
 

The Unfathomable Treasury: A Nuanced 
Analysis of Faith, Reason, and the 
Eternal Dharma in the Lotus Sūtra 
 

 

Introduction: The Central Paradox of Revelation and 
Incomprehensibility 
 

The Lotus Sūtra presents a profound and seemingly contradictory message at the heart of its 
teachings. As highlighted in the initial inquiry, a central tension exists between two key 
passages. In Chapter 2, Shakyamuni Buddha declares his highest teaching to be of such a 
"profound and immeasurable" nature that it cannot be attained by reasoning alone.1 He 
explains that this ultimate wisdom is far beyond the comprehension of even his advanced 
disciples, the voice-hearers and solitary Buddhas, who previously believed they had reached 
the highest truth.1 Yet, in Chapter 21, the Buddha makes a powerful and explicit declaration, 
stating that the sūtra itself "reveals and expounds explicitly" all of his teachings, his 
"unhindered, supernatural powers," and the "treasury of the hidden core of the Tathāgata".4 

This report examines how these two assertions, rather than being a logical inconsistency, 
function as a deliberate and sophisticated pedagogical strategy. The ultimate truth is not 
conveyed through intellectual understanding alone, but through a spiritual and experiential 
process enabled by the sūtra itself. The explicit declarations of Chapter 21 are viewed as a 
supreme form of skillful means (Upāya), designed to guide practitioners beyond mere words 
to an experiential realization of the ultimate reality—the ever-present Buddha-nature and the 
eternal Dharma. The following analysis will explore this tiered understanding of the Dharma, 
where explicit teachings serve as a vessel pointing toward a reality that is realized through a 
deep and active faith-based practice. 

$ 
\begin{array}{|l|l|l|} 
\hline 
\textbf{The Paradoxical Assertion (Chapter 2)} & \textbf{The Confirmatory Assertion (Chapter 
21)} & \textbf{The Resolution} \ 
\hline 



\text{The Buddha's wisdom is “infinitely profound and} & \text{The sūtra reveals “all the 
teachings of the} & \text{The Sūtra is the ultimate \textit{upāya} (skillful means) } \ 
\text{immeasurable, far beyond the comprehension} & \text{Tathāgata, all the unhindered, 
supernatural} & \text{that bridges the gap between the ineffable and } \ 
\text{of voice-hearers and cause-awakened ones.”} & \text{powers of the Tathāgata, all the 
treasury of the} & \text{the explicit. The explicit declarations are a call } \ 
\text{The ultimate truth “cannot be attained by } & \text{hidden core of the Tathāgata, and all 
the profound} & \text{to action that fosters the faith and practice } \ 
\text{reasoning alone.”} & \text{achievements of the Tathāgata.”} & \text{necessary for direct, 
non-conceptual realization.} \ 
\hline 
\end{array} 
$ 
 

I. Decoding the Dharma: The Doctrine of Expedient Means (Upāya) 
 

To comprehend the sūtra's profound message, it is essential to first understand the doctrine 
of skillful means. This doctrine is introduced in Chapter 2, titled "Expedient Means," where 
Shakyamuni begins his discourse by establishing a truth that transcends conventional logic. 
He arises from a deep meditation and addresses his chief disciple, Śāriputra, stating that the 
wisdom he has attained is "infinitely profound and immeasurable," and that the "door to this 
wisdom is difficult to understand and difficult to enter".1 The Buddha's initial reluctance to 
speak further, followed by the departure of 5,000 disciples who felt they already knew 
everything, serves as a powerful illustration of this point.3 The event demonstrates that the 
highest truth is not merely a matter of linear reasoning or accumulating knowledge; it requires 
an intellectual humility and a willingness to transcend one's preconceived notions.3 

To guide beings toward this ineffable truth, the Buddha reveals the doctrine of Upāya, or 
"skillful means".6 He explains that his earlier teachings, including the "three vehicles" for 
voice-hearers, solitary Buddhas, and bodhisattvas, were not ultimate truths but provisional 
teachings designed to suit the capacities and needs of his diverse audience.3 The sūtra 
employs vivid parables, such as the Burning House and the Prodigal Son, to illustrate this 
pedagogical approach.11 These allegories show how the Buddha compassionately lures his 
followers to safety or spiritual maturity by promising them lesser goals, only to ultimately 
reveal a single, all-encompassing path—the 

One Vehicle (Ekayāna)—that leads all beings to complete Buddhahood.7 This single vehicle 
is none other than the myriad skillful means that are its expressions and modes.7 

The sūtra itself functions as the supreme embodiment of this skillful means. While Chapter 2 



states that the ultimate truth is beyond words, Chapter 21 provides a textual container—a 
dramatic and narrative framework—to convey this ineffable reality. The cosmic tableau, where 
the Buddha and his replicas extend their "broad and long tongue" to the Brahma Heaven for 
"one hundred thousand years," and the six-way quaking of the earth, are not meant to be read 
as literal historical events.4 Instead, they are intended to "unsettle one's usual habits of 
perception and understanding" and "alert one to the power of the Buddha and the 
significance of what he is about to say".6 The explicit, supernatural declarations of Chapter 21, 
therefore, serve as a powerful, non-intellectual vehicle to transmit a truth that words alone 
cannot capture. The sūtra's "explicit" teachings are not a contradiction but a deliberate act of 
revelation, transforming the text into a performative vehicle for enlightenment. 

