
 

The Emergence of the Treasure Tower: 
An Exegetical Analysis of Symbolism and 
Doctrine in Chapter Eleven of the Lotus 
Sūtra 
 

 

Section 1: The Cosmic Stage - Assembly on the Vulture 
Peak 
 

The dramatic events of the eleventh chapter of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka-sūtra, "The 
Appearance of the Treasure Tower," do not unfold in a vacuum. They are predicated upon a 
specific context, a sacred geography, and a diverse assembly whose very composition is a 
testament to the universal scope of the teachings about to be revealed. The setting on Mount 
Gṛdhrakūṭa and the gathering of beings from various spiritual paths are not merely narrative 
preliminaries; they are the essential foundation upon which the Sūtra's most profound 
revelations are built. This initial stage grounds the transcendent in the terrestrial, rooting the 
ultimate truth in the soil of lived experience and preparing the minds of the listeners for a 
radical expansion of their understanding of the Dharma. 

 

1.1. Gṛdhrakūṭa: The Sacred Mountain as the Locus of Ultimate 
Teaching 
 

The selection of Mount Gṛdhrakūṭa, or Vulture Peak, as the location for this pivotal chapter is 
deeply significant. In Buddhist tradition, Gṛdhrakūṭa is more than a geographical point in the 
ancient Indian kingdom of Magadha; it is a sacred space, a maṇḍala where the historical 
Buddha delivered his most profound Mahāyāna teachings.1 Located near the city of Rājagṛha, 
this hill, named either for its vulture-beak-shaped peak or for the birds that inhabited it, was 
one of the Buddha's favorite retreats.2 Its peaceful environment and the presence of caves 



made it an ideal location for meditation and discourse, and it is the scene for many of 
Śākyamuni's most famous sermons, including the Lotus Sūtra itself.1 

By situating the emergence of the cosmic Treasure Stūpa on this particular mountain, the 
Sūtra forges an unbreakable link between the historical ministry of Śākyamuni and the 
timeless, ultimate reality that is about to be unveiled. The event is not presented as a 
disembodied vision but as an eruption into the very world where the Buddha walked, taught, 
and gathered his disciples. This grounding in a tangible, revered location prevents the 
subsequent theophany from being dismissed as mere fantasy. Instead, it presents the 
transcendent as an immanent potential within the phenomenal world. Gṛdhrakūṭa thus 
symbolizes the peak of spiritual attainment, a liminal space where the earthly and the cosmic 
converge, making it the only appropriate stage for a teaching that seeks to unify all previous 
doctrines and reveal the single, ultimate path to enlightenment.5 

The narrative structure of the Lotus Sūtra itself reflects a profound pedagogical process 
mirrored in its use of geography. The Sūtra's exposition is said to occur across "two places 
and three assemblies": it begins on Vulture Peak, transitions to a "Ceremony in the Air," and 
finally returns to Vulture Peak.7 The initial preaching on the earth represents the teaching of 
wisdom as it relates to the present actuality of the listeners.7 It is the necessary foundation, 
the provisional truth that prepares the assembly for what is to come. The later shift to the sky 
signifies a move beyond actuality to the realm of the ideal, a revelation made possible through 
the Buddha's absolute compassion.7 The final return to the mountain underscores that this 
ideal is meaningless unless it is demonstrated and actualized in daily life.7 Therefore, the 
assembly on Gṛdhrakūṭa is the crucial first stage, establishing that the ultimate truth, 
symbolized by the Treasure Tower, can only emerge from and be perceived within the world of 
practice, conflict, and delusion. 

 

1.2. The Great Assembly: Reconciling the Paths of the Śrāvaka and the 
Bodhisattva 
 

The audience for this revelation is as significant as the location. The Sūtra describes a vast 
and diverse multitude, an assembly that includes not only eighty thousand 
Bodhisattva-Mahāsattvas but also twelve thousand bhikṣus (monks), many of whom were 
arhats, along with gods (devas), dragons (nāgas), musical spirits (gandharvas and kinnaras), 
demons (asuras), great birds (garuḍas), and giant serpents (mahoragas).5 This inclusivity is 
central to the Sūtra's revolutionary message. 

In the landscape of Buddhist thought prior to the Lotus Sūtra, a significant distinction was 
often drawn between the "three vehicles" (triyāna) leading to enlightenment. The path of the 



śrāvaka ("voice-hearer") was that of the disciple who, by hearing the Buddha's teaching of 
the Four Noble Truths, sought to eradicate desire and achieve the personal liberation of an 
arhat.10 The path of the pratyekabuddha ("privately enlightened one") was for those who 
realized the truth of dependent origination on their own but did not teach others.10 These two 
were often grouped together and termed Hīnayāna, or the "small vehicle," by Mahāyāna 
proponents, who contrasted them with the Bodhisattvayāna, the "great vehicle" (Mahāyāna) 
of the Bodhisattva, who postpones personal nirvana out of compassion to work for the 
enlightenment of all sentient beings.10 Some pre-Lotus sūtras explicitly stated that Śrāvakasan 
could not attain full Buddhahood, a doctrine that created a spiritual hierarchy, pleasing the 
Bodhisattvas but causing despair among the Śrāvakasan and others.12 

