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The ‘stream of Dharma’ metaphor often occurs in the early layers of
the Buddha's teaching to illustrate how his followers may be carried to
the ocean of nirvana by implementing certain practices. A section found
in the Samyutta-nikaya, the ‘Ganges repetition’ (gangdapeyyala), is
devoted to these metaphors and receives interpretative attention in Pali
commentaries. Is this metaphor found in Mahayana Buddhist scholarly
works? If so, how is the metaphor used and what principles does its use
illustrate? This article compares the use of this metaphor among diverse
Mahayana Buddhist exegetes found in India, Tibet, China, and Japan.
It examines the use of this metaphor by select thinkers such as Zhiyi
(e, 538-97), Atisa (982—1054), Prajiiamukti (ca. 11th century), and
Nichiren (H3#, 1222-82) to demonstrate how this trope is appropriated
in Indian and East Asian forms of Buddhism. Further, the article
examines points of difference between these select scholars to illustrate
important distinctions between Indian Buddhist and East Asian Buddhist
soteriology.

HE ‘stream of Dharma’ metaphor often occurs in the early layers

of the Buddha’s teaching to illustrate how his followers may be
carried to the ocean of nirvana by implementing certain practices. The
metaphor in early usage occurs in Pali with compounds functioning as
adjectives that modify a pedagogical subject in the broader discourse
given by the Buddha. For example, in The Simile of the Great Log the
Buddha explains how right view (sammdditthi) leads to nibbana like a
wooden log floating in the Ganges River that “slants toward the ocean,
slopes toward the ocean, inclines toward the ocean (... samuddaninno
samuddapono samuddapabbharo)”.' The occurrences in the early
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discourses of the Buddha include the phrases “slant, incline, headed
toward” (ninna), “sloping” (pona),” and “bending, inclining, sloping”
(pabbhara).” The Pali expression ‘slanting’ (ninna)* also occurs in the
ancient hymns of the Vedas as ‘flowing down’ (nimnd). As Jurewicz
explains:

Waters freed by Indra symbolise waters that make the existence of
the world possible: these are rivers and rain. The idea of movement
downwards is ... present in the idea of rivers which have their sources
in the mountains and flow down to the ocean.... In [Vedic] hymns
the idea of waters conceived as flowing downwards is evoked in the
source domain of similes explaining the movement of Soma (most
frequently). This allows us to treat this image as conventional and
the direction downwards as the essential feature of the movement of
waters.’

This movement of rivers into the ocean is often a metaphor in early
Indian religious thought to convey ideas of downward flow, points
of convergence, cosmological homilies, and merging into the highest
Brahman.’

The historical Buddha Siddhatta Gotama frequently utilized the
metaphor of the slanting, sloping, and flowing downward of rivers into
the ocean in his teachings. As Jones explains:

This river and ocean metaphor appears so often in the Samyutta-
nikaya that it is called the ‘Ganges repetition’ (gangapeyyala),
appearing not only in reference to the eightfold path (atthangika
magga) (S 45:91 et seq.), but also in reference to the factors of
awakening (bojjhanga) (S 46: 131f.), to the establishments of
mindfulness (satipatthana) (S 47:51 et seq.), to the spiritual faculties
(bodhindriya) (S 48:71 et seq.), to the spiritual powers (bala) (S
50:55 et seq.), and to the bases for success (iddhipada) (S 51:33f et

seq.).

The metaphor is also applied by the Buddha to demonstrate that the
“principle of conditionality that underlies the movement of samsara also
undergrids the path to liberation”.* In a brief discourse found within the
Samyutta-nikaya known as the Upanisa Sutta, after the Buddha outlines
how conditions give rise to samsara he then presents the conditions for
what a number of Pali based scholars call ‘transcendental dependent
arising’ (lokuttara paticca-samuppada). The Buddha states:
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Just as, bhikkhus, when rain pours down in thick droplets on a
mountain top, the water flows down along the slope and fills the cleft,
gullies, and creeks; these being full fill up the pools; these being full
fill up the lakes; these being full fill up the streams; these being full
fill up the rivers; and these being full fill up the great ocean; so too ...
with suffering as a proximate cause, faith; with faith as a proximate
cause, gladness; with gladness as proximate cause, rapture; with
rapture as proximate cause, tranquillity; with tranquillity as proximate
cause, happiness; with happiness as proximate cause, concentration;
with concentration as a proximate cause, the knowledge and vision
of things as they really are; with the knowledge and vision of things
as they really are as proximate cause, revulsion; with revulsion as
proximate cause, dispassion; with dispassion as proximate cause,
liberation; with liberation as proximate cause, the knowledge of the
destruction [of the taints (a@sava)].’

