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FOREWORD BY RAFE MARTIN


AS A YOUNG MAN the great Japanese Zen Master Hakuin was terrified of falling into hell. He’d heard that salvation lay in the Lotus Sutra and so eagerly got hold of a copy and read it. He found—to his great disappointment—that it was just stories. He’d been so hopeful. And so now he put it aside. Years later, after much strong practice/realization, Hakuin happened to be looking at the Sutra again. As he read, a cricket chirruped nearby from within the foundations of the temple—and with that, Hakuin experienced deep enlightenment. Tears streaming down his face, he felt he now finally understood why the Lotus Sutra was called the “King of Sutras”—and he found himself overwhelmed by its depth, relevance, and profundity.


My old teacher Roshi Philip Kapleau used to say, quoting Hakuin, “The ancient teachings illumine the mind, and the mind illumines the ancient teachings.” In other words, we ourselves have to bring the Lotus Sutra to life, even as it works skillfully on bringing us into our own real life. The relationship is dynamic and mutual, never static.


Actually, the Lotus Sutra (or the Dharma Flower Sutra, as Dr. Reeves beautifully terms it) is cosmic in scope and setting, vast in its imagination. And we, here on Planet Earth, have been literally dying for lack of such deep imagination. The corporation that pollutes the stream behind the nursery school is suffering, and causing suffering, too, from lack of imagination, lack of seeing how productivity, profit, community, and the communal resources of clean air and pure water are completely interconnected. War and hatred stem from similar failures of imagination, as does the rampant consumerism that literally melts icecaps and leaves polar bears to starve and die. We can see the shriveled fruits of failed imagination all around us. We live within it. But what would fulfilled imagination look like?


The Lotus Sutra tells us. It shows us that to the awakened imagination in reality we live in a buddha land. And that we ourselves, and all living beings, are buddhas! Talk about minds-eye-opening! Talk about revolutionary!


Imagination is a Way, and it is food and nourishment and a bed to rest upon while we’re on the Way. Gene Reeves’ stories from the Lotus Sutra are the Lotus Sutra, are Mind, are food and bed and shelter and hiking boots and a staff in our hands. For, wherever we’re at, we can always go farther toward realizing the actualities that the Sutra embodies. As Hakuin also said, “Buddhism is like a mountain. The more you climb it the higher it gets. It’s like an ocean. The further you go into it the deeper it gets.”


To vow the vows to save all beings, to realize buddha-nature, and then to not just take a shortcut to personal peace but go through all the stages of bodhisattva development is to dream a big dream. What the Lotus Sutra through its stories reveals is that all beings are actually right now, in reality, already on that Great Way, that endless Path—whether they know it or not, whether they call it that or not. Great wisdom, great compassion, selflessness, skillful liberative technique, determined resolve, vigorous application are the heart of our common humanity. We all already have these in full. They are our nature. And yet, at the same time it remains up to each of us to actualize them. And to do that we first need to begin to see the possibility of such awakening and of making such effort. We have to be able to imagine it. Only then we can work at it for real. The Lotus Sutra is a skillful device left by the great teacher Shakyamuni Buddha to do just that—to open a gateway to ourselves, and what we actually are and so might be; a great engine of awakened activity to benefit all beings.


Gene Reeves skillfully props open the door to that deep imagination in our time, and by wisely focusing in this book on stories themselves, consistently gets us to the heart of the matter. If not for him, many of us would just be hopefully hanging on to an old text, lugging it around, gazing at it up on our bookshelves wondering how to get it to speak. Is there a button? Should I shake it? What?


For Gene knows that stories are not just make-believe, and not just bunches of words skillfully strung together, either. They are a technology, maybe the oldest and most powerful on the planet, real tools for inner change that can help us see with our minds and hearts, awaken deep aspirations, enhance our skills, revive the will to leave old and self-centered paths behind as we keep on working to accomplish the way of the real, fully flowered human being. Stories are not dogmas, or what Gene calls “doctrines.” Nor do they address our somewhat lazy tendency of relying on belief. Stories are themselves experiences and here lies their power, a power that athletes today may understand better than scholars. If swimmers, for instance, want to swim better, they visualize doing it. They imagine a pool, feel the water temperature, see the color, draw in the salt or chlorine smell. Then they swim perfectly, feeling the water flowing smoothly past, feeling the muscles of the arms, shoulders, legs working perfectly, effortlessly, hearing the gurgling chime of water on the move. Then, getting into a real pool, in this actual world, they actually swim better. Experiences in stories get us or allow us to see with our minds, to experience realities of a different than physical sort. Yet what we experience in the imagination can affect us as deeply as actual experiences, ones we may draw on in memory. Their effect may be subtle, but it is not trivial.


As a storyteller I’ve experienced this myself in the act of telling stories, and I’ve seen it happen, too, with all sorts of audiences. When a story is told another, older kind of attention emerges. You can see it in people’s eyes and faces, see it in the way they hold their bodies at “Once upon a time.” Then this place we’re in, where we’re hearing the story told, whether it’s a small room, a theater, a gymnasium, a cafeteria, a tent, or a hillside under the dark open sky, fades. That literal place becomes secondary, as in a figure/ground reversal, and the so-called “inner world,” the world of the imagination, becomes primary. The world we create comes to the fore. We temporarily touch base with our innate power to participate in and co-create reality, and find again the original bonds of community and self. Though this happens often and naturally, it is never less than a thrilling moment. I’ve seen audiences shiver with cold on hot summer nights when stories are told set in ice and snow. I’ve seen alienated teenagers come to life, and seen them, after the story, share a newfound excitement with their own imaginative power.


Words create pictures in the mind. And each listener creates his or her own way of seeing, his or her own unique version of the tale. No one today knows how we do it—take sounds on the air, or squiggles on a page, and create realms that may never be seen with our physical eyes, uncover vast internal mandalas of good and evil, forests, mountains, and seas. Where are these scenes? Not in our heads. In our heads are bone, blood, and brain. So where is the realm of vision? This mysterious power to see seems to be hard-wired into our human being, for it happens naturally pretty much anywhere a story is well-told. Stories of bravery rouse our own courage. Stories of compassion awaken our own kindness and generosity. Stories of cause and effect make us wiser. Stories that change our perception of our own deep purposes on this earth can change the way we actually live and interact with ourselves and with our fellow beings. Stories in words may open doors unreachable by other technologies. Like the swimmer visualizing and practicing in a visionary pool, they help us develop our skills to first imagine, and then live, well. Unlike mere dogmas that can so easily put us to sleep, stories bring us to life.


