Interpretations of the Lotus Sutra’s Chapter 7
Parable of Immeasurable Time

Background: The “Ink-Powder” Parable in Chapter Seven

Chapter 7 of the Lotus Sitra (“The Parable of the Phantom City”’) opens with the
Buddha illustrating an inconceivably long span of time using a vivid parable. He
describes an ancient Buddha named Great Universal Wisdom Excellence who lived
“immeasurable, boundless, inconceivable asamkhya kalpas ago”[1]. To convey how
long ago this Buddha passed into nirvana, Shakyamuni Buddha offers a cosmic
analogy:

“Suppose, for example, that someone took all the earth particles in the
thousand-million-fold world system and ground them up to make ink powder.
Traveling east through a thousand worlds, he drops one speck of ink (no
bigger than a dust mote) on a world; then he passes another thousand worlds
and drops another speck, and so on until all the ink is used up. What do you
think? Could any mathematician or his disciples ever calculate the number of
worlds he passed?”’[2]

When the monks admit this number is beyond calculation, the Buddha concludes that
even if one reduced all those worlds to dust and let each dust particle represent
one kalpa (an eon), the time since that past Buddha’s extinction still exceeds
those particles[3]. In other words, the elapsed time is utterly beyond human reckoning.
Shakyamuni then adds that through the Tathagata’s insight, even such a remote
past is as clear to him as if it were “today”’[4]. This dramatic setup leads into the
chapter’s main narrative (the Phantom City parable) by establishing the vast cosmic
timeframe of the Buddha’s teaching. It emphasizes that the Lotus Sutra’s roots extend
far into the distant past, preparing the audience to hear of past events and past lives
spanning countless kalpas.

lllustrating Immeasurable Time and Limitless Opportunity

The primary message of the “ink-powder” parable is to stretch our understanding
of time. It uses astronomical imagery to convey the concept of immeasurable kalpas
(immeasurably long eras). Such analogies are common in Mahayana sutras to highlight
the infinite scale of cosmic time and the rarity of encountering the Dharma. Here, the
Buddha is assuring his listeners that the timeline of Buddhahood and enlightenment
is vast beyond imagination[3]. Commentators note that this inspires a long-term
perspective on spiritual development. Instead of viewing our lives as too short or
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thinking enlightenment must occur immediately, we are reminded that countless eons
remain for practice and awakening. One modern commentary emphasizes:

There is no shortage of time, nor of lives, in which we can seek
enlightenment. Our existence spans interconnected lifetimes, affording
boundless opportunities to grow in wisdom and benefit others[5].

No effort is ever truly “too late.” In the cosmic scale, even if
enlightenment seems distant, we should not despair. We have limitless chances
to progress on the path.

This interpretation encourages practitioners to be patient and persevering. As the
Daily Dharma of the Nichiren tradition puts it, “The Buddha reminds us that there is no
shortage of time, and that in all of our existence, we will have opportunities to increase
our capacity to benefit others.’]5]. Rather than a license to procrastinate, this insight
counters the fear that “time is running out” — reassuring us that every being will have
ample time to ultimately attain Buddhahood. It also underscores the Mahayana ideal of
helping others: with infinite time and rebirths, one can continuously return to assist
countless beings without ever exhausting one’s chances to do good.

The Buddha’s Cosmic Perspective on Time

Another layer of meaning is how this parable contrasts the Buddha’s view of time
with that of ordinary beings. After quantifying the unquantifiable, Shakyamuni states
that because of his awakened insight, that distant past is as vivid as the present[4].
Commentaries interpret this to mean that an enlightened Buddha is not bound by
our linear, limited sense of time[5]. Shakyamuni “remembers the extinction of that
Buddha as vividly as if he had passed away just now, by [his] unhindered wisdom”[6]. In
other words, past, present, and future are transparent to the Buddha’s wisdom, all
seen as part of a timeless reality.

From this we learn: time is ultimately illusory or relative. While we ordinary people
experience life as brief and fleeting, the Buddha perceives the continuum of existence
across kalpas without obstruction. One analysis notes that the Chapter 7 parable helps
us grasp ‘the illusory nature of time, and [a] non-dual perspective that transcends the
apparent contradictions of reality.”[7]. The non-dual perspective means that from
enlightenment’s viewpoint, long and short, distant past and present, even life and death,
are not fundamentally separate. Shakyamuni’s message gently invites us to broaden
our mind: our individual lifespan is not the whole story. As one commentator puts it, we
mistakenly tie our existence only to our physical lifetime, but the Buddha reminds
us that our lives are woven into a vast, continuous tapestry of countless beings
and ages|[5]. Thus there is no need to fear our own “extinction” — life in some form goes
endlessly on, and enlightenment too can be realized given enough time and causes.
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This cosmic perspective fosters deep respect for each moment (since each moment is
part of eternity), while also alleviating the panic that arises from a narrow view of time.