The metaphor also appears in early discourses that discuss a disciple’s
progress along the eightfold path, in reference to Noble beings (arya)
such as Stream-enterers (Skt. srotaapanna) who have entered the stream
leading to the ocean of nibbana." Figure 1 provides an illustrative
representation of this spatial and dynamic metaphor in early Buddhist
discourses.

Figure 1. The ‘Stream of Dharma’ Metaphor in Early Buddhist

Discourses''
Stream Flow Ocean
dhamma Eightfold Path nibbana

The ‘stream of dharma’ metaphor occurs in later Buddhist discourses
as well. As the following brief selection of sources illustrates, the
metaphor of slanting, sloping, and flowing may include more than just
rivers and oceans. Likewise, the rivers flowing into the ocean metaphor
may occur in Buddhist Sanskrit literature and Mahayana s#tras in
a variety of different ways. For example, the Eight-Thousand Line
Perfection of Wisdom (Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamitd) provides an early
usage of the correlative compounds in chapter 15 of the discourse when
Subhiiti asks the Buddha how one should contemplate the Perfection of
Wisdom. The Buddha, instead of employing the ocean as a metaphor,
indicates cultivating Perfect Wisdom with the simile of space. The
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discourse in the chapter states:

Subhiiti: How does one consider the series of thoughts leading to
Omniscience?

The Blessed One replied: Subhiiti, through a series of thoughts
inclined to space, prone to space, sloping towards space, Subhiiti, is
how the series of thoughts are considered in leading to Omniscience.'”

Rather than the ocean, in the Perfection of Wisdom the metaphor is
space and the stream of practice leads to Omniscience (sarvajiata)
rather than nirvana."”

In The Concentration of Heroic Progress (Siramgamasamadhisitra),
the Buddha explains to the bodhisattva Drdhamati how a bodhisattva
who cultivates the heroic progress concentration will also achieve all
absorptions (dhyanas) and meditation attainments (samapatti). The
Buddha utilizes the river and ocean metaphor to illustrate the greatness
of the heroic progress concentration:

Just as springs, streams, rivers, tributaries, and water courses flow
into the great ocean (mahdasamudra), so all the bodhisattva possesses
in the way of absorptions (dhyanas) and attainments (samapattis) is
to be found in the Saramgamasamadhi."

In another early Mahayana sitra, the Infinite Jewels (Ratnakoti), the
Buddha explains to Mafijusri:

As an analogy, Mafijusri, consider rivers that have distinct names,
colors, and waters. When they flow into the ocean it becomes
impossible to differentiate them or identify them, saying, ‘This is
the Ganges,” ‘This is the Sita,” or ‘This is the Yamuna.’ Likewise,
Maijusri, within the Realm of Reality (dharmadhatu), things that
have different names cannot be distinctly labeled, saying, ‘These are
the attributes of ordinary beings, and here are those of the hearers,
solitary buddhas, bodhisattvas, and buddhas.’ 1

Although not utilizing the metaphor of the ocean and rivers, The
Inquiry of the Bodhisattva Gaganagariija (Gaganaganjapariprccha),
an important Mahayana sitra from the first or second century, utilizes
the phrases “slant, incline, headed toward” (rnimnata) and “bending,
inclining, sloping” (pragbhara) in its description of 32 purifications
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of memory. Among the 32, “inclination towards the dharma”
(dharmanimnata) and “disposition to the dharma” (dharmapragbharata)
are listed in the 28th section of the discourse.'’

The Mahaparinirvanasiitra provides another example of rivers
flowing into the ocean. In the sitra’s chapter on long life, the Buddha
addresses Kasyapa on the measureless lifespan of the Tathagata. The
Buddha says to Kasyapa:

Good son, it is like the eight great rivers that are named (1) the
Ganges, (2) the Yamuna, (3) the Sarabht, (4) the Aciravati, (5) the
Mahi, (6) the Indus, (7) the Vaksu, and (8) the Sita. These eight great
rivers and the lesser rivers all flow into the ocean. Kasyapa, so it is
with all among humans and in the heavens above the earth and sky.
Their life spans are like the great rivers. They all flow into the ocean
of the Tathagata’s life span. This is why the Tathagata’s life span is
measureless."’