I’d read the Lotus Sutra long ago and found it to be cosmic and full of wonders, just like Gene Reeves says. In fact, I’d found it to be a treasure house of stories, core stories of Buddhist vision and imagination, which is, in effect, Reality. In the Lotus Sutra or, maybe more accurately as the Lotus Sutra, are the stories/parables of the burning house and of the oxcart of the Great Way already carrying all beings; the story of the poor son of the rich man; the story of the jewel sewn into the robe; the stories of assurance of all eventually becoming buddhas—even us!—and the short sutra/chapter on the power of the Bodhisattva Kannon, the bodhisattva of great, limitless compassion. I read them all long ago and was indeed moved by this tremendous sense of vision. But then I’d set the sutra aside, looking into pithier texts like the Diamond Sutra, more down-to-earth ones like the Platform Sutra, and funnier, more iconoclastic ones like the Vimalakirti Sutra.


Now I’m going to have to put the Dharma Flower Sutra back on my essential reading list. I’ll have lots more to look at and work with this time around, thanks to Gene Reeves and his dedicated work. Hands palm to palm. I’m deeply grateful for this offering. I think you will be too.


Rafe Martin


RAFE MARTIN is an award-winning, internationally known author and storyteller who has been a featured teller at the prestigious National Storytelling Festival, the International Storytelling Center, and the Joseph Campbell Festival of Myth and Story. He is also a fully ordained lay Zen practitioner with many years of formal Zen practice and study, and the author most recently of The Banyan Deer: A Parable of Courage and Compassion.
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Introduction


BE FOREWARNED! This book might transform you into the kind of Buddhist who loves the Lotus Sutra and therefore deeply cares about this world. It is a commentary on the stories of the Lotus Sutra, a sutra that more than any other has been both loved and reviled. Though intended to be a companion volume to my translation of the Lotus Sutra,1 this does not mean that it cannot be read without the translation at hand. I think everything in this book can be understood on its own. Still, one’s understanding of the Dharma Flower Sutra will be greatly enhanced by reading the translation—or better yet by reading a Chinese version!


In this book I try to avoid use of non-English terms, including Sanskrit terms. Yet to some extent they cannot be avoided. I frequently use such terms as buddha, dharma, bodhisattva, shravaka, pratyekabuddha, and so on, all of which are Sanskrit terms, though some have been brought into the English language. In my view at least, good translations of these terms are not to be found. On the other hand, there are Sanskrit terms often used in English by Buddhist scholars and others that I believe can indeed better be understood in translation.


Chinese Buddhist terms, both proper names and common nouns, can be and often are translated in various ways. In fact, a great many Sanskrit Buddhist terms have been translated in various ways into Chinese. The Buddhist names and terms used in this book are all from my translation, The Lotus Sutra. In the back of that volume, you can find two large glossaries in which are shown Sanskrit, Chinese, and Japanese versions of all of the proper names and Buddhist terms found in this book.


Though originally given as a series of lectures, versions of most of the chapters in this book were previously published in the magazine Dharma World over a period of several years. All have been revised for this volume, and some new material has been added. I have tried to have the vocabulary of this work be consistent, from beginning to end of the book itself, and also with that of my translation.


During most of my adult life I have been both a teacher and a preacher, roles which I understand to be different, though, of course, teaching can be included within preaching and sometimes a little preaching may show up in a teacher. And that is what this book does, at least that is what I hope it does. I hope it will inspire at least some readers not only to understand the Lotus Sutra better but also to embrace it, at least some part of its core teaching. I hope some will be moved by it to improve their lives in some significant way. But where it has seemed relevant to do so, I have included factual information both about the text and about the subjects of the stories in the text.


I hope it will shed some light on and even open up the profound meaning of that text—which is normally known in East Asia as the Dharma Flower Sutra.2 (In this book I will use “Lotus Sutra” and “Dharma Flower Sutra” interchangeably.) Though any text, including the Dharma Flower Sutra, can be interpreted and understood in various ways, I believe that this text is first of all a religious text, intended primarily not to settle some dispute among monks in ancient India, or to expound philosophical doctrines, but rather to influence the lives of its hearers or readers in highly significant ways. In an important way, we might say that the text wants to teach and transform you! For that purpose to be fulfilled or even appreciated widely, it is important that the meaning and thrust of the Sutra be readily available to ordinary English-language readers. This attempt to interpret the Lotus Sutra in plain words is an attempt to have its rich meanings and significance available to a wider and widening audience.


The Lotus Sutra uses a variety of stories, including its famous parables, to draw us into its world, a world in which, if we truly enter it, we are likely to be transformed. It is thus a book of enchantment, a story book.


Emphasis on stories can be contrasted with emphasis on doctrines, or, as we tend to prefer these days, “teachings.” The Lotus Sutra does have teachings. Indeed, one meaning of “dharma” is “teachings.” Most important perhaps of its teachings are the doctrines of skillful means, of the One Buddha Vehicle, of the long life of the Buddha and many embodiments of Buddha, and of universal buddha-nature. An outline of the main teachings can be found in my “Translators Introduction” to The Lotus Sutra. Stories, perhaps parables especially, can be seen as illustrations of such teachings, and often they are. This is one way to understand and interpret the Lotus Sutra—but to understand its teachings and stories only in this way may be to miss what the Lotus Sutra is really about.


I believe that nearly everything taught in the Lotus Sutra is for the purpose of reorienting the lives of its hearers and readers. Its teachings, I believe, are not—at least not primarily—for giving us interesting ideas, or for adding to our store of knowledge, or for teaching us doctrines to believe or affirm. The teachings of the Dharma Flower Sutra are aimed at changing people’s lives.


In this sense, the Dharma Flower Sutra is as much, or more, an earthly, bodily, “physical” text as it is a spiritual one. It aims not merely for spiritual experiences, but change in behavior. In Chapter 12, the Bodhisattva Accumulated Wisdom says, “I have observed that in the [whole] world there is not even a spot as small as a mustard seed where [the Buddha] has not laid down body and life as a bodhisattva for the sake of the living.”(LS 252) The Lotus Sutra has to do with laying down one’s body and life.


It may be that both the teachings and the stories are not so much ends as they are means to something else. The “something else” is not easy to describe, or to believe, as the text tells us over and over again. It is nothing less than a radical transformation of the hearer or reader of the Sutra.