The Lotus Sūtra radically subverts this hierarchy. In its preceding chapters, Śākyamuni has 
already begun to reveal that the three vehicles are not, in fact, separate final destinations. 
Rather, they are a form of "skillful means" (upāya), a compassionate pedagogical strategy 
employed by the Buddha to guide beings of differing capacities and inclinations.10 The 
ultimate goal for all is the "One Vehicle" (ekayāna) of Buddhahood.10 The Sūtra gives 
prophecies to great Śrāvakasan like Śāriputra, assuring them that they too will become 
Buddhas.13 It goes so far as to state that what the Śrāvakasan are practicing is the 
Bodhisattva path, even if they are unaware of it.12 

The presence of this mixed assembly as witnesses to the appearance of the Treasure Tower is 
therefore a living tableau of the One Vehicle doctrine. The validation that is about to occur is 
not for the benefit of the Bodhisattvas alone. It is a universal affirmation that applies to every 
being present, dissolving the perceived divisions between the paths and confirming their 
shared, intrinsic potential for supreme enlightenment. The gathering on Gṛdhrakūṭa is thus a 
reconciled assembly, a physical manifestation of the Sūtra's core teaching of equality, poised 
to witness a cosmic event that will ratify this truth in the most dramatic and irrefutable 
manner. 

 

Section 2: A Vision of the Jeweled Stūpa - Narrative 
and Theophany 
 

The eleventh chapter of the Lotus Sūtra marks a dramatic shift from philosophical discourse 
to direct, visionary revelation. The narrative unfolds as a sacred drama in four distinct acts, a 
theophany designed to shatter conventional understandings of reality and establish the 
supreme authority of the Sūtra's teachings. Each stage of this cosmic event—from the Stūpa's 
astonishing emergence to the levitation of the entire assembly—is meticulously 
choreographed to build a case for the Sūtra's ultimate truth, culminating in a new, 



supramundane setting for the revelations that follow. 

 

2.1. The Eruption from the Earth: A Detailed Narrative of the Chapter's 
Events 
 

As Śākyamuni Buddha is preaching on Vulture Peak, the earth trembles and splits open, and 
from its depths a magnificent Treasure Tower, or stūpa, emerges and hangs suspended in 
midair.16 This is no ordinary reliquary. The Sūtra describes it with breathtaking grandeur: it is 
500 yojanas in height and 250 yojanas in width and depth—a structure of unimaginable scale, 
with some estimates placing a large yojana at eighty miles.9 The Stūpa is adorned with the 
"seven kinds of treasures": gold, silver, lapis lazuli, mother-of-pearl, carnelian, pearls, and 
agate.9 

The architectural details are equally fantastic, symbolizing the perfection of the Dharma. It is 
described as having five thousand railings, thousands of myriads of alcoves, and countless 
banners and pennants.9 Jeweled beads and myriads of millions of jeweled bells hang from it, 
their chiming carrying the sound of the Dharma. From all four sides of the Stūpa issues the 
fragrance of Tamālapatracandana incense, a scent described as "undefiled in nature," which 
permeates the entire world.9 This sudden, colossal, and beautiful manifestation serves as a 
profound interruption to the sermon. It is a physical marvel that transcends the laws of nature, 
a catalyst that compels the assembly to question the limits of their understanding and 
prepares them for a truth that lies beyond ordinary perception. It is the presentation of a 
great cosmic fact that demands explanation and shifts the Sūtra's mode of teaching from the 
auditory to the visual and experiential. 

 

2.2. The Voice of the Ancient Buddha: Prabhūtaratna's Validation of 
the Dharma 
 

From within the sealed, silent tower, a great voice issues forth, speaking in praise of 
Śākyamuni. The voice declares: “Good indeed, good indeed, Shakyamuni, World Honored 
One... that all you say is true and real!”.9 This is the central act of validation, the primary 
purpose of the Stūpa's appearance. The assembly, through the person of Bodhisattva Great 
Joy of Preaching, asks to know the meaning of this event.16 Śākyamuni explains that within the 
tower resides the body of a Buddha named Prabhūtaratna, which translates as "Many 
Treasures" or "Abundant Treasures".16 



