s” : 

“ eternalism ” (sdsvatavdda)  and “ nih ilism ” (ucchedavdda) .

e igh ty  m arks (o f  the great being) (a n u v y a h ja n a ) .  These accom pany the th ir ty - tw o  signs 

and consist o f  fingernails the color o f  brass, shiny and lo n g ; ro u n d  fingers; tapered 

fingers; fingers w ide-spreading; veins n o t  p ro trud ing , and w ith o u t tangles; slender 

ankles; feet n o t uneven ; l io n ’s gait; e lephan t’s gait; sw an’s gait; bu ll’s gait; gait tending 

to the r ig h t;  graceful gait; steady gait; his body  is w ell-covered, clean, w e ll-p ropor­

tioned, pure, soft, and perfect; his sex organs are fully developed; his thighs are broad 

and knees ro u n d ;  his steps are even; his com plex ion  is y ou th fu l;  his posture is n o t 

s to o p e d ; his bearing is expansive, yet ex trem ely  po ised ; his limbs and fingers and toes 

are w ell-defined; his vision is clear and u n b lu rred ; his jo in ts  are n o t p ro tru d in g ; his 

belly is relaxed, sym m etrical, and n o t fat; his navel is deep and w o u n d  to the r ig h t;  he
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is com pletely  h andsom e; he is clean in all acts; he is free o f  spots or discolorations o f  the 

skin; his hands are soft as co tto n ;  the lines o f  his palms are clear, deep, and lo ng ; his face 

is n o t overlong  and is b r igh t as a m irro r ;  his tongue is soft, long, and red ; his voice is 

like an elephant’s tru m p e t or like thunder, yet sweet and gentle; his teeth are rounded , 

sharp, w hite , even, and regularly  arranged ; his nose is long and straight; his eyes are 

clear and w ide; his eyelashes are th ick; the pupils and w hite  o f  his eyes are clearly 

defined, and the irises are like lotus petals; his eyebrow s are long, soft, evenly haired, 

and gently  curved ; his ears are long-lobed  and sym m etrica l; his hearing is acute; his 

forehead is h igh  and b road ; his head is very large; his hair is as black as a bee, thick, soft, 

untangled , n o t unruly , and fragran t; and his feet and hands are m arked  w ith  lucky signs. 

(This follows M vy, nos. 269-348; there is som e variation in this list f rom  tex t to text.)

Technical Terms

absorption  (sam apa t t i). T he  four absorptions are listed in the Glossary 2. “ A bso rp tion” 

has been translated as “ m edita tion ,” “ con tem pla tion ,” “ a tta in m en t,” etc., and any o f  

these w ords m ig h t serve. T h e  prob lem  is to  establish one English w o rd  for each o f  the 

im p o rtan t Sanskrit w ords sam a p a t t i , d h y a n a , s a m a d h i , b h d v a n d , etc., so as to preserve a 

consistency w ith  the original. Therefore, I have adopted  for these terms, respectively, 

“ absorp tion ,” “ con tem pla tion ,” “ concen tra tion” and “ realization” o r  “ cu ltivation ,” 

reserving the w o rd  “ m ed ita tion” for general use w ith  any o f  the terms w hen  they  are 

used no t in a specific sense bu t to indicate m ind-practice in general.

aggregate (ska n d h a ). This translation o f  ska n d h a  is fairly well established, a lthough  some 

prefer the monosyllabic “ g ro u p .” It is im p o rta n t  to bear in m ind  that the original 

skandha  has the sense o f  “ pile,” o r  “ heap ,” w hich  has the connota tion  o f  u tter lack o f  

internal structure, o f  a ran d o m ly  collocated pile o f  things; thus “ g ro u p ” m ay convey a 

false connota tion  o f  structure and o rdered  arrangem ent. T h e  five “ com pulsive” 

(upaddna) aggregates are o f  great im portance  as a schema for in trospective m editation  

in the A bhidharm a, w herein  each is defined w ith  the greatest subtlety and precision. In 

fact, the five term s r u p a t vedana, sa m jh a , sam skdra , and v i jh d n a  (see Glossary 2, under 