In the Mahaparinirvanasiitra chapter on birds:

Also, next, O good man! It is as in the case in which all rivers drain
into the ocean. All siitras and samadhis flow into the Mahayana Great
Nirvana Sutra. How so? Because it ultimately expounds the Buddha-
Nature. That is why I say: “Some dharmas are eternal; some dharmas
are non-eternal. With non-Self, too, things amount to the same.” It is
thus that I say."®

This brief survey of Mahayana siitras on the metaphor of rivers flowing
into the ocean demonstrates that the structure of the metaphor depicting
certain practices leading to, or sloping toward, a higher aim or goal has
been maintained from the earlier teachings found in common forms of
Buddhism. The Mahayana sitras have adapted the metaphor of rivers
flowing into the ocean to illustrate the superiority of the teachings
they advocate, whether that teaching concerns Omniscience, a special
concentration, or the lifespan of the Tathagata.

The adaptation of this metaphor by Mahayana Buddhist authors
seems to follow the pattern established in Mahayana sifras. Among
traditional Mahayana Buddhist authors, the 10th century Bengali master
Atisa Dipamkarasrijiiana (982—1054 CE), his disciple Prajhamukti (ca.
11th century), and Ati$a’s early Tibetan Kadampa followers provide
a case study for how this metaphor is understood in Indo-Tibetan
Mahayana Buddhist exegesis. From the perspective of East Asian
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Mahayana Buddhist exegesis, the masters Zhiyi (578, 538-97 CE) and
Nichiren (H3#, 1222-82 CE) provide an alternative account of the rivers
and ocean metaphor.

Atisa, also known as Dipamkarasrijiana, is a famous pre-modern
Indian Buddhist master from Bengal known for his journeys in
Indonesia and Nepal. In the last 13 years of his life, he became one of
the most influential Indian Buddhist masters ever to set foot in Tibet."
Among his numerous writings, Atisa composed a short work in 28
verses on the Madhyamaka, or Middle Way, theory and practice of the
two realities known as Entry to the Two Realities (Satyadvayavatara).
This versified work on the conventional and ultimate reality outlines the
characteristics of these two realities and also presents Atisa’s views on
valid cognition and reasoning. In the latter part of the 16th verse of the
Entry to the Two Realities, Atisa makes the following statement:

The articles of Dharma are said to number 84,000. All of them are
inclined toward and lead to this [ultimate] reality. (vv. 16¢c—e)™

An autocommentary to the Entry to the Two Realities attributed to
Atisa is not extant, but this verse is commented upon by his early
Tibetan Kadampa (bka’ gdams pa) followers. In the late 11th century
Tibetan commentary Collection on the Two Realities, the anonymous
author comments on Atisa’s statement that the number of the Buddha’s
teachings is 84,000, and then elaborates on the ‘system of inclination’
(gzhol lugs). The commentary states:

Well then, if one thinks of how the other 84,000 articles of the
Buddha’s Dharma are considered as teaching, the text states, “the
articles of Dharma are said to number 84,000. All of them are
continually inclined toward and directly lead to this [ultimate] reality.”
The meaning of “all” is said to be however much is the measure of
the article of Abhidharma or however many pronouncements were
taught, and this merely indicates that the articles of Dharma are
immeasurable.

The system of inclination (gzhol lugs): through the teaching of
worldly karma, cause and effect, and so forth, [the teaching] entirely
proceeds to emptiness (stong pa nyid = Sunyata). In relation to
this, even [if] not [initially] proceeding [to realizing emptiness, the
teaching] is inclined to the aim of the three vehicles, the vehicles
of the sravaka and pratyekabuddha are inclined toward the Great
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Vehicle, the four immeasurables of the Great Vehicle are inclined
toward the awakening mind (byang chub kyi sems = bodhicitta), the
awakening mind inclines one toward the activity of a bodhisattva,
the activity-factors of method up through concentration (bsam gtan
~ dhyana) are inclined toward and lead to the realization of reality
(chos nyid = dharmata). [As it is said,] “the latter arises dependent
upon the former,” and also for the three things that create merit (i.e.,
generosity, discipline, and meditation), the former are inclined toward
the latter. Likewise for the three trainings [of morality, concentration,
and wisdom]. The accumulation of merit is inclined toward the
accumulation of wisdom. The [understanding of] the selflessness of
the person is inclined [toward understanding] the essencelessness of
things.”