This is not a contemporary Buddha, but one who lived in an incalculably distant past, in a 
world called Treasure Purity, countless universes to the east.16 Though he entered parinirvāṇa 
eons ago, Prabhūtaratna made a profound vow: that wherever in the ten directions the Lotus 
Sūtra might be preached, his Treasure Tower would emerge from the earth to bear witness 
and testify to its truth with the words "Splendid!".9 This testimony is therefore not a singular 
occurrence for Śākyamuni's benefit alone. It is the fulfillment of a recurring cosmic law, an 
eternal, unchanging testament to the Sūtra's supreme and timeless authority.19 The validation 
comes from a source beyond the present world system, a long-extinct Buddha whose living 
presence shatters the conventional understanding of nirvana as a final annihilation. 
Prabhūtaratna's voice is the voice of the eternal Dharma itself, affirming that the teachings 
being expounded by the historical Śākyamuni are in perfect accord with ultimate truth.13 

 

2.3. The Gathering of the Emanations: Śākyamuni's Purification of the 
Buddha-Fields 
 

Upon hearing this explanation, the assembly is filled with a desire to see the body of this 
ancient Buddha. Bodhisattva Great Joy of Preaching voices this request on their behalf.16 
Śākyamuni agrees but states that there is a prerequisite. Prabhūtaratna's vow stipulates that 
before his body can be shown, the Buddha who is preaching the Sūtra must first gather all of 
his emanations—other Buddhas who are manifestations of himself, preaching the Dharma in 
countless worlds throughout the universe.16 

This sets in motion a monumental act of cosmic purification. To make room for this infinite 
assembly of Buddhas, Śākyamuni employs his transcendental powers to transform the very 
nature of the worlds. This process occurs in three stages. First, he purifies the sahā world (our 
world of endurance and suffering), removing all beings except for the present assembly and 
relocating them to other lands.16 Second, he purifies "two hundred ten thousand million 
nayutas of lands in each of the eight directions," removing all beings of the four evil paths 
(hell, hungry spirits, animals, and asuras) and again moving the human and heavenly beings 
elsewhere.16 Finally, he purifies yet another, equally vast set of lands in the same manner.16 

Through these acts, countless worlds are transformed into pristine Buddha-lands. Only then 
do the emanation Buddhas arrive from every corner of the cosmos, seating themselves on lion 
thrones under jeweled trees.16 This gathering serves multiple purposes. It demonstrates the 
immense power and cosmic scale of Śākyamuni's being, revealing him to be far more than a 
single historical figure. Furthermore, it assembles a universal jury. The presence of all these 
Buddhas, who are one with Śākyamuni, signifies that the truth of the Lotus Sūtra is not a 
localized teaching but a universal principle, acknowledged and taught by all Buddhas 
everywhere. It prepares a worthy and purified stage for the ultimate revelation, ensuring that 



the environment itself reflects the purity of the Dharma to be witnessed. 

 

2.4. The Ceremony in the Air: The Transition to a Supramundane Realm 
 

With all his emanations gathered, Śākyamuni rises into the air, opens the great door of the 
Treasure Tower, and reveals the living body of the Tathāgata Prabhūtaratna, seated 
cross-legged, his form as if in meditation.13 Prabhūtaratna praises Śākyamuni and invites him 
to enter and share his seat on the lion throne.16 Śākyamuni accepts. 

At this point, the assembly on the ground reflects that the Buddhas are now sitting aloft and 
far away, and they wish they could be raised up as well.21 In response, Śākyamuni uses his 
transcendental powers to lift the entire great assembly into open space, suspending them at 
the same level as the Treasure Tower so they can see the two Buddhas clearly.16 This moment 
marks the official commencement of the "Ceremony in the Air" (kokū-e), a pivotal shift in the 
Sūtra's setting that will continue for the next eleven chapters, through Chapter 22, 
"Entrustment".8 

This levitation is far more than a simple change of scenery or a means to a better vantage 
point. It signifies a profound elevation of the assembly's consciousness. They are literally and 
figuratively lifted from the mundane world of Gṛdhrakūṭa into a supramundane realm of 
understanding. By being brought to the same level as the Buddhas, the principle of equality is 
dramatically enacted.23 This transition marks the shift from the "theoretical teaching" 
(shakumon) of the Sūtra's first half, which focused on establishing the One Vehicle doctrine, 
to the "essential teaching" (honmon), which will reveal the Buddha's original, eternal nature.8 
The Ceremony in the Air is the sacred space where the Sūtra's deepest truths can be directly 
perceived, unconstrained by the limitations of the phenomenal world. Seated beside 
Prabhūtaratna in the tower, Śākyamuni then makes three pronouncements, calling upon the 
multitude to take up the difficult task of propagating the Lotus Sūtra in the evil age after his 
death, setting the stage for the Bodhisattva's mission.16 

The entire sequence of events in this chapter can be understood as a form of cosmic legal 
proceeding, meticulously structured to establish the unimpeachable authority of the Lotus 
Sūtra. The emergence of the Stūpa is the presentation of physical evidence, a fact that cannot 
be ignored. Prabhūtaratna's voice provides the testimony of an ancient, unimpeachable 
witness. The gathering of the emanation Buddhas from across the universe functions as the 
assembly of a universal jury, whose presence confirms that the verdict to be rendered is 
universally binding. Finally, Śākyamuni's act of opening the tower and taking his seat beside 
Prabhūtaratna is the final judgment: the teaching of the historical Buddha is one and the 
same as the eternal, absolute Dharma. This carefully constructed progression leaves no room 



for doubt about the Sūtra's claim to be the supreme and final teaching. 

