Considerations on the So-called Eternal Buddha

Shiro Matsumoto

Itis generally admitted that the existence of “the eternal Buddha”  [/A 1% S D14 |
is taught in the “Life-span” chapter [#13¢7F & | of the Lotus Sutra. But, what is the
meaning of the adjective “eternal”? Does it mean “beginningless and endless” or simply
“endless”? Or, is it possible to consider that the Buddha, although he has an extremely
long life after the awakening (bodhi), will finally enter into nirvana in the future?

Based on the interpretation stated in Vasubandhu’s commentary on the Lotus Sutra,
“the eternal Buddha” has been generally considered to be a sambhogika-kaya £ .
Therefore many Buddhist thinkers like Chi-tsang & & (549-623) and Nichiryn H P&
(1385-1464) have explained that the life-span of “the eternal Buddha™ has its beginning

[ 4A) when he attained the awakening quite long ago, although some thinkers, like
Niccho HEH (1422-1500) ?, presumably influenced by Tathdgatagarbha thought, have
asserted that the Buddha is not only endless but also beginningless [ HEAAIERL |

I. the place of the awakening

Prior to considering the problems concerning the life-span of “the eternal Buddha,” 1
would like to identify the place where the Buddha attained the awakening. In this respect,
I cannot but express my doubt about the validity of the generally admitted distinction
between [MERUTEL (46RK) 1L “the Buddha who recently attained the awakening
at Gaya’and [Aim 32 D{L] “the eternal Buddha.”

The words [ 52555 ) and TMINHBUTAL (MnHB4AAL) | are found already in the writings
of Chan-jan ##X.2 Moreover, in  [1£#£225] the following passage is found.

[1] DnERYSE T M BBOREL S, L F o, Pk E s & a(LF .

WA, LT, (LSRR E, (KIE 33,802c25-28)

In this passage, it seems evident that the term [{iiHl 4 | refers to the life-span
of the Buddha called [fiiHBTEL]) in the writings of 5K,

However, | am doubtful about the validity of using the term [{iHBJT/A% ] , because,
I think, the place, where “the eternal Buddha” [/Ai=3ZR% 1A attained the awakening
(bodhi) quite long ago, is stated to be Gaya in the Lotus Sutra itself. In fact, in the
“Welling Up out of the Earth” chapter” [ i Hidh | of the sutra, it is stated as follows:

1 THTAUREUL , WINEEY 7Y FraelEAaHERE /) (A =T At (ME#ER] 8,17 /)
2 Cf. Taisho, 33,921c14, 924¢25;34,326b29,333b21etc.
* This paper was presented at XVI1th Congress of the International Association of Buddhist Studies,
University of Vienna, August 20, 2014
[2] mayaite ’jita sarve bodhisattva mahasattva asyam sahayam lokadhatav
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anuttaram samyaksambodhim abhisambudhya samadapitah samuttejitah
sampraharsta anuttarayam samyaksambodhau parinamitah/
(K[Kern ed.],309,4-6)
[3] BN, Bhmd Il FIEELEAOET R, B, YAANIRER, R ORE,
(KIE 9,112a22-24) ([IEIEHED
[4] URe& RFEpEEEpE, A, 1EmL ., S EPrRAAE ],
TR LM 1GITRES M — 5 —F e 0. b SR e,
(KIE 9 ,410b2-3) ([#bik#E])
[5] Ajita, after having attained the supreme, true awakening in this Saha world, | have
encouraged, excited, animated, and developed all these Bodhisattvas Mahasattvas

[welled up out of the Earth] to the supreme, true awakening. (tr. of [2])

In these passages, it is stated that “the eternal Buddha,” who attained the awakening
quite long ago, and who, after the awakening, has encouraged the innumerable
Bodhisattvas welled up out of the earth to attain the awakening, attained the awakening in
the world of Saha. Then, where in the Saha world did the Buddha attain the awakening?
The answer is given in the following verses of the same chapter.

