
 

THE BUDDHA IN MAHAYANA BUDDHISM

'HE whole system of Mahayana Buddhism may be said
to depend on its conception of the Buddha. With it 

the Buddha ceased to be merely historical; he grew to be 
the object of the religious consciousness which came to assert 
itself more and more strongly as the Mahayana conception of 
Buddhism gained its force in India. The Buddha for the 
Hinayana followers so called was a great teacher who revealed 
the Law to dispel their ignorance. W hatever rcverm.ce they 
showed him was that for an extraordinary human being, who, 
while far surpassing; them in intellect, morality, and spiritual 
insight, vcas still human, subject to the law of karma or 
birth and death. The Dharma was not his creation, it ex­
isted before him, and disclosed itself to his superior spirituality. 
The Buddha was to the Hinayanists, therefore, a sort of 
medium through whom the truth, became accessible and intel­
ligible to them. They were grateful to him and paid him 
all the deference due to a rare spiritual seer. To them thus 
the Dharma and the Buddha were two distinct items of con­
ception, in fact together with their own congregation (Samglia) 
they formed the Triple Treasure (triratna HK) of Buddhism. 
The Buddha (fi^), the Dharma (f£), and the Samgha (fit), 
as the three essential constituents of Buddhism stood on equal 
footling. Of course the Buddha was the center of the congrega­
tion, without whom the latter could not have any reason of 
existence, but since the congregation was the only ethical 
school where human, character could be perfected, its impor­
tance in the body of Buddhism could never be ignored,. Espe­
cially, when its component members began to go out and 
missionarise the entire earth, they were representatives of the 
Buddha and tramsmitters and propagators of the Dharma. 
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They and their devotees bowed to the Dharma and honoured 
it as the agent of enlightenment. While the Buddha was 
by no means and under no circumstances neglected, he could 
not surpass the Dharma., that is, he was not regarded by the 
Hinayanists as a supernatural being from whom the Dharma 
itself issued. This Hinayana conception of the Buddha was 
in perfect accord with his own dedaration that he was the 
revealer of the truth and not its inventor or creator. It is 
not incorrect to say of the Hinayanists that “ the Buddhist 
saint stands in. no relation of dependence to any being above 
himself. There is no Creator, no Saviour, no Helper in his 
purview. Religious duties, properly so called, he has none. 
He has been his own light, his own refuge. He is what he 
is by grace of himself alone. ” (Coppiestone, p. 63.)

This the Buddha himself has in an unmistakable manner 
preached to his disciples : “ Therefore, O Ananda, be ye lamps 
unto yourselves. Be ye a refuge to yourselves. Betake 
yourselves to no external refuge. Hold fast to the Truth, as 
a. lamp. Hold fast as a. refuge to the Truth. Look not for 
refuge to anyone besides yourselves.... And whosoever, Ananda, 
either now or after I am. dead, shall be a lamp unto themselves, 
shall betake themselves to no external refuge, but holding 
fast to the Huth as their lamp, and holding fast as their 
refuge to the Truth, shall look not for refuge to anyone 
besides themselves. It is they, Ananda, among my Bhikkhus 
who shall reach the very topmost hei^l^t! But they must 
be anxious to learn. ” (Coomaraswami, p. 77, quoting Rhys 
Davids.)

Hinayana Buddhism was a religion of self-discipline and 
self-enlightenment. When the Buddha finally passed away, his 
disciples, gods and men, were assembled about him, their 
grief was extreme, their hair was dishevelled, they wept bit­
terly, stretching forth their arms, or falling prostrate on ths 
ground, or rolling to and fro in anguish, they cried: “ Too
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soon hath the Buddha passed away ! Too soon hath the Bud­
dha died! Too soon hath the Light of the World passed 
away ” The loss of a teacher, a guide, or a master was 
indeed an event of the greatest possible sorrow, but “ im­
permanent are all component tilings, ” “ even the Buddha 
cannot escape the karma of birth and death, ” for “it is in 
the very nature of all things most near and dear unto us that 
wo divide om.selves from them, leave them, sever ourselves
from them. ” The Dharma, however, will remain forever, it 
is only its revo:>lo■r that has succumbed to the law inherent 
in all things; ; as long as the transmission of the Dharma 
continues in the Samgha, our earthly human sorrow must be 
quieted by the exercise of logic. Thus reasoning and thus 
consoled, the Hinayanists kept up their spirits and went on 
propagating the Dharma revealed to the superior spirituality 
of the Master.