 

Section 3: The Architecture of Enlightenment - 
Deconstructing the Central Symbols 
 

The visionary narrative of Chapter Eleven is built upon a foundation of profound and complex 
symbolism. Each element—the Stūpa, the two Buddhas, their shared throne—is a vessel for 
deep metaphysical and psychological meaning. To deconstruct these symbols is to move 
beyond the surface narrative and engage with the chapter's core teachings on the nature of 
reality, Buddhahood, and the human potential for enlightenment. The Stūpa itself is not merely 
an object to be observed but an intricate map of the Buddhist path, a blueprint for the 
realization of one's own innate potential. 

 

3.1. The Treasure Stūpa: A Manifestation of Inherent Buddha-Nature 
 

The Treasure Stūpa is the central and most multifaceted symbol in the chapter. In its most 
fundamental interpretation, the Stūpa represents the Buddha-nature (buddhadhātu or 
tathāgatagarbha) that is inherent in all living beings.19 Its dramatic emergence "from the 
earth" is a powerful metaphor for the unexpected discovery of this pure, enlightened potential 
within the "earth" of the ordinary, impure, and deluded person.21 This signifies that 
Buddhahood is not an external goal to be acquired through sheer effort alone, but an intrinsic 
reality to be uncovered and revealed from within.17 The Stūpa thus symbolizes the infinite 
nobility, dignity, and potential for perfect enlightenment that lies dormant within every 
individual's life.23 

In the tradition of Nichiren Buddhism, this symbolism is made even more direct and personal. 
Nichiren identified the Treasure Tower with the ultimate reality of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo and, 
most profoundly, with the very life of the person who chants this phrase and embraces the 
Lotus Sūtra.17 He famously wrote, "In the Latter Day of the Law, no treasure tower exists other 
than the figures of the men and women who embrace the Lotus Sutra".24 From this 
perspective, to "see" the Treasure Tower is to awaken to one's own inherent Buddha-nature.17 

The physical characteristics of the Stūpa are a detailed symbolic map of the Buddhist path. Its 
colossal dimensions are not arbitrary but are didactic metaphors for the precepts and 
practices required for enlightenment. The height of 500 yojanas is interpreted as representing 



the power to stop the wheel of rebirth in the five paths of suffering, while the width of 250 
yojanas on each of its four sides is explicitly linked to the 250 precepts of a monk, which must 
be upheld in all four deportments (walking, standing, sitting, and reclining).9 The adornment of 
the Stūpa with the "seven kinds of treasures" is likewise interpreted not as mere decoration 
but as a symbol of the seven virtues that arise from practice: hearing the correct teaching, 
believing it, keeping the precepts, engaging in meditation, practicing assiduously, renouncing 
one's attachments, and reflecting on oneself.17 The Stūpa is thus a comprehensive symbol, 
representing not only the goal of Buddhahood but also the entire structure of the path—the 
precepts, virtues, and practices—that leads to its realization. To perceive the Stūpa is to 
engage with this complete blueprint for cultivation. 

 

3.2. Prabhūtaratna and Śākyamuni: The Non-Duality of the Absolute 
and the Phenomenal 
 

The two Buddhas seated within the tower are not merely two distinct historical figures; they 
are personifications of the two fundamental aspects of reality. Prabhūtaratna, the ancient 
Buddha who entered nirvana countless eons ago yet appears fully alive, symbolizes the 
absolute, eternal, and unchanging truth.18 He is the Dharmakāya, the body of truth, the 
ultimate Buddha who transcends time and space.19 His existence demonstrates that nirvana is 
not extinction and that Buddhahood is an eternal, ever-present reality.13 

In contrast, Śākyamuni represents the historical, phenomenal manifestation of that truth. He is 
the Nirmāṇakāya, the manifested body, the teacher who appears in this world of suffering 
(sahā) to preach the Dharma, employing skillful means (upāya) tailored to the capacities of his 
listeners.17 He is the transient, active aspect of Buddhahood engaged in the world.17 

Their meeting within the Stūpa is a dramatic illustration of non-duality. As Thich Nhat Hanh 
explains, Prabhūtaratna is the "ultimate Buddha" and Śākyamuni is the "historical Buddha," 
and their sitting together signifies that the ultimate can be touched in the real, historical 
world.18 The eternal truth is not separate from the transient reality of our lives; the absolute is 
not divorced from the phenomenal. This encounter reveals that the enlightened state is the 
perfect integration of these two aspects. The wisdom of the Buddha perceives the eternal 
within the transient, the absolute within the phenomenal, the pure within the impure. 