 

II. The Eternal Buddha and the Treasury of the Hidden Core 
(Tathāgatagarbha) 
 

The second half of the sūtra delves into its most profound and transformative teachings, 
which directly relate to the user's reference to the "treasury of the hidden core." This phrase 
from Chapter 21 points to a key Mahāyāna doctrine: Tathāgatagarbha, or Buddha-nature.15 
This concept asserts that every sentient being, regardless of their current state of life, 
possesses an "embryo" or "essence" of Buddhahood.15 It is described as an "immortal, 
inherent transcendental essence" that needs no cultivation, only "uncovering or discovery".15 
This "hidden treasury" is present even in the most deluded beings and is only fully knowable 
by perfect Buddhas.15 Therefore, the sūtra's declaration is not a boast about the text itself, but 
a revelation about the innate, supreme nature of the practitioner. 

This concept of an innate, hidden essence is inextricably linked to the revelation of the 
eternal Buddha in Chapter 16, "The Life Span of the Thus Come One".18 In this chapter, the 
historical Buddha, Shakyamuni, refutes the idea that he first attained enlightenment in India 
and reveals that he has, in fact, been a Buddha "since the inconceivably remote past" and has 
been "perpetually" teaching since that time.20 His birth, renunciation, and attainment of 
enlightenment in India are all revealed to be skillful means designed to inspire people to seek 
the Buddha Way.22 

The sūtra's portrayal of the eternal Buddha is a metaphor for the universal, innate 
Buddha-nature present in all beings. Later commentators, such as Nichiren, explained that the 
"I" in the sūtra's phrase, "It has been immeasurable, boundless hundreds, thousands, ten 
thousands, millions of nayutas of kalpas since I in fact attained Buddhahood," represents "the 
living beings of the Dharma realm. Everyone in the Ten Worlds is referred to here in the word 
'I'".18 This reinterpretation transforms the sūtra's message from an external dogma about a 
remote being to an internal truth of self-realization and empowerment.23 The "ever-present 



Buddha" is the latent Buddha-nature within each person that the sūtra aims to awaken. The 
revelation of the eternal Buddha is, in effect, a profound statement about the practitioner's 
own inherent Buddhahood, shifting the focus from an external object of worship to an internal 
potential to be realized. 

 

III. The Path to Embodied Dharma: Faith as the Bridge 
 

The resolution of the paradox hinges on the role of faith and practice as the bridge between 
the sūtra's explicit words and its ultimate, non-conceptual truth. The call to action in the 
user's query—to "keep, read, recite, expound and copy this sūtra, and act according to the 
teachings of it with all your hearts"—is the core of this resolution.4 The text is not meant for 
passive contemplation but for active, engaged practice. 

Faith in this context is not a simple, passive belief but a dynamic, transformative power, 
described as the "strategy of the Lotus Sutra".25 It is a faith that "battles ignorance and 
delusion," overcomes negative karma, and ensures victory through "confident prayer and the 
boundless wisdom and courage that flow forth as a result".25 This courageous "inner 
determination" is seen as the key that unlocks the "infinite potential and dignity inherent in 
each human life".23 Practices like chanting the title, 

Namu Myōhō Renge Kyō, are presented as the means to "break through" impasses and 
"manifest this law in their own lives".23 

The symbolism of the Bodhisattvas of the Earth, led by Superior-Practice Bodhisattva 
(Jōgyo), further reinforces this connection between theory and action.26 The Buddha entrusts 
the propagation of the sūtra to these bodhisattvas who "welled forth out of the earth".5 The 
name of their leader, Superior-Practice, means "True Self of the Buddha".27 This is a powerful 
metaphorical link: the practitioners who act to spread the Dharma are not merely followers 
but are manifestations of the very truth they espouse. The sūtra promises that those who 
"keep, read, recite, expound or copy" it will "have already seen me" and will be able to see the 
Buddhas of the past, present, and future.4 This is because by embodying the practices, the 
practitioner becomes a living expression of the 

"True Self of the Buddha." The explicit declaration of Chapter 21 is thus a profound spiritual 
vow: by engaging with the text and its practices, the practitioner becomes the living 
embodiment of the truth it contains, transforming the abstract Dharma into a tangible, 
compassionate force in the world. The paradox is resolved because the "explicit" truth is a call 
to action that cultivates the non-conceptual wisdom within. 