“ five com pulsive aggregates” ) have such a particular technical sense tha t m any trans­

lators have preferred to leave them  untranslated. Nevertheless, in the sütra context, 

w here  the five are m eant rather m ore  simply to represent the relative living being (in 

the desire-realm), it seems preferable to  give a translation— in spite o f  the draw backs o f  

each possible te rm — in order to  convey the same sense o f  a total categorization o f  the 

psychophysical com plex. Thus, for rü p a , “ m a tte r” is preferred to “ fo rm ” because it 

m ore  concretely connotes the physical and  gross; for ved a n a , “ sensation” is adopted , as 

lim ited to the aesthetic; for sa m jh a , “ intellect” is useful in conveying  the sense o f  verbal, 

conceptual intelligence. For sam skdra , w hich  covers a n u m b er  o f  mental functions as 

well as inanim ate forces, “ m otiv a tio n ” gives a general idea. A nd “ consciousness” is so
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well established for vijhdna (although w hat w e no rm ally  th ink  o f  as consciousness is 

m ore  like sam jha ,  i.e., conceptual and notional, and v i jh d n a  is ra ther the “ pure awareness” 

prio r  to concepts) as to be left unchallenged, 

birthlessness (a n u tp d d a tva ). This refers to the u ltim ate nature o f  reality, to the fact that, 

u ltim ately, no th in g  has ever been produced  or b o rn  n o r will it ever be because b irth  

and p roduc tion  can occur on ly  on  the relative, o r  superficial, level. H ence “ birthlessness” 

is a synonym  o f  “ voidness,” “ reality ,” “ absolute ,” “ u ltim ate ,” “ infin ity ,” etc. 

concentration  (sa m a d h i). See “ absorp tion .”

conception  o f  the spirit o f  en ligh tenm ent (bodhic ittotpada). This can also be rendered  by 

“ initiation o f  . . . ” because it means the m ental event occurring  w hen  a living being, 

hav ing  been exposed to the teaching o f  the B uddha o r  o f  his magical em anations (e.g., 

Vim alaklrti), realizes sim ultaneously his o w n  level o f  conditioned ignorance, i.e., that 

his habitual stream  o f  consciousness is like sleep com pared  to tha t o f  one w h o  has 

aw akened  f rom  ignorance; the possibility o f  his o w n  a tta inm ent o f  a higher state o f  

consciousness; and the necessity o f  a ttaining it in o rder to liberate o ther  living beings 

from  their stupefaction. H aving  realized this possibility, he becomes inspired w ith  the 

intense am bition  to attain, and  that is called the “ conception o f  the spirit o f  enlighten ­

m e n t.”  “ Spirit” is preferred to  “ m in d ” because the m ind  o f  en ligh tenm ent should 

rather be the m ind  o f  the B uddha , and to “ th o u g h t” because a “ tho u g h t o f  enlighten­

m e n t”  can easily be p roduced  w ith o u t the initiation o f  any sort o f  n ew  resolve or 

awareness. “ W ill” also serves very  well here, 

conceptualization (v ik a lp a ). This brings up ano ther  im p o rta n t  g ro u p  o f  w ords that has 

never been treated systematically in transla tion : v i k a lp a , p a r ik a lp a , sam dropa , a d h yaropa , 

k a lp a n a y s a m jh a , and prapahca .  All o f  these refer to m ental functions tha t tend  to  superim ­

pose upon  reality, either relative o r  ultim ate, a conceptualized reality fabricated by  the 

subjective m ind. Som e translators have tended to lum p  these together  under the rubric  

“ discursive th o u g h t ,” w hich  leads to the misleading no tion  that all tho u g h t is bad, 

som eth ing  to be elim inated, and that sheer “ thoughtlessness” is “ en ligh tenm en t,” o r  

w hatever h igher state is desired. A ccording to Buddhist scholars, tho u g h t in itself is 

sim ply a function , and on ly  th o u g h t that is attached to  its o w n  content over and above 

the relative object, i.e., “ egoistic” though t,  is bad and to  be eliminated. T herefore w e 

have chosen a set o f  w ords for the seven Skt. term s: respectively, “ conceptualization,” 

“ im ag ina tion ,” “ p resum ption ,” “ exaggera tion ,” “ construction ,” “ concep tion” or 

“ n o tio n ,” and “ fabrica tion .” This does n o t m ean that these w ords are n o t  som ew hat 

in terchangeable o r  tha t ano ther  English w o rd  m igh t n o t  be better in certain con tex ts ; it 

only  represents an a t tem p t to  achieve consistency w ith  the original usages, 

conscious awareness (apram ada). This denotes a type o f  awareness o f  the m ost seemingly 

insignificant aspects o f  practical life, an awareness derived as a consequence o f  the highest 

realization o f  the u ltim ate na tu re  o f  reality. As it is stated in the A na v a ta p ta p a r ip rcc h a su tra : 

“ H e w h o  realizes voidness, that person is consciously aw are .” “ U ltim ate  realization,” 

far from  obliterating  the relative w orld , brings it in to  h ighly specific, albeit dreamlike, 

focus.
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consciousness (vijhána). See “ aggregate .” 

con tem plation  (dhyana ) .  See “ absorp tion .”