 

3.3. The Shared Throne: The Identity of the Truth and Its Preacher 
 



The gesture of Prabhūtaratna offering half his seat to Śākyamuni is laden with profound 
meaning. On one level, it is the ultimate act of validation. The eternal Truth itself makes space 
for and sits as an equal with its historical preacher, testifying that all of Śākyamuni's teachings 
are perfectly aligned with that Truth.18 This act symbolizes that the preacher of the truth is as 
worthy of reverence as the truth itself, for without the preacher, ordinary people could never 
realize the truth.21 

On a deeper philosophical level, their shared throne represents the perfect fusion of reality 
and wisdom, a concept known in Japanese Buddhism as kyōchi myōgō. In this dynamic, 
Prabhūtaratna can be seen as the objective reality or truth (kyō), while Śākyamuni represents 
the subjective wisdom (chi) that perceives and expounds that reality.24 Their union (myōgō) in 
the tower symbolizes the state of enlightenment, where the duality of subject and object, of 
reality and the wisdom that perceives it, is completely dissolved. The closed tower before this 
union can be seen to symbolize the theoretical teaching, where reality and wisdom are still 
conceptually separate. The open tower, with the two Buddhas seated together, symbolizes the 
essential teaching, where their non-dual nature is revealed.24 This union is the ultimate 
expression of the non-duality that is the core of Mahāyāna philosophy. 

The following table provides a concise summary of the key symbols and their layered 
interpretations, highlighting the distinct contributions of major Buddhist schools. 

Symbol General Mahayana 
Interpretation 

Specific School 
Interpretation 
(Tiantai/Nichiren) 

The Treasure Stūpa Represents the inherent 
Buddha-nature 
(tathāgatagarbha) within 
all beings; the eternal 
Dharma. 

Tiantai: The ultimate reality 
of the interpenetration of 
all phenomena; the Truth of 
the Middle. Nichiren: The 
life of the practitioner 
chanting 
Nam-myoho-renge-kyo; 
the Gohonzon. 

Prabhūtaratna Buddha The absolute, ultimate, and 
eternal Buddha; the 
personification of the 
unchanging Truth 
(Dharmakāya). 

Tiantai: Symbolizes the 
"ultimate" or objective 
truth (emptiness). 
Nichiren: Represents the 
eternal aspect of 
Buddhahood within one's 
life. 



Śākyamuni Buddha The historical, manifested 
Buddha; the preacher of 
the Truth who employs 
skillful means (upāya). 

Tiantai: Symbolizes the 
"historical" or provisional 
truth (phenomena). 
Nichiren: Represents the 
transient, active aspect of 
Buddhahood in the world. 

Two Buddhas Seated 
Together 

The non-duality of the 
ultimate and the historical; 
the inseparability of the 
Truth and its preacher; 
validation of the Lotus 
Sūtra. 

Tiantai: The "Truth of the 
Middle," where emptiness 
and provisional existence 
are non-dual. Nichiren: 
The fusion of the eternal 
and transient aspects of 
Buddhahood within one's 
own life. 

The Ceremony in the Air A shift to a transcendent 
realm of understanding; 
signifies that awakening to 
one's Buddha-nature 
elevates one's state of 
being. 

Both: The revelation of the 
essential teaching 
(honmon) of the Lotus 
Sūtra, revealing the 
Buddha's original 
enlightenment. 

 

Section 4: The Heart of the Sutra - Core Doctrines 
Revealed and Affirmed 
 

The spectacular drama and dense symbolism of Chapter Eleven are not ends in themselves. 
They serve as the cosmic stage for the validation and illustration of the Lotus Sūtra's most 
central philosophical teachings. The appearance of the Treasure Tower is the ultimate proof of 
the doctrines that the Sūtra has been gradually revealing. It is in this chapter that the 
"Teaching of Equality," the "Great Wisdom," and the "Dharma for Bodhisattvas" move from 
being abstract concepts to being vividly and irrefutably demonstrated. These three core 
tenets are not isolated; they are deeply interconnected, forming a causal progression where 
the metaphysical revelation of great wisdom provides the foundation for the ethical 
imperative of the Bodhisattva path. 



 

4.1. The Teaching of Equality: The One Vehicle (Ekayāna) Made 
Manifest 
 

The paramount doctrine of the Lotus Sūtra is that of the "One Vehicle" (ekayāna), and the 
events of Chapter Eleven serve as its ultimate ratification.10 The Sūtra's central claim is that 
the previously taught three vehicles—those of the Śrāvaka, the Pratyekabuddha, and the 
Bodhisattva—are not fundamentally separate paths with different final destinations.10 Instead, 
they are compassionate "skillful means" (upāya) employed by the Buddha to accommodate 
the diverse capacities of beings.13 The Buddha's true and singular intent is to lead all beings to 
the one ultimate goal: supreme and perfect Buddhahood.10 