Take, for example, the doctrine of universal buddha-nature, which can also be said to be a doctrine of universal liberation or salvation. It has been said that this doctrine of universal salvation is the core teaching of the Lotus Sutra, and in a sense it is. But universal salvation is not something anyone can experience for themselves. In the text it approaches being something of a metaphysical doctrine, asserted implicitly over and over again, without argument. As universal, it cannot, of course, be illustrated or demonstrated. But stories can be told that reinforce the idea.


Thus stories are told of shravakas (those who hear the Buddha) who, despite having previously bought into the arhat ideal, an ideal which assumes that they are incapable of reaching the highest goal of becoming buddhas, become instead bodhisattvas—beings on the way to becoming buddhas. A story is told of Devadatta, infamous everywhere as a kind of epitome of evil due to his efforts to harm or kill the Buddha or to split the sangha, the community of monks—Devadatta is assured by the Buddha that he too is to become a buddha. And a story is told of a young dragon princess who, despite being both young and female (traditionally regarded as handicaps), is able to become a buddha extremely quickly.


All of these stories essentially say to the hearer or reader, “you too.” If shravakas and evil monks and little girls can become buddhas, so can you. And the teaching that buddha-nature is universal, a teaching not explicitly presented but strongly implied in the Lotus Sutra, does the same thing. It basically says that there are no exceptions to having buddha-nature; therefore you cannot make an exception of yourself.


That, I think, is the core purpose of the Lotus Sutra, not merely the abstract notion of universal awakening, but the always-present possibility and power of awakening, which is a kind of flowering, in each one of us.


The Buddha says to Shariputra in Chapter 3 of the Lotus Sutra, “Did I not tell you before that when the buddhas, the world-honored ones, by using causal explanations, parables, and other kinds of expression, teach the Dharma by skillful means, it is all for the purpose of supreme awakening? All these teachings are for the purpose of transforming people into bodhisattvas.” (LS 112)


These stories, then, are instruments, skillful means, to help us see and embrace what we might not otherwise see or appreciate—the potential and power in each of us to take up the way of the bodhisattva, which is to become supremely awakened, which is to become a buddha.


Such stories should be taken seriously but not too seriously. Taken too seriously, too literally, too doctrinally, they can mislead. Take, for example, what is probably the most famous parable in the Dharma Flower Sutra, the parable of the burning house, found in Chapter 3. In that story, in order to get his children to flee their burning house their father promises them a variety of carriages, goat-drawn carriages, deer-drawn carriages, and carriages drawn by oxen. That promise works to get the children out of the house to safety. But, after everyone is safely out of the burning house, the father has some second thoughts about the carriages. Realizing his own great wealth, he decides to give each of the children something even greater than he had promised, namely a carriage drawn by a great white ox—a carriage called the “Great Vehicle.”


In the text itself, the three original carriages are called the shravaka, pratyekabuddha, and buddha vehicles. And it is said that the third is the “Great Vehicle,” the vehicle pursued by bodhisattvas. What is the relation of this third vehicle and the “Great Vehicle” that is given in place of the three? Are there four vehicles in total, or only three? This question and questions related to it have been pondered over, discussed, and debated for centuries. Several different solutions to the seeming puzzle have been offered. And the question raised is not a trivial one; it has to do with the relation of the Great Vehicle, the Mahayana, and the bodhisattva path to the paths of the shravakas and pratyekabuddhas.


But perhaps the problem only arises from taking the numbers too seriously. The point of the story has nothing at all to do with the number of kinds of carriages. Basically the story is to have us understand that, while any number of kinds of teachings can lead to entering the way, the path of the bodhisattva is what eventually leads to being a buddha. The number of kinds of vehicles is irrelevant! Concern over it can be a distraction from the core message—that no matter what kind of carriage you pursue, you are always also pursuing supreme awakening and will become a buddha!


The emphasis here on stories means that some things are left out, from the Dharma Flower Sutra itself most prominently perhaps discussion of Chapters 17, 18, and 19, Chapter 26, “Incantations,” and of the so-called “opening” and “closing” sutras. There are also discursive sections in several chapters that are not treated in the present story-centered book.


Chapters 17, 18, and 19 are entitled “The Variety of Blessings,” “Blessings of Responding with Joy,” and “The Blessings of the Dharma Teacher.” All three have to do with the many blessings that can come to one who truly understands the meaning of the long life of the Buddha or who follows the Sutra. Chapter 17 emphasizes the importance of believing and acting on the belief that the Buddha’s life is extremely long, which amounts to following the way of the bodhisattva. This, it says, is even more important than following the transcendental practices or building stupas or temples. Chapter 18 emphasizes, as the title indicates, the importance of responding to the Sutra in joy. But here responding with joy entails spreading the teaching of the Sutra to others, either by teaching the Dharma oneself of by encouraging others to hear it from someone else. This is not unrelated to the previous chapter in that it is by spreading the Dharma from one person to another that the Buddha’s life becomes longer and longer. Chapter 19 describes supernatural powers that may come to someone who embraces and teaches the Dharma Flower Sutra: powers of the senses, the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body, as well as powers of the mind. These powers are fantastic and interesting to read about, but I don’t know that discussing them at length would add appreciably to this book.


Incantations, dharanis in Sanskrit, have played and continue to play an important role in East Asian Buddhism. Recitation and repetition of them, including but not only those in the Dharma Flower Sutra, is widely believed to be an important, especially auspicious Buddhist practice. And this is so whether the language be Chinese or Japanese, English or even Sanskrit. Today, each of several Japanese Buddhist organizations based on the Lotus Sutra has its own slightly different way of pronouncing the incantations found in the text. In any case, it is the sound that is efficacious, as no intellectual content is to be found in them. It may well be that this emphasis on sound in the absence of intellectual content in some ways serves a purpose not unlike that of stories. Without denying the importance of Buddhist teachings, they direct our attention away from doctrinal interpretation of the text and of the larger traditions of which it is a part toward an appreciation of dharanis that elicits a kind of mystical empowerment of those who are in their presence.


The main reason a chapter on incantations is not included in this book is that I am not ready to explain or interpret them—and suspect that I never will be. Like music, they are best enjoyed in the doing or hearing of them. I don’t think I can add anything about them that would be helpful, and I might, as it were, destroy their spell, for they are spells, and spells can be broken.


The Sutra of Innumerable Meanings has long been taken to be a kind of “opening” to the Dharma Flower Sutra itself, where it is mentioned. But there is not a story in it. At a doctrinal level it can be taken to be a supplement, even a kind of explanation of an important emphasis within the Dharma Flower Sutra, an emphasis which is embodied in the title of Chapter 2 of the Dharma Flower Sutra, “Skillful Means.” It can be seen as providing an interpretation of skillful means before that term is given the kind of prominence it has in the Dharma Flower Sutra. Thus, to begin with a discussion of the Sutra of Innumerable Meanings would be to give a kind of emphasis to doctrine, especially to the great powers of bodhisattvas and to the characteristics of the body of a buddha. This is not what I think the Lotus Sutra wants to emphasize. Thus, after some discussion of the role of stories, we begin with a story about the Buddha and his great assembly rather than with this “opening sutra.”


