
 

An Analysis of Aspiration and Expedient 
Means in Chapter Four of the Lotus Sūtra 
 

 

Executive Summary 
 

This report provides an in-depth scholarly analysis of the pivotal dialogue in Chapter Four of 
the Lotus Sūtra between the Buddha and his four senior disciples: Subhūti, Mahā-Kātyāyana, 
Mahā-Kāśyapa, and Mahā-Maudgalyāyana. This passage serves as a foundational 
hermeneutical device for Mahayana Buddhism, articulating the revolutionary concept of 
Ekayāna (the One Vehicle) and illustrating the doctrine of upāya (skillful means). Through their 
dialogue and the subsequent Parable of the Wayward Son, the disciples come to a profound 
realization: the Buddha's wisdom is not a secret to be hoarded, but a boundless "storehouse" 
of Dharma accessible only to those with the appropriate aspiration, or bodhicitta. The report 
demonstrates how the parable acts as a metaphorical blueprint for spiritual maturation, 
showing that the path to universal Buddhahood is a process of purifying one's mind of "lowly" 
thoughts and cultivating the diligence and confidence necessary to receive one's inherent 
spiritual inheritance. 

 

Introduction: A Sudden Awakening in the Assembly 
 

Chapter Four of the Lotus Sūtra, titled variously as "Faith Discernment," "Belief and 
Understanding," or "Willing Acceptance," marks a crucial transitional moment in the text.1 This 
chapter immediately follows the Parable of the Burning House in Chapter Three and 
introduces the renowned Parable of the Wayward Son.1 It is a moment of profound revelation 
for four senior disciples—Subhūti, Mahā-Kātyāyana, Mahā-Kāśyapa, and 
Mahā-Maudgalyāyana—who, though highly accomplished, had previously perceived the full 
Mahayana teachings as a path beyond their reach.1 

The four disciples are not nascent practitioners but venerable Arhats who had spent decades 
in sincere practice, mastering the early Buddhist teachings.1 They are described as having 
become "tired" from their long efforts and, having attained the "day's pay of nirvana," felt fully 



satisfied with their accomplishments.1 Their mindset was characterized by being "mindful of 
emptiness, signlessness, and wishlessness," yet they explicitly stated that they took "no 
delight in the Bodhisattva-Dharmas" and harbored no "single thought of longing" for the 
supreme enlightenment of Buddhahood.3 

The catalyst for their sudden awakening is the Buddha's unexpected and "very rare" prophecy 
of Buddhahood for Śāriputra.3 This event, a teaching they had "never heard before," fills them 
with a sense of "unanticipated and unexpected" joy, as if they had "obtain[ed] what [they] 
never have had".1 This profound shift in their spiritual outlook prompts their famous 
declaration that, "Although we were your sons then as we are now, we wished to hear only the 
teachings of the Lesser Vehicle. If we had aspired for the teaching of the Great Vehicle, you 
would have already expounded it to us".1 This passage directly addresses the core theme of 
the query, placing the responsibility for receiving the highest teaching not on the Buddha's 
generosity, but on the listener's own capacity, disposition, and, most importantly, their 
aspiration. 

 

Part I: The Limits of Aspiration and the Storehouse of Truth 
 

The dialogue in Chapter Four provides a window into the spiritual mindset of the disciples, 
which Mahayana Buddhism would later characterize as the "Lesser Vehicle" (Hinayana), a 
term bearing deprecatory connotations.5 These disciples viewed the spiritual path as a means 
to individual salvation, or 

arhatship, and were content with this goal, believing it represented the ultimate escape from 
suffering.2 

The disciples' state of contentment, described as a spiritual weariness after decades of 
practice, was not a moral failing but a spiritual plateau. They had fulfilled what they believed 
was the final goal, and in doing so, they had ceased to strive for anything further. This 
cessation of aspiration, rather than any inherent limitation, served as the primary 
psychological barrier to their reception of the highest teaching. Their surprise and joy upon 
hearing Śāriputra's prophecy reveals a profound shift in their self-perception, as the Buddha's 
words reframe their past accomplishments as mere stages on a much grander, 
all-encompassing journey. The Buddha’s revelation, therefore, did not introduce a new truth; it 
redefined their existing spiritual identity and purpose. 

