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The Lotus SËtra and the Dialogue of Religions

Hiroshi Kanno

The Problem

IN the contemporary world, the significance of the dialogue of civiliza-
tions and the dialogue of religions, which are the very foundation of

human civilization, is becoming ever greater. John Hick has advocated a
pluralistic approach, approving the equal value of religions in contem-
porary society, where it is unavoidable that many religions coexist.
Hick’s pluralism is a hypothesis designed to be a foundation for the dia-
logue of religions, an attempt to prevent harmful, useless fighting among
religions. 

On the other hand, John Hick criticizes inclusivism for not renounc-
ing the old exclusivist dogma.1 His pluralism can be called a certain kind
of inclusivism, however, one that assumes “ultimate reality” as a central
concept. To speak metaphorically, there are a plurality of ways which
lead to the summit of a mountain. If that plurality of ways is compared
to the plurality of human religions and the summit of a mountain is
compared to the “ultimate reality” at which those religions aim, the
metaphor is quickly applicable as an explanation of Hick’s concept of
pluralism.

However, what if the situation were that there is not only a single
mountain, but many peaks of various heights? We might imagine each
mountain having a unique command of its own beautiful scenery, each
with its independent and original value. If our goal is to explain a plural-
ism which affirms the diversity of religions, I think that this image is
more appropriate than that of a multiple paths to the summit of a single
ultimate reality. It is in this understanding that true affirmation of the
differences between religions originates. I personally take my own
stance in just a such pluralism.

On the other hand, many actual followers of specific religions seem to
be without any feelings of harmony with any sort of religious pluralism,
whether it is Hick’s variety or mine. I think that it is quite difficult for
ardent and faithful devotees of any one religion to take a pluralistic
stance. I do not at all think that such devotees are unenlightened people
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who cannot understand pluralism, and whom we should criticize for
being ignorant. Rather, such devotees are likely to pour out their ener-
gies into a wide variety of real achievements, in global ethics, world
peace, social justice, etc. They make very substantial contributions to
the world and their fellow humans without the least regret, and we need
appreciate their efforts even though they are based on non-pluralistic
viewpoints. Therefore, I cannot avoid discounting the meaningfulness of
Hick’s pluralism for some kinds of followers. If they can share with
other certain secular values, such as respect for human rights and protec-
tion of global environment, even though they fall into groups whose
inclusivism is criticized by Hick, I think they can justifiably sit at a table
of dialogue of religions along with the rest of humanity.

Keiji Hoshikawa has stated that “awareness of the limits of the human
ability to recognize truth” should be the basis of religious tolerance,2 and
this position is entirely appropriate. However, the history of religions
indicates that some kinds of faith were established on entirely transcen-
dental bases such as revelations deriving from God or the enlightenment
experiences of the founders of religions, which were entirely beyond the
access of ordinary humans. How shall we overcome this unbridgeable
gulf? Even though to take a stance in such extreme exclusivism makes it
difficult to join the dialogue of religions, each individual may choose to
accept the transcendental component of his or her religion’s doctrines.
However, if in the dialogue of religions some people directly express to
followers of other religions their beliefs, which accept the transcenden-
tal component of their religions, it might be difficult to expect their
understanding from those dialogue partners. I think rather that we
should try to communicate with others by means of ordinary spoken lan-
guages and terminology that lies within the range of our own recogni-
tion, as well as our own experiences. Anyone being able to do so, even
those whose standpoint is exclusivist, can participate in at least certain
themes within the dialogues of religions.

As for the many of serious problems now facing the human race such
as global environmental destruction, the rapid increase in world popula-
tion, and issue of food supply, etc., I think that scientific and social-
political methods are the most important for their solution. However,
even though solutions are shown to people, national and racial chauvin-
ism, not to mention simple human greed, sometimes renders such solu-
tions less than easily accepted. As long as followers of religions occupy
a considerable proportion of the world population and religions provide
guidance for their followers, religions are expected to share their knowl-
edge of the serious problems facing the human race and their solutions,
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to undertake the role of teachers of such knowledge to their followers,
and in general to wield their influence broadly to solve those problems.