construction, m ental (ka lp a n a , o r v ika lp a ) .  See “ conceptualization .” 

dedication (par in d m a n a ) .  This refers to the bodhisa ttva’s constant mindfulness o f  the fact 

that all his actions o f  w hatever fo rm  con tr ibu te  to his purpose o f  a ttaining en ligh tenm ent 

for the sake o f  h im self and others, i.e., his conscious deferral o f  the m erit accruing from  

any v irtuous action as he eschews im m edia te  rew ard  in favor o f  u ltim ate en ligh tenm ent 

for h im self  and all living beings, 

definitive m eaning (m tdr tha ) .  This refers to those teachings o f  the B uddha that are in terms 

o f  ultim ate reality; it is opposed to those teachings given in terms o f  relative reality, 

term ed “ interpretable  m eaning ,”  because they require fu rther  in terp re ta tion  before 

being relied on to indicate the ultim ate. H ence definitive m eaning relates to voidness, 

etc., and no  sta tem ent concerning the relative w orld , even by  the B uddha, can be taken 

as definitive. This is especially im po rta n t  in the con tex t o f  the M adhyam ika doctrine, 

hence in the con tex t o f  V im alak irti’s teachings, because he is constantly  correcting  the 

disciples and bodhisattvas w h o  accept interpretable expressions o f  the T athagata  as if  

they  w ere definitive, thereby attaching themselves to  them  and adopting  a one-sided 

approach.

designation (p r a jh a p ti ) .  This occurs in the axiom atic M adhyam ika  description o f  all things 

as existent by  virtue o f  “ m ere designation” (p ra jhap tim d trd ) .  

determ ination . See “ ultim ate dete rm ina tion .”

d icho tom y  ( y a m a k a v y a ty a s ta ) .  A “ contrasted pair.”  O n e  w h o  is neither attached no r  averse 

to w ords m ay  live by  the “ reconciliation o f  d ichotom ies.” This possibility is inherent 

in the fact that the dualism o f  verbalization and its consequent perceptual habits do n o t 

accurately correspond w ith  reality since, once beyond  the n a r ro w  prison o f  verbal 

categories, any th ing  is possible, 

duality, dualism (d v a y a , dvayagrdha) .  “ D uality”  is largely self-explanatory. T o  be po in ted  

ou t here is the connection  betw een the m ental habit o f  dualism and verbalization, insofar 

as dualism is inheren t in the structure o f  language, in w hich  things are presented in terms 

o f  opposites. V im alaklrti unm istakably  points this out, w ith  the help o f  Mañjusfl, by  

his fam ous silence on  the subject o f  nonduality , 

egoistic views ( sa tkdyadrf ti) .  This consists o f  tw en ty  varieties o f  false no tion , consisting 

basically o f  regard ing  the tem porally  im perm anen t and ultim ately  insubstantial as “ I” 

or  “ m ine .” T he  five com pulsive aggregates are paired w ith  the self, g iving the tw en ty  

false notions. For exam ple, the first four false notions are that (1) m atter  is the self, w hich  

is like its o w n er  (rupam  d tm d  s v d m iv a t ) ; (2) the self possesses m atter, like its o rnam en t 

( rüpavañ  d tm d  a la n k d ra v a t) ; (3) m atter  belongs to  the self, like a slave (d tm xyam  rüpam  

bhr tyava t)  \ and (4) the self dwells in m atter as in a vessel (rupe d tm d  bha janava t) .  T he  

o ther  four com pulsive aggregates are paired w ith  the self in the same four ways, giving 

sixteen m ore  false notions concerning sensation, intellect, m otiva tion , and consciousness, 

hypostatiz ing an impossible relationship w ith  a nonexistent, perm anent, substantial self.
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em anated  incarnation  (n irm d n a ). This refers to the miraculous p o w er  o f  the B uddha and 

bodhisattvas o f  a certain stage to em anate apparently  living beings in o rder to develop 

and teach living beings. This p o w er  reaches its cu lm ination  in the n irm d n a ka yd ,  the 

“ incarnation b o d y ,” w hich  is one o f  the three bodies o f  B uddhahood  and includes all 

physical form s o f  all Buddhas, including Sakyam uni, whose sole function  as incarnations 

is the developm ent and liberation o f  living beings, 

emptiness ( sunya ta ) . This Skt. te rm  is usually translated by  “ voidness” because that English 

w o rd  is m ore  rarely used in o ther  contexts than “ emptiness” and does n o t  refer to any 

sort o f  u ltim ate nothingness, as a thing-in-itself, o r  even as the th ing-in-itself  to end all 

things-in-themselves. It is a pure negation  o f  the u ltim ate existence o f  any th ing  or, in 

