
 

The Joy of Realization: An Analysis of 
Faith, Longevity, and Buddha-Nature in 
Chapter 17 of the Lotus Sūtra 
 

 

Introduction: The Revelatory Context of the 'Original 
Teaching' 
 

To comprehend the profound implications of faith and joy as presented in Chapter 17 of the 
Saddharma Puṇḍarīka Sūtra (the Lotus Sūtra), one must first grasp the radical doctrinal shift 
that immediately precedes it. The passage in question, which equates rejoicing at hearing the 
sūtra with understanding the Buddha's longevity through firm faith, is not a standalone 
declaration. Rather, it is the direct soteriological consequence of the Sūtra’s most pivotal 
revelation, articulated in Chapter 16, "The Life Span of the Thus Come One." This chapter 
marks a critical juncture, which the great Chinese master Zhiyi (538–597 CE), founder of the 
Tiantai school, classified as the transition from the "trace teaching" (jimen, 迹門) to the 
"original teaching" (benmen, 本門).1 

The first half of the Lotus Sūtra, the trace teaching, functions as a masterclass in skillful 
means (upāya). It systematically deconstructs provisional doctrines, unifying the "three 
vehicles" (triyāna)—the paths of the śrāvaka (voice-hearer), pratyekabuddha (solitary 
realizer), and bodhisattva—into the singular "One Vehicle" (Ekayāna) of Buddhahood.2 This 
section corrects a limited understanding of the 

path to enlightenment, asserting its universal accessibility.4 

The second half, the original teaching, embarks on a far more dramatic correction, addressing 
the nature of the Buddha himself. In Chapter 16, Śākyamuni Buddha refutes the commonly 
held belief that he first attained enlightenment under the Bodhi tree in India. He reveals that 
he, in fact, achieved Buddhahood in the "inconceivably remote past".4 This disclosure 
transforms the Buddha from a historical personage into an eternal, ever-present reality—a 
timeless principle that transcends the confines of a single human lifespan.4 This eternal 



Buddha did not enter a final 

parinirvāṇa but constantly abides in this sahā world, which is itself revealed to be the pure 
"Land of Eternally Tranquil Light".7 The implication of this teaching is monumental: 
Buddhahood is not a historical event to be emulated but an eternal, immanent reality within 
the fabric of existence and, by extension, within all sentient beings.4 

This sequence is not accidental but a profound pedagogical strategy. The Sūtra first 
establishes that all paths lead to a single destination before revealing the true, eternal nature 
of that destination's source. Chapter 17, "Distinction of Merits" (Fumbetsu Kudoku Hon), is the 
logical and necessary continuation of this revelation. Having unveiled the ultimate object of 
faith—the eternal Buddha—the Sūtra now proceeds to explain the unparalleled merit and 
virtue derived from accepting this sublime truth.9 The discussion of faith and joy in Chapter 17, 
therefore, must be analyzed not as a general exhortation to believe, but as a specific 
response to the cosmic and eternal vision of Buddhahood presented in Chapter 16. 

 

The Primacy of Faith: Deconstructing the 'Distinction 
of Merits' 
 

Chapter 17 opens with the Buddha addressing his discourse on merit to the Bodhisattva 
Mahāsattva Maitreya, who is also referred to by his personal name, Ajita, meaning 
"Invincible".9 Maitreya, as the prophesied future Buddha, occupies a unique position in the 
assembly. He is the designated successor to Śākyamuni and the steward of the Dharma for 
future generations.12 By directing this teaching to Maitreya, the Buddha frames it as a 
foundational legacy for all who will practice "after my extinction," the very audience 
mentioned in the query's passage. This act of transmission through the future Buddha 
legitimizes faith as the primary mode of practice for those who cannot encounter the 
historical Buddha directly, ensuring the Dharma's continuity.9 

Maitreya acts as the interlocutor for the entire assembly, rising to recapitulate the immense 
benefits and joy experienced by countless beings upon hearing the revelation of the Buddha's 
eternal life span.9 This sets the stage for the Buddha's central pronouncement on the nature 
of merit. The Buddha declares to Maitreya: "If there are living beings who, on hearing that the 
Buddha's life span is as long as this, can bring forth even a single thought of faith and 
understanding, the merit and virtue they will gain is measureless and limitless".9 