The dialogue of religions is in fashion at present. However, instead of
only swimming with the current of the times it is necessary for us to
excavate the meaning and the spirit of the dialogue of religions on the
basis of each of our various religious traditions. Otherwise, the dialogue
of religions is likely to become a superficial performance, and there is
even the danger of declining into an unprincipled adaptability. This
paper aims to enable followers of the Lotus SËtra to deepen their under-
standing of the problem of dialogue of religions as well as to make it
possible for other people to understand the Lotus SËtra.3

1. The Idea of the “One Vehicle” in the Skillful Means
Chapter of the Lotus Sūtra

The sËtras of Indian Mahåyåna Buddhism were generated one after
another over a period of about a thousand years, beginning around the
first century before the common era (hereafter BCE). Although the pas-
sage of hundreds of years from the death of Íåkyamuni Buddha was
necessary before the specific content of early (i.e., pre-Mahåyåna) Bud-
dhist sËtras was finally fixed, the general dimensions of that content had
been virtually fixed since shortly after the Buddha’s lifetime.4 In con-
trast, Mahåyåna sËtras continued to develop new Buddhist ideas, under
the assumption that they should aim at creative religious development
based on interpreting the fundamental intention of the Buddha according
to the needs of the given age and region. Generally speaking, some criti-
cisms of established ideas must be included in the background of any
articulation of new ideas. How did the Lotus SËtra comprehend the past
history of Buddhism and thereby generate its own distinctive stand-
point? This problem is related to the position of the Lotus SËtra in the
history of Indian Buddhism. There will presumably be no objection to
the suggestion that the doctrine of the Lotus SËtra most directly related
to this problem is the idea of the “one vehicle” expounded in the Skillful
Means Chapter. The concept of the “one vehicle” is also the most
famous doctrine of the Lotus SËtra. Allow me to explain its meaning by
introducing the story of the Skillful Means Chapter. 

In the Introduction Chapter of the Lotus SËtra Íåkyamuni Buddha
enters into the samådhi of the place of immeasurable meanings and then
in the sequential Skillful Means Chapter he arises from that samådhi and
addresses Íåriputra. After praising the greatness of the wisdoms of the
Buddhas, he states, “The true characteristics of all the dharmas (i.e.,
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supreme merits which are perfected by the Buddhas and compose the
Buddhas’ spiritual stage) can only be understood and shared between
Buddhas.”5 Then, Íåriputra asks the Buddha three times to preach the
teaching. When the Buddha begins to preach in response, five thousand
arrogant monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen leave the assembly, refus-
ing to listen any longer.6 At the time the Buddha does not stop them
from withdrawing, and he states that it was well that these persons of
overbearing arrogance had withdrawn, so that his assembly was now
made up solely of the steadfast and truthful. He then elucidates the rea-
son why he emerged in this world.

Íåkyamuni Buddha states that the Buddhas of three times, including
himself, emerge in the world for the purpose of accomplishing one sin-
gle important task. This task is to open the door of Buddha wisdom7 to
all living beings, to show the Buddha wisdom to them, to cause them to
awaken to the Buddha wisdom, and to induce them to enter the path of
Buddha wisdom. In other words, the scripture clearly states that the
Buddhas emerge in the world to make all living beings become Bud-
dhas.

To make all living beings become enlightened shows that even voice-
hearers and pratyekabuddhas can become Buddhas, even those who
gave up the supreme aim of becoming Buddhas and instead directed
their efforts at the lesser goals of becoming either an arhat or a pratyek-
abuddha.

This statement concerning the “one single great reason” is a direct
expression of the idea of the “one vehicle,” and it is one of the most
important religious messages of the Lotus SËtra. In the following Simile
and Parable Chapter, gods in the assembly say about this message, “In
the past at Våråˆas¥ the Buddha first turned the wheel of the Law. Now
he turns the wheel again, the wheel of the unsurpassed, the greatest Law
of all” (T no. 262, 9.12a15–17; Watson, p. 54). This statement compares
the teaching of the ‘one vehicle’ of the Lotus SËtra with the first turning
of the wheel of the Law at Deer Park (M®ga-dåva) in Våråˆas¥ (modern
Benares). On that earlier occasion, the Buddha accepted Brahmå’s
request and went to Deer Park to teach the five practitioners who had
been his friends in religious training, expounding the middle way tran-
scending self-indulgence and self-mortification, the four noble truths,
and the eightfold right path. This occasion is widely known as the first
turning of the wheel of the Law; and in contrast the preaching of the
“one vehicle” in the Skillful Means Chapter of the Lotus SËtra is
described as the second turning of the wheel of the unsurpassed Law.