The Buddha's promise of universal Buddhahood shatters the disciples' limited worldview.9 
Their joyful reaction, likened to receiving "limitless precious gems" without having sought 
them, signifies a dawning realization that they, too, possess the inherent capacity for 



supreme, universal enlightenment.1 This powerful message is central to the 

Lotus Sūtra—the idea that Buddhahood is not a final, static state but a potential that all 
individuals can manifest from within their lives.11 The text's teachings emphasize that 
Buddhahood is an "eternal and present reality" inherent in every person.12 The journey is thus 
an awakening to an inner nature rather than the acquisition of an external state.13 

This section culminates in the crucial theme identified in the query: the power of aspiration. 
The disciples themselves admit that their "low resolve" and "lowly desires" prevented them 
from receiving the full Dharma.2 This reframes the entire spiritual path, shifting the focus from 
a purely linear, incremental progression to a process of internal transformation. The key to 
receiving the highest teaching is not an external decree but an inner readiness, characterized 
by the cultivation of 

bodhicitta—the awakened mind that aspires to Buddhahood for the benefit of all beings.15 

 

Part II: The Parable of the Wayward Son: A Blueprint for Spiritual 
Maturation 
 

To clarify their newfound understanding, the four disciples offer the Buddha the Parable of 
the Wayward Son. The story is a rich and detailed allegory for the disciples' own spiritual 
journeys and a profound illustration of the Buddha's pedagogical genius.1 

The parable begins with a wealthy man's son who, in his youth, leaves home and wanders for 
fifty years, becoming "poor and needy".2 He eventually, by chance, arrives at his long-lost 
father's mansion. However, seeing the immense wealth and authority of his father, whom he 
does not recognize, he is "immediately afraid" and flees.2 The son's inability to see his true 
identity reflects his "unambitious" nature and "low self-esteem," which act as veils preventing 
him from claiming his inheritance.2 

The father, who represents the Buddha, recognizes his son but also perceives his "inferior and 
lowly" will.2 Out of compassion, he devises a long-term plan, a perfect example of 

upāya or skillful means. He sends two retainers, dressed in "shabby clothes," to offer the son 
the menial job of "sweeping dung" at twice the usual wage.2 The son happily accepts and toils 
for twenty years. During this time, the father, disguised in worn clothes, works alongside his 
son, gradually earning his trust and eventually promoting him to a position of managing the 
household finances.1 The son, still considering himself a "lowly worker from outside," is finally 



revealed to be the true heir just before the father’s death.2 

The allegory is clear: the wealthy father is the Buddha, and the wayward son represents all 
sentient beings and, specifically, the senior disciples.2 The father’s great wealth is the 
"storehouse of the Thus Come One's knowledge and vision".3 The act of "sweeping dung" 
symbolizes the process of purifying one's mind of "frivolous discussions of the Dharma" and 
negative karma.2 This task, performed for two decades with diligence, humility, and patience, 
is the necessary process of spiritual maturation that transforms the son from a "lowly" 
vagabond into a person capable of managing and inheriting the ultimate Dharma.1 

The father's use of upāya is a core philosophical lesson of the parable. Upāya is defined as a 
pedagogical tool—a "skillful adaptation of his teaching methods to specific audiences".20 The 
father's action is not a deceitful lie but a compassionate strategy to meet his son on his own 
terms and guide him toward his destiny.22 The father recognized that an immediate bestowal 
of the inheritance would have overwhelmed his son, causing him to flee in terror once more. 
This demonstrates a nuanced understanding of compassion: it is not merely giving someone 
what they want, but providing them with the tools and process to become who they can be. 
The job as a cleaner was not the goal; it was the transformative process that cultivated the 
humility and confidence necessary for the son to receive his birthright. 

A comparison with the Christian Parable of the Prodigal Son in the Gospel of Luke highlights 
the unique philosophical premises of the Buddhist narrative. The following table illustrates the 
key distinctions: 

 

Feature The Wayward Son (Lotus 
Sūtra) 

The Prodigal Son (Gospel 
of Luke) 

Source Lotus Sūtra, Chapter 4 23 Gospel of Luke, Chapter 15 
24 

Son's Departure Leaves home aimlessly, 
without inheritance 19 

Requests and squanders 
his inheritance 24 

Father's Motivation To secure an heir and 
prevent his vast wealth 
from being lost 2 

Unconditional love and 
forgiveness 24 

Son's Return By chance, does not 
recognize his father 2 

Conscious, repentant 
return to seek mercy 24 



Father's Response A long-term, patient 
strategy of upāya to 
cultivate his son's 
character 2 

An immediate, joyous 
celebration and feast 24 

Role of Labor A necessary period of 
spiritual purification and 
character cultivation 1 

A position of servitude is 
offered but immediately 
refused by the father's 
grace 24 

Primary Theme Spiritual maturation and 
the cultivation of inner 
capacity 25 

Unconditional divine 
forgiveness and grace 24 

The Christian parable is a testament to sola gratia, where salvation is a free gift received upon 
repentance and confession. The father's love is an overwhelming force that overrides any 
need for the son to earn his way back; he "runs to his wayward son" and "cuts him off" before 
he can finish his plea for mercy.26 In contrast, the Buddhist parable emphasizes 
self-cultivation and a necessary process. The "inheritance" is an innate potential, but one 
must become capable of receiving it. The Buddhist father, while overjoyed, recognizes his 
son’s "lowly nature" and understands that an immediate bestowal of the inheritance would be 
counterproductive.3 This demonstrates a fundamental difference in soteriology: one is a 
model of immediate, unconditional grace, while the other is a model of a progressive path, 
where grace is expressed through patient, tailored guidance that prepares the individual for 
the ultimate truth. 