B uddhist te rm ino logy , the “ emptiness w ith  respect to personal and phenom enal selves,” 

o r “ w ith  respect to iden tity .” or “ w ith  respect to intrinsic na tu re ,” o r  “ w ith  respect to 

essential substance,” o r  “ w ith  respect to self-existence established by  intrinsic iden tity ,” 

o r  “ w ith  respect to u ltim ate tru th -sta tus,”  etc. T hus emptiness is a concept descriptive 

o f  the ultim ate  reality th ro u g h  its pure negation o f  w hatever m ay be supposed to be 

u ltim ately  real. It is an absence, hence no t existent in itself. It is synonym ous therefore 

w ith  “ in fin ity ,” “ absolu te ,” etc.— themselves all negative terms, i.e., fo rm ed  e ty m o - 

logically fro m  a positive concept by  adding a negative prefix (in +  finite =  n o t finite; 

ab 4 * solute =  n o t com pounded , etc.). But, since ou r  verbally conditioned m ental 

functions are hab itua ted  to the connection o f  w o rd  and thing, w e tend to hypostatize a 

“ v o id ,” analogous to “ ou ter  space,” a “ vacu u m ,” etc., w hich  w e either shrink from  as 

a nihilistic nothingness or becom e attached to as a liberative nothingness; this great 

m istake can be cured  only  by  realizing the m eaning o f  the “ emptiness o f  emptiness,” 

w hich  brings us to the tolerance o f  inconceivability (see “ to lerance” ), 

en ligh tenm en t (bodhi). This w o rd  requires too  m uch  explanation for this glossary because, 

indeed, the w hole  su tra— and the w hole o f  B uddhist l i teratu re— is explanatory  o f  only 

this. H ere w e sim ply m ention  the translation equivalent, 

gnosis (j h d n a , arya jh d n a ). This is know ledge o f  the nonconcep tua l and transcendental w hich 

is realized by  those atta in ing  h igher stages, 

grace (adh if th a n a ) . T h e  “ supernatural p o w e r” w ith  w hich  the B uddhas sustain the b o d ­

hisattvas in their great efforts on behalf  o f  liv ing beings, 

great compassion (m a h d k a r u n a ) . This refers to one o f  the tw o  (see ‘‘en ligh tenm en t” entry) 

central qualities o f  a B uddha or h igh  bo d h isa ttv a : his feeling bo rn  o f  the wish for all 

living beings to be free o f  suffering and to attain the suprem e happiness. It is im portan t 

to note  that this great compassion has no th ing  to do w ith  any sentim ental em otion  such 

as that stim ulated by  such a reflection as “ O h , the poor creatures! H o w  they are suf­

fering !” O n  the contrary , great compassion is accom panied by  the clear awareness that 

ultim ately there are no  such things as living beings, suffering, etc., in reality. T hus it is 

a sensitivity that does n o t entertain  any dualistic no tion  o f  subject and object; indeed, 

such an unlim ited  sensitivity m igh t best be term ed  “ em p a th y .” 

high  resolve (a d h yd sa ya ). This is a stage in the conception or  initiation o f  the spirit o f
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en lightenm ent. It follows up o n  the positive th ough t,  o r  aspiration to  attain it, w herein  

the bodhisattva becom es filled w ith  a lofty  determ ination  that he h im self should attain 

enligh tenm ent, that it is the only  th ing  to do to solve his o w n  problem s as well as those 

o f  all living beings. This h igh  resolve reaches its m ost intense pu rity  w h en  the bodhisattva 

sim ultaneously attains the Path o f  Insight and the first bodhisattva-stage, the Stage o f  

Joy . T he translation follows L am otte ’s happy  coinage “ hau te  reso lu tion .” 

identity  and identitylessness ( svabhava , n ih s v a b h d v a td ) .  S v a b h d v a  is usually rendered  as 

“ self-nature,” som etim es as “ o w n -b e in g ,” b o th  o f  w hich  have a certain literal validity. 

H ow ever, neither artificial te rm  has any evocative p o w er  for the reader w h o  has no 

fam iliarity w ith  the original, and a term  m ust be found that the reader can im m ediately  

relate to his o w n  w o rld  to fulfill the function  the original w o rd  had in its w orld . In ou r 

w o rld  o f  identities (national, racial, religious, personal, sexual, etc.), “ id en tity” is a part 

o f  ou r m a k e u p ; thus, w hen  w e are taugh t the u ltim ate absence o f  identity  o f  all persons 

and things, it is easy to “ identify” w hat is supposedly absent and hence to try  to under­

stand w h at that entails, 

incantation (d h a r a m ). This is literally a form ulaic spell, a series o f  po ten t sounds that, in the 

enunciation o f  the adept, creates a certain effect because it contains the essence o f  p ro ­

found experience and know ledge  in a psychic seed-form , as it were. A bodhisa ttva o f  a 

certain stage uses spells to  accomplish his w o rk  o f  developing  living beings and hence 

is said to have the pow er  o f  incantations. T h ey  are particularly  useful for anchoring  the 

bodhisa ttva’s m em o ry  o f  the teachings, and o f  his previous realizations o f  them , 

incarnation (n irm d n a ). See “ em anated  incarnation .”

