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Introduction: The Unveiling of the Ultimate Teaching 
 

The Lotus Sūtra stands as a pivotal and revolutionary text within the Mahayana Buddhist 
canon. It is revered for its unique and profound declaration that the Buddha's teachings prior 
to its exposition were not ultimate but were, in fact, "expedient means" (upāya).1 The core 
doctrinal problem that the Lotus Sūtra addresses is the apparent finality of the 

śrāvaka and pratyekabuddha paths, commonly associated with the Hinayana, or "Lesser 
Vehicle" tradition.3 These provisional paths, while leading to personal liberation ( 

arhatship), were perceived as incomplete because they did not culminate in the full, universal 
enlightenment of a Buddha. The Lotus Sūtra refutes this notion by revealing the existence of a 
single, unified path to enlightenment, the "One Vehicle" (Ekayāna).6 This supreme vehicle 
encompasses and perfects the three provisional ones, positing that all beings are destined for 
Buddhahood. The Buddha's declaration in other texts that he had "not yet revealed the truth" 
for over forty years, a truth he would now finally make known, underscores the singular 
importance of the Lotus Sūtra as the culmination of his life's work.10 

In the context of Japanese Buddhism, the 13th-century teacher Nichiren (1222–1282) 
profoundly revered the Lotus Sūtra as the Buddha's ultimate teaching, asserting its unique 
efficacy, particularly in the Latter Day of the Law, a time of spiritual decline.11 His philosophical 
and practical framework, notably articulated in his "Treatise on Opening the Eyes of Buddhist 
Images," provides a direct and accessible means for practitioners to engage with the 
Buddha's mind and attain enlightenment in their present lifetime.12 This report delves into the 
intricate relationship between the narrative of doubt and prophecy in Chapter Six of the Lotus 
Sūtra and Nichiren's subsequent interpretation, demonstrating how the very essence of the 



Buddha's wisdom is made tangible and actionable for all. 

 

Part I: The Predicament of the Lesser Vehicle and the 
Aspiration for Unsurpassed Wisdom 
 

The dramatic shift in Chapter Six of the Lotus Sūtra is made possible by the presence of the 
Buddha’s foremost disciples, who represent the pinnacle of the provisional teachings. The 
user query specifically mentions Maudgalyāyana, Subhūti, and Mahā-Kātyāyana, who, along 
with Mahā-Kāśyapa, are among the Buddha's ten major disciples.14 Each of these figures 
excelled in a particular area, representing the highest attainments possible within the 
Hinayana tradition. 

Mahā-Kāśyapa was known as the foremost in ascetic practice and became the head of the 
Buddhist Order after the Buddha's death.15 Mahāmaudgalyāyana, a childhood friend of 
Śāriputra, was foremost in transcendental powers. A famous story recounts how he used his 
divine eyesight to perceive his deceased mother suffering in the realm of hungry spirits. 
Despite his immense powers, he was only able to alleviate her agony and lead her to the 
worlds of humans and heavenly beings, but not to the path of attaining Buddhahood.16 This 
narrative illustrates a fundamental limitation of the provisional teachings. 

Subhūti was one of the Buddha's ten principal disciples, recognized in Theravada Buddhism 
as foremost in being "worthy of gifts" and "living remote and in peace".14 In Mahayana 
Buddhism, however, he is considered foremost in his understanding of emptiness ( 

śūnyatā), making him a central figure in the Prajñāpāramitā texts, including the Diamond 
Sūtra.14 Mahā-Kātyāyana, also known as Kātyāyana, was foremost in debate and was a 
respected teacher, offering insights into the practices and conditions of Bodhisattvas.15 

From the perspective of the Mahayana, the individual liberation of an arhat—the state of 
having extinguished all defilements and ended the cycle of rebirth—is a provisional, rather 
than ultimate, goal. The Lotus Sūtra explains that the Buddha’s disciples, even those who have 
entered "what they take to be nirvana," will in a future existence seek the wisdom of the 
Buddha and thus be able to hear the Lotus Sūtra.16 This distinction is crucial: the Buddha's 
enlightenment is a perfection of both personal awakening and the practice of bringing that 
awakening to others, a path pursued by a Bodhisattva. This is in contrast to the goal of the 
Hinayana path, which is primarily focused on self-enlightenment.19 