This doctrine is famously illustrated in the Sūtra's parable of the burning house. A father, 
seeing his children engrossed in play inside a burning building, lures them out by promising 
them three kinds of carts: one drawn by a sheep, one by a deer, and one by an ox.13 Once the 
children are safely outside, however, he gives each of them a single, magnificent cart drawn 
by a great white ox, far superior to what he had promised.10 The three promised carts 
represent the three vehicles, while the one great cart represents the One Buddha Vehicle 
(buddhayāna) that is the true teaching for all.29 

The appearance of Prabhūtaratna's Stūpa is the definitive confirmation of this teaching. His 
voice from within the tower does not praise a specific doctrine but validates everything 
Śākyamuni has taught in the Lotus Sūtra, the very text that expounds the One Vehicle.9 The 
gathering of the emanation Buddhas from every corner of the universe further reinforces this, 
demonstrating that the One Vehicle is the universal teaching of all Buddhas.16 The principle of 
equality is then dramatically enacted when Śākyamuni lifts the entire diverse 
assembly—Śrāvakasan, Bodhisattvas, gods, and humans—into the air, bringing them all to the 
same level to witness the same ultimate truth.21 This act physically demonstrates that in the 
light of the Sūtra's final revelation, all distinctions of spiritual capacity are provisional, and all 
beings are equally heirs to the Buddha's enlightenment. 

 

4.2. The Great Wisdom: Perceiving the True, Eternal Aspect of Life 
 

The "Great Wisdom" that the Sūtra reveals is the wisdom of the Buddha, which is the 
awakening to the true reality of one's own being and, consequently, to the true reality of all 
life.30 Chapter Eleven is a profound lesson in this wisdom, taught not through dialectic but 



through direct visionary experience. The Sūtra explains that the vision of the Jeweled Stūpa is 
not merely a perception of the physical eyes, but a seeing with the "mind" and the "original 
nature".9 This implies a mode of perception that penetrates beyond the superficial "marks" of 
the phenomenal world, which are described as empty and false, to grasp the true, unchanging 
reality they conceal.9 

The greatest revelation of this wisdom comes through the figure of Prabhūtaratna. His 
appearance as a living, conscious Buddha, despite having entered nirvana eons ago, 
fundamentally redefines the nature of life, death, and enlightenment.13 It reveals that 
Buddhahood is not a state that is achieved and then extinguished, but is an eternal, 
indestructible, and ever-present aspect of reality.30 This is the wisdom that perceives the 
"great hidden treasure of the heart," the innate Buddha-nature that is as vast as the universe 
itself.30 It is the realization that one's own life is not limited to the transient cycle of birth and 
death but partakes in this eternal nature. This understanding awakens one to the universal 
truth that a fundamental change in one's own heart—an awakening to this inner 
potential—has the power to transform everything in one's environment.30 The chapter, 
therefore, does not just talk about wisdom; it induces a state of higher perception in the 
assembly, allowing them to directly witness the eternal dimension of life. 

 

4.3. The Dharma for Bodhisattvas: The Call to Uphold and Propagate 
the Mystic Law 
 

Following the cosmic validation of the Sūtra and the revelation of the Buddha's eternal nature, 
the chapter pivots to its practical and ethical implications. Seated beside Prabhūtaratna, 
Śākyamuni issues three powerful pronouncements, calling upon the assembled Bodhisattvas 
and disciples to make a vow: to uphold and propagate the Lotus Sūtra in the corrupt and 
difficult age that will follow his physical passing.16 This is the quintessential "Dharma for 
Bodhisattvas." The Bodhisattva path, as defined in Mahāyāna Buddhism, is not solely a path of 
personal cultivation; it is fundamentally a mission of compassion, a vow to save all sentient 
beings.31 

This chapter marks a crucial moment of transmission. The responsibility for the future of the 
ultimate Dharma is formally entrusted to the Bodhisattvas in the assembly.8 To underscore the 
gravity and difficulty of this mission, Śākyamuni sets forth the "six difficult and nine easy acts." 
He contrasts worldly feats that seem difficult but are relatively easy—like kicking the universe 
to another world or carrying Mount Sumeru—with the truly difficult acts of preaching the 
Lotus Sūtra in the evil age, copying it, or even hearing it and asking about its meaning.16 This 
highlights the immense courage, perseverance, and faith required to champion the Sūtra's 
teaching in a world of disbelief and hostility. The theme of "not begrudging one's bodily life" 



for the sake of the Sūtra becomes central, echoing the sacrifices made by Bodhisattvas in 
past lives, such as the Bodhisattva Medicine King who offered his own body by fire.34 The 
chapter provides the ultimate justification for this arduous path: the Sūtra that the 
Bodhisattvas are asked to propagate has been eternally and cosmically validated as the 
supreme truth, making its transmission the most compassionate and meritorious act possible. 