Even when we read in the Last Sermon of the Buddha 
that “After this let all my disciples follow them 

[that is, his teachings] in succession, and then the Tathagata’s 
Dharma-body will abide forever and not pass away. ”
this does not necessarily refer to the Dharmakaya as conceived 
later by the Mahayana followers as one of the Trikaya (~ 
■§•1, but merely to the systematised collection of the Dharma, 
which, being the Truth revealed to the Buddha and not 
merely formulated by him, will remain forever even after his 
pas.siing; and it was this that was so strongly urged by the 
Buddha to be kept holy and unbeclouded. The Dharma, 
was, therefore, later symbolised by the Wheel (Zharmaca7cra 

the revolution of which was first started by the Muni 
of the Sakyas. His followers of course lamented deeply the 
passing of their Great Master, but as long as the Dharma 
was preserved from decay, his Nirvana was to be accepted as 
one of the practical examples of the doctrine of impermanence. 
For there was yet no connection spiritually established between 
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the Dharma itself and its revealer in the minds of his im­
mediate followers.

This was not however the case with the Mahayanists, it 
was not in their character to remain so impersonal, so logic­
al. so scientific, and so calmly rational. Their intensely 
human interest centered in the personality of their Master. 
Whatever his teachings, they were vital only so far as they 
were considered in connection with the Master himself. There 
was something in him besides his mere teachings which deep­
ly touched their hearts, and it was in fact this deep feeling 
that gave such animation and power to the teachings of the 
Buddha. The teachings, when taken by themselves and 
independent of their author, were cold and too logical to 
satisfy the Mahayana disciples, or rather they were ever 
desirous to understand his teachings as vitally connected with 
his personality. They wished to warm up the Buddhist 
teachings with the fire of his personality. This does not mean 
that they rejected the logic of the Fourfold Noble Truth (DI 
3|f®) and the thought of the impermanence of all things, but 
that the objective truth as it were of the Dharma had to be 
interpreted according to the subjective truth which now im­
peratively demanded recognition in the hearts of the Bud­
dhists who were now with no living, energy-imparting guide. 
And then there were not lacking in the many and varied 
discourses of the Master statements that would justify the 
Mahayana interpretation as to the personality of their author. 
There was no thought in them of orthodoxy or heterodoxy, 
of conservatism or liberalism. They were simply impelled to 
go their way which was illumined by their inner spiritual 
light only.

What was this light ?
The light in which, the Mahayanists took refuge, the 

spiritual command which they had no choice but to obey, 
told them that the Buddha and the Dharma were one and 
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the same thing, that the Dharma could not be comprehended 
apart from the Buddha, and that the Dharma in fact was 
the Buddha himself. When they took refuge in this light, 
everything became perfectly intelligible, the Buddha ceased 
to be an enigma, a the Dharma grew full of force and. 
energising spirituality. Not only that, their religious aspira­
tions found full justification in the Master’s teachings them­
selves. The growth of Mahayana Buddhism was thus an 
inevitable event. If the Buddhism of the FEnayanists is the 
literal transmission, of the Buddha's teachings in their logical 
and objective form, the Buddhism of the Mahayanists must 
be said to be the spiritual interpretation of the same in vital 
relation to the Buddliahood of the Master himself. With the 
Hinayanists the Master remained a master who discoursed on 
the Dharma, while with the Mahayanists the Master’s per­
sonality was so intimately connected with and interwoven 
into his teachings that it could never be overlooked in their 
acceptance. The signification of Mahayana, Buddhism lies in 
its conception of the Buddha. Those who charge the Mahfi- 
yanists as non-Buddhists or even un-Buddhists are entirely for­
getful of the fact that, strictly speaking, the Mahayana alone 
can justify the claim to be Buddhism.