To underscore the radical nature of this claim, the Sūtra presents a dramatic comparison. It 
posits a practitioner who diligently cultivates the five pāramitās (perfections)—generosity 
(dāna), morality (śīla), patience (kṣānti), diligence (vīrya), and meditation (dhyāna)—for an 



almost unimaginable duration of "eighty myriads of millions of nayutas of eons".9 The merit 
accrued from this lifetime of conventional practice is then weighed against the merit of the 
person who generates a single moment of faith in the Buddha's eternal nature. The verdict is 
unequivocal: the merit from the five 

pāramitās "would not come to a hundredth part, nor to a thousandth, nor to a hundred 
thousand myriad millionth part" of the merit gained from that single moment of faith.9 

This comparison is not a rejection of the Bodhisattva path but a profound recontextualization 
of it. The five pāramitās represent the gradual, accumulative model of spiritual development, a 
process of "becoming" that unfolds within the conventional framework of linear time and 
causality.9 The revelation of the eternal Buddha, however, introduces an atemporal reality. An 
act of faith in this timeless nature is therefore not an act 

within time that produces a future result; it is an act that connects the practitioner directly to 
the timeless, a moment of "realizing" an already-present truth. This paradigm shift establishes 
faith (śraddhā) as the principal gateway to the Sūtra's ultimate teaching. As stated elsewhere 
in the Sūtra, even the disciple famed for his wisdom, Śāriputra, could only "gain entrance 
through faith alone".18 The commentary of Nichiren (1222–1282 CE) further solidifies this, 
asserting that the very truth of reality originates in the single word "belief".19 

 

The Nature of 'Rejoicing' (Prīti) as a Soteriological 
Marker 
 

The "joy" mentioned in the passage is not a generic feeling of happiness but a specific, 
technical term in Buddhist psychology: prīti (Pāli: pīti). This term is variously translated as 
"zest," "rapture," or "joyful interest".20 As a mental factor ( 

cetasika), its primary function is to refresh, energize, and stimulate the mind and body, 
manifesting as elation.20 

Crucially, Buddhist commentarial tradition distinguishes prīti from sukha (happiness or bliss). 
The 5th-century CE treatise Visuddhimagga offers a definitive analogy: a man exhausted in a 
desert who sees or hears about a nearby oasis experiences prīti—the thrilling, anticipatory joy 
of discovery. When he reaches the oasis, shades himself, and drinks the water, he experiences 
sukha—the calm, satisfying bliss of fulfillment.21 

Prīti is an active, energizing quality belonging to the aggregate of mental formations 
(saṅkhāra-kkhandha), whereas sukha is a calmer feeling state belonging to the aggregate of 



feelings (vedanā-kkhandha).23 

The Lotus Sūtra's choice of prīti is theologically precise. The passage describes the reaction 
of one who hears the Sūtra and responds with joy. This is an initial, catalytic event. It is the 
"joy of anticipation," the rapturous thrill of discovering one's own infinite potential. This 
experience is not the serene contentment (sukha) of a goal fully achieved, but the dynamic, 
energizing elation of realizing an inherent, eternal nature for the first time. This joy is the very 
fuel for the Bodhisattva path, not its terminus. In the doctrinal framework of the Sūtra, this act 
of "rejoicing on hearing the Lotus Sūtra" is designated as the very first of the five stages of 
practice for followers after the Buddha's passing.25 Nichiren's commentary defines this joy as 
the shared realization between oneself and others of their innate possession of wisdom and 
compassion, the joy of knowing one will "inevitably become Buddhas".27 This joy transforms 
suffering from a state to be escaped into a catalyst for practice, becoming, in Nichiren's 
words, the "greatest of all joys".29 

 

The Object of Faith and Source of Joy: The Eternal 
Buddha and the Indwelling Buddha-Nature 
(Tathāgatagarbha) 
 

The connection between "firm faith" and "joy" is rooted in the non-dual relationship between 
the eternal Buddha and the inherent Buddha-nature within all beings. The ultimate object of 
faith is the macrocosmic reality of the eternal Buddha revealed in Chapter 16. The source of 
the responsive joy is the microcosmic resonance of the indwelling Buddha-nature recognizing 
its own essence in that universal teaching. 