If the aim of the emergence of Íåkyamuni Buddha is to enable all liv-
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ing beings to become enlightened, the problem develops of why the
Buddha preached the vehicles of voice-hearer and pratyekabuddha, who
aim at the goal of arhatship and pratyekabuddhahood, respectively. The
Lotus SËtra explains that before the Buddha expounded the Lotus SËtra,
he taught three different types of teaching for three different types of
practitioners, the voice-hearers, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas,
respectively. That is, the four noble truths, the twelve-fold chain of caus-
es and conditions, and the six påramitås constituted three different sets
of doctrines and practices leading to the states of arhat, pratyekabuddha,
and Buddha. Furthermore, the Lotus SËtra reveals that the Buddha’s pre-
vious assertions of the existence of three different teachings were only
expedient and not of absolute truth value. In other words, the Lotus
SËtra explains that the Buddha could not preach the teaching that any-
one can become enlightened immediately after his own achievement of
Buddhahood, because the spiritual capacities of the voice-hearers and
pratyekabuddha practitioners in his congregation at the time were dull.
He caused them to mature spiritually and educated them through use of
the lesser teachings of the vehicles of voice-hearer and pratyekabuddha,
in accord with their religious abilities.

However, for the voice-hearers and pratyekabuddhas themselves the
expedient nature of the teachings they received was a secret to the end,
and they remained convinced that teachings which had been given them
were true. At this stage the teachings presented by the Buddha are
regarded as true by the disciples, for whom the comparison between true
and expedient does not exist at all. Next, the Lotus SËtra reveals for the
first time that the statement that there are three different teachings is
itself only an expedient. Therefore, the vehicles of voice-hearer and
pratyekabuddha are only expedient and provisional teachings, and the
categories of voice-hearer and pratyekabuddha do not represent perma-
nently fixed types of practitioner. When such beings become mature and
are sufficiently educated, they are said to become bodhisattvas and final-
ly to attain Buddhahood. This teaching, which enables all living beings
to attain Buddhahood, is called the “Buddha vehicle” (Buddha-yåna)
and indicates the Lotus SËtra itself. Therefore, since there is ultimately
only the Buddha vehicle, it is called “one vehicle” (eka-yåna), or also,
combining the two terms, the “one Buddha vehicle” (eka-Buddha-yåna).
This is the idea of ‘the three vehicles as expedient and the one vehicle as
real’, which in the specialized terminology of Chinese exegetical dis-
course becomes “elaborating the three to reveal the one” (kaisan xianyi
開三顯一). 

That is how the Lotus SËtra arranges and evaluates the previous histo-
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ry of Buddhism, and how from this standpoint it explains its own novel
doctrine of the “one vehicle.”

2. The Interpretation of the “One Vehicle,” and Exclusivism,
Inclusivism, and Pluralism

From the explanation just given of the idea of the “one vehicle” in the
Skillful Means Chapter, we can see that the one vehicle is related to the
three vehicles of voice-hearer, pratyekabuddha, and bodhisattva. Before
considering the relationship between the one vehicle and the three vehi-
cles, let me explain the relationship between the bodhisattva vehicle as it
occurs in the three vehicles and the Buddha vehicle. According to the
Lotus SËtra, the bodhisattva vehicle indicates the Mahåyåna sËtras
before the Lotus SËtra, while the Buddha vehicle indicates the Lotus
SËtra itself. Historically, there appeared two different interpretations,
that the bodhisattva teaching is equivalent to the Buddha vehicle and
that the Buddha vehicle is superior.8 In my understanding, the bodhisatt-
va vehicle (great vehicle) in the three vehicles is related to the two vehi-
cles of voice-hearer and pratyekabuddha (the lesser vehicles), while that
of Buddha transcends the polarity of the two vehicles and the bodhisatt-
va vehicle. On this basis, the bodhisattva vehicle should not be merely
equated with the Buddha vehicle. From the standpoint of the Lotus
SËtra, voice-hearers and pratyekabuddhas should awake to being bod-
hisattvas themselves, while bodhisattvas, for whom the bodhisattva
vehicle is preached, should not contest with voice-hearers and pratyek-
abuddhas, but rather maintain a profound discernment that voice-hearers
and pratyekabuddhas are actually practicing the way of the bodhisattva.
Therefore, voice-hearers, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas, for whom
the three vehicles are preached, are states of existence which all demand
personal transformation.