A parallelism may be found in Christianity. There are 
two main currents of thought in Christianity, one is Johan- 
nism and the other is Paulinism, and we can say that most 
of the Christians these days are followers off Paulinism. ibor 
it was Paul that succeeded in deifying Christ, in religiously 
interpreting the crucifixion, and in promulgating the theory 
of salvation, by faith. Paul concentrated his a;tfen'i.on on 
Christ himself rather than on his teachings independently, 
he made use of the latter to consolidate his theory as to the 
personality of Christ which so vitally concerned us rather 
than trie teachings themselves. The Mah.aytna advocacies 
have done almost, if not quite, the same thing to their own 
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spiritual leader. This will grow much clearer as we proceed.
However deep and blissful the Buddha’s teachings were, 

what most profoundly affected his disciples was liis own 
personality. While he was yet alive, they were not (quite 
conscious of all its wonderful attractions. As they listened 
to his discourses, they felt them so satisfying and thought 
that this feeling of sufficiency came from the truth of the dis­
courses then (.solves, which was not in. any inseparable manner 
connected with the personality of the preacher. Indeed he 
frequently declared, himself a Buddha, but they felt this re­
ferred more to Iris intellectual insight than to his superhuman 
personality. He was great in the latter quality no doubt, 
but his general emphasis on the Dharma itself turned the 
hearers’ attention more or less away from the person. This 
unconscious diversion was quite natural as we can see ex- 
emplfied in our daily intercourse with others. But the dis­
ciples had to -pay more than, double for this when their 
Master was carried away from their midst. The absence was 
felt by them with vehemence, and all the memory was 
vividly awakened. The mysterious and indescribable power 
which, had hitherto unconsciously 'been exercising itself over 
the minds of the disciples raised its head now and most 
emphatically asserted itself in them. As the natural conse­
quence such questions as the following agitated them :

Who was he really that curled himself the Enlightened ? 
Who was he that was the owner of.such superhuman quali­
ties? He was so good, so lov^ingly kind, so highly endowed 
with intellectual powers, so fully morally trained as to break 
the bonds of ignorance and karma, and so spiritually elevated 
as not to allow our approach to him. Who could such a 
being be ? What constitutes Buddhahood ? He could not be 
an ordinary mortal, though appaie'ntiv he was subject to all 
the ills that flesh was heir to. Hie said that he would not 
come back on earth again as he had cut successfully asunder all 



THE BUDDHA IN MAHAYANA BUDDHISM 115

the bonds of karma, but could v:‘e think of bin. as gone for­
ever, as abiding eternally in the serenity of Parinirvana? 
Could we conceive of that wonderful, inexpressively impressive 
personality as carried away for ever from among us?

Not only the Buddha’s personality but his superior in­
tellectual insight was also the subject of inquiry among his 
disciples. If his moral purity so strongly appealed to the 
imagination of his followers who were like the rest of us 
ever prone to hero-worship, his analytical intellect which most 
deeply penetrated into the nature of things and laid bare all 
the mysteries of life could not but excite the wonder of his 
disciples. How could such a mind be 'merely human? It 
must have come directly from the source of all things if there 
is any such. Or there must be something more than human 
in this world, -for if otherwise such, a soul as the .Buddha, 
could not come among us. His passing must be only ap­
parent, he must be living somewhere yet, his disappearance 
must be one of his innumerable contrivances of love just to 
show us that the sorrow of separation and dissolution is 
inherent in the nature of things, while in fact he is above 
all changes. Freedom. from evil desires which set the 'wheel 
of karma agoing cannot mean mere extinction., absence of all 
tilings, which is negative, but there must be something in it 
to be positively affirmed, though our language may not 'be 
adequate enough to point it out affirmatively. As we read 
in the Nirvana Sutra the moon behind a cloud does not mean 
that she is gone forever, her temporal disappearance has in 
fact nothing to do with her real existence that is above our 
visual conditions. So with the Buddha, his passing away 
from us must be only an event of the phenomenal world, in 
the spiritual realm which is also the realm of truth and 
reason, the Buddha divested from all his physical encum­
brances, must be eternally living. He was a- unique figure 
while with us, and this uniqueness cannot be in vain.