In this excerpt from the commentary, the Tibetan Kadampa commentator
interprets the major categories of Mahayana Buddhist teachings in terms
of one set of practices leading, or inclining, a practitioner toward higher
levels of practice culminating in the realization of emptiness (sinyata).
Prajiiamukti, an Indian Buddhist disciple of Atisa’s who was among his
entourage in Tibet, employs the rivers flowing into ocean metaphor in
his Commentary on [Atisa’s] Special Instructions on the Middle Way
(Madhyamakopadesavrtti). Prajiamukti states:

[A]lthough there are distinctions of wisdom, the Realm of Reality
(dharmadhatu) is naturally one. Although the Ganges, Sindhu, Vaksu,
and so forth are different rivers, they are naturally one with the great
ocean. As it is said, “Separate lineages are not proper, because the
Realm of Reality (dharmadhdtu) does not have distinctions. The
divisions are declared by distinguishing the supported dharmas.””

Prajiamukti cites a verse from the first chapter of the Maitreya’s
Ornament for Clear Realization™ in conjunction with the use of
metaphor to illustrate that the state of awakening is comparable to the
oceanic Realm of Reality (dharmadhatu) that does not have distinctions.
The distinctions in wisdom among different individuals are comparable
to rivers that are different but ultimately have the same nature as the
ocean.

An early extant Kadampa commentary on the Satyadvayavatara,
Sherab Dorjé’s Explanation of Atisa’s ‘Entry to the Two Realities’,
attributed to Naljorpa Sherap Dorjé (ca. 1125), who was a direct disciple
of Sharawa Yonten Drak (1070-141), provides a brief exegesis on
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Atisa’s verse. Naljorpa Sherap Dorjé states:

“Inclining toward [ultimate] reality” means that all of whatever virtue
within the Middle Way view is conventional, like an illusion, yet
ultimately is consumed in lacking any intrinsic essence, as the real
nature of things moves to the body of the continuum of the Truth
body (dharmakaya). “Leading” means that the direct primary cause
up until the level of the vajra-like concentration is the present moment
meditation on [ultimate] reality by non-conceptual [cultivation].
[Ultimate] reality is the cause of directly realizing emptiness.
“Leading” means when merely attaining the Truth body, one proceeds
or dissolves into the essence of the nature of reality (dharmata).*

In this commentary the 12th century Tibetan Kadam master explicitly
states that the cognitions which lead, or are inclined, to realizing
emptiness are non-conceptual in nature (i.e., nirvikalpa-jiiana). Naljorpa
Sherap Dorjé interprets non-conceptual realizations as leading and
inclining one toward the oceanic Truth body (dharmakaya) following
the metaphor of rivers flowing into the ocean.

A cumulative example of the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tradition
exegesis of the rivers into ocean metaphor is found in the work of the
great Tibetan polymath historian and exegete Butdn Rinchen Drup (bu
ston rin chen grub, 1290-364). Buton brings a number of elements
concerning the tilting stream of dharma into his exemplary discussion of
Dharma-as-Scripture (agamadharma).” On this point his Chronicle of
Buddhism in India and Tibet (chos ’byung) states:

Dharma-as-Scripture consists of discussions that engage with
qualities of realization. In this regard there are verbal expressions
which are concordant with latencies that arise from conceptual
elaboration (praparica) and those concordant with the Realm of
Reality (dharmadhatu). The first, since they are concordant with
a variety of things such as horses, oxen, etc., and correspond with
cyclic existence (samsara), are worldly expressions. The second are
expressions within the 12 divisions of the Buddha’s teaching, and
occur as concordant with realizing suchness (dharmata) or occur as
concordant with realizing the Realm of Reality. The Distinguishing
the Middle from the Extremes (Madhyantavibhaga) states, “It is
the foremost aim which flows from that” and the Clear Meaning
Commentary states, “It is concordant as a cause of [realizing] the
realm of reality.” The Pandit Sunayasr1 states, “All teachings have
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as their basis the realization of emptiness. Similar to three birds
— small, medium, or large — flying through the sky, the three
types of awakening are attained by realizing the selflessness of the
person, the essencelessness of perceived objects, and both kinds of
essencelessness.” Since it is concordant with nirvana it is called a
“supermundane expression.” The Mahaparinirvana [siitra] states,
“Just as the four great rivers descend, flow, and are inclined toward
the ocean, likewise all teachings descend, flow, and are inclined
toward nirvana.”*

In brief, the late Indian Buddhist and early Tibetan Kadampa
interpretation of the rivers flowing into the ocean metaphor is
interpreted mainly in terms of cognitions leading to the realization of
ultimate reality as emptiness, or its synonym, the Realm of Reality
(dharmadhatu). Figure 2 depicts the ‘Stream of Dharma’ metaphor
found within Indian and Tibetan Buddhist traditions.