In the Sutra of Contemplation of the Dharma Practice of Universal Sage Bodhisattva, the so-called “closing sutra” of the threefold Lotus Sutra, the Lotus Sutra is mentioned. This is also a different genre of text. It is a guided meditation, especially intended, at least as the tradition has taken it, to be a guide to repentance. Here, too, the emphasis is hardly on doctrine or teachings. It provides a visualization sequence that is probably impossible to follow, at least intellectually, thus eliciting a kind of experience in the reader which can lead to the practice, both internally and ritually, of confession and repentance. Again, this may have some of the same effect as the Dharma Flower Sutra itself, but it lives, so to speak, in a different kind of environment.


The Dharma Flower Sutra is not a Chinese or Japanese text, at least not only a Chinese or Japanese text. It is a text originating in India some twenty-two centuries or more ago. A Sanskrit version, or versions, which themselves would have been translations or adaptations from some more common language or languages, were translated into Chinese several times during the first few centuries of the common era. One of those Chinese translations, that of Kumarajiva, became enormously popular and influential in Chinese culture and thence in all of East Asia, including China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. And this Chinese version has now been translated into many European languages, several times into English, and also in recent years into French, Italian, German, Russian, and other languages.


While Kumarajiva’s Chinese version has been adapted into Japanese, no one imagines that this Japanese version, or the Chinese version, or any other version is by itself the Dharma Flower Sutra, the Sutra of the Lotus Flower of the Wonderful Dharma, to use the full title. The precise meaning of the term “The Dharma Flower Sutra” and its equivalents in other languages has to remain somewhat imprecise, as there is no single text which is “The Lotus Sutra,” no one original from which others are derived. Even in the Sutra itself, there is no consistently maintained distinction between the Dharma Flower Sutra and Buddha Dharma. In a sense, we can say that the Sutra understands itself to be the most inclusive and important expression of the teachings of the Buddha. 
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THE ENCHANTING WORLD OF THE LOTUS SUTRA


A CHINESE/JAPANESE TERM often used for “introduction” is more literally “entrance gateway.” And while that is not what the first chapter of the Lotus Sutra is called, that is exactly what it is. It is a gateway through which one can enter a new and mysterious world, an enchanting world—a world of the imagination.


The setting, the opening scene, is on Holy Eagle Peak. This Holy Eagle Peak is not off somewhere in another world. It is a real place on a mountain in northeast India. I was there a few years ago. But as well as being an actual, physical, and historical place, the Holy Eagle Peak of the Dharma Flower Sutra is a mythical place.


The place we visited, the geographical place, is like a ledge set on a steep mountainside, perhaps three-fourths of the way up the mountain. Above and below it, the mountain is both steep and rough, not the kind of place where anyone could sit and listen to a sermon or lecture. And the ledge itself would not hold more than three dozen or so people at a time.


In the Sutra this little place is populated by a huge assembly, with thousands of monks and nuns and laypeople, eighty thousand bodhisattvas, and a large number of gods, god-kings (including Indra, King of the Gods), dragon kings, chimera kings, centaur kings, ashura kings, griffin kings, satyrs, pythons, minor kings, and holy wheel-rolling kings. Already, just from the listing of such a population, and there is more, we know we have entered a realm that is special, even magical.


We do not know much about the Indian origins of the Lotus Sutra, but we can be reasonably confident that it was produced in northern India by monks, and it is very likely that many of its first hearers and readers would have known perfectly well that Holy Eagle Peak was in actuality much too small for the kind of assembly described at the beginning of Chapter 1. We are to understand from the very beginning, in other words, that this is a story, not a precise description of historical events, but a mythical account of historical events. It is meant not just for our knowledge, but for our participation. It invites us to use our own imagination to participate in the Sutra’s world of enchantment.


Some years ago when I wrote to a friend that I had moved to Japan to work on the Lotus Sutra, he responded that he had read the Sutra a long time ago and could not remember much about it, except for the fact that it contained a lot of “miracle stories.” There is, of course, a sense in which that is correct. The Sutra does have a great many stories of fantastic, supernormal, or supernatural events, and of the Buddha’s and various bodhisattvas’ holy or supernatural powers. But one thing these stories do not and cannot do is to function as “miracle stories” in the Christian sense of that term, that is, as stories that can be used to “prove” something about the intervention in history of a supernatural power.


The stories in the Dharma Flower Sutra, or at least many of them, are so fantastic, so imaginative, so unlike anything we have experienced, that they cannot possibly be taken for history or descriptions of factual matters, or stories about actual historical events. The reader of the Dharma Flower Sutra knows from the very first chapter that he or she has entered an imaginary world quite different from what we ordinarily perceive. And if the stories are successful, the reader will come to understand that he or she is empowered to perform miracles by them.


That this setting is in the actual world, on earth, is very important for the Lotus Sutra. In it there is explicit rejection of forms of idealism—exemplified for instance by Platonism—in which actual things are only poor reflections of some other, ideal reality. In Buddhism, idealism sometimes takes the form of a “two-truth theory” according to which there is a conventional world of appearance or phenomena and an absolute world of reality or truth. For the Dharma Flower Sutra, however, this world, the world of things, is an ultimately real world. This is the world in which Shakyamuni Buddha lives, both historically and in the present. This is the world in which countless bodhisattvas emerge from below to indicate the importance of bodhisattvas of this world taking care of this world. This is the world to which buddhas and bodhisattvas from all over the universe come to witness the teaching of Shakyamuni Buddha. This is the world in which all human beings are offered a special opportunity to be bodhisattvas and practice the Buddha Way, the way by which we too can be buddhas, buddhas right here on earth in the midst of the world’s suffering, including our own.


AFFIRMATION OF THE CONCRETE


William LaFleur3 describes how Tendai thought, especially Chih-i’s Mo-ho-chih-kuan and the Lotus Sutra, influenced a transformation of Japanese poetry in the twelfth century. He points out that in the Lotus Sutra there is a philosophical move that is the opposite of what predominated in the West under the influence of Platonism. In the Sutra, “the illustration is in no way subordinate to what it illustrates.” Not a shadow of something else more real, “the narratives of the Lotus are not a means to an end beyond themselves. Their concrete mode of expression is not ‘chaff’ to be dispensed with in order to attain a more abstract, rational, or spiritual truth.”