This indwelling potential is a central doctrine of Mahāyāna Buddhism, known as 
Tathāgatagarbha (literally, "womb" or "embryo" of the Tathāgata) or buddhadhātu 
("Buddha-element").31 This doctrine posits that all sentient beings possess an innate, 
luminous, and pure mind that is the potential for Buddhahood.31 This essence is not something 
to be acquired but is eternally present, merely concealed by adventitious defilements ( 

kleśa), like a treasure buried beneath a poor person's house, a gold nugget in waste, or a 
jewel sewn into a pauper's robe.6 

The eternal Buddha of Chapter 16 is the universal principle, the Dharmakāya (Truth Body). The 
Tathāgatagarbha within the individual is the immanent expression of that very same principle. 
As the treatise Ratnagotravibhāga clarifies, the Dharmakāya of the Tathāgata permeates all 
sentient beings.31 Therefore, the eternal Buddha is not an external, transcendent deity to be 



worshipped, but the universal ground of one's own being. 

From this perspective, "firm faith" in the Buddha's longevity is not merely belief in a distant 
being's endless life. It is the profound cognitive act of recognizing that this eternal, deathless 
nature is also one's own true nature.8 To attain Buddhahood is not to become something new, 
but to open and reveal the Buddha-nature that one already possesses.36 The "joy" ( 

prīti) is the immediate, affective consequence of this recognition. It is the spontaneous elation 
of the inherent Buddha-nature, long dormant and unrecognized, suddenly awakening to its 
own identity and boundless potential upon hearing it described. As one commentary notes, 
"Responding with spontaneous joy upon hearing the Lotus Sutra is a sign of profound faith 
and understanding".10 The object of faith (the eternal Buddha) and the source of joy (the 
individual's Buddha-nature) are thus revealed to be ontologically identical. This non-dual 
realization collapses the subject-object distinction of conventional faith. The act is not "I 
believe in the Buddha," but "I recognize my true self 

as the Buddha." This explains why the merit is "immeasurable"—it is not a transactional gain 
but a fundamental, ontological shift in one's perception of being. 

 

A Joy Beyond Cessation: Distinguishing the 
Bodhisattva's Realization from the Arhat's Nirvāṇa 
 

The commentary provided in the query makes a crucial distinction: "this joy is not the same as 
the joy that comes from ending suffering." This statement directly contrasts the Mahāyāna 
soteriological vision of the Lotus Sūtra with that of earlier Buddhist teachings, which held the 
attainment of the arhat as the ultimate goal. 

In the provisional teachings, the primary aim is to achieve nirvāṇa, a term literally meaning 
"extinction" or the "blowing out" of the fires of greed, hatred, and delusion that fuel suffering 
(dukkha) and the cycle of rebirth (saṃsāra).3 The joy associated with this attainment is one of 
release, relief, and the complete cessation of a painful, conditioned state.38 The 

Lotus Sūtra characterizes this goal, which defines the arhat, as subtly "selfish" because it is 
focused on one's own liberation from suffering.3 It is a joy of negation—the removal of an 
undesirable condition. 

The Lotus Sūtra reframes this goal as an "imaginary city," a skillful means created by the 
Buddha to provide a resting place for weary travelers, not the final destination.41 The true 



destination is full Buddhahood, the goal of the 

bodhisattva, who seeks enlightenment for the sake of liberating all beings.3 The joy associated 
with the 

bodhisattva's path is one of affirmation. It is not the joy of escaping the world, but the joy of 
realizing one's eternal, perfect nature within the world and gaining the power to transform it.4 
It is the joy of empowerment, of awakening to the "boundless compassion, wisdom and 
courage" inherent within, which can be used to grapple with and transform suffering.4 This 
"absolute happiness" is not contingent on the absence of problems but wells forth from 
within, unswayed by external conditions.36 

The following table clarifies this fundamental distinction between the two models of 
soteriological joy. 

 

Feature Joy of Ending Suffering 
(Arhat's Nirvāṇa) 

Joy of Awakening 
Buddha-Nature 
(Bodhisattva's Realization) 

Primary Goal Cessation of dukkha; 
release from saṃsāra.37 

Attainment of full 
Buddhahood for the sake 
of all beings.43 

Soteriological Mode Negative: Liberation from a 
conditioned state of 
suffering. 