Figure 2. The ‘Stream of Dharma’ Metaphor in Indo-Tibetan

Buddhist Discourses
Stream Flow Ocean
dharma non-conceptual cognition Realm of Reality
(dharmadhatu)

For the East Asian Buddhist perspective I briefly examine the use
of the river and ocean metaphor in the thought of Nichiren (H3#) and
Zhiyi (%'8f). Nichiren and Zhiyi are influenced by the Lotus Sitra in
their understanding and use of the metaphor. The twenty-second chapter
of the Lotus Sitra in Sanskrit, or the 23rd in Kumarajiva’s Chinese
translation, employs the metaphor of rivers and oceans to indicate the
superiority of the Lotus Siitra. The siitra states in that chapter:

Just as the great ocean, Naksatrarajasamkusumitabhijfia, surpasses
all springs, streams, and tanks, so, Naksatrarajasamkusumitabhijfia,
this Dharmaparyaya of the Lotus of the True Law surpasses all Sttras
spoken by the Tathagata.”’

Nichiren appropriates the metaphor of rivers flowing into the ocean in
a number of his writings.” He comments on the above passage of the
Lotus Siitra in his writing The Essence of the “Medicine King” Chapter
(Yakuo-bon tokui sho [3£F.i45 % 45]) where he states:
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This chapter, the “Medicine King,” contains ten analogies, the
first of which is the analogy of the great ocean.... Among all the
sutras, such as the Flower Garland Sutra, the Agama sutras, the
Correct and Equal sutras, the Wisdom, Profound Secrets, Amida,
Nirvana, Mahavairochana, Diamond Crown, Susiddhikara, and
Secret Solemnity sutras, all the sutras preached by the Thus Come
One Shakyamuni, all the sutras preached by the Thus Come One
Mahavairochana, all the sutras preached by the Thus Come One
Amida, all the sutras preached by the Thus Come One Medicine
Master, and all the sutras preached by the various Buddhas of the
three existences of past, present, and future — among all these sutras,
the Lotus Sutra stands foremost. Thus these other sutras are analogous
to the large rivers, middle-sized rivers, and small rivers, while the
Lotus Sutra is likened to the great ocean.”

Nichiren further elaborates on this metaphor as found in the ‘Medicine
King’ chapter of the Lotus Siitra in his extensive writing The Unanimous
Declaration. In this work, written at Minobu in 1279, Nichiren explains:

In the “Medicine King” chapter of the Lotus Sutra, ten similes are
employed to indicate how superior is the power and function of the
teachings pertaining to the Buddha’s enlightenment in comparison to
the teachings intended for the instruction and conversion of others.
The first of these likens the other sutras to the various rivers and
streams, and the Lotus Sutra to the great ocean. (This summarizes
the meaning of the passage.) For in truth, although the various waters
that are the sutras concerned with instruction and conversion of
others flow unceasingly day and night into the great ocean that is the
Lotus Sutra, the teaching pertaining to the Buddha’s enlightenment,
the ocean never grows in size or diminishes. In this it displays the
wondrous nature of its function. But the various waters that are the
other sutras cannot even for an instant encompass the great ocean of
the Lotus Sutra. The relative superiority of the teachings pertaining
to the Buddha’s enlightenment as compared to the teachings for
instruction and conversion of others is thus as indicated in this simile.
This one simile may be taken as representative of the others in the
series.”

In this writing, Nichiren outlines how the simile of the rivers flowing
into the ocean indicates both the encompassment of other sitras, which
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are likened to rivers, as well as the superiority of the oceanic Lotus
Siitra based on the power and function of the teachings pertaining to the
Buddha’s enlightenment. As Nichiren indicates, the great ocean that is
the Lotus Siitra, the teaching pertaining to the Buddha’s enlightenment,
is like the ocean in that it never grows in size or diminishes. This
quality of neither increasing nor decreasing is also listed among the
eight mysterious qualities that Nichiren discusses in his writing The
Universal Salty Taste which also compares the ocean to the Lotus Siitra.
As Nichiren states in this writing:

The ocean has eight mysterious qualities. First, it gradually becomes
deeper. Second, being deep, its bottom is hard to fathom. Third, its
salty taste is the same everywhere. Fourth, its ebb and flow follows
certain rules. Fifth, it contains various treasure storehouses. Sixth,
creatures of great size exist and dwell in it. Seventh, it refuses to
house corpses. Eighth, it takes in all rivers and heavy rainfall without
either increasing or decreasing.’’