The Sutra itself says:


Even if you search in all directions,


You will find no other vehicles—


Except the skillful means of the Buddha. (LS 128)


In other words, apart from concrete events, apart from stories, teachings, actions, and so on, there is no Buddhism.


Thus, LaFleur explains, Chih-i’s contemplation is a kind of mindfulness directed toward objects of ordinary perception in which there is an implied rejection of the kind of ontological dualism in which essences are more real than concrete things. Thus what was important in the Mo-ho-chih-kuan for the poets Fujiwara no Shunzei (1114–1204) and Fujiwara no Teika (1162–1241) was the teaching of gensho soku jisso—the identity of the phenomenal and the real, held together in a dynamic tension by Chih-i’s notion of the middle.


In LaFleur’s words, this constitutes a kind of “ontological egalitarianism” in which the abstract is no more real than the concrete. As the philosopher of religion Shin’ichi Hisamatsu (1889–1980) suggested, “to dig to the core of the core is to discover the invalidity of such distinctions and also to discover that, seen from the inside, the surface is deep.”


A famous poem of Teika is analyzed by LaFleur.


Gaze out far enough,


beyond all cherry blossoms


and scarlet maples,


to those huts by the harbor


fading in the autumn dusk.4


This is no ordinary evocation of impermanence, but an invitation to see that by attempting to look over and beyond the ordinary and transient we discover that the huts in the distance have also begun to disappear, signifying a collapse of the distance between them and the cherries and maples.


LaFleur concludes:


The world of such poetry and such drama was one in which determinate emotions or ideas were no longer fixed to determinate images or actions. Simple symbols no longer seemed adequate; their portrait was deemed naive because it had too severely limited the relationship among phenomena. The Buddhists of medieval Japan, nurtured as they were in Tendai, held that the universe was such that even “in one thought there are three thousand worlds” (ichinen sanzen). This implied the boundlessness of the interpenetration of phenomena with one another. To the dimension of depth in the universe itself these Buddhists reacted with a sense of awe. . . . And, to poets such as Shunzei, a universe of this depth deserved a degree and a mode of appreciation beyond that given to it by the traditional aesthetic.5


In Chapter 1 of the Sutra, before the vast assembly, having already preached the Sutra of Innumerable Meanings, the Buddha entered deeply into meditative concentration. Then, to prepare the assembly to hear the Buddha preach, various omens suddenly appeared—flowers rained down from the heavens on everyone, the earth trembled and shook, and the Buddha emitted a ray of light from between his eyebrows, lighting up eighteen thousand worlds to the east, so that the whole assembly could see these worlds in great detail, including their heavens and purgatories, all their living beings, and even their past and present buddhas. Surely we are being advised here that we are entering a different world, and a different kind of world, a world that is at once rich in fantasy and at the same time anchored in this world.


Thus the Dharma Flower Sutra opens up and reveals this world as a magical world, a world in which flowers rain down from the heavens, drums sound by themselves, and Shakyamuni Buddha lights up all the worlds with beams of light streaming from between his eyebrows. It is a world in which an illusory castle-city provides a resting place for weary travelers, in which a stupa emerges from the ground so that an extinct buddha from long ago can praise Shakyamuni for teaching the Dharma Flower Sutra, where the Bodhisattva Wonderful Voice, with his nearly perfect, giant, and radiant body, from another world makes flowers appear on Holy Eagle Peak and then comes through countless millions of worlds with eighty-four thousand other bodhisattvas to visit Shakyamuni Buddha and others, and where the Bodhisattva Universal Sage comes flying through the sky on his white elephant with six tusks to visit and help those in this world.


I call this a world of enchantment. And enchantment, here, means a certain kind of fascination with the ordinary world. It means finding the special, even the supernatural, within the ordinary world of our existence. It means seeing this world itself as different, as special—as important and valuable. And this means that our lives—how we live and what we do—are important, not only for ourselves, but also for the Buddha and for the entire cosmos.


One person who understood well the importance of enchantment was Kenji Miyazawa, the poet, storyteller, science-fiction writer, scientist, and lover of the Lotus Sutra. Chanting Namu Myoho Renge-kyo, he imagined his spirit in boundless space, where he was filled with joy in the great cosmos, and from which he returned to earth, having acquired strength and courage to endure a life of suffering.


Known throughout the Tohoku area of Japan as “Kenji bosatsu” (Kenji the bodhisattva), Miyazawa devoted his whole life to the Dharma Flower Sutra—to practicing the Lotus Sutra, to embodying the Lotus Sutra, to living the Lotus Sutra—for example by helping struggling farmers of Iwate Prefecture with modern agricultural science.


One of his most ambitious works, A Night on the Milky Way Railroad, was turned into a popular animated film and used in various Japanese manga comic books. It is a story about a young boy, Giovanni, and his friend Campanella, who ride a train to the stars together—a celestial railroad, soaring through deep space—experiencing numerous adventures and encountering unusual characters. In the final passages of the story it becomes clear that this night train to the stars that Giovanni and his friend Campanella are riding is actually a ferry for souls traveling to life after death!


In a chapter called “Giovanni’s Ticket,” the conductor asks the passengers for their tickets. Campanella, who is dead from drowning, like the other passengers has a small gray, one-way ticket. Giovanni, who at first is very nervous because he thinks he has no ticket at all, discovers in a pocket a larger folded piece of green paper with mysterious characters written down the center. Examining this ticket, the conductor is astonished, and asks: “Did you get this ticket from three-dimensional space?” Bird-catcher, another passenger, then exclaims:


Wow, this is really something. This ticket will even let you go up to the real heaven. And not just to heaven, it is a pass that enables you to travel anywhere you want. If you have this, in fact, you can travel anywhere on this Milky Way Railway of the imperfect fourth-dimension of fantasy.6


Giovanni alone on that train has a magical round-trip pass that enables him to freely travel from the “three-dimensional space” of ordinary reality to anywhere in the “fourth-dimensional space” of the invisible, spiritual, imaginative, and enchanting world that is the Milky Way Railroad.


What is this extraordinary railway ticket that enables one to enter the fourth-dimensional world and then return to the ordinary world? Giovanni’s ticket is the gohonzon (object of worship), or mandala, of Nichiren, with its inscription of the daimoku, the sacred title of the Lotus Flower of the Wonderful Dharma Sutra: “Namu Myoho Renge-kyo.” The daimoku, as it represents and embodies the Dharma Flower Sutra, provides a connection, a passage as it were, between earth and heaven, between earthly and cosmic perspectives, between science and imagination.