After hearing the Buddha bestow a prophecy of Buddhahood upon their peer, Mahā-Kāśyapa, 
the disciples Maudgalyāyana, Subhūti, and Mahā-Kātyāyana feel a profound sense of 



agitation.20 They single-mindedly join their palms and gaze at the Buddha, expressing their 
predicament in poignant verses. They compare themselves to a person from a 
"famine-stricken land" who has suddenly encountered a "royal feast" but whose mind is filled 
with "doubt and fear" because they do not dare go ahead and eat.21 They beg the Buddha for 
a prediction, which they liken to receiving the king's permission to eat, which would be "like a 
sprinkling of sweet dew, dispelling heat and giving cool refreshment".21 

This moment in the sutra reveals a sophisticated understanding of spiritual development. The 
disciples' verses are not an indication of spiritual failure or a lack of attainment, but rather a 
necessary and sincere expression of the limits of their current understanding. Their 
attainment of arhatship was the highest possible goal in the provisional teachings, and yet, 
they felt a profound sense of incompleteness, describing their past practice as a 
"famine-stricken land" in comparison to the "royal feast" of the Lotus Sūtra's teachings.21 This 
yearning for a higher truth, born from the recognition of their own inadequacy, demonstrates 
that spiritual progress in the Mahayana tradition is not about having all the answers but about 
maintaining a dynamic, open-ended aspiration. The Buddha's previous teachings were 
perfectly tailored as "expedient means" to get them to this exact state of readiness.1 Thus, 
their "doubt and fear" are evidence of their sincere and profound spiritual insight, not a 
setback. The feeling of being "very agitated" is a sign of a spiritual paradigm shift, a key 
reversal of traditional spiritual narratives in which a disciple at the highest stage of attainment 
would have no further need for instruction. 

 

Part II: The Revelation of the One Vehicle and the 
Prophecies of Buddhahood 
 

A central tenet of the Lotus Sūtra is its assertion of the Ekayāna as the singular, ultimate path 
that unifies and perfects all others.3 The sutra teaches that the three provisional paths of the 

śrāvaka, pratyekabuddha, and bodhisattva were merely "expedient devices" (upāya kausalya) 
employed by the Buddha to guide beings to the one Buddha vehicle.7 This unifying principle 
democratizes enlightenment, asserting that all sentient beings, regardless of their background 
or perceived spiritual capacity, have the inherent potential to attain Buddhahood.9 The Lotus 
Sūtra's inclusive message was revolutionary, challenging rigid class and gender distinctions of 
its time by affirming that enlightenment is accessible to all.9 

This teaching is predicated on a philosophical distinction between the Hinayana and 
Mahayana views of the Buddha's nature.5 The Hinayana perspective generally holds that the 
historical Buddha was an ordinary human being who attained nirvana and whose mental 



continuum ended upon his death. According to this view, Buddhas only teach for the rest of 
their lifetime after achieving enlightenment.22 The Mahayana perspective, however, posits that 
the historical Buddha's life and death were a "mere appearance" and an "unreal show" 
designed to teach others.23 In reality, the Buddha is a transcendent, supramundane being who 
lives for eons and continuously helps all beings through his compassionate activity and 
emanations.22 This understanding of the Buddha as a transcendental, eternally present being 
is foundational to the possibility of universal prophecy and the universality of Buddhahood for 
all beings. 

In Chapter Six, the Buddha responds to the disciples' verses by bestowing individual 
prophecies of their future enlightenment. This act is the ultimate "permission to eat" that the 
disciples sought, solidifying their understanding and confirming the potential for their full 
enlightenment. The prophecies are remarkably specific, detailing the name of their future 
Buddha, the name of their land, and the duration of their lifespan. 