incom prehensib ility  (a n u pa labdha tva ). This refers to the u ltim ate nature o f  things, w hich 

cannot be com prehended , grasped, etc., by  the ord inary , conditioned, subjective m ind. 

H ence it is significant that the realization o f  this na tu re  is n o t  couched in term s o f  under­

standing, o r  conviction, bu t in terms o f  tolerance (k$an ti , see “ to lerance” ), as the grasping 

m ind  cannot grasp its ultim ate inability to grasp; it can only cultivate its tolerance o f  

that inability.

inconceivability (acin tya ta )  (lit. “ un th inkab ility ,” on the part o f  a m ind  w hose th ink ing  is 

conditioned and bo u n d  by conceptual terms). This is essentially synonym ous w ith  

“ incom prehensib ility” (see entry), 

instinct (vasand ) .  T h e  subconscious tendencies and predilections o f  the psychosom atic 

conglom erate . This m ost obvious w o rd  is seldom used in this context because o f  the 

hesitancy o f  scholars to em ploy  “ scientific”  term inology , 

intellect (sa m jh a ) .  See “ aggregate .”

interpretable m eaning (neyartha). See “ definitive m ean ing .”

liberative technique (updya ) .  This is the expression in action o f  the great compassion o f  the 

B uddha and the bodhisa ttvas— physical, verbal, and  mental. It follows that one em - 

pathetically aw are o f  the troubles o f  living beings w ould , for his very  survival, devise 

the m ost p o ten t and efficacious techniques possible to rem ove  those troubles, and the
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troubles o f  living beings are rem oved  effectively only  w hen  they  reach liberation. 

“ T echnique” was chosen over the usual “ m e th o d ” and “ m eans” because it has a s tronger 

connota tion  o f  efficacy in o u r technological w o r ld ;  also, in B uddhism , liberative tech­

nique is identified w ith  the ex trem e o f  p ow er, energy, and efficacy, as sym bolized in 

the vajra  (adam antine scep ter) : T h e  im portance  o f  this te rm  is h igh ligh ted  in this sutra 

by  the fact tha t V im alaklrti h im self  is in troduced  in the chapter entitled “ Inconceivable 

Skill in L iberative T echn ique” ; this indicates that he, as a function  o f  the n ir m a n a kd ya  

(incarnation-body), ju s t  like the B uddha himself, is the very  incarnation o f  liberative 

technique, and every  act o f  his life is therefore a technique for the developm ent and 

liberation o f  living beings. T h e  “ liberative” part o f  the translation follows “ salvijxque” 

in L am o tte ’s phrase “ m o y e n s  s a lv i f iq u e ."

life (samsara). This te rm  is natural, instead o f  either “ transm igra tion”  o r  “ the ro u n d ,” 

because it conveys well the sense o f  the transform ations o f  living th ings; it also connotes 

to all m o d ern  readers the w hole  span and scope o f  the w o rld  o f  liv ing things. Sometimes 

“ w o r ld ” suffices, som etim es “ evo lu tion” is intriguing.

L ord  (B h a g a v d n ). “ L o rd ” is chosen to  translate the title bhagavdn  because it is the term  o f  

greatest respect current in o u r  “ sacred” language, as established for the D eity  in the 

Elizabethan version o f  the Bible. Indeed, the Skt. B h a g a v d n  was g iven as a title to the 

B uddha, a lthough  it also served the non-B uddh ist Indians o f  the day and, subsequently, 

it served as an honorific  title o f  their particular deities. As the B uddha is clearly described 

in the Scriptures as the “ S uprem e Teacher o f  Gods and M e n ,” there seems little danger 

that he m ay  be confused w ith  any particular deity th rough  the use o f  this te rm  [as indeed 

in B uddhist Scriptures various deities, creators, protectors, etc., are show n in their 

respective roles]. T hus I feel it w ou ld  com prom ise  the w eigh t and function  o f  the original 

B h a g a v d n  to use any less w eigh ty  te rm  than “ L o rd ” for the Buddha.

m atter  (rupa). See “ aggregate .”

m ental quiescence, o r  trance (sam atha). “ M ental quiescence” is a general te rm  for all types 

o f  m ind-practice , m editation , con tem plation , concentration , etc., tha t cultivate one- 

pointedness o f  m ind  and lead to a state o f  peacefulness and freedom  from  concern w ith  

any sort o f  object. It is paired w ith  “ transcendental analysis” o r  “ insight,” w hich  com ­

bines the analytic faculty w ith  this one-pointedness to reach h igh realizations such as 

selflessness (see “ transcendental analysis” ). “ M ental quiescence” and “ transcendental 

analysis” w ere coined by  E. O berm iller  in his invaluable study “ Prajna P Iram ita  

D octrine , as Exposed in the A bhisam ayalam kira  o f  M aitreya” (A c ta  O r ien ta l ia , Vol. 