[6] maya ca prapya imam agrabodhim nagare gayayam drumamdali tatra/

anuttaram vartiya dharmacakram paripacitah sarvi ihagrabodhau//
(K, 310,9-10,xiv,v.42)
anasrava bhiuta iyam mi vaca $runitva sarve mama $raddadhadhvam/
evam ciram prapta mayagrabodhi paripacitas caiti mayaiva sarve//
(K, 310,11-12 xiv,v.43)
[7] GO, AALERE, (BT, AHHEEE . RIGEGEE, 8 Lk,
BISLHAE, REELGE, AAPTL. ERER. BIAEGK. WUEZ. Bk
.
JLRERESE, TEARK, NRIEE, (KIE9,112b15-20) (MIEZAHED

[8] FH (iR, FARM T2, SRURIER., M Bikds, M8k,
THVIEEL,  AEEER, BYURRLL, BARIERE. hEFE—OE.
BIEATR, #ALESER, (KIE9,41023-28) ([WiLEHE]

[9] After having attained this highest awakening at the city of Gaya, at the foot of the
tree, and having rolled the supreme wheel of dharma, | have matured all of them to
attain this highest awakening.

After hearing this faultless and true word of mine, believe me, all of you: 1 did

attain the highest awakening thus long ago (evam ciram), and [since then] | have

matured all of them for thus long time (evam ciram). (tr. of [6])

In these verses, the place where “the eternal Buddha” attained the awakening is clearly
stated to be Gaya. Therefore, the validity of using the term [MiHE T % (455%) | contrasted
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with the word [/A35E5% ) is quite doubtful. In other words, it seems evident that the
understanding that “the eternal Buddha” did not attain the awakening at Gaya is not
correct.

The assertion that “the eternal Buddha” attained the awakening at Gaya might be
considered to be novel. However, it seems necessary to understand the significance of the
fact that “the eternal Buddha” was called /A3 DOFMIA | by Nichiren H 3
(1222-1282) inhis T¥RE¥S] (KIE 84,269¢26). Then why was the Buddha called R 3
{4 (lit.$éakya-buddha) by Nichiren ? The reason is not other than that “the eternal Buddha”
was considered by Nichiren to have been born in §akya country, and, most probably, to
have abandoned the life as a prince in the §akya castle, and after that, to have attained the
awakening at Gaya.

I1. the time of the awakening

Then, what was the origin from which the misunderstanding that “the eternal Buddha”
did not attain the awakening at Gaya was produced? | think, the misunderstanding seems
to have originated partly from the following passage of Kumarajiva's translation of the
Lotus Sutra.

[10] —UIHERMR A K FHERE, AR BAA, HREE ., HOHRH A,
ESS, RRTRR S R = =, RER . RIERULTK,

TR0 5 T OO RIS, (KIE 9 ,4209-13) ([Wbik%E])

The phrase 4 BAR 214 is interpreted as 4 OFUM{L] by Suguro Shinjo B
/5% 2 and is translated as “the present $akyamunibuddha” by Leon Hurvitz*. The
translation by Hurvitz seems correct at least as a translation of the Chinese phrase itself.

However, the original Sanskrit word for 4> in the phrase is “sampratam,’which
is not the adjective meaning “the present” but the adverb meaning “now.” Therefore, the
phrase 4B JE(A ] seems to be a mistranslation of the original Sanskrit text, and, |
think, the mistranslation has produced a serious misunderstanding of the message of the
original Sanskrit text corresponding to Passage [10].

In fact, the original Sanskrit text and Dharmaraksa’s translation which corresponds to
it are as follows:

[11] ayam kulaputrah sadevamanusasuro loka evam samjanite/ sampratam
bhagavata sakyamunina tathagatena sakyakulad abhiniskramya
gayahvaye mahanagare bodhimandavaragragatenanuttaram
samyaksambodhim abhisambuddha iti/ naivam drastavyam/ api tu
khalu punah kulaputa bahuimi mama kalpakotinayutasatasahasrany

3 FEEF NEFERICBIT D ARERDOARILIC OV T [ALREIESCHE L EHT&H UE

Z O] BHHAR, 1973 4. p.556.

4 Leon Hurvitz, Scripture of the Lotus Blossom of the Fine Dharma, New York, 1976, p.237.
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anuttaram samyaksambodhim abhisambuddhasya/ (K,316,1-5)

[12]56 KEEMR R ZE MR N, B EFZ, B HES, O, ERKA,
FEEHRE, 17RILO, st TEY, ARET, #5E RIERE, Bk ER,
XEAE SRS TSIk, B EHFIER R,

(KIE 9,113b1-6) (FIE#EHED

[13] Young men of good family, this world (loka) including gods, men, and demons,
thinks that the Bhagavat $akyamuni Tathagata, after going out from the family
of $akya, having arrived at the summit of the terrace of awakening (bodhi-manda),
recently (sampratam, now) attained the supreme, true awakening at the big city
called Gaya. But, young men of good family, you should not consider thus. The
truth is that many hundred thousand kalpakotinayuta have elapsed since |
attained the supreme, true awakening. (tr. of [11])

Although the term “sampratanm” does not seem to have the corresponding word in
Passage [12], it is evident that in Passage [11] the term is used as the adverb qualifying
the past participle “abhisambuddha.” In other words, the phrase “sampratam ----
abhisambuddha’ means “[he] has attained the awakening just now [or quite recently].”
Therefore Passage [11], as a whole, means briefly that “although ordinary people (loka)
consider that the $akyamunibuddha has attained the awakening now [or recently], but
in reality he attained it quite long ago [literally “ bahini ---- kalpakotinanyutasata-
sahasrany” ago].”