 

 

 
 

116 THE Eastern BUDDHIST

That the Buddha was designated with so many titles 
while yet walking among us, the number of which ever in­
creased after his Nirvana, proves sufficiently the naturalness 
of the questions cited just above. The ten appellations most 
commonly given to him am: 1. The Enlightened One 
{Buddha f^), 2. One who hath thus gone {Tathdgata #n^), 
3. One who is worthy of ohbi'ings {Adad. 4. One who
is psrfoO in enlightenment {SamyaiisamLuddha 5.
One who is perfect in deeds and knowledge (Vddyace>a,a- 
sampanna IJffJB.), 6. The Well-gone One {Sugata igjg), 7. 
The .Peerless On.e in the knowledge of the world. {Lohar/dan- 
uttara 8. The Controller of Man (Purusha-
damyasaradd 9. The Teacher of Gods and Men.
d<L<'d.adc!■.:man:usyanam^ yAAlip d ;HK- 10- The Worl.d-hou.oured. 
One {Lokajyestha iIF0B)- The Mahayutpatti which is a kind 
of Buddhist dictionary in Sanskrit mentions eighty-one titles 
of the Buddha including the ten already t’efen'ed to. Among 
the rest I may mention a few here: The Ocean of Merits 
{Gunasagara ThAi Saviour {T.yy tjgiltSd', The
Leader {Nayalia AjL®), The JTojwl of dm Law {DlwrmraMsvami 
i®EE), The Omniscient One {Sarvajna —Wia)> The Serene 
One {Shamita The Immaculate One {Nirmala IffiA),
and so on.

So long as we are mortal, finite creatures, we are ever 
prone to worship great men, to worship divinity enshrined 
in them and operating through them.. They have of: course 
their weaknesses or peculiarities, but when their fleshy struc­
tures are finally blown away, the life, the power that used 
to shine out of them, is now revealed in its full glory and 
strength. All that belonged to their flesh is forgotten, 
singularly forgotten. It may be due to the innate goodness 
of human nature, but the fact stands out most prominently 
that we are genu-ally oblivious of our friends’ shortcomings 
and prejudices when they are dead, and that we easily forgive 



THE BUDDHA IN MAHAYANA BUDDHISM 117

them for whatever faults they have committed while alive. 
In the case of a master or hero whose personality has already 
deeply impressed us, his good qualities are immeasurably 
enhanced; in other words his divine virtues shine forth and 
overwhelm us with their irresistible superhuman power. We 
bow to them without questioning origin. Indeed we contrive 
to give some intellectually and spiritually satisi'aetory inter­
pretation to the source of this mysterious power which so 
comyteiilngly demands our submission to it. The result is the 
deification of the master or hero. He grows differentiated 
from us ordinary mortals, not only in his mental qualities, 
but in his bodily form. Hence the Buddha’s thirty-two 
major (H“+—y0) and eight's minor (A'T'SSEl) extraordinary 
marks of personal appearance.

When we know that this sort of superhumanisation or dei­
fication was already going on in Hinayana Buddhism, we can 
realise that the process will not stop until it has reached its 
climax, that is, where our human hearts find a complete sat­
isfaction of their religious yearnings. Siddhartha could not 
remain even as the Muni of the Snkyas, nor as a historical 
Buddha who preached the Fourfold Noble Truth (EHOW) 
and the Eight Ways of Righteousness (AEiM)- He was to 
be made into an ideal Buddha transcending history or mere 
facts. It may be better to say that Siddhartha formed a 
point of crystallisation around which our spiritual yearnings 
coagulated and solidified, just as Christ formed such a point 
for his followers.

The physical uniqueness of the Buddha as I referred to 
before naturally presupposed his superhuman spiritual qualities. 
He is generally described as the owner of the following 
powers: the Dusaljala (ten powers k-qij), four sorts of f«t- 
sharadyam (usually translated “fearlessness” HMS:), and. 
eighteen uncommon virtues As all these facul­
ties were ascribed to the Buddha by followers of the Hiaayanh, 
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we may infer how far the process of deification had 'been going 
on before the Mahayana conception of the Buddha was fully 
established by Nagarjuna and Asanga.