Positive: Realization of an 
unconditioned, inherent 
nature.36 

Underlying Metaphor Escaping a burning house.2 Discovering a priceless 
jewel in one's own robe.2 

Nature of Joy Relief, release, tranquility 
(sukha).38 

Rapture, empowerment, 
connection, joyful interest 
(prīti).21 

Relationship to World Transcendence and 
disengagement from the 
cycle of suffering.37 

Active, compassionate 
engagement to transform 
the world.4 

Temporal Focus Ending the cycle of future 
rebirths. 

Realizing one's eternal 
nature in the present 
moment.36 



This contrast illuminates the unique quality of joy described in Chapter 17. It is not the peace 
that comes from an absence of turmoil, but the dynamic, creative power that arises from a 
profound affirmation of one's true, enlightened identity. 

 

The Pedagogy of Parable: Cultivating the Joy of 
Awakening 
 

The Lotus Sūtra's famous parables, presented in the first half of the text, are not mere 
illustrations but function as narrative and affective preparations for the doctrinal revelations 
of the second half. They serve as skillful means (upāya) that cultivate in the listener the 
cognitive and emotional ground necessary to understand the "joy of awakening 
Buddha-nature".2 

The Parable of the Prodigal Son (Chapter 4) tells of a man who, ignorant of his wealthy 
father, lives a life of destitution. When he unknowingly wanders back to his father's estate, the 
father skillfully employs him, gradually elevating his status and confidence over decades until 
he is ready to receive his full inheritance.2 The son's ultimate joy is not simply the relief from 
poverty, but the astonishing, life-altering realization of his true identity and inherent nobility. 

Similarly, the Parable of the Jewel in the Robe (Chapter 8) describes a poor man who is 
unaware that a friend has sewn a priceless jewel into the lining of his garment. He continues 
to live in poverty until his friend points out the hidden treasure, making him instantly wealthy.2 
This is a direct metaphor for the 

Tathāgatagarbha—the untapped, inherent potential for Buddhahood that every person 
possesses but fails to recognize.2 The joy depicted is one of sudden, unearned discovery of an 
intrinsic and incalculable worth. 

These parables function as experiential scripts that model the emotional arc of awakening. 
They guide the practitioner through a narrative of self-perceived spiritual poverty and 
ignorance, leading to a climax of revelation that triggers a specific quality of joy—one based 
on a fundamental shift in identity, not merely a change in circumstance. By engaging with 
these stories, the practitioner affectively "rehearses" the joy of awakening. When the doctrine 
of the eternal Buddha is stated directly in Chapter 16 and its corresponding merit is explained 
in Chapter 17, the audience has already been primed by the parables to recognize the 
profound, identity-affirming nature of the joy being described. 

 



Conclusion: The Synthesis of Faith and Joy as the 
Gateway to the One Vehicle 
 

The analysis of the passage from Chapter 17 of the Lotus Sūtra reveals that faith and joy are 
not a linear sequence of cause and effect but a single, unified, and transformative event. Faith 
(śraddhā) is the cognitive acceptance of the ultimate truth of the eternal Buddha, while joy 
(prīti) is its immediate and inseparable affective manifestation. As Nichiren's commentary 
clarifies, "to respond" (faith) and "to take joy" constitute a unified action directed at the Law 
and the Buddha.27 

This singular experience of faith-joy is the very definition of entering the One Vehicle 
(Ekayāna), the ultimate purpose of the Lotus Sūtra.2 It marks the moment a practitioner 
ceases to identify with the provisional goal of escaping suffering and instead awakens to their 
true identity as a potential Buddha, eternally endowed with the same nature as the Buddha 
himself. The Sūtra's doctrine thus moves from a theoretical possibility to a lived, subjective 
reality. This is the essence of what modern commentaries term a "human revolution"—a 
fundamental change in one's heart that has the power to transform everything.8 

Ultimately, the teaching of Chapter 17 democratizes enlightenment. By prioritizing a single 
moment of faith-joy over eons of arduous ascetic practice, it renders the ultimate attainment 
of Buddhahood radically accessible to all people, regardless of capacity, gender, social status, 
or historical era.2 This is the Sūtra's most empowering and inclusive message. The initial, 
rapturous joy of awakening is not an end point but the very source of the Bodhisattva's 
inexhaustible courage and compassion. It provides the "ship to cross the sea of suffering" 48, 
allowing one to engage with life's challenges not with a desire to escape, but with the 
"greatest of all joys"—the profound confidence that comes from realizing one's own inherent 
and indestructible Buddha-nature.29 
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