Thus that which is asserted in Passage [11] is the distinction of the time-spans since
the awakening of the Buddha, expressed by the words “sampratam”and “bahuni ----
kalpakotinayutasatasahasrany.” Therefore it is not correct to understand that the
Buddha is there divided into the two Buddhas, i.e. [45FZ2/E{4) and [ tousethe
words of Passage [10].

Needless to say, the term “sampratam’” does neither mean “just now” nor “quite
recently” in the present-day usage of the word, but means “40 years and the rest,” as is
indicated by the following passages of the “Welling Up out of the Earth” chapter”.

[14] atha khalu maitreyo bodhisattvo mahasattvo bhagavantam etad
avocat/ katham idanim bhagavams tathagatena kumarabhutena
kapilavastunah §akyanagaran nigskramya gayanagaran natidure
bodhimandavaragragatenanuttara samyasambodhir abhisambuddha/
tasyadya bhagavan kalasya satirekani catvarim$advarsani/ /(K,311,1-4)

[15] (PRI R L) BAHHEEH, S REE, AUIHERRATRRIC £, 2 K1,
FEEAR L2, HEEY;, STH T, 8 LIERE, kB,
PESGIT, B4R, (KIE 9,112b22-25) ([IEIEZE])

[16] (FR¥hEpE-—--]. BIEMAE, B, 2R Kie, HRRE,
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FARS AN . AR IEY . (S RRAR R = = R, IEREDKR.
PRI+, (KIE 9,41¢3-6) ([#biA#E]D
[17] Then the Bodhisattva Mahasattva Maitreya said to the Bhagavat : Oh Bhagavat,
the Tathagata, when he was a royal prince, having left Kapilavastu, the city of
sakya, and having arrived at the summit of the terrace of awakening, attained the
supreme, true awakening [at the place] not too far from the city of Gaya. Since
then till now, 40 years and the rest have elapsed. (tr. of [14])
In these passages also, that which is put in question is not the place where the Buddha

attained the awakening but the time-span since he attained it. On this problem, Maitreya,
like the ordinary people (loka) stated in Passage [11], considers that only “40 years and
the rest” (sa-atirekani catvarimsadvarsani) have elapsed since the awakening.
However, in Passage [11] of the next chapter, this understanding by Maitreya is denied
and the time-span since the awakening is stated to be “bahini ----
kalpakotinayutasatasahasrany.” Therefore it seems possible to consider that the time-
span since the awakening, expressed as “sa-atirekani catvarimsadvarsanr’ in
Passage [14], is expressed as “sampratam” in Passage [11].

Thus the following formula can be gained.
sa-atirekani catvarim$advarsani = sampratam # bahuni kalpakotinayutasata-
sahasrany = cira

However, if the message of Passage [10] of Kumarajiva’s translation is accepted at
face value without referring to Passage [11] in Sanskrit, it seems difficult to avoid the
understanding that the Buddha expressed as 4 JGIARB(A, HIFRIKE, EEBRA
e, ARESS, PSR — % 42 is different from the Buddha expressed as [
FERALC RS 5 T 5 {E A ME) ) |, and, based on the understanding, it seems
that the distinction between MinHBT R o> 14 | and A= FERLD1A] has been established.

I11. the life-span of the Buddha

In order to understand the interpretations on the life-span of “the eternal Buddha,” it
seems indispensable to refer to the following passage of [%%E#] , i.e.Vasubandhu’s
commentary on the Lotus Sutra.

[18] N\FE/REBIRE SR i, B =FAE RS, —F . RBUMAERE,
BEFTIG AL, & RBl, At TESFEansle ARG s . BB AR, AL HNE

5.
TRRRPTHE 2 fE — 5 — 1) i, A, RBUEMAERR, HHIATRL,
FFREAERERL, ke TS - HEUAESK, BEEEDH T U7 (E08 B fh
B

W, =&, RBUEAER, FE. kIR R E IS AR LR,
g Tanskan2m L =K 2 ) WEhE TARm =R R =/ i,
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(KIE 26,9p10-19)

In this passage the three-bodies (tri-kaya) theory of the Yogacaras is used, as is
evident from the fact that the terms [¥5{4) T¥R{A1 TJA] are found here.