The following table summarizes these prophecies as they are described across multiple 
sources: 

 

Disciple Future Buddha 
Name 

Land Name Kalpa Name 
(Aeon) 

Lifespan as 
Buddha 

Mahā-Kāśyapa Light 
Brightness 15 

Brilliant Virtue 
24 

Great Glory 24 12 minor eons 
19 

Subhūti Yaśasketu 21 / 
Eminent Form 
24 

Source of 
Jewels 21 

Light of Jewels 
21 

12 minor eons 
24 

Mahā-Kātyāya
na 

Jambunada 
Gold Light 15 

N/A N/A N/A 

Maudgalyāyan
a 

Tamālapattra 
Sandalwood 
Fragrance 15 

Joy of the 
Mind 24 

Abundant Joy 
24 

24 minor eons 
24 

This act of prophecy confirms the central claim of the Lotus Sūtra and establishes the new 
paradigm of the One Vehicle. By granting these former arhats the assurance of Buddhahood, 
the Buddha demonstrates that no path is a dead end and that the highest wisdom is 
accessible to all who sincerely seek it. The detailed descriptions of the future pure lands, 
made of lapis lazuli and adorned with jeweled trees and golden ropes, serve to emphasize the 
tangible, realized nature of this ultimate state.19 



 

Part III: Nichiren's Treatise: The Wonderful Dharma as 
the Buddha's Mind 
 

Nichiren's "Treatise on Opening the Eyes of Buddhist Images" is a foundational text of his 
school of Buddhism, written during a time of intense persecution and hardship. In this work, 
he sought to "open the eyes" of his followers to the true nature of the Buddha and the Lotus 
Sūtra.13 His central argument is that the written text is not merely a record of the Buddha's 
words but a living embodiment of his spiritual essence. 

Nichiren begins by explaining that the physical images of the Buddha, such as wooden 
statues or paintings, are inherently incomplete. They possess only 31 of the 32 physical 
features of the Buddha, lacking the most critical attribute: the "pure and far-reaching voice".25 
This voice is invisible, yet it is a physical manifestation of the Buddha's spiritual aspect, his 
mind. According to Nichiren, because these images lack this spiritual dimension, they are not 
truly equal to the living Buddha.25 He explains that the spiritual aspect of a person's mind is 
expressed through their physical voice, establishing a direct link between the intangible mind 
and the tangible physical form. The same principle applies to the Buddha: the mind 
represents the spiritual aspect, and the voice represents the physical.25 

This philosophical foundation leads to Nichiren's most profound and practical argument. He 
posits that the written words of the Lotus Sūtra are the "visible and non-coextensive form" of 
the Buddha's "pure and far-reaching voice".26 Therefore, by placing the Lotus Sūtra before a 
statue, one is infusing the physical form with the Buddha's spiritual essence, thereby "opening 
its eyes" and making it a "living Buddha".25 This concept extends to the principle of the 
"enlightenment of plants," meaning that even insentient beings can manifest Buddhahood.26 
The concept of the Wonderful Dharma being the mind of the Buddha is thus a causal and 
reciprocal relationship between the written Dharma (the Lotus Sūtra) and the Buddha's mind. 
The mind of the Buddha is the cause; the voice is the physical effect. The written words of the 
sutra are a visible record of that voice. By engaging with the physical words of the sutra, a 
practitioner is engaging with the very mind of the Buddha. This bridges a vast philosophical 
chasm, transforming the abstract concept of a Buddha's mind into something concrete and 
accessible for human practice. 

 

Part IV: The Practice of Becoming One Mind with the 
Buddha 



 

Nichiren's interpretation of the Lotus Sūtra moves beyond intellectual study to a form of 
active, experiential practice he termed "bodily reading".12 This practice entails more than just 
reading; it involves reciting, copying, and expounding the sutra.27 The core of this practice is 
the chanting of the invocation 

Namu Myōhō Renge Kyō, which Nichiren taught to be the title and essence of the Lotus Sūtra 
itself.12 This practice is rooted in the sutra's own promise that even a single phrase or the title 
can bring immeasurable merit and lead to enlightenment.27 

For Nichiren, chanting the Daimoku is a direct and concrete means for a practitioner to "polish 
a tarnished mirror" to reflect the true nature of reality, which is Buddhahood.27 This practice 
activates the principle of "three thousand realms in a single thought-moment," a doctrine 
which asserts that every thought, word, or deed contains within itself the whole of reality. 
Therefore, chanting the 

Daimoku is a concrete means by which this principle is activated, assuring the practitioner's 
attainment of enlightenment and worldly benefit.12 