Like poets before him, Miyazawa understood the deepest meaning of the Lotus Sutra—an affirmation of the reality and importance of this world, the world in which suffering has to be endured, and can be, combined with an imaginative cosmic perspective engendered by devotion to the Lotus Sutra. And with his imaginative power and skill as a writer, Miyazawa offers Giovanni’s ticket to each of us. Like the Sutra itself, he uses his own imagination to invite us into an imaginary other world in order to have us become more this-worldly.


In other words, the imagination, which makes it possible to soar above the realities of everyday existence, also makes it possible to function more effectively in this world.


When Giovanni wakes from his dream of adventures on that very strange and special railroad, he learns that his friend has indeed died, drowned in the river which is at that time the center of a festival. And Giovanni sees reflected in the water of the earthly river the river which is the Milky Way (named a river in Japanese). It is a kind of epiphany, a moment in which the vast cosmic reality and the right here on the ground are united in the imagination.


Having experienced the fantastic cosmic world, having experienced a unity of heavens and earth, Giovanni then finishes what he started out to do that day. He walks to the dairy and brings a bottle of milk home to his mother.
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STORIES OF THE LOTUS SUTRA


THE CHIEF WAY in which the Lotus Sutra enchants is by telling stories—parables and similes, accounts of previous lives, stories of mythical events, and so forth.


Though there are various ways of counting, it contains well over two dozen different stories. In the Sutra, a great many traditional Buddhist doctrines are mentioned, such as the four noble truths, the eightfold path, the three marks of the Dharma, interdependent origination, the twelve-link chain of causation, the six perfections, and more. Even one of the Sutra’s most emphasized teachings, that of the one vehicle of many skillful means, is initially presented as an explanation of why there is such a variety of teachings within Buddhism. There are plenty of teachings or doctrines in it, but if we want to approach a fuller understanding of what the Dharma Flower Sutra teaches, we had better pay attention to its stories, and not merely to propositions within them or to sentences that explain them, but also to the overall thrust and function of the stories within this very unusual Sutra.


It is not incidental that the original Lotus Sutra probably began with the chapter on skillful means, Chapter 2, and then in Chapter 3 told a story, the parable of the burning house, to illustrate and explain skillful means. And this “parable” chapter is immediately followed by the “attitude” (adhimukti) chapter, which is built around another story—the parable of the rich father and the poor son.


As we have it now, the first twenty-two chapters of the Sutra, except for Chapter 12, constitute a single story, a story about a time when the Buddha was at the place called Holy Eagle Peak and preached the Dharma Flower Sutra. In other words, about 85 percent of the Sutra falls within a single story.


Thus while there are many stories in the Lotus Sutra, many of them are actually episodes within a larger story that begins with Chapter 1 as a kind of introduction and continues through Chapter 22, which provides a natural end for the Sutra, as well as to the story that begins in the first chapter. Chapter 12 is inserted in order to emphasize the universality of the buddha-nature, and Chapters 23 through 28 are added, for the most part, as illustrations of bodhisattva practice. Thus, chapters 12 and 23 through 28 are regarded by some scholars as a third group of chapters in terms of the order of their inclusion into the larger text. In these chapters there are almost no references to the main ingredients of the story found in Chapters 1 through 22: the stupa in the air, the buddhas and bodhisattvas who have come from all over the universe, or the bodhisattvas who have emerged from the ground. Some of these appended chapters no doubt circulated as independent sutras, as does Chapter 25, known as the “Kwan-yin Sutra,” to this day.


Within the longer story that ends with Chapter 22, there are many other stories and parables, which in this book we will look at separately, while trying not to lose sight of the context, the larger story, in which they occur.


These stories are the primary skillful means through which the Dharma Flower Sutra invites us into its world, which is indeed our own world, albeit seen and experienced differently. But it goes without saying that not everyone will welcome such an invitation or read the stories in this way. Some will reject them as supernaturalistic miracle stories. Others will see them as nothing more than the intra-Buddhist polemics of more than twenty centuries ago. Some will judge them to be nothing more than quaint filler for a text that only seeks to promote itself, as if it were a panacea for all things, a spiritual “miracle cure.”


Yet an invitation into an imaginative world can always be turned down or rejected. A religious text will not function as a religious text for everyone. There is no compelling science or logic to lead one into the world of the Dharma Flower Sutra. There are even good reasons to stay away. But there is an enchanting and fascinating dimension to the book, perhaps even a kind of benevolent seduction to be found in its stories.


AFFIRMATION OF LANGUAGE


There is no shortage in Buddhism of words expressing distrust of words. There is some of that in the Lotus Sutra as well—but not a lot.


Words are never quite up to the tasks we give to them. We can never put into language just what it is that we see or feel or think. Our experience is always vastly richer than we can express. Yet words are what we have; they are part of the rich world that is given to us. Though always inadequate, they are probably the most important way in which human beings communicate—though not, of course, the only way. Like nothing else, they make it possible for us to travel across vast distances of both space and time. And, as we have seen, they can invoke a certain kind of concreteness.


It is not very clear to me just how it is that stories function to affirm the concrete. Is it merely that they are less abstract in some way than doctrines? “Everything is impermanent” is, after all, about as abstract (and as metaphysical) as one can get. Stories do have a kind of concreteness about them, more, as it were, flesh and blood in them. But I do not think that is the complete account of how they can function to elicit the concrete.


Perhaps it is that to tell a story is to trust words, despite the fact that they are unreliable both in the sense that they are inadequate to the tasks of expressing or describing and in the sense that a speaker or writer can never know what kinds of associations or connotations will be suggested to the reader or hearer.


But, so far at least, words are, for many purposes, the best communication tool we have. Sometimes there is communication: questions get answered, feelings shared, descriptions used, images aroused, moral and practical purposes served.


Of course, storytelling is not the only or even primary function of words. So this does not tell us very much about the power of stories to express the concrete. I think that what is special about stories in this regard is that they use concrete images. The images of a burning house that each of us has when reading that parable may all be different from each other, but each is concrete in that it is an image of a particular house, and not at all like the abstract notion of “house.”


Yet concrete images are, of course, in our minds. There is no need for me to have seen any burning house, much less any particular burning house, for a house to burn in my mind, as a kind of reality created in part by the words on the page. The image, in a sense, testifies to the efficacy of words—it provides evidence that words can make things live, at least in our imaginations.