Based on the interpretation stated in Passage [18 ] , Chi-tsang states in [V5#£3% 5% ]
as follows:

[19] FrS kR, (KikfER, Mk, —F bk, Wik,

=Rk, HEIE =M, (WAFE, ArmAR. B AL MR
SEIN

EEBAE, MR, TR (AFE, A, BF =,

(AT EREETT M, AWARR ), AT, PIREAR, JEHA bh,

—RECR. BRI, WA R, —IEE(LF, RBTEZ. RAERR,

LGRS, (KTE 34,603a24-27)

Inthis passage, Chi-tsang clearly admits that “the eternal Buddha” /A= 52k D1L]
who attained the awakening quite long ago, and who obtained the long life-span
accomplished by practicing Bodhisattva-practice before attaining the awakening, is
“sambhogika-kaya” [#%£ ] ,and, assuch, hasthe beginning [ #4] . Thus Chi-tsang’s
understanding can be summarized as follows:

b5 =Fhafifk
WS = A I = A ERL DL
155 = MGG &

Nichirya HF& also asserted that “the eternal Buddha”, being “sambhogika-kaya,”
has the beginning 451 , as follows:

[20] FHEfh =/ THRIEAIAER, ERAE, FERE) b TR EpEE
FrRE . SRR X ET7, REFKLT VS AiE/ RILA s A H VAT
o ([(RHP) [TH#ERRTPEE] 8 RPIEHERE, p.184)

[21] K/ RALHE =, BAT /i 7 i A vl 5, BESA, (A, p.186)

Nevertheless, Nichiryi called the Buddha “eternal” 1] also, as follows:

[22] AreE A= T MEHERGT A, 2 VALY, (REFP] p.187)

Theconceptsof [H4fA] and 7] seemto be mutually contradictory. Then, why
did Nichiryt consider “the eternal Buddha” to be not only [ %4 “having the beginning”
but also [ {¥ | “eternal”? The most important reason is, needless to say, the fact that
“the eternal Buddha” was stated to be [ A& in the passage of Kumarajiva’s
translation, quoted in Passage [20] by Nichirya himself. The passage as well as the
corresponding Sanskrit text and Dharmaraksa’s translation is exactly as follows:

[23] BLERHMA, FCEER, CoRRA, FHFamlEa, HENBEE, (KIE
9,113¢22-23)

[ MEEE] ]
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[24] anRFeRULESR, HERAE, FanEER e, FEAWK, (F,42¢19-
21)
[ MhisdE] ]

[25] tavaccirabhisambuddho ’parimitayuspramanas tathagatah sada sthitah/
aparinirvrtas (K,318,15)

[26] The Tathagata, who attained the awakening thus long ago (tacac-cira), has the
innumerable life-span (ayus-pramana). [Since the awakening] he has always
existed (sada shitah) and has never entered into nirvana (aparinirvrtas).

(tr. of [25])

As is shown by my translation [26] of Passage [25], | understand that the words
“sada shital” and “aparinirvrtas” refer to the state of existing of the Buddha after the
awakening until now when the Lotus sutra is being preached by the Buddha , because both
“sthita” and “aparinirvrta” are past participles.

In other words, the words do not assure that the Buddha will never enter into nirvana
in the future. In this sense, | think, the term [ {¥ ] in Passages [23] and [24] is quite
misleading, because it is apt to produce the understanding that the Buddha is “eternal” in
the sense that he has neither the beginning nor the end, i.e. nirvana.

IV. the crucial passage

However, is the interpretation that “the eternal Buddha,” although he has the beginning,
hasnoend [ 451EHKS | correct? In other words, is it definitely right to consider that “the
eternal Buddha” @32k (L] hasnoend [ in the future? In this respect, the
crucial passage for understanding accurately the life-span of the Buddha seems to be the
following.