X I [Heidelberg, 1932], pp. 1-134).

m otivation  (sam skara).  See “ aggregate .”

nonapprehension  (a n u p a la m b h a ) ; equivalent to  “ n onpercep tion .” This refers to the m ental 

openness cultivated by  the bodhisattva w ho  has reached a certain awareness o f  the nature 

o f  reality, in that he does n o t  seek to apprehend  any object o r  grasp any substance in 

a n y th in g ; rather, he rem oves any static pretension o f  his m ind  to have grasped at any 

tru th , conviction , o r  v iew  (see “ incom prehensib ility” ).
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nonduality  (a d v a y a tv d ). This is synonym ous w ith  reality, voidness, etc. B u t it m ust be 

rem em bered  that nonduality  does n o t  necessarily m ean unity , that un ity  is only  one o f  

the pair u n ity -d u a lity ; hence n onduality  implies n o n u n ity  as well. This po in t is obscured 

by  designating this nondual philosophy as “ m o n ism ,” as too  m any  m odern  scholars 

have done. See In troduction , 

nonpercep tion  (a n u p a la d h i). See “ nonapprehension .”

omniscience (sarva jha ta ) . This refers to  the gnosis o f  the B uddha , w ith  w hich  there is 

no th ing  he does n o t k n o w . H ow ever, n o t  to  confuse “ om niscience” w ith  the theistic 

conception  o f  an om niscient god, the “ ev ery th ing” here is specifically every th ing  about 

the source o f  the p redicam ent o f  w orld ly  life and the w ay  o f  transcendence o f  that 

w o rld  th ro u g h  liberation. Since “ ev ery th ing” is only  an abstract te rm  w ith o u t any 

particular referent, once w e are clear abou t the im plications o f  infinity, it does n o t refer 

to any sort o f  u ltim ate totality , since a to tality  can only be relative, i.e., a to tality  w ith in  

a particular fram e o f  reference. Thus, as D harm ak lrti  has rem arked , “ it is n o t a question 

o f  the B u d d h a ’s k n o w in g  the n u m b er  o f  fish in the ocean,” i.e., since there are infinity 

o f  fish in iiifinity o f  oceans in infinity  o f  w orlds and universes. T he  B u d d h a ’s o m n i­

science, rather, know s h o w  to develop and liberate any fish in any ocean, as well as all 

o ther living beings.

positive th o u g h t (dsaya). This is the first stirring in the b odhisa ttva’s m ind  o f  the inspiration 

to attain en ligh tenm ent (see “ high resolve” ). See Lam otte , A p p e n d ic e , N o te  II. 

reality-lim it (b h u ta k o t i). A synonym  o f  the u ltim ate reality. In the M ahayana Scriptures, 

it has a som ew hat negative flavor, conno ting  the H inayana concept o f  a static nirvana. 

S th iram ati glosses the term  as follow s: “ ‘R e a li ty ’ means und istorted  tru th . ‘L im it’ 

means the ex trem e beyond  w hich there is n o th ing  to be k n o w n  by an yone” (bhu tam  

sa tyam  a v ip a n ta m ity a r th a h  / ko t ih  p a r y a n tf f  ya ta h  p a r e n a -a n y a j jh e y a m  n a s t i . .  /). 

reincarnation (p u n a r ja t i , p u n a r b h a v a ) .  It is well to m ake a distinction betw een  “ reb ir th ” 

and “ re incarnation .” T he  fo rm er is the norm al process fo llow ing  the death o f  a norm al 

living being ; the latter is the conscious and vo lun tary  descent in to  a physical bod y  o f  

a bodhisattva o r  B uddha w ho , because o f  his transcendence o f  the bonds o f  action and 

passions, is n o t  com pelled  bu t incarnates in order  to develop and liberate o ther living 

beings.

relativity (pra tT tyasam utpada). This Skt. te rm  is usually translated as “ dependent orig ina­

tion ,” w hich  serves in certain contexts. H ow ev er , in the M adhyam ika context, w hich 

is an im p o rta n t  con tex t in this Scripture, pratT tyasam utpada  describes u ltim ate reality. 