By the way, even though the concepts of exclusivism, inclusivism,
and pluralism, which John Hick set forth with regard to how relations
between religions are understood, are flawed to the extent that they are
only very rough frameworks, it cannot be denied that they have a certain
conceptual effectiveness.9 At this point, I will suggest the possibility of
certain different interpretations of the one vehicle based on the expedi-
ent use of this framework. The first and second of the following inter-
pretations appeared in the history of Buddhism, but the third is only a
theoretical possibility implied by pluralism and has not appeared in his-
tory.
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(1) The first interpretation of the one vehicle: The three vehicles are
preached for the sake of the one vehicle as preparatory teachings to
that one vehicle; it is only at the stage where the one vehicle is
explicitly preached that the three vehicles should be abandoned as
obsolete. 

In this case, only the one vehicle of the Lotus SËtra stands tran-
scendent above all other teachings, and all those other teachings are
denied as useless. Hence this first interpretation can be described as
exclusivist.

Concretely, the Skillful Means Chapter states, “Now I, joyful and
fearless, in the midst of the bodhisattvas, honestly discarding skillful
means, will preach only the unsurpassed way” (T no. 262,
9.10a18–19; Watson, pp. 44–45). This statement emphasizes the
discarding of all skillful means.10 Also, concerning the problem of
for whom the Lotus SËtra should be preached, the exclusivist atti-
tude toward people who prefer sËtras other than the Lotus SËtra, as
well as non-Buddhist texts, is shown in the Simile and Parable
Chapter.11

(2) The second interpretation: If three vehicles insist on the ultimate
truthfulness of their own doctrines, they should be strictly criticized.
However, at the stage where the one vehicle is clearly preached, if
three vehicles recognize their own expediency their doctrines can be
appreciated as teachings preparatory to the one vehicle, so that those
expedient teachings may ultimately be included in the one vehicle.
In other words, the idea of the “one Buddha vehicle” implies not
only that we should abandon all the teachings which the Buddha
expounded before the Lotus SËtra—since they are merely provision-
al expedients—(corresponding to the first interpretation), but also
that those very same teachings become revitalized once again if we
recognize both their limitations and their advantages as skillful
teachings (corresponding to the second interpretation). Here “skill-
ful means” has two aspects. One is to severely reject teachings other
than those of the Lotus SËtra, while the other is to revitalize those
non-Lotus teachings once again. The second interpretation can be
described as inclusivist because the one vehicle includes all other
teachings.12

In a previous paper,13 I considered some of the teachings of the
Lotus SËtra relating to its inclusivism, and I claimed that the Lotus
SËtra is basically inclusive, even though it can also be said to be
exclusive or pluralistic according to different interpretations. Here I
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will not repeat that detailed explanation, but restrict myself to mere-
ly listing the issues involved: (a) the idea that even “trivial good
actions lead to the attainment of Buddhahood;”14 (b) the Arhat PËrˆa
is regarded as a bodhisattva inwardly while appearing outwardly as
a voice-hearer; (c) the Lotus SËtra is said to teach only bodhisattvas
and regard all living beings as bodhisattvas; (d) Bodhisattva Never
Disparaging carried out the practice of paying respect to all living
beings as future Buddhas15; and (e) on the basis of the story of the
Emergence of the Treasure Tower Chapter, the Lotus SËtra inte-
grates various Buddhas into the one Buddha Íåkyamuni in terms of
space, and on the basis of the story of the Life Span of the Thus
Come One Chapter, it integrates various Buddhas into the one Bud-
dha Íåkyamuni in terms of time.16

(3) The third interpretation: When the one vehicle is considered as uni-
versal truth that transcends even Buddhism itself, this interpretation
may come close to pluralism. In this case the relationship between
the one vehicle and pluralism becomes the main topic, and accord-
ingly the relationship between the one vehicle and other religions
becomes problematic, while the conflict of the one vehicle and the
three vehicles is not a problem any more. It is certainly possible to
make the interpretation that the one vehicle aims at universality, in
the sense of having transcended all the distinctions of country, race,
gender, and culture, etc. However, even though the one vehicle aims
at all living beings’ attainment of Buddhahood, it will be regarded
as a kind of the inclusivism from the standpoint of Buddhism
because its ultimate aim is expressed in the terminology of the
“attainment of Buddhahood.”