[27]®na ca tavan me kulaputra adyapi paurviki bodhisattvacaryaparinis-

paditayuspramanam apy aparipurnam/ @ api tu khalu punah
kulaputra adyapi taddvigunena me kalpakotinayutasatasahasrani
bhavisyanty ayuspramanasya paripurnatvat/ (K,319,2-4)

[28]D X ANKA M ANFIFT R, B E MR T s, DL Rk Ao R4,

QIFARAAESR, EERR. (58 T%. (MERARIREMRIEE],
(KIE 9,113¢23-26) [([1E{EIE])

[29]® FEEHF 7. WATERREFRAFM, SRR, OEfE L,
(KIE 9,42c22-2)

Passage [27] shown here is the text given in the edition by Kern and Nanjio. Passage
[27]® was translated by Kern as follows:

[30] And even now, young gentlemen of good family, | have not accomplished my
ancient Bodhisattva-course, and the measure of my lifetime is not full.
(Kern H., The Lotus of the True Law, SBE, 21, Oxford, 1884,p.302)
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However, | have some doubts about the text of Passage[27](D. In my understanding,
a Buddha is no more a Bodhisattva. In other words, it seems natural to consider that, after
having completed the Bodhisattva-practice (bodhisattva-carya), one can become a
Buddha. Nevertheless, in Passage [27]D, it is stated that “my Bodhisattva-practice is not
yet completed.” If so, does it not follow that the Buddha is still now practicing the
Bodhisattva-practice and that the Buddha is still a Bodhisattva? | cannot consider that such
an unnatural message was expressed in the original text of Passage [27](D.

Therefore, | would rather like to rely on Kumarajiva's translation [29] D .
Moreover, the phrase [THifi % HRF{ T3 pEE, LA O F A | in Dharmaraksa’s
translation [28]seems to accord in meaning with the expression [ A7 & %18 FTAL
7] of Kumarajiva's translation. And if it is possible to consider that the expression

(BT EREE T FE ) reflects correctly the original text of [27]D, it seems that the
assumption of the reading"paurvikabodhisattvacaryaparinispaditayus-
pramanam" (the life -span accomplished by the previous Bodhisattva-practice) cannot
be avoided, although the reading is not found in the Sanskrit manuscripts.

However, even if the reading "paurvikabodhisattvacaryaparinispaditayus-
pramanam” is adopted, problems still remain, because, compared with the expression

[(FHm, 50 AR in Kumarajiva's translation, one of the two negatives “na”
and “a-” in the sentence “na ca tavan ---- aparipurnam” seems to be redundant. To
state my pure conjecture which has no basis on the Sanskrit manuscripts, the word
“aparipurnam” had better be replaced by “paripurnam.”

Thus, relying on Passage [29] of Kumarajiva's translation, | assume the following
reading for Passage [27](D.

[31] na ca tavam me kulaputra adyapi paurvikabodhisattvacarya-

parinigpaditayuspramanam pariptrnam/

[32] Young men of good family, my life-span accomplished by the previous

Bodhisattva-practice is still now (adyapi) not yet fulfilled (paripiirna).

Although the reading is merely a pure conjecture, it seems undeniable that the text of
Passage [27] given by Kern and Nanjio needs some serious emendations.

As for Passage [27]©), its message is crucial for understanding the life-span of “the
eternal Buddha”, because it seems evident that the Buddha, after having spent hereafter
the life-span which is twice (dvi-guna) as long as the period from his awakening up to
now, will finally enter into nirvana. Such an interpretation seems to be evidently
supported by the phrase [$&%% )5 A JRTETIAXJETE ] in Passage [28]@.

Therefore, at least according to the message expressed in Passage [27]@), it seems
adequate to consider that “the eternal Buddha” /A1 52R% D14 | has both the beginning
andtheend THHEH ) .
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However, such an interpretation, or more exactly Passage [27]© itself, does not seem
to have been welcomed by the followers of the Lotus Sutra, because not only the term
“dvi-guna”’(twice) but also the message that the Buddha will finally enter into nirvana
in the future cannot be found in the corresponding verse (XV,v.18) of the Lotus Sutra.
Moreover, it is to be noted that Passage [27] @ is, generally or most probably without
exception, omitted or ignored when Passage [27] is quoted in order to prove that “the
eternal Buddha” has the beginning [ 4% , as can be verified in Passages [20].

It seems that, among modern scholars, only Kariya Sadahiko XA & asserts that
the message that “the eternal Buddha” will finally enter into nirvana in the future is
taught in the “life-span” chapter of the Lotus Sutra®. At least on this point, | cannot but
approve of his opinion.
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5 [Zhiic, ZTOHEMOBEROMCRENEDOTHAI &b, ZORHAL, TS LITHOR Gl) »
ROETHZ IV, BRBBENGIRGEEE2 L 50THL] KREE MNEER—LFOLA] K
7 AR, 1983 4F, p.171) .
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