Miracles are inevitable to religion. Human nature longs 
for them. A world so rigidly bound up in the law of causa­
tion that no miracles are possible, no supernnturalism is 
allowed, will be an extremely uninteresting place for us 
mortals to live in. When everything is prearranged, when 
one thing determines another, and all surprise, all unexpected­
ness is excluded, our sense of logic may be gratified, but our 
religious nature will revolt. Whether scientific or not, we are 
so constituted as to demand some-thing supernatural, that is, 
something directly coming from the source of all things and 
not determined by a chain of causes and conditions. Miracles 
are essential. If the Buddha is endowed with so many 
superhuman qualities, mentally and physically, how can his 
life itself be devoid of miraculous deeds?

For these it is not necessary to come to Mahayana 
Buddhism, for the Hinayana is already full of them, showing 
that the process of deification began soon after the death of 
the Buddha, as well as that the so-called Hinayana Buddhism 
is by no intans primitive or original Buddhism. To cite a 
few examples. When the Buddha was about to pass away, 
transfiguration took place, and the colour of his body grew 
exceedingly bright. When asked by Ananda how this was 
so, the Buddha replied that transfiguration took place twice 
in the life of the Tathagata, 'when he attained Enlightenment 
and when he entered Parinirvana As he was tying
on the couch between twin sal-trees, suddenly they all burst 
forth into bloom though it was not the flowering season, and 
the blossoms scattered themselves over the body of the 
Tathagata. Then the earth shook in six different ways; men 
and gods from the ten quarters of the universe filled the 
space about the departing Master-, so that one could not find 
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room to stick even, the point of a hair. What a miracle this !

The deification of the Muni of the Sakyas has thus 
been going on in various ways after his death, perhaps even 
while he was still alive. It was in vain, lor the Buddha 
even if he had any desire to avoid this form of supernaturali- 
salion, as far as he himself was concerned, to check the 
inevitable course of human psychology which ever wants to 
take hold of something for its support, for its own unification, 
or for its transcendentalism. What Buddhists, Hinayana or 
Mahayana, conceived of the personality of their Master in 
regard to his physical, intellectual, and spiritual qualifications, 
was no extravagant outburst of the Indian imagination. To 
save the truth, of the Dkatma. preached by the Buddha., as 
well as to fulfil the religious requirements of the human heart, 
the Buddha had to perform miracles and to be endowed with 
superhuman qualities both in his personality and spirituality.

All the stage-settings being now thus complete for the 
Buddha to pass from human to superhuman, it needed the 
Maliayanists to give them the final touch. The Buddha was 
now Vairochana or Amitablia (PffrSPE); or Dharma-
kaya (fit#) as the case may be. His sermons were then 
attended with wonderful phenomena. A mysterious light shone 
forth from his crown, and his voice resounded through the 
ten quarters of the world, awakening all sentient beings from 
ignorance and folly. The gods, demigods, Bodhisattvas, Arhats, 
spiritual beings and the rest of the creation hastened to 
manifest themselves before the Buddha, praising, honouring, 
and worshipping him in the grandest possible style. The 
dramatic scene thus projected beggars description, and those 
who have ever read such Mahayana sutras as the Saddharma- 
pundarilca or Gandluwyuha will at once see that the Buddha 
manifested here is no ordinary mortal subject to the laws of 
the world, but that he is really the Lord of all the universes. 
Miracle is no word to describe the phenomenon thus produced 
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by the spiritualitv of the Master. The superficial critics 
who try to find in Buddhism an empty, dreamy, abstracted 
theory of life called a philosophy of nothingness will be com­
pletely taken aback by the tropical richness and extravagant 
luxury of the Mahayana imagination.

Here we have the Mahayana Buddha in full development. 
How grand, how poetic, how mystical he is I Compared with 
the prosaic and altogether too logical concept of the Hinayana 
Buddha, how deep in thought and how rich in imagination 
and yet how intimately in contact with the religious cravings 
of human nature is the Buddha in the minds of the Mahayana 
followers of Buddhism.