These three doctrines are not presented as discrete teachings but are woven together in a 
seamless, causal progression. The foundation is the "Great Wisdom" revealed by the living 
Prabhūtaratna, which establishes Buddhahood as an eternal, universal potential. Because this 
potential is universal, it must exist equally in all beings, which is the logical basis for the 
"Teaching of Equality," or the One Vehicle. Once a practitioner realizes this shared potential, 
the "Dharma for Bodhisattvas" becomes the only compassionate response. The recognition 
that all beings are potential Buddhas makes their suffering unbearable and compels the 
Bodhisattva to undertake the mission of helping them realize their innate enlightenment. The 
call to propagate the Sūtra is therefore not an arbitrary command but the natural ethical 
consequence of the chapter's profound metaphysical revelations. 

 

Section 5: Interpretive Lenses - Scholastic and 
Devotional Perspectives 
 

The profound and symbolically dense events of Chapter Eleven have been the subject of 
intense study and interpretation throughout the history of East Asian Buddhism. The chapter's 
visionary narrative has served as a rich source for both complex philosophical systematization 
and deeply personal devotional practice. Two traditions in particular, the Chinese Tiantai 
school and its Japanese descendant, Nichiren Buddhism, have placed the Lotus Sūtra at the 
very center of their teachings, and their interpretations of the Treasure Tower reveal the 
remarkable adaptability of the Sūtra's message. The evolution of these interpretations 
demonstrates a clear trajectory from a scholastic, philosophical understanding toward a 
direct, embodied soteriology. 

 

5.1. The Tiantai Philosophical Framework: Emptiness, Provisionality, 
and the Middle Way 
 

The Tiantai school, founded in 6th-century China by the Great Teacher Zhiyi (T'ien-t'ai), 
developed one of the most sophisticated philosophical systems in East Asian Buddhism, using 



the Lotus Sūtra as its ultimate authority.6 Zhiyi's interpretation of Chapter Eleven is filtered 
through the school's central doctrine of the Three Truths: the truth of emptiness ($kū$), the 
truth of provisional existence ($ke$), and the truth of the Middle Way ($chū$).19 These three 
truths are not sequential stages but are perfectly amalgamated and interpenetrating in every 
single moment of existence.37 

From this perspective, the two Buddhas in the Treasure Tower are a perfect illustration of the 
Three Truths. The Buddha Prabhūtaratna—ancient, unchanging, and representing the eternal 
Dharma—symbolizes the truth of emptiness. He is the absolute reality, the Dharmakāya, that 
is devoid of independent, fixed characteristics.19 The Buddha Śākyamuni—the historical figure 
who appears in the world, teaches, and enters nirvana—symbolizes the truth of provisional 
existence. He is the phenomenal world of form and activity, which, while empty of ultimate 
substance, is provisionally real and functional.19 The act of these two Buddhas sitting together 
on a single throne within a single Stūpa is the perfect embodiment of the Middle Way. It 
demonstrates that emptiness and provisional existence are not opposed or separate realities; 
they are non-dual, a single, integrated truth.19 The ultimate is not found apart from the 
historical; the absolute is perfectly manifest in the phenomenal. 

In his commentary, The Words and Phrases of the Lotus Sutra, Zhiyi states that the 
appearance of the Treasure Tower serves two distinct functions: "to lend credence to the 
preceding chapters and to pave the way for the revelation to come".24 It validates the 
"theoretical teaching" (shakumon) of the Sūtra's first half, which focused on replacing the 
three vehicles with the One Vehicle. At the same time, it introduces the "essential teaching" 
(honmon), which begins in the following chapters and reveals the Buddha's original 
enlightenment in the remote past.24 The closed tower symbolizes the theoretical teaching, 
while the open tower, revealing the two Buddhas in their non-dual unity, symbolizes the 
essential teaching.24 

 

5.2. The Nichiren Realization: The Treasure Tower as the Indwelling 
Gohonzon 
 

Nichiren Daishonin, a 13th-century Japanese monk who founded his school based on the 
supremacy of the Lotus Sūtra, took the philosophical insights of Tiantai and radically 
internalized them, transforming them into a concrete and accessible practice for what he saw 
as the degenerate age of the Latter Day of the Law.17 For Nichiren, the Treasure Tower is not 
an ancient symbol to be philosophically understood but a present reality to be personally 
manifested.23 

He taught that the Treasure Tower is nothing other than the very life of the person who 



embraces the Lotus Sūtra by chanting its title, Nam-myoho-renge-kyo.17 In his letter "On the 
Treasure Tower," written to his disciple Abutsu-bō, he makes this explicit: "Abutsu-bō is 
therefore the treasure tower itself, and the treasure tower is Abutsu-bō himself. No other 
knowledge is purposeful".24 The emergence of the Stūpa from the earth is the metaphor for 
the emergence of the highest state of life, Buddhahood, from within the ordinary person 
through the practice of chanting.24 