If words can evoke images of concrete imaginary realities, can they not evoke images of concrete, non-imaginary realities as well? Can they not, in other words, help us to be in touch with the concrete world that always envelops us? If so, might it not be the case that stories, by being concrete themselves, function to draw our attention to the concrete, to the world of everyday plants and people, houses and vehicles?


It is quite possible to study the Dharma Flower Sutra by focusing on its teachings, perhaps using its parables and stories to illustrate those teachings. But by focusing on the stories, we will discover some things that we could not see by focusing on teachings.


In many ways the Dharma Flower Sutra is a difficult book that stretches beyond, and sometimes even makes fun of, the tradition in which it lives. It surprises. But it does so primarily in its stories, which force us to think, for example, about what it means to tell the truth, or what it means to be a bodhisattva or a buddha. And its stories call for, elicit, a creative response from the hearer or reader.


INVITATION TO CREATIVE WISDOM


What is the purpose of all this enchantment and magic? Entertainment? In one sense, yes! It is to bring joy to the world. Stories are for enjoyment. But not only for enjoyment. Not in all of them, but in a great many of the stories in the Lotus Sutra, especially in those that are used to demonstrate practice of skillful means, it is important to recognize that what is being demanded of the reader is not obedience to any formula or code or book, not even to the Lotus Sutra, but imaginative and creative approaches to concrete problems. A father gets his children out of a burning house, another helps his long-lost adult son gain self-respect and confidence through skillful use of psychology, still another father pretends to be dead as a way of shocking his children into taking a good medicine he had prepared for them, and a rich man tries to relieve his friend’s poverty. These stories all involve finding creative solutions to quite ordinary problems.


Creativity requires imagination, the ability to see possibilities where others see only what is. It is, in a sense, an ability to see beyond the facts, to see beyond the way things are, to envision something new. Of course, it is not only imagination that is required to overcome problems. Wisdom, or intelligence, and compassion are also needed. But it is very interesting that the problems encountered by the buddha figures in the parables of the Lotus Sutra are never solved by the book. They do not pull out a sutra to find a solution to the problem confronting them. In every case, something new, something creative, is attempted; something from the creative imagination.


Of course, creativity is not always successful. In the first parable of the Dharma Flower Sutra, the parable of the burning house, before the father comes up with an effective way to get his children out of the burning house, he tries some things that do not work. He shouts at his children, telling them to “Get out!” He considers forcing them out by wrapping them in robes or putting them on a tablet and carrying them out. And when one approach does not work, he tries another. Or consider, perhaps as a better example, the parable of the hidden treasure, the gem in the hem, in Chapter 8. Here a rich friend tries to help out his poor friend by sewing an extremely valuable gem into his robe. And this does not work. The poor man does not realize that he has this great treasure until he is told so in a subsequent encounter with his rich friend. The possibility of failure is always a part of any creative effort, requiring additional creativity.


We do not find mistakes in all the stories by any means, but in many there is still an element of surprise, creativity, and inventiveness. The guide along the difficult way conjures up an illusion, a castle in which the weary travelers can rest. The dragon princess does her little thing with the jewel. Even the Buddha Excellent in Great Penetrating Wisdom of Chapter 7, after achieving supreme awakening only with the help of many gods and promising to preach, surprises everyone by waiting twenty thousand eons before preaching the Dharma Flower Sutra, which he then proceeds to do without resting for eight thousand eons, then (exhausted?) retreats into deep meditation for eighty-four thousand eons, forcing sixteen bodhisattva novices to teach and explain the Sutra for eighty-four thousand eons. Clearly there is a lot of imagination at work in the creation of these stories.


In a certain way, creativity involves being free from karma, from fate due to past actions. In the Indian context in which Buddhism arose and the Dharma Flower Sutra was compiled, this was especially important. A religiously based, rigid caste system apparently forced many to despair. Many became resigned to a Hindu fatalism that taught that everything is as it should be and that if you follow the rules you may be able to be born in better circumstances in your next life. Buddhism offered a way out of this system of thought and social structures, a new world in which one could exercise the imagination, in part at least to gain control of one’s life.


But fatalism is by no means unique to India. In the West it could take the form of debilitating doctrines of divine omnipotence and providence. Liberation from such fatalism is important. But creativity is needed not only for breaking the bonds of such karma. People can be victims of other kinds of karma, of dull habits, or of lack of self-confidence and shyness, or of terrible mental states. People can also be victims of abusive parents or siblings. And people can be held in bondage by unjust political or social systems.


Through the very act of creating a community of monks, which became the Buddhist Sangha, the Buddha recognized, and enabled others to recognize, that social structures do not have to be as they are. This was recognized as well, I think, by some Japanese followers of the Lotus Sutra in the nineteenth century, long before anyone in Japan was influenced by modern Western sociological ideas. Poor people would have something like a parade in which there was too much drinking perhaps, and cross-dressing, and other forms of unusual, custom-breaking, behavior. Even the homes of rich people were invaded and people took whatever they wanted, asking, “Why not?”


Creativity is a path to liberation, and imagination is a path to liberation. That is why the Dharma Flower Sutra invites us into a world of enchantment—to enable us to enter the path of liberation, a liberation that is always both for ourselves and for others. Notice, please, that this first chapter of the Lotus Sutra does not come to us as an order; it is an invitation to enter a new world and thereby take up a new life, but it is only an invitation.


But this invitation also carries a warning—enter this world and your life may be changed. It may be changed in ways you never expected. The Dharma Flower Sutra comes with a warning label. Instead of saying “Dangerous to your health,” it says, “Dangerous to your comfort.” The worst sin in the Lotus Sutra is complacency and the arrogance of thinking one has arrived and has no more to do. The Sutra challenges such comfort and comfortable ideas. Danger can be exciting. It can also be frightening. We do not know if we can make it. We do not know whether we even have the power to enter the path, the Buddha Way.


EMPOWERMENT


This is why, while the Dharma Flower Sutra begins with enchantment, it does not end there. It goes further to announce that each and every one of us has within us a great and marvelous power, later called “buddha-nature.” The term “buddha-nature” does not appear in the Lotus Sutra, probably because it had not yet been invented, but the idea that would later be called “buddha-nature” runs through these stories not as a mere thread, but as a central pillar—albeit a very flexible one.


Stories can be understood, of course, as illustrating teachings, which in a sense they do. But to see them only in that way, as something designed to improve our understanding, is, I believe, to miss their meaning. These little gems of stories have within them the power to persuade readers that they have the potential and power not only to make more of their own lives but also to make a contribution to the good of others.