 

Part III: From Provisional Teachings to the One Vehicle 
 

The Parable of the Wayward Son serves to illuminate the Lotus Sūtra's central, unifying 
doctrine: Ekayāna, or the One Vehicle. This doctrine asserts that the three distinct 
"vehicles"—the Śrāvakayāna (the path of the voice-hearer), the Pratyekabuddhayāna (the 
path of the solitary Buddha), and the Bodhisattvayāna (the path of the compassionate 
being)—are not separate destinations but are upāya, or expedient means, that ultimately lead 
to a single, supreme goal: the "One Vehicle of Buddhahood".6 

This doctrine also functions as a polemic device, reframing earlier Buddhist teachings not as 
"wrong" or "inferior" but as provisional, necessary stages for those who were not yet ready to 
receive the highest truth.21 The parable is a perfect metaphorical illustration of this principle. 
The son's initial work as a menial laborer represents the 



Śrāvakayāna—the path of personal purification and "sweeping away the dung" of mental 
afflictions.3 His subsequent promotion to a position of trust and managerial responsibility 
represents the 

Bodhisattvayāna—the path of altruistic action and working for the benefit of the father's 
estate.1 Both of these stages, however, were always part of the single, pre-ordained path to 
his full inheritance—the one vehicle of becoming a co-owner of the estate.3 The Buddha's use 
of these provisional teachings is a compassionate act, a strategy to attract and guide beings 
toward the ultimate and only true goal: Buddhahood.31 

This journey also underscores the importance of bodhicitta as the essential prerequisite for 
the highest teachings. Bodhicitta is the "awakened mind" that embodies the "aspiration to 
achieve Buddhahood for the benefit of all beings".15 The disciples' realization, as expressed in 
their dialogue, that the highest teaching was previously inaccessible to them due to a lack of 
longing for it, directly links the external act of teaching to the internal state of mind of the 
recipient.3 The disciples' sudden awakening is a form of 

aspiration bodhicitta—the wish to attain Buddhahood after having been content with a lesser 
goal.32 

This synthesis of upāya, the Parable of the Wayward Son, and the doctrine of Ekayāna leads 
to the most radical claim of the Lotus Sūtra: the inherent Buddhahood of all beings. The 
parable and the overarching philosophical framework together suggest that Buddhahood is 
not an external state to be acquired through a long, incremental process of virtue.13 Instead, it 
is an "eternal and present reality" and an "infinite potential and dignity inherent in each human 
life".11 The path is therefore one of "awakening" to this inner nature, not of acquiring 
something that was previously absent.13 

 

Conclusion: A Joyful Inheritance Gained 
 

The analysis of Chapter Four of the Lotus Sūtra reveals a profound and interconnected 
narrative of spiritual transformation. The Buddha's compassion is expressed not through a 
sudden, unconditional bestowal of grace, but through the perfect use of upāya, a patient and 
tailored pedagogical approach that guides individuals on a journey of self-cultivation. The 
disciples' initial contentment and their subsequent joyful awakening illustrate that the primary 
obstacle to the highest teaching is not a lack of capacity but a lack of aspiration. The Parable 
of the Wayward Son serves as a timeless and deeply resonant metaphor for this process, 
mapping the journey from a state of "lowly" self-perception to the realization of one's true, 
inherent spiritual identity. 



The passage's overarching philosophical framework, Ekayāna, unifies all provisional teachings 
into a single, ultimate path to Buddhahood. It demonstrates that the seemingly disparate 
goals of personal liberation and altruistic action are, in fact, integral stages on a single 
journey. The Buddha’s wisdom, as revealed in the Lotus Sūtra, is not a secret to be revealed 
but a universal, ever-present reality.10 Its full depth and richness are accessible only when the 
individual cultivates the necessary aspiration—not a passive wish, but a transformative force 
that leads to diligent, humble practice. The disciples' joyful realization that "the great jewels of 
the Dharma King have come to us of themselves" is the ultimate testament to the profound 
truth that Buddhahood is not a distant, external prize, but a joyous inheritance waiting to be 
claimed from within.3 
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