In this framework, the two Buddhas also represent internal aspects of one's own life. 
Prabhūtaratna represents the eternal, objective world of Buddhahood, the ultimate reality that 
has always existed. Śākyamuni represents the mortal, subjective aspect of Buddhahood, 
manifest and active in the transient world.17 Their sitting together signifies the fusion of these 
two aspects within the practitioner's life. To make this abstract principle tangible, Nichiren 
inscribed the Gohonzon, a mandala in Chinese calligraphy that graphically depicts the 
Ceremony in the Air, with Nam-myoho-renge-kyo down the center, flanked by the names of 
Śākyamuni and Prabhūtaratna.23 The Gohonzon is thus a representation of the Treasure 
Tower, and by chanting to it, the practitioner is meant to call forth the Treasure Tower from 
within their own life.23 

 

5.3. Legacy in Buddhist Art and Practice: The Two Buddhas Seated 
Side-by-Side 
 

The powerful and evocative imagery of Chapter Eleven, particularly the scene of the two 
Buddhas seated together in the Treasure Tower, has had a profound and lasting impact on 
Buddhist art across East Asia.13 This single motif became an iconic way to visually encapsulate 
the Sūtra's most complex and important doctrines. Steles, murals, and sculptures depicting 
this scene served as powerful didactic and devotional tools, making the abstruse philosophy 
of non-duality, the eternal nature of the Buddha, and the validation of the Lotus Sūtra 
accessible to a broad audience, including those who were not literate.39 

The image visually communicates the central message that the historical Buddha is not 
separate from the ultimate truth. It became a shorthand for the entire theological system of 
the Lotus Sūtra. Its inclusion as the central element of the Nichiren Gohonzon represents the 
culmination of this artistic and devotional legacy, transforming the image from a 
representation of a past event into a direct object of practice, a mirror for realizing the 
Ceremony in the Air within one's own being.23 

The interpretive trajectory from Tiantai to Nichiren reveals a significant shift in emphasis, a 
progressive movement from a philosophical understanding to an embodied practice. The 
Tiantai school provides a sophisticated intellectual framework for explaining the non-dual 



reality symbolized by the Treasure Tower; its goal is meditative and intellectual 
comprehension. Nichiren, building on this foundation, provides a concrete method for 
becoming the Treasure Tower. He collapses the distance between the symbol and the 
practitioner, shifting the focus from a hermeneutic of explanation to a soteriology of direct 
embodiment. 

 

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of the Treasure 
Tower 
 

Chapter Eleven of the Lotus Sūtra, "The Appearance of the Treasure Tower," stands as far 
more than a fantastical interlude in a lengthy scripture. It is the dramatic and doctrinal heart 
of the Sūtra, a pivotal moment where abstract philosophy is transformed into an awe-inspiring 
cosmic ceremony. The chapter's meticulously choreographed events serve a singular, 
overarching purpose: to provide an irrefutable, universal, and eternal validation for the Sūtra's 
core teachings. 

The emergence of the Stūpa from the earth is a profound statement on the nature of 
enlightenment itself—not as an external goal to be attained, but as an inherent potential, a 
"treasure tower" of Buddhahood, lying dormant within the very ground of our ordinary, 
phenomenal existence. The voice of the ancient Buddha Prabhūtaratna, echoing from within 
the tower, serves as the testimony of the absolute, timeless Dharma, confirming that the 
words of the historical Śākyamuni are the ultimate truth. The subsequent gathering of the 
emanation Buddhas from every corner of the cosmos expands this validation to a universal 
scale, establishing the Lotus Sūtra as the unified teaching of all Buddhas, for all time. 

Through this sacred drama, the chapter gives tangible form to the Sūtra's most revolutionary 
doctrines. The "Teaching of Equality," the One Vehicle (ekayāna), is made manifest as the 
entire diverse assembly is elevated to the same spiritual plane, their perceived differences 
dissolving in the face of a single, ultimate truth. The "Great Wisdom" of the Buddha is revealed 
not as a philosophical concept but as the direct perception of the eternal nature of life, a 
reality demonstrated by the living presence of a Buddha long passed into nirvana. Finally, this 
metaphysical revelation culminates in an urgent ethical imperative: the "Dharma for 
Bodhisattvas," a call to take up the difficult and meritorious task of propagating this supreme 
teaching for the benefit of all beings in the ages to come. 

From the sophisticated philosophical exegesis of the Tiantai school, which saw in the two 
Buddhas a perfect illustration of the non-dual Middle Way, to the radical internalization of 
Nichiren Buddhism, which empowers the practitioner to become the Treasure Tower through 
devotional practice, the vision of this chapter has continued to inspire and shape Buddhist 



thought and life. The image of Śākyamuni and Prabhūtaratna seated side-by-side remains one 
of the most powerful symbols in the Mahāyāna tradition—a timeless icon of the unity of the 
historical and the ultimate, the phenomenal and the absolute, and a perpetual reminder of the 
infinite, inherent potential for enlightenment that resides within all life. 
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