The Verse of the Lifespan of
the Thus-Come
Pierre Dôkan Crépon
Translated by Chris Preist

S

everal texts are recited in daily
ceremonies taking place in Soto
Zen temples and monasteries in
Japan. These include the Hannya
Shingyo, Dhāranīs, the Sandokai,
the Hokyozanmai, and sections of the Lotus
Sutra.
The Hannya Shingyo (The heart of wisdom
sutra, an abbreviation of Maka Hannya
Haramita Shingyo, the heart of perfection of
wisdom sutra) was the first sutra introduced to
European Zen dojos and is usually the only
one to be recited in simple ceremonies. The
heart sutra, like the teaching of Prajna
Paramita (Perfection of Wisdom) of which it is
a summary (the “heart”), is common to all
schools of Mahayana; there are many translations and commentaries available.
The Dhāranīs are untranslatable texts. They
are like mantras whose power lies in sound
and probably have pre-Buddhist origins. They
come from esoteric Buddhism and are now
used in Soto Zen. The Daihishin Dhāranī (Great
Compassionate Mind Dhāranī) is the most
widespread. It is recited daily or during specific ceremonies such as funerals. The Shōsaimyō
Kichijo Dhāranī (Wonderfully Beneficial Disaster
Preventing Dhāranī) is dedicated to Idaten and
is a very useful Dhāranī as it protects the temple from disasters. There are many other
Dhāranīs.
While the texts discussed above are
from Indian Buddhism, the Sandokai and

Hokyozanmai are two poems written in
Chinese, by Sekito Kisen and Tosan Ryokai respectively. These are two Chan masters of the
Tang period. These two texts are specific to the
Soto Zen lineage, both because Sekito and
Tosan are important masters of this lineage
and because these texts express its key characteristics. Generally they are recited alternately (odd and even days) before the dedication
that precedes the recitation of the line of
patriarchs.
These texts are quite widespread in the
practice of ritual in European Soto Zen, at least
in the larger temples and centers, and during
sesshins. This is less true of the verses from the
Lotus Sutra which we disuss here.
Firstly, we briefly look at a section taken
from Chapter XXV of the Lotus Sutra, called
“The Universal Gateway of Kanzeon
Bodhisattva.” The full title in Japanese is
Myôhôrengekyô Kanzeon bosatsu fumonbon ge
– which means "Verse of the Universal
Gateway of Kanzeon Bodhisattva Chapter of
the Lotus Sutra of the Wonderful Law" - which
abbreviates to Fumonbon ge. It describes the
protection that Kannon brings to beings that
call when faced with great diﬃculties (through
the phrase Nen pi Kannon riki, ”focus on the
power of Kannon,” which is repeated after a
description of various threats) . This text is also
considered a complete sutra called Kannon
gyo - this is the title Master Deshimaru used in
his commentary - and it is, like the Hannya
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Shingyo, widespread and recited daily throughout the Far-east. It is an invocation of the
compassionate power of the Bodhisattva who
Regards the cries of the world. It brings
comfort.
Next is a section from Chapter XVI of the
Lotus Sutra, called ”The Lifespan of the ThusCome.”The full title in Japanese Myôhôrengekyô
nyorai juryôhon ge – meaning “Verse of the
Lifespan of the Thus-Come chapter of the
Lotus Sutra of the Wonderful Law” – abbreviated Juryôhon ge. In this chapter, Shakyamuni
Buddha explains the immeasurable life of the
Thus-Come (translation of Tathagata – in other
words, the Buddha) in response to a question
put to him at the end of the previous chapter,
chapter XV, called “Arising from the earth.” We
must therefore start with a summary of this
chapter.

Arised from the earth
In Chapter XV a host of awakened beings
(bodhisattvas) – as many as grains of sand in
eight Ganges rivers – come from the realms of
the directions. They appear before Shakyamuni
Buddha and tell him that after his disappearance, they will zealously protect and preach
the Lotus Sutra in this Saha world. The Saha
World is the world in which we live and in
which the Buddha preached, a world of diﬃculties, sometimes translated as “endurance
world.”
The Buddha replies that there will be no
need to protect it, because in this world of diﬃculties there are already countless awakened
beings – as many as grains of sand in sixty
thousand Ganges rivers. They will be able to
protect it and preach it after his disappearance.
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Then, cracks appear in the earth and countless awakened beings come forth from the
space beneath, each with their retinue of followers. Some come with ten million myriad
billions of followers, others ten thousand
myriads, others ten million, a million, ten thousand, a hundred, ten, or five disciples, four,
three, two or one disciple, and others come
alone. (There is a rarely-observed humor in the
Lotus Sutra). These awakened beings greet and
pay homage to Shakyamuni Buddha. This host
of awakened beings has four leaders; the first
is named Superior Practice (Jogyo), the second
Infinite (or Limitless) Practice (Muhengyo), the
third Pure Practice (Jogyo), and the fourth Firm
(or pacifying) Practice (Anryugyo).
Putting their palms together, they ask, “Is
the World Honoured One comfortable, with
few ills, few worries? In teaching and converting living beings, can you do so without
fatigue and weariness? And do those you
must save receive instruction readily or not?
Does it not cause the World-Honoured One to
become weary and spent?”
The World Honoured reassures them that
he is comfortable, with few ills and worries,
and that beings can easily be converted and
saved. This is because, over the ages, they have
constantly received his action of salvation,
paid tribute to the Buddhas of the past and
planted good roots. As soon as they see and