Now if we describe “Buddha,” the goal at which Buddhism aims,
as an ideal state possessing human values that are more universal
than Buddhism, what does this imply? This conception may come
close to being pluralistic.17 However, this is merely my attempt to
approximate John Hick’s standpoint, which espoused pluralism by
rephrasing various expressions of salvation in different religious tra-
ditions as “the actual transformation of human life from self-cen-
tredness to Reality-centredness.”18

I think that although different interpretations remain possible, the
fundamental standpoint of the Lotus SËtra is close to inclusivism. In
the history of Indian Buddhism, the Lotus SËtra tried to establish a
new Buddhist doctrine that all living beings can attain Buddhahood.
It did so by generating a novel doctrine of the one vehicle, even



THE LOTUS SŪTRA AND THE DIALOGUE OF RELIGIONS 147

while recognizing the role played by previous Buddhist doctrines. If
we participate the dialogue of religions from this standpoint of the
Lotus SËtra, which attitude shall we take? Does the Lotus SËtra give
us some indicators? 

3. The Lotus Sūtra and the Dialogue of Religions—The Four
Easeful Practices and “Room, Robe, and Seat of the Thus
Come One”

In Buddhist sËtras such as the Lotus SËtra, the contents are composed of
dialogues between the Buddha and his disciples. We cannot say that
there is equality in the level of enlightenment and practices given the
natural differences between a teacher and his or her students. In other
words, the dialogue that takes place between the Buddha and his disci-
ples is not one between individuals standing on equal footings, which is
the most important foundation of true dialogue. Therefore, in some
wider sense it may be possible to learn the spirit of dialogue from the
Lotus SËtra, but it would be quite difficult to seek in the text for guide-
lines that would be applicable to the modern dialogue of religions. Nev-
ertheless, we need to consider this problem a little further, taking up the
four easeful practices of the Easeful Practices Chapter and the “room,
robe, and seat of the Thus Come One” of the Dharma Preacher Chapter.

Even though the four easeful practices are emphases for spreading the
Lotus SËtra in the evil age after Íåkyamuni Buddha has entered nirvåˆa,
they are worth referring to for those of us engaged in the dialogue of
religions.19 Actually, the names of the four easeful practices do not
appear in the Lotus SËtra itself, and the exegetes’ usages for them differ.
According to the Fahua wenju 法華文句 of Zhiyi and Guanding 灌頂, for
example, they refer to body, mouth, mind, and vows, respectively.20

At the beginning of the Easeful Practices Chapter, Mañjußr¥ asks
Íåkyamuni Buddha, “In the latter evil age, [after the Buddha has entered
nirvåˆa], how should bodhisattva mahåsattvas go about preaching this
sËtra?” (T262, 9.37a10; cf. Watson, p. 196). The Buddha replies, “If
bodhisattva mahåsattvas in the latter evil age wish to preach this sËtra,
they should abide by four practices” (T262, 9.37a12–13; cf. Watson, p.
196). He then proceeds to explain the meaning of these four practices,
which came to be known as the four easeful practices.

The first is the easeful practice of body. We find in it the terms “locus
of practice or action” (行處) and “locus of associations” (親近處). “Locus
of practice” refers to the repertoire of activities or practices appropriate
to the bodhisattva, while “locus of associations” refers to the sphere and
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forms of social interaction appropriate to the bodhisattva. As for the
“locus of practice or action,” the sËtra states:

If a bodhisattva abides firmly on the ground of forbearance when faced
with humiliation (住忍辱地), if he or she is gentle and congenial (柔和),
skilled at accommodating and bringing others into compliance (善順),
not given to impulsiveness (不卒暴), and never alarmed in mind (心不
驚 ); if, furthermore, he or she performs no [discriminatory] act with
respect to phenomena (於法無所行), but contemplates the true character
of all phenomena (觀諸法如實相); if he or she also does not act with or
engage in non-discrimination (亦不行不分別), then this is called the
locus of practice or action appropriate to the bodhisattva mahåsattva (T
no. 262, 9.37a14–17; Watson, p. 197).

Next, there are two categorical distinctions with respect to the “locus of
associations or interactions appropriate to the bodhisattva.” The first
seeks to delimit the sphere of social interactions, with particular atten-
tion given to behavior in unavoidable situations of social intercourse.21

The second involves thoroughgoing realization of the emptiness of exis-
tence.