As to the idea that the Buddha is the Dharma incarnate, 
that is, DhA.-ma.koya, it was not -probably consciously entertained 
by Sakyamuni himself, but that he was a Buddha, an 
enlightened one who was not conditioned by the law of birth 
and death, he cut completely asunder the bondage of karma, 
that he was the only honoured one above and below the 
heavens, and that he could by his will either prolong or 
shorten his earthly life, which means he was absolute master 
of his fate, points directly to his superhuman character. 
If this did not do so to the mind of the Buddha, they 
certainly did to his disciples, especially alter his death. The 
ultimate problem of Bnddllahood could be solved only when 
the Buddha was regarded as a superhuman being or a personal 
manifestmion of the highest principle. In some respects we 
are also manifestations of the ultimate reason, for we are all 
in possession of the Buddha-nature as is taught in the Maha­
yana text of the Mdupaainirvana Sutra

In the Tali text of the SSlmjaSaSlan' Sulla, according 
to Warren, the Buddha gave his filial instruction to Ananda 
in the following words: “ It may be, Ananda, that some of 
you will think, ‘ The word of the Teacher is a thing of th.e 
past, we have now no Teacher.’ But that, Ananda, is not
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the correct view. The Doctrine ancl Discipline, Ananda, which 
I have taught and enjoined upon you is to he your teacher 
when I am gone.” In the Chinese translation of the Ili.nayana 
text, we have that “ even the diamond body of the Buddha 
passes away.” The idea that the Buddha passes but the 
Dharma or Doctrine or Law remains goes well with the 
ordinary human point of view, but in the case of a superna- 
turally endowed yers;mage, this idea is sure to be transformed, 
and the identification of the Buddha and the Dharma takes 
place. The result is what the Srimcila Sutra endeavours to 
establlsh: that is, not only the Buddha is the Dharma itself, 
but the Samgha also has its reason of existence in the Buddha, 
indeed the Buddha means the unity of the Threefold Treasure ; 
when you take refuge in the Buddha, you take refuge in all 
of the Triratna (or Threefold Treasure), Buddha, Dharma, and 
Samgha; whereas taking refuge in the other two of the 
Treasure is incomplete and leaves one still unsatisfied in one’s 
inmost religious yearnings. When the Buddha was thus 
interpreted it was quite natural that the Threefold Treasure 
was considered to be united in one Buddha, and that where 
he was worshipped all the rest were included in him, that he 
was the main and sole stay of Buddhism as a system. There­
fore, Maliakasyapa exclaims in the Maliuparinirvdna, “ O ye 
my fellow-disciples, you need not lament and cry so, this is 
not an empty -world, and the Tathagata lives for ever, he 
suffers no change; so does the Dharma and the Samgha.” 
The Buddha chimes in, “ The Tathagata indeed akideUi for 
ever, no change takes place on him, and he never enteretli into 
Parinirvana.”

This is the Mahayana idea intellectually developed, but 
the foreshadowings of it we find already in the Buddhology 
of the Mahasanghika school, which was one of the two main 
divisions of Buddhism rising soon after the death of the 
Buddha. According to Vasumitra’s Samaycbwdo-yirawTa-cxdcTa 
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Qfthkimlig WA “ The human Buddha who appeared in India 
was a temporal body and not a real one. The real body of 
the Buddha, was obtained by him as the result of innumerable 
meritorious deeds he had practised through a long series of 
kalp.as, and. therefore it is infinite in duration and spiritual 
power. When others look at him, they are blessed, their evil 
passions are subdued, and they are saved from transmigration. 
Whatever he utters never fails to be in perfect accord with 
truth.. This body of the Buddha will appear on earth when­
ever conditions are ready for him.” The logical development 
of these ideas is Nagarjuna’s Double Body theory of the 
Buddha which is discussed at length and in several places in 
his treatii.se on. Bi'aj'hparamita.. Before the Trikaya theory of 
Buddhaliood came to in fully established, Nagarjuna’s served, 
as a sort of passage through which the primitive conception 
of the Buddha had to walk. Its culmination later in the 
triplicity of D-liarmakaya (NflT-i, Nirmanakaya pff#), and 
Samblio-ga-kaya pjb.g-’c as an established doctrine of Mahayana 
Buddhism, will be treated in another article in one of the 
coming issues of this magazine.

jJa.isej.'Z Teivaeo Suzuki

* Tlie text exists both in Chinese and Tibetan translation. It is an impor­
tant work describing different views held by the various schools of Buddhism, 
concerning the Buddha's teaching, which arose in India during one or two 
centuries after the Nirvana. The passage quoted here is an abridged one.