Of course, it is important to recognize that when Nichiren mentions the
words ‘Lotus Sitra’ he often understands this as a synonym for daimoku
or the title ‘Nam-Myoho Renge Kyo’. For Nichiren, the daimoku is
the means for all sentient beings to directly instantiate the wisdom of
all buddhas during the Mappo era, or Final Dharma age.” Nichiren’s
understanding of the Lotus Sitra’s title includes the principle that the
Lotus Siitra encompasses all other Buddhist teachings. Among the three
meanings of myo found in the daimoku is the connotation of ‘perfectly
encompassing’.”’ Nichiren states in The Daimoku of the Lotus Sutra:

Mpyo in India is rendered as sad, and in China, as miao. Myo means to
be fully endowed, which in turn has the meaning of “perfect and full.”
Each word and each character of the Lotus Sutra contains within it
all the 69,384 characters that compose the sutra. To illustrate, one
drop of the great ocean contains within it the waters of all the various
rivers that flow into the ocean™

In this regard Nichiren explains in the same discourse how the daimoku
is like the ocean in its encompassment of blessings. Nichiren writes:

Question: How great are the blessings contained within the five
characters of Myoho-renge-kyo?
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Answer: The great ocean contains all the numerous rivers that flow
into it, the great earth contains all sentient and insentient beings,
the wish-granting jewel is capable of showering down innumerable
treasures, and the heavenly king Brahma rules over all the threefold
world. The five characters of Myoho-renge-kyo are comparable to
these. All beings of the nine worlds, as well as those in the world of
Buddhahood, are contained within them. And since all beings of the
Ten Worlds are contained within them, so are their environments.”

Along these lines, Nichiren does not appear to directly relate the
metaphor of the ocean to the Realm of Reality, or Dharma-realm
(dharmadhatu), in his writings. However, he does discuss the relation
between the daimoku and the Realm of Reality. He states in The Record
of the Orally Transmitted Teachings while describing the five main
characters of the daimoku:

In the mirror of myé are reflected the wonders of the Dharma-realm;
in the mirror of /6 is reflected the entity or essence of the Dharma-
realm; in the mirror of ren are reflected the effects of the Dharma-
realm; in the mirror of ge are reflected the causes of the Dharma-
realm; and in the mirror of kyo are reflected the words and sounds of
the ten thousand phenomena.™

The Tiantai master Zhiyi (%) appears to only briefly allude to the
rivers into the ocean metaphor in his works.”” Nevertheless, Zhiyi’s
understanding is conveyed by Nichiren as stated in The Selection of the
Time, (Senji sho [$EIE35]):

In the twenty volumes composing these two works, Profound
Meaning and Words and Phrases, he [i.e., Zhiyi] likened the
teachings of all the other sutras to streams and rivers, and the Lotus
Sutra to the great ocean. He demonstrated that the waters that make
up the Buddhist teachings of all the worlds of the ten directions flow,
without the loss of a single drop, into that great ocean of the Lotus
Sutra.*®

In brief, Zhiyi also utilizes the metaphor to indicate that all other
Buddhist teachings lead to the oceanic Lotus Sitra. While Zhiyi’s
Profound Meaning and Words and Phrases only briefly mentions the
metaphor in passing, Nichiren references the rivers flowing into ocean
metaphor numerous times in his writing. Nichiren’s attraction to the
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metaphor of the ocean in explaining the Lotus Sitra may reflect his
life experience of being born on the Boso Peninsula (FB#::5, Boso-
hanto) in Japan among a family of fisherman. The ocean’s profundity
and vastness would be immediately visible to him on a daily basis while
he came of age and during the time of his initial education at Seichoji
temple in the region.