It is equated to su n y a ta , voidness, the na tu re  o f  birthlessness; thus “ o r ig ina tion” is som e­

w hat o u t  o f  place, since ultim ately  no th ing  originates. “ R e la t iv ity ,” w hich  T . Stcher- 

batski (in C en tra l  C o n cep tion  o f  B udd h is t  N ir v a n a  [Leningrad, 1927] and o ther  works) 

used by  extension for “ voidness” (s u n y a ta ) itself, seems ideal to convey the sense that 

no th ing  exists independen t o f  relation w ith  som eth ing  else; therefore there is no  ab­

solute, perm anent, independent self-substantial th in g — only  things tha t exist conven ­

tionally, dependen t on  their verbal and intellectual designations.



saint (arhat). This te rm  seems appropriate  to translate the title arhat because an arhat is 

one w h o  has becom e pure from  taints o f  the passions, etc., and “ saint” is e tym ologically  

(Latin: sanus) connected  w ith  “ cleanness” and  “ p u r i ty .”

self (d tm a ). It is crucial to  understand w hat is m eant by  “ self,” before one is able to realize 

the a ll- im portan t “ selflessness.” Before w e can discover an absence, w e have to k n o w  

w h at w e are look ing  for. In M ahayana, there is a self o f  persons and a self o f  things, 

bo th  p resum ed habitually  by  living beings and hence in form ative  o f  their perceptions. 

W ere  these “ selves” to exist as they  appear because o f  o u r presum ption , they should 

exist as substantial, self-subsistent entities w ith in  things, or as the intrinsic realities o f  

things, or as the intrinsic identities o f  things, all perm anent, unrelated and unrelative, 

etc. T he  nondiscovery  o f  such “ selves” w ith in  changing, relative, in terdependent 

persons and things is the realization o f  u ltim ate reality, or selflessness.

selflessness (and tm atd , o r  na ird tm ya ) .  This describes actual reality, as finally there is no 

enduring  person h im self  o r  th ing  itself, since persons and things exist on ly  in the relative, 

conventional, or superficial sense, and n o t  in any ultim ate o r  absolute sense. T o  under­

stand B uddhist teaching correctly , w e m ust be clear abou t the tw o  senses (conventional/ 

u ltim ate, o r  relative/absolute), since m istaking denial o f  ultim ate self as denial o f  con­

ventional self leads to nihilism, and m istaking affirmation o f  conventional self as affir­

m ation  o f  u ltim ate self leads to absolutism. N ihilism  and absolutism effectively prevent 

us from  realizing ou r en ligh tenm ent, hence are to be avoided.

signlessness (a n im i t ta ta ). In u ltim ate reality, there is no  sign, as a sign signals o r  signifies 

som eth ing  to  som eone and hence is inextricably involved w ith  the relative w orld . W e  

are so cond itioned  by signs that they  seem to speak to us as i f  they had a voice o f  their 

o w n . T he  letter “ A ” seems to p ronounce  itself to us as w e see it, and the s top-sign fairly 

shouts at us. H o w ev er , the configuration  o f  tw o  slanted lines w ith  a crossbar has in itself 

n o th ing  w hatsoever to do w ith  the p h en o m en o n  m ade w ith  the m o u th  and th roat in the 

open  position, w h en  expulsion o f  breath makes the vocal cords resonate “ ah .” By 

extend ing  such analysis to all signs, w e m ay  get an inkling o f  w h a t is m eant b y  “ signless­

ness,”  w h ich  is essentially equivalent to voidness, and to  “ wishlessness” (see entry). 

Voidness, signlessness, and wishlessness fo rm  the “ T hree  D oors o f  L iberation”  (see 

Glossary 2).

tolerance ( k sd n ti ) .  This is item ized under the “ six transcendences” (see Glossary 2). H ere 

w e are concerned w ith  the “ in tu itive tolerance o f  the birthlessness (or incom prehen ­

sibility) o f  all th ings” (a n u tp a t t ik a d h a rm a ksd n ti  o r  a n u p a labdh idharm aksdn ti ) .  T o  translate 

k sd n ti  as “ k n o w led g e” o r  “ convic tion” defeats entirely the Skt. usage and its in tended 

sense: In the face o f  birthlessness o r  incom prehensib ility  (i.e., the ultim ateTeality), 

o rd inary  know ledge  and especially convictions are u tterly  lost; this is because the m ind 

loses objectifiability o f  any th ing  and has n o th ing  to  grasp, and  its process o f  com ing  to 

term s m ay  be described only  as a conscious cancellation th ro u g h  absolute negations 

o f  any false sense o f  certainty abou t anyth ing. T h ro u g h  this tolerance, the m ind  reaches 

a stage w here  it can bear its lack o f  bearings, as it w ere, can endure  this kind  o f  extrem e
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openness, this lack o f  any conviction, etc. T here  are three degrees o f  this to lerance—  

verbal (ghosanuga ), con fo rm ing  (a n u lo m ik i), and  com plete. See L am otte , A p p e n d ic e , 

N o te  III.

transcendental analysis (v ip a sy a n a ) .  This is paired w ith  “ m ental quiescence” (see entry). 