Karmic Connections Across Kalpas

Why does the Buddha emphasize this unimaginable timeframe in the sutra’s
narrative? Buddhist teachers have interpreted that it serves a specific doctrinal purpose
in the Lotus Sitra. Right after the “ink-powder” analogy, Shakyamuni recounts the story
of Great Universal Wisdom Excellence Buddha and his sixteen princely sons who
became monks. According to the text, that Buddha expounded the Lotus Siitra in the
remote past, and his sons took up teaching it as well[8]. Shakyamuni then reveals that
he himself was one of those sixteen princes in a former life, and the assembly of
disciples listening to him now were also present then, hearing the Lotus Sutra countless
eons ago|9]. In other words, the Buddha and his followers share a profound karmic
connection originating “major world system dust-particle kalpas” in the past[3][9].
By disclosing this, Shakyamuni reassures his disciples (many of whom formerly thought
they could never become Buddhas) that they have long been on the path and have the
seed of Buddhahood within them. The parable of incalculable time thus sets the stage
to “clarify the Buddha’s connections to his disciples from past existences.” It
shows that the journey to enlightenment is a continuum — a “continuous journey of
shared struggle from the infinite past,” as one commentary describes the
mentor-disciple bond[10][11].

This has two important implications in interpretation:

1. Enlightenment is a long cultivation: Even the Buddha did not
spontaneously awaken in one lifetime, but has been teaching and guiding
since unthinkably distant times. This encourages us to view our own practice as
part of a vast, beginningless saga of development. As grand as that timescale is,
it also means we have already made progress in past lives. Nothing is wasted —
even over kalpas, the causes we make for Buddhahood will ripen.

2. Spiritual relationships are timeless: The teacher and students in the
Lotus Sitra are not randomly assembled in one era; they are reunions of an
ancient spiritual family. This underscores the depth of karmic ties and the
intentional nature of the Buddha’s compassion. In essence, Shakyamuni is
saying: ‘| have been your guide before, and you have followed this path with me
across lifetimes.” Such a perspective can strengthen a practitioner’s faith that
encountering the Lotus Sdtra (and one’s Buddhist teachers) is an extremely rare
and significant event — one that took countless kalpas to come to fruition.

Expanding Our View — Key Takeaways
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In summary, Chapter 7’s cosmic parable of time carries several deep lessons for
Buddhist practitioners:

Time is vast and abundant: We should not feel constrained by the
shortness of one human life. In the grand scale of asamkhya kalpas, every
being will have ample time to attain enlightenment, so long as we keep
making effort[5]. This instills hope and perseverance.

Our opportunities are “truly boundless”: Because we live through
countless lives, we will meet the Dharma again and again. There is always
another chance to practice compassion and wisdom. Rather than urgency born
of fear, the Lotus Sutra encourages diligent practice born of faith in infinite
possibilities[5].

Buddha wisdom transcends conventional time: The enlightened mind
sees past and future as present. Shakyamuni’s example invites us to loosen
our rigid views of time and self — to realize that what we call “past” and “future”
are all part of one reality, accessible through enlightenment[4][7].

Lifetimes of connection: The parable also implies that we have been
connected to the Buddha’s work for a very long time[9]. If we encounter the
Lotus Sdtra today, it may be due to causes planted in the remote past. This
inspires gratitude and a sense of purpose: we are participating in a cosmic drama
of enlightenment that has been unfolding for eons.

By dramatically enlarging our sense of time and existence, the Lotus Siitra frees us
from the narrow confines of “here and now” panic or doubt. As one commentary
eloquently says, “because the Buddha sees this world for what it is, his conception of
time is much different from ours... Our lives are certainly precious, but that is not the
whole story... There is no shortage of time, and no shortage of lives. Our opportunities
to benefit others are truly boundless. The only things that restrict us are our own
delusion and attachment.’]5] In short, this Chapter Seven parable reassures us that the
journey to enlightenment spans unimaginable time, but every moment of that
journey is meaningful. We should therefore take heart and continue forward — the
“treasure land” of Buddhahood awaits, no matter how long the road may be.

Sources:

The Lotus Satra, Chapter 7 (trans. B. Watson)[2][12].
Nichiren Buddhist interpretation (Lotus Sutra commentary)[5][9].

Daniel Lehewych, Medium — Lotus Sutra: Phantom City Parable
(symbolism of time and reality)[7].
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