hear the Buddha preach, they accept it with
faith (except those who follow the Lesser
Vehicle). Beings are easy to convert and save.
Maitreya, and many other awakened
beings, still have doubt and so question the
Buddha; “This multitude of awakened beings
who have suddenly sprung from earth, which
realms do they come from, and who has preached the Law to them?”
Shakyamuni Buddha says that these awakened beings have practiced wisdom for
countless eons; they were converted by him,
they are his children. They have focused on
deep understanding, avoiding crowds and too
much talking, living away from the everyday
world. They seek no support from men or
Devas, and apply themselves passionately to
the science of Buddha.
Maitreya is once again surprised: How can
the World Honored who left the palace and
achieved enlightenment forty years ago have
been able to bring countless beings to enlightenment? It's like a young man pointing out a
100 year old man and saying “This is my son,”
and the old man saying “This is my father, who
raised and taught me.” It's unbelievable: and
so too is the Buddha who has not practiced for
long enlightening this multitude of awakened
beings who have practiced for a myriad of
eons.

The Lifespan of the Thus-Come

The World Honoured
reassures them that he is
comfortable, with few ills and
worries, and that beings can
easily be converted and saved.

The Buddha begins replying by saying three
times that Maitreya must believe and understand these truthful words. He then describes
the secret of the Thus-Come: everyone thinks
that Shakyamuni, the Buddha of our time, left
his palace and instead sat, following the Way,
etc., but in fact it took countless thousands of
myriads of millions and billions of eons to
actually become Buddha, and since then it has
always been diﬃcult to preach the Law in this
world, to teach and to convert.
Since these countless eons of practice, the
Tathagata (the Thus-Come) has appeared in
diﬀerent places, at diﬀerent times, with diﬀerent names, and through various means has
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preached the subtle Law to ease the minds of
sentient beings. Because he sees that beings,
with meager merits and great imperfections,
content themselves with minor teachings he
preaches: “I left my family when I was young, I
became awakened, etc.” The Thus-Come
clearly sees that beings have many diﬀerent
natures, desires, practices, concepts and prejudices, and so he has preached many diﬀerent teachings. When he proclaims that he will
enter Extinction, it is also a means to convert
beings. Thus, although he realized enlightenment countless eons ago, he lets the people
believe that he enters into Extinction to aid
them.
The Buddha compares it to a doctor who,
to save his children from insanity, feigns death
to shock them into taking their medicine. The
Tathagata then continues his speech in verse as is usual in the Lotus Sutra – and it is these
closing verses that form the Juryohon ge text.
(You can find the complete translation on the
AZI website).

The importance of this teaching on the
Lifespan of the Tathagata is shown in the following chapter, Chapter XVII, “The Distinction
of Merits.” It says that “if any being, hearing that
the lifespan of the Buddha is so great, has even
a single thought of faith and understanding,
they will receive limitless merits.”
It makes clear that such merits are infinitely
superior to those gained by beings who have
practiced the five perfections for countless
eons.
So, ”if there are people who, hearing the
Buddha speak of the immensity of his age,
understand the scope of his claims, they will
receive limitless merits.”