$ 



\begin{array}{|l|l|l|} 
\hline 
\textbf{Concept} & \textbf{Definition/Explanation} & \textbf{Practical Application} \ 
\hline 
\text{Ekayāna (One Vehicle)} & \text{The single, all-encompassing path that leads all } & 
\text{The unifying goal of all Buddhist practice; } \ 
& \text{beings to Buddhahood. It unites and subordinates} & \text{practitioners work to lead 
all people to } \ 
& \text{all other provisional teachings.} & \text{enlightenment.} \ 
\hline 
\text{Upāya (Skillful Means)} & \text{The diverse, compassionate methods used by Buddhas} 
& \text{The Buddha's teachings are a map. Practitioners } \ 
& \text{to teach the Dharma according to the capacities and} & \text{embody the map 
through their own efforts, } \ 
& \text{needs of different beings.} & \text{transforming them into the destination.} \ 
\hline 
\text{Tathāgatagarbha} & \text{The innate "womb" or "embryo" of the Buddha; the} & \text{A 
person's inherent dignity and potential, which } \ 
\text{(Buddha-Nature)} & \text{inherent, immortal essence of Buddhahood within } & \text{is 
awakened through sincere practice and } \ 
& \text{every sentient being.} & \text{altruistic action.} \ 
\hline 
\text{Eternal Buddha} & \text{The Buddha as an ultimate, timeless reality who has } & 
\text{The realization that Buddhahood is not a distant } \ 
& \text{been enlightened since the remote past; a metaphor } & \text{goal but an 
ever-present, innate state of life } \ 
& \text{for the universal, innate Buddha-nature.} & \text{that one can reveal and live out each 
day.} \ 
\hline 
\text{Faith} & \text{A dynamic, courageous inner determination; a} & \text{The foundation of 
practice, expressed through } \ 
& \text{profound belief in one's own Buddha-nature and the} & \text{concrete actions like 
chanting, reading, and } \ 
& \text{power of the Mystic Law.} & \text{sharing the sūtra to overcome life's obstacles.} \ 
\hline 
\end{array} 
$ 
 

IV. The Ever-Present Buddha in Our Lives: The Non-Dual Reality 
 



The Lotus Sūtra's teachings culminate in a non-dualistic worldview that provides a powerful 
framework for practical application. It challenges the traditional separation between the 
mundane world, known as the Saha world of suffering, and a pure, external Buddha-land.22 
The text, as interpreted by schools such as Tiantai, presents a unified reality where "a deluded 
mind sees the world as a place of suffering, while an awakened person sees it as the buddha 
realm".22 The doctrine of 

"Three Thousand Realms in a Single Moment of Life" further elaborates this idea, positing 
that every moment of consciousness contains the potential for all ten life-states, from the 
deepest hell to the highest Buddhahood.1 This principle establishes that the Buddha-land is 
not a distant paradise to be reached after death, but a state of being that can be manifested 
in the here and now. 

This non-dualistic perspective provides a profound ethical and philosophical foundation for 
modern humanistic action. The sūtra's core message is that all people possess the potential 
for Buddhahood, "without distinction of gender, ethnicity, social standing or intellectual 
ability".9 This is a deeply democratic and empowering ideal. Mahāyāna Buddhism, and the 
Lotus Sūtra in particular, emphasize the virtue of compassion and the necessity of liberating 
others from suffering as well as oneself.6 Modern interpretations, such as those from the Soka 
Gakkai, have explicitly linked this to the practice of 

altruism and a form of "humanitarian competition".29 The text teaches that the effort to 
"benefit others... also becomes self-benefit," providing a spiritual basis for transforming 
society.29 This approach encourages practitioners to "actively engage with mundane life and 
all its challenges" rather than seeking an escape from them.23 By doing so, they can transform 
suffering into happiness and their environment into a pure land, thereby embodying the role 
of the Bodhisattva of the Earth who works to illuminate the world.28 The sūtra’s teachings thus 
provide a concrete, spiritual framework for addressing contemporary crises rooted in egoism 
and greed, inspiring individuals to act as "global citizens" who strive to transform their 
environment from a grassroots level through compassionate action.29 

 

Conclusion: The Sūtra as the Living Text 
 

In conclusion, the Lotus Sūtra's apparent contradiction is resolved by a tiered and 
non-dualistic understanding of the Dharma. While the ultimate truth is indeed beyond the 
grasp of intellectual reasoning, as affirmed in Chapter 2, the sūtra’s explicit revelations in 
Chapter 21 are not a contradiction but a supreme and compassionate act of skillful means. 
This powerful, multi-sensory, and narrative framework is designed to awaken the 
practitioner's inherent Buddha-nature. The "treasury of the hidden core" is the universal, 



innate Buddhahood, which is synonymous with the "eternal Buddha" the sūtra reveals to be 
ever-present in every life. The bridge from intellectual understanding to experiential 
realization is an active, faith-based practice, beautifully embodied by the mission of the 
Bodhisattvas of the Earth. Ultimately, the sūtra teaches that the Buddha-land is not a distant 
paradise but is non-dual with our world of suffering. The Dharma is found in every aspect of 
our lives because the act of living with compassion, courage, and wisdom transforms the 
mundane into the sacred. The Lotus Sūtra, therefore, is not a static historical record but a 
living text, its words and narratives a continuous call to awaken the ever-present Buddha 
within. 
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