And since according to the stories the Buddha—now no longer existing in this world in the way he once was—needs others to do his work in this world, what readers do with their own potential to be buddhas makes a cosmic difference, that is, what we do determines to what degree the work of Shakyamuni Buddha gets done in this world. Using that power can cause the whole universe to shake in six different ways! It can even cause a magnificent stupa to come flying to where we are.


The fireworks in the Sutra are not mere entertainment. They are, I believe, to stress the reality and importance of this world, which is the world of Shakyamuni Buddha, the world in which he preached the Dharma Flower Sutra, bringing joy to countless millions.


Stories of such cosmic events—drums rolling in the heavens; flowers raining down from the skies; beams of light, or even long tongues, streaming from a buddha; dark places becoming illuminated; things and bodhisattvas flying through space—all such things are an invitation to exercise the imagination.


Perhaps the most important of the stories in this connection is the one about the great horde of bodhisattvas who spring up from below the earth in Chapter 15. The chapter begins with some of the bodhisattvas who have come from other worlds asking the Buddha to allow them to stay and help him out by preaching the Sutra in this world. But the Buddha promptly declines on the ground that there are many bodhisattvas already in this world who can protect, read, recite, and teach the Dharma Flower Sutra. Whereupon the ground quakes and a fantastically enormous number of bodhisattvas and their attendants emerge from below the earth, where they had been living. Maitreya and the others almost go into shock from unbelief when told by the Buddha that these bodhisattvas are his own disciples, whom he has been training for countless millions of eons. Why, it is as impossible to believe as a twenty-five-year-old man claiming to have a hundred-year-old son! But the point has been made—it is not by bodhisattvas from other worlds that we are to be saved, but by those who belong to this world.


These kinds of stories are like invitations to unfreeze our imagination, our creativity, so that we too might be empowered through them to make use of the power that is within us to be the Buddha, which means nothing more or less than being representatives of Shakyamuni Buddha in this world by practicing, like him, the bodhisattva way.


The purpose of the enchantment is in part to have us know not only intellectually that we have buddha-nature, but also to have us know it physically, in our very muscles and bones. Then we can become the hands and feet of, the very body of, the Buddha. We are empowered by the Lotus Sutra to take charge of our lives, so that the world will be a better place because of our choices and our actions. In this way, the Dharma Flower Sutra, chanted and studied and embraced, can give us fantastic power, helping us to realize that we too have this fantastic ability to be creative, to use our imaginations and our energy to make ourselves and those around us, that is the entire world, a bit better than it would be otherwise.


Right now in this year, right now in Tokyo or New York or Colombo or wherever you are, let the flowers rain, let the drums sound, let the world shake, and let the Dharma-wheel roll on!
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THE DHARMA FLOWER ASSEMBLY


THE FIRST PART of Chapter 1 of the Lotus Sutra, “Introduction,” is devoted to setting the scene for what is to follow in the Sutra. It is, in a sense, the first chapter of a story that ends with Chapter 22, “Entrustment.” It truly is an introduction, in that it both introduces the overarching story and creates a setting for this story, as well as introducing the reader to the special, even magical, world of Dharma Flower Sutra stories.


THE STORY


The Buddha, we are told, once lived on Holy Eagle Peak, near Rajagriha the capital of Magadha, where he was accompanied by a vast assembly—a great variety of twelve thousand monks, nuns, lay devotees, kings, arhats, eighty thousand bodhisattvas, gods, god kings, dragon kings, ashura kings, griffin kings, chimera kings, centaur kings, and many other kinds of fantastic supernatural mythical beings.


Having preached the Sutra of Innumerable Meanings, the Buddha entered deeply into meditative concentration (samadhi). Then, to prepare the assembly to hear the Buddha preach, various omens suddenly appeared—extremely rare flowers rained down from the heavens on everyone, the earth trembled in the six different ways that an earth can tremble, and the Buddha emitted a ray of light from the tuft of white hair between his eyebrows, lighting up eighteen thousand worlds to the east, so that the whole assembly could see these worlds in great detail, including their heavens and purgatories, all their living beings, and even their past and present buddhas.


Then Maitreya Bodhisattva asked Manjushri Bodhisattva why the Buddha was displaying such a wonder. Manjushri’s response provides a brief summary of all of the major teachings of the Sutra. The Buddha, he says, intends to teach the great Dharma, send down the rain of the great Dharma, blow the conch of the great Dharma, beat the drum of the great Dharma, and explain the meaning of the great Dharma. He explains that in the past he has seen many other buddhas do the same thing in preparation for delivering a very great and difficult teaching, including Sun and Moon Light Buddha, who also displayed such a wonder before preaching the Dharma Flower Sutra.


COMMENTARY


The Sutra begins: “This is what I heard.” This phrase occurs at the beginning of most Buddhist sutras to indicate that the sutra has come from the mouth of the Buddha. At the time the Buddha was alive, apparently writing had not yet been invented in India. The sutras are said to have been memorized and recited orally, originally by the Buddha’s disciple Ananda. None were actually written down until four or more centuries after the death of the Buddha.


We know that a written version of the Lotus Sutra was not completed until several centuries after the death of the Buddha. Nevertheless, it begins with “This is what I heard” in order to signify that it is an authentic embodiment of the Buddha’s teachings, of Buddha Dharma.


While the Sanskrit term dharma is sometimes translated as “law,” I believe that for many readers this creates a false impression of how the term is used in the Dharma Flower Sutra and in Buddhism in general. It is translated as “law” because it was translated by Kumarajiva into Chinese as fa (pronounced hō in Japanese), a term that can reasonably be translated into English as “law.” But to many, the term “law” has negative connotations, reminding us of courts, police, and punishment. More important, the term “law” simply does not convey the rich meaning and significance of Buddha Dharma. That is why, like some other Buddhist terms, such as “nirvana,” “sutra,” or even “Buddha,” it has become a term in the English language. And this is why the Rev. Senchu Murano, of Nichiren-shu, while originally using “Law,” decided to use “Dharma” for the revised version of his very fine translation of the Lotus Sutra into English.7


While it can mean other things such as “way” or “method,” there are four chief ways in which “dharma” is used in Buddhism:


(1) things—all the objects of experience that we can see, feel, hear, and touch, often translated as “phenomenon”;


(2) the Buddha’s teaching, a use which is often extended to include Buddhist teachings and practices generally, and thus can mean Buddhism itself;


(3) the truth that is taught in the Buddha’s teachings, especially the highest truth disclosed in the awakening of the Buddha; and


(4) the reality that the truth reveals, that which enables and sustains all things in accord with interdependence.
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