In general “ m ed ita tion” is too  often understood  as only  the types o f  practices categorized 

as “ quietistic” — w hich  eschew objects, learning, analysis, d iscrim ination, etc., and lead 

on ly  to the a tta inm ent o f  tem p o ra ry  peace and one-pointedness. H o w ev er , in order  to 

reach any h igh  realization, such as personal selflessness, phenom enal selflessness, o r  

voidness, “ transcendental analysis,” w ith  its analytical penetration  to the nature o f  

u ltim ate reality, is indispensable. T he analysis is called “ transcendental” because it does 

n o t accept any th ing  it sees as it appears. Instead, th rough  analystic exam ination , it 

penetrates to its deeper reality, go ing  ever deeper in infinite penetra tion  until tolerance 

is reached. All apparently  self-sufficient objects are seen th rough  and their truth-status 

is rejected— first conceptually  and finally perceptually, at B uddhahood . Thus “ m edita ­

t ion ,” to be efficacious, m ust include bo th  m ental quiescence (sam atha) , and transcen­

dental analysis (v ipasyana )  in in tegrated  com bination .

u ltim ate (param artha) .  “ U ltim a te” is preferable to the usual “ absolute” because it carries 

fewer connotations than “ absolute” — w hich, how ever, w h en  understood  logically, is 

also correct. It is contrasted w ith  “ superficial” ( vy a va h a ra )  o r “ relative” (sam vrt ti)  to 

give the tw o  types, or “ levels^” o f  tru th . It is synonym ous w ith  u ltim ate reality, the 

u n com pounded , voidness, reality, lim it o f  reality, absolute, nirvana, ultim ate liberation, 

infinity, perm anence, eternity , independence, etc. It also has the soteriological sense o f  

“ sacred” as opposed to “ profane” as is conveyed by  its literal rendering  “ sup rem e” 

(parama)  “ ob jec t” (artha).

ultim ate determ ination  (n iy a m a ,  s a m y a k tv a n iy a ta ) .  This is the stage attained by  followers 

o f  the H in ay in a  w herein  they  becom e determ ined  for the a tta inm ent o f  liberation 

(nirvana, i.e., the u ltim ate  for them ) in such a w ay  as never to regress from  their goals, 

and by  bodhisattvas w hen  they attain the ho ly  path  o f  insight. (See “ five paths” entry , 

Glossary 2.)

u ltim ate realm  (d h a rm a d h a tu ) . This co m p o u n d  is actually m etaphorical in sense, w ith  

(at least) tw o  interpretations possible because o f  ambiguities in the w o rd  dhatu .  D h a tu  

as in the expression k a m a d h d tu  (desire-realm), m ay  m ean “ rea lm ” ; o r  it m ay m ean 

“ e lem ent,” as in the eighteen elements (see entry), w here  it is explained as analogous to 

a m ineral such as copper. T hus the realm  o f  the D harm a is the D harm akaya, the pure 

source and sphere o f  the D harm a. A nd  the elem ent o f  the D harm a is like a m ine from  

w hich the verbal D harm a, the buddha-qualities, and the w isdom s o f  the saints and 

bodhisattvas are culled. This is m etaphorical, as V im alaklrti w o u ld  rem ind  us, because 

the D harm a, the u ltim ate, is u lt im a te ly  no t a particular place; it is im m an en t in all places, 

being the actuality and u ltim ate condition  o f  all things and being relatively no  one thing  

except, like voidness, the suprem ely  beneficent o f  concepts.

view  (drsti) . This means a m ental conviction or opin ion that conditions the m ind and 

determ ines h o w  it sees reality.
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voidness ( s u n y a ta ) .  See “ em ptiness.”

wishlessness (apran ih i ta ta ) . T h ird  o f  the T hree  D oors o f  L iberation (see Glossary 2). O bjec ­

tively, it is equivalent to  voidness; subjectively, it is the o u tcom e o f  the ho ly  gnosis o f  

voidness as the realization o f  the u ltim ate lack o f  any th ing  to  w ish for, w he ther  voidness 

itself, o r  even B udd h ah o o d . See “ em ptiness.”