The second is the easeful practice of the mouth. It shows a central
preoccupation with words and speech. As described in the sËtra,

When he opens his mouth to expound or when he reads the sËtra, he
should not delight in speaking of the faults of other people or scriptures.
He should not display contempt for other teachers of the law or speak of
other people’s tastes or shortcomings. With regard to the Voice-hearers,
he should not refer to them by name and describe their faults, or name
them and praise their good points. Also he should not allow his mind to
become filled with resentment and hatred. Because he is good at culti-
vating this kind of peaceful mind, his listeners will not oppose his ideas.
If he is asked difficult questions, he should not reply in terms of the law
of the Lesser Vehicle. He should explain things solely in terms of the
Great Vehicle so that people will be able to acquire wisdom of all
modes [of existence] (T no. 262, 9.38a1–7; Watson, pp. 201–202). 

The third is the easeful practice of mind. It concerns mental disposi-
tions. As described in the sËtra, the bodhisattva

must not harbor a mind marked by jealousy, fawning or deceit. And he
must not be contemptuous of or revile those who study the Buddha-way
or seek out their shortcomings. “If there are monks, nuns, laymen, or
laywomen who seek to become voice-hearers, seek to become pratyek-
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abuddhas, or seek the bodhisattva way, one must not trouble them by
causing them to have doubts or regrets, by saying to them, ‘You are far
removed from the way and in the end will never be able to attain wis-
dom of all modes [of existence]. Why? Because you are self-indulgent
and willful people who are negligent of the way!’ Also one should
never engage in frivolous debate over the various doctrines or dispute or
wrangle over them. With regard to all living beings one should think of
them with great compassion. With regard to the Thus Come Ones, think
of them as kindly fathers; with regard to the bodhisattvas, think of them
as great teachers. Toward the great bodhisattvas of the ten directions at
all times maintain a serious mind, paying them due reverence and obei-
sance. To all living beings preach the Law in an equitable manner.
Because a person is heedful of the Law, that does not mean one should
vary the amount of preaching. Even to those who show a profound love
for the Law one should not on that account preach at greater length” (T
no. 262, 9.38b3–14; Watson, pp. 203–204).

The fourth is the easeful practice of vows. The sËtra states,

Toward the believers who are still in the household or those who have
left the household they [who accept and embrace the Lotus SËtra]
should cultivate a mind of great compassion, and toward those who are
not bodhisattvas they should also cultivate a mind of great compassion,
and should think to themselves: These persons have made a great error.
Though the Thus Come One as a skillful means preaches the Law in
accordance with what is appropriate, they do not listen, do not know, do
not realize, do not inquire, do not believe, do not understand. But
although these persons do not inquire about, do not believe and do not
understand this sËtra, when I have attained anuttara-samyak-saµbodhi,
wherever I happen to be, I will employ my transcendental powers and
the power of wisdom to draw them to me to cause them to abide in this
Law (T no. 262, 9.38c5–11; Watson, p. 205).

The sËtra emphasizes that we should cultivate a mind of great compas-
sion toward all living beings and that we should vow to save them by the
Lotus SËtra.

I think the following three lessons can be gained from the four easeful
practices as a mental attitude that advances the dialogue of religions, if
participating in the dialogue of religions from the standpoint of the
Lotus SËtra. The first is to be based on the realization of emptiness,
which is a basic ontology of Mahåyåna Buddhism. This shows that we
regard our own religion and other religions not as unchangeable and
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fixed but as changeable and fluctuating. I think it is important for us to
take an open attitude to our own transformation which might appear
through the dialogue. In Buddhism, a gentle and calm attitude to others
should be based on the realization of emptiness. 

The second is to pay respect to other religions, not to excessively crit-
icize others, and not to prefer doctrinal controversy in the dialogue of
religions. Otherwise, it will become impossible for various religions to
sit at the same table of dialogue. 

The third is that the dialogue of religions exists for the sake of
approaching solutions for the serious problems of our global society,
even if that progress only consists of small steps based on the coopera-
tion of various religions, and that in the foundation of the dialogue
therefore must be our vows and dedication to compassion, which will
bring peace and happiness to all of humanity.