The Lotus Sutra is inexhaustible
The Lotus Sutra has had many commentaries
made on it throughout the Far East, since its
translation into Chinese by Kumarajiva in the
year 406. It is considered the most important
of the sutras by the Tendai school (Tiantai in
Chinese) which was founded in China by Ziyi

Détail provenant du Sutra du Lotus – Époque Heian, XIIe siècle.
Detail from the Lotus Sutra – Heian Era, 12th century.
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So, ”if there are people who,
hearing the Buddha speak
of the immensity of his age,
understand the scope of his
claims, they will receive
limitless merits.”

in the sixth century and brought to Japan in
the early ninth century by Saicho. The Tendai
school had a major role in Japan, particularly
because all the great reformers of Japanese
Buddhism of the Middle Ages were trained in
it. These include Dogen, Eisai, Honen, and
Shinran. And also Nichiren, who emphasised
faith in the Lotus Sutra exclusively. But the
influence of the ”Lotus” was wider than this: it
infused Far-Eastern Buddhist spirituality, with
many philosophical texts, poems, and artworks explicitly referencing it.
Dogen clearly considered the Lotus Sutra as
the pinnacle of Buddhist scriptures, the “king
of sutras.” The “great doubt” that led him in his
youth to China came from the concept of original enlightenment (Hongaku) taught in
Tendai from the “Lotus”: “Since it is said that
human beings originally have Buddha nature,
why should we leave home and practice to
become Buddha?” He found the answer to his
question on his trip to China and always kept
a special respect and devotion to the Lotus
Sutra, saying: “Awakened beings are turned by
the Flower of the Law (Hokke : the “Lotus”) and
turn the Flower of the Law ... The Lotus is the
Law preached to Awakened beings.” (Hokke
ten Hokke, “The Lotus turns the Lotus”).

The Lotus Sutra and commentaries on it,
particularly those of the Tendai school, are an
important part of Dogen’s subject matter. He
quotes extensively and explicitly from it in the
Shobogenzo – especially from chapter XVI,
“The Lifespan of the Thus-Come.” He also
makes many references to it that may seem
confusing when you don’t know the source.
Part of the diﬃculty in reading Dogen comes
from our ignorance of his cultural milieu and
the writings he refers to.
”The Lifespan of the Thus Come,” chapter
has always been considered one of the key
teachings of the “Lotus”. Along with the previous chapter, “Arising from the earth”, it is
found at the beginning of the second part of
the sutra which contains the ultimate teaching. The Lotus has been divided into two
parts by Zhiyi. The first part – Chapters I to
XIV – is known as Shakumon, “provisional or
secondary teaching”; the second – Chapter XV
to XXVII – is known as Honmon, “original or
ultimate teaching”. “The Lifespan of the ThusCome” is at the heart of the fundamental revelation of the Lotus Sutra.
Like all great religious texts, the Lotus Sutra
opens up countless meanings, as is shown by
the many commentaries it has given rise to. It
is inexhaustible.

An enlightened vision of space and time
The image of bodhisattvas that arise from the
earth is strong and has fueled the imagination
of generations of Buddhists. The text emphasizes that these bodhisattvas do not come
from other worlds, but other realms of this
Saha world – this world of endurance, this
world of trouble, this world of samsara (of
birth and death) we live in and in which the
Buddha teaches.
However, the text states that they were
below this Saha World and dwelled in the space
of this world. The word ”space” opens to a deeper dimension. The word translated as ”space”
is ākāśa in Sanskrit, which Kumarajiva translated as Kokū in Sino-Japanese (ko and kū meaning both empty). It goes beyond our concept
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of a space that can be sensed, with direction in
it. Ākāśa is an absolute space, unconditioned,
and is not subject to appearance and disappearance. Ākāśa has been translated as ”ether”,
“empty space”, “meta-space”, ”unbounded”. It is
the absence that allows the manifestation of all
activities. For Dogen it is wisdom, the authentic body of the Buddha-Law that manifests
forms in response to things.
In this way, the bodhisattvas – awakened
beings – arise from our world, but specifically
from the infinite space which is both immanent and transcendant within it, that contains
the world and is contained by it, an absolute
space that is awakening. Bodhisattvas arise
from the space of awakening within our world:
awakened beings arise from Awakening.
Next comes the ultimate revelation; the
Tathagata reveals his immeasurable lifespan.
He establishes the ultimate dimension of awakening that goes beyond a human lifespan in
this Saha world – beyond the eighty years of
Shakyamuni’s life. This inconceivably long time
is the time of Awakening, the absolute time of
existence that encompasses past, present and
future.
The Lotus Sutra reveals an enlightened
vision of time and space – in other words a
view of time and space from the perspective
of Awakening. It is there where bodhisattvas
arise, there where there is “only Buddha with
Buddha” (Yuibutsu yobutsu). This is the unveiling of the universal and limitless dimension
of the Buddha.
That is why we chant the Juryohon ge,
”Verse of the Lifespan of the Thus-Come”
which begins:
Since I attained Buddahood,
the number of eons that have passed
is incalculable hundreds, thousands,
myriads,
and billions of long eons.
Constantly I have voiced the dharma,
teaching
countless millions of living beings,
so that they entered the Buddha way.
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