Nichiren's philosophy posits that spiritual practice is not an escape from suffering but a 
means to actively transform it. He held that the conditions of the world are a reflection of the 
inner lives of its people. His first major treatise, "Establishing the Correct Teaching for the 
Peace of the Land," argued that a nation's peace depends on adopting the correct Buddhist 
teaching, namely faith in the Lotus Sūtra.12 This demonstrates a radical reimagining of the 
Buddhist path, shifting the focus from individual, world-renouncing asceticism to a socially 
engaged path of transformation. The traditional Hinayana path emphasized leaving society 
and attaining individual liberation, as exemplified by Maudgalyāyana's inability to lead his 
mother to Buddhahood with his transcendental powers.16 Nichiren, however, posited that 
Buddhahood could be attained in this very life and this very world.12 He explicitly rejected 
extreme ascetic acts like self-immolation, instead defining the quintessential act of sacrifice 
as "meeting persecution" for the sake of the Dharma.11 The practice of chanting the 

Daimoku purifies the inner life but is simultaneously aimed at "establishing the correct 
teaching for the peace of the land".12 This is a radical reinterpretation that makes the path of 
enlightenment accessible to laypeople and fundamentally links individual well-being to 
societal transformation. 

The following table further delineates the core differences between the Lesser Vehicle and 
the Mahayana/One Vehicle teachings: 

 



Feature Hinayana / Lesser Vehicle 
(Śrāvakayāna & 
Pratyekabuddhayāna) 

Mahayana / One Vehicle 
(Ekayāna) 

Primary Goal Personal liberation and the 
end of suffering (arhatship) 
4 

Universal enlightenment for 
self and others 
(bodhisattva path) 19 

View of the Buddha An ordinary human who 
attained nirvana and whose 
continuum ended at death 
5 

A transcendent, 
supramundane being who 
lives for eons and teaches 
forever 22 

Nature of Wisdom Omniscience means 
knowing one thing at a time 
22 

Omniscience means 
knowing everything 
simultaneously, as all is 
interconnected 22 

Path to Enlightenment A progressive path through 
specific stages that may 
take a few lifetimes 22 

A unified, singular path 
accessible to all in the 
present life 9 

Philosophical Basis A lack of a soul in persons 
only 22 

A lack of a soul (voidness) 
in all phenomena 22 

Primary Focus Individual self-discipline 
and meditation 5 

Compassion, devotion, and 
social engagement 9 

This comparative framework demonstrates the comprehensive doctrinal and philosophical 
shift that the Lotus Sūtra introduces and which Nichiren’s teachings operationalize. 

 

Conclusion: The Universal Journey to Unsurpassed 
Wisdom 
 

The narrative of Maudgalyāyana, Subhūti, and Mahā-Kātyāyana in Chapter Six of the Lotus 
Sūtra serves as a powerful metaphor for the spiritual journey of all beings. Their initial 
adherence to a path of personal liberation, which they believed to be final, is challenged by 
the Buddha's revelation of a higher, more profound truth. Their feelings of doubt and 
inadequacy, rather than being spiritual failings, are shown to be the necessary preconditions 



for receiving the ultimate teaching of the One Vehicle. This dramatic moment, in which their 
provisional attainments are transcended by an aspiration for "unsurpassed wisdom," finds its 
practical fulfillment in the teachings of Nichiren. 

Nichiren's "Treatise on Opening the Eyes of Buddhist Images" provides the hermeneutical key 
to understanding how this aspiration can be realized. By arguing that the written words of the 
Lotus Sūtra are a physical embodiment of the Buddha's spiritual essence, Nichiren makes the 
profound wisdom of the Buddha accessible to all. The concept that the Wonderful Dharma is 
the Buddha's mind transforms the abstract into the concrete, allowing practitioners to 
"become of one mind with the Buddha" not through intellectual understanding alone, but 
through the tangible, daily practice of reading, reciting, and chanting. This practice is not an 
escape from the world of suffering but a direct means of transforming it from within. 

The legacy of these teachings is an enduring path of engaged devotion, inner transformation, 
and societal responsibility. The Lotus Sūtra and Nichiren's interpretation provide a framework 
for a lived Buddhism where Buddhahood is not a distant, abstract goal but a potential to be 
actualized in the here and now. The true "unsurpassed wisdom" is the understanding that the 
Buddha's mind is not external but is made manifest through one's own faith, practice, and 
study of the Wonderful Dharma, leading to a profound, compassionate transformation of both 
self and world. 
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