When interpreted in this way, we find that the emphases of the Ease-
ful Practices Chapter are shared in the “room, robe, and seat of the Thus
Come One” expounded in the Dharma Preacher Chapter.22 The Dharma
Preacher Chapter states that after the Thus Come One has entered
nirvåˆa, those who wish to expound the Lotus SËtra for the four kinds of
followers should enter the Thus Come One’s room, put on the Thus
Come One’s robe, sit in the Thus Come One’s seat, and then expound
the Lotus SËtra. The “Thus Come One’s room” is nothing less than the
state of mind that shows great pity and compassion toward all of human-
ity. The “Thus Come One’s robe” is the very mind that is gentle and for-
bearing. The “Thus Come One’s seat” is the ultimate emptiness of all
phenomena.23

In Mahåyåna Buddhism, the realization of emptiness is based on right
wisdom. As wisdom and compassion are the two main qualities of a
Buddha, we can say that bodhisattvas aiming at the attainment of Bud-
dhahood are beings who seek to achieve wisdom and compassion.
Moreover, because various difficulties are prefigured when bodhisattvas
play active roles in the real society, forbearance becomes very necessary.
Needless to say, the foundation of this forbearance is none other than
wisdom and compassion. It is presumably common knowledge that the
perfection of forbearance is included in the six påramitås (the six per-
fected practices of almsgiving, keeping the precepts, forbearance, assid-
uousness, meditation, and wisdom).

4. Conclusion

As mentioned at the beginning of this paper, my own personal stance is
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to affirm the independent value of each religion. However, considering
the importance of the dialogue of religions, we should exclude neither
inclusivists nor exclusivists, so as best to remove the obstacles to the
understanding of one another’s religions and to promote mutual under-
standing. Through such dialogue it will become possible for members of
the various religions to associate with each other for the purpose of solv-
ing the very serious problems of the modern world, and even at times to
reveal hitherto unrecognized potentialities within each religion to its
adherents, thus facilitating a deepening of our own religions; on the con-
trary, we can rather expect that such transformations will lead to the
enrichment of our own religious lives.

From the standpoint of the Lotus SËtra, the vitalization of the dia-
logue of religions as a method to solve the serious problems of our
globe, a task that is vitally important to contemporary society, is inti-
mately connected to the vows and compassion of bodhisattvas. Further-
more, in our actual exchanges, we will all benefit from the realization of
emptiness and the spirit of forbearance. Even though the suggestion that
forbearance will contribute to the dialogue of religions may seem a little
strange, forbearance is very important in the removal of obstacles to
misunderstanding and the patient promotion of mutual understanding.
This is especially the case when people of various religions, who have
either had no mutual historical relationship or who have experienced
long histories of marked confrontation, are sitting at the same table to
engage in dialogue. It would be possible to cite many examples from
international conferences that would eloquently describe such situations.
In addition, it should bear noting that forbearance cannot become real
and true if it is not based on wisdom and compassion.

Finally, in the parable of the three kinds of medicinal herbs and two
kinds of trees of the Parable of Medicinal Herbs Chapter of the Lotus
SËtra, we also find the message that we should respect and praise differ-
ences and diversities of human beings.24 The content of this parable is
very simple. Dense clouds spreading throughout the sky send down rain
equally and saturate the ground everywhere, so that each of the various
plants (the three kinds of medicinal herbs and two kinds of trees) grow
up according to its particular species and nature. The “three kinds of
medicinal herbs and two kinds of trees” are little, middle-sized, and big
medicinal herbs, and big and small trees. The little herbs are compared
to ordinary people and heavenly beings, and middle-sized herbs are
compared to persons of the two vehicles. Big herbs, small trees and big
trees are compared to three ranks of bodhisattvas.25

The thrust of this parable is that (1) the Buddha’s preaching is equally
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available to all; (2) there is great diversity in living beings; (3) the Bud-
dha does not immediately preach comprehensive wisdom at the begin-
ning of his teaching career; and (4) it is ultimately in the Lotus SËtra
that the Buddha enables living beings to reach comprehensive wisdom.
The central intention of the parable is to explain the reason why the
Buddha preaches the Lotus SËtra only through the medium of many
skillful teachings, i.e., why he does not immediately preach comprehen-
sive wisdom. That is, because the Lotus SËtra ultimately aims at
enabling living beings to reach comprehensive wisdom, the goal of the
scripture is not to affirm any absolute distinctions between the natures of
voice-hearers, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas. If we understand cor-
rectly the original meaning of this parable, can we not imagine that this
stupendous image—that all the many plants grow up energetically on
the earth each receiving sufficient rain for its own needs—symbolizes
that all mankind should coexist on this earth mutually respecting our
many differences?
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