The metaphor of rivers and oceans would come to shape Nichiren’s
articulation of his understanding of the Lotus Sitra, the Gohonzon of
Nam-myoho-renge-kyo in the form of a mandala, as all-encompassing
and leading to direct and immediate attainment of Buddhahood (jikitatsu
shokan). In Nichiren’s understanding, when the ocean of the Lotus Siitra
is embraced, the practitioner instantaneously attains enlightenment.
This is also known as juji soku kanjin, which literally means ‘embracing
the Gohonzon is in itself enlightenment’. In this way, for Nichiren, the
Lotus Sitra in the Mappo era is an all-encompassing oceanic presence
that leads the practitioner to direct and immediate enlightenment. Figure 3
depicts the ‘Stream of Dharma’ metaphor found in Nichiren’s thought.

Figure 3. The ‘Stream of Dharma’ Metaphor in Nichiren’s Thought

Stream Flow Ocean

\

Various sitras Various sitras Lotus Sutra/Daimoku/
Myoho-renge-kyo

In sum, in the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist understanding of the rivers
flowing into ocean metaphor, Atisa and his Tibetan followers utilize
the metaphor to indicate progressive practices that lead one to the non-
conceptual realization of emptiness that is equated with the Realm of
Reality (dharmadhatu). The East Asian Buddhist understanding of the
metaphor, represented by Nichiren, and to a lesser extent Zhiyi, employs
the metaphor to illustrate the superiority of the oceanic Lotus Sitra that
never increases nor decreases in its stature, and instantiates the wisdom
of all buddhas through the recitation of daimoku. As shown here through
selected sources, there are key differences between the utilization of the
same metaphor in the Indo-Tibetan and East Asian forms of Buddhism.
The trends of interpretation may be based not only on received
tradition, geographical location, and historical timeframe, but also
one’s environmental conditions to shape how the ‘rivers into the ocean’
metaphor is utilized and which aspects of the metaphor are emphasized.
Nichiren places emphasis on the ocean while Indian Buddhist sources



220 THE TILTING STREAM OF DHARMA METAPHOR IN MAHAYANA BUDDHIST EXEGESIS

recognize numerous well-known rivers such the Ganges. Another
notable difference between the traditions in interpreting the metaphor is
that the time-honored Indian Buddhist interpretative tradition privileges
gradual realization through progressive practice and realization, while
East Asian Buddhist traditions may focus on sudden realization as
exemplified in the understanding of Nichiren.
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zhes bye brag tu dbye ba’am tha dad du byar mi nus so / / ’jam dpal de bzhin du
ming tha dad pa’i chos rnams kyang chos kyi dbyings la 'di ni so so’i skye bo’i
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chos rnams so zhe’am | nyan thos dang / rang sangs rgyas dang | byang chub
sems dpa’ dang | sangs rgyas kyi chos rnams so zhes tha dad par gdags par mi
nus so /. English translation Dharmachakra Translation Committee (2022) with
slight modification. Cf. Baoji sanmei wenshu shi li pusa wen fashen jing $5HE =
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po): bcom ldan ’das kyi bka’ stsal pa | "od srung chen po dang rus gcig pa dper
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pa chu klung chen po [p.103] rnams dang / chu bran gzhan rnams rgya mtsho
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sku tshe ring ngo / /.

Mahdaparinirvanasitra, K %155 58, 48 (B 14) T12, no. 375, p. 655,
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thams cad ni rgya mtsho’i khongs su 'dus so / | rigs kyi bu de bzhin du mdo sde
thams cad dang | ting nge ’dzin thams cad dang /| theg pa chen po ni yongs su mya
ngan las 'das pa chen po’i mdo chen po 'di’i khongs su 'dus so / / ci’i phyir zhe
na/ 'di las de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po shin tu yongs su mthar thug pa gsal bas
bstan pa’i phyir te / mchog tu mthar phyin pa gang yin pa de ni rgyu zhes bya’o /
/ de bas na chos kha cig ni mi rtag la chos kha cig ni rtag ces bya’o / /.

See Apple (2019) on the life and teachings of Atisa.

Apple (2018), 159; Satyadvayavatara, v. 16¢c—e: chos nyid phung po brgyad khri
dang / | bzhi stong gsung pa thams cad ni / /| chos nyid 'di la gzhol zhing "bab / /.
Tibetan commentary Collection on the Two Realities (fol. 11a-b), for Tibetan
edition see Apple (2013), 520-21; for annotated English translation see Apple
(2018), 159.

Prajiiamukti, Madhyamakopadesavrtti, English translation Apple (2018), 288.
Apple (2018), 416, note 772: Abhisamayalamkara 1.39 (Stcherbatsky and
Obermiller 1929, 6): dharma-dhator asambhedat gotrabhedo na yujyata /
adheyadharmabhedat tu tadbhedah paragiyate //. English translation Sparham
(20006), 1, 84-85. Cited also in Atisa’s Bodhipathapradipaparnjika (Sherburne
2000, 116).

Rnal ’byor pa shes rab rdo rje, 49a7:// de la chos nyid la gzhol ba [SDA 16¢]
zhes bya ba ni / dge ba ci byed pa thams cad dbu ma’i lta bas kun rdzob sgyu ma
Ita bu don dam par rang bzhin med par zin pas chos nyid chos kyi sku’i brgyud
pa’i [49a8] skur ’gro ba’o // ’ba’ ba [SDA 16e] zhes byas ni / dngos kyi rgyu de
rdo rje lta bu’i ting nge 'dzin man chad nas | da Ita mi rtog pas chos nyid sgom pa
yvan chad de | chos nyid stong pa nyid dngos su rtogs pa’i rgyu’o // *bab pa zhes
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bya [49b1] chos sku thob tsam na | chos nyid kyi ngo bor song ba "am thim pa’o / /.
Buswell and Lopez (2014) s.v. agamadharma (T. lung gi chos, C. jiaofa, J. kyoho,
#Hik), adhigamadharma (T. rtogs pa’i chos; C. zhengfa; J. shoho, F&17%).

Bu ston Rin chen grub (1290-1364), 1988, 12.4-15: lung gi chos mtshan nyid ni
/ rtogs pa’i chos la ‘jug pa’i rjod byed do | | de la spros pa las byung ba’i bag
chags dang | chos kyi dbyings kyi rgyu mthun pa las byung ba’i mngon brjod do /
/ dang po ni / rta dang glang po chen la sogs pa’i gtam sna tshogs pa ste | "khor
ba dang chos mthun pas jig rten pa’i mngon brjod ces kyang bya’o | | gnyis pa
ni / gsung rab yan lag bcu gnyis te / | de yang chos nyid rtogs par byed pa’i rgyu
mthun nam | chos dbyings rtogs pa’i rgyu mthun las byung bas der brjod de /
rgyu mthun don gyi mchog nyid dang / | zhes dbus mthar byung zhing / don gsal
‘grel par chos kyi dbyings kyi rgyu mthun par gyur pa zhes so / |/ pandi ta su nya
Sri’i zhal snga nas chos thams cad stong nyid rtogs pa’i rtsa ba can yin te | bya
chung ’bring che gsum nam mkha’la "phur ba Iltar byang chub gsum gang zag gi
bdag med dang gzung ba bdag med pa dang bdag med gnyis ka rtogs pas thob
bo | | zhes gsungs so | | de myang ’das dang chos mthun pas ’jig rten las 'das pa’i
mngon brjod ces bya ste | myang ‘das las chu bo chen po bzhi rgya mtshor bab
"bab gzhol ba de bzhin du chos thams cad mya ngan “das par bab "bab gzhol zhes
gsungs so / /.

Saddharmapundarikasiitra (Chap. 22, Vaidya, p. 240, tadyathapi nama
naksatrarajasamkusumitabhijiia sarvesamutsasarastadaganam mahdasamudro
mirdhapraptah, evameva naksatrardjasamkusumitabhijiia sarvesam
tathagatabhasitanam sitrantanamayam saddharmapundariko dharmaparyayo
mirdhapraptah); Cf. The Lotus Sutra (Kubo and Yuyama 1993, 299);
Miaofalianhua jing 3P TERE (T. n0.262, 9, 54a19: 15 L3, Bn—4)) 1 FiLi
AR R o REERIMEANE . FARRUR RS T AR

Cf. Lopez and Stone (2019), 48, 73, 229, 233, 236, 255.

The Essence of the “Medicine King” Chapter (Yakuo-bon tokui sho [ 3£ £ i 1%
1], 1499; WND-IL, 91-93); H # K H N5 424 Nichiren Daishonin gosho
zenshu, 1499: O anl2+DEA Y . FE-KMEOE, (W) HHETH O HEREE -
BTk - 7 SERE - MRS - PRI - PTORFERE - PRERRE - RH#E - SWITHES -
IR - FRAESF O PN R D FTH O —L)FE - K H AR O O —H#E -
FTBRFEAR O PO —Y)%E - FEEAROFTH O —E0%E - # - BUE - Kk=
D FHALFTH O —PIFE DO IS ERERR S — % ) B EEHRIER - i - )
WREOM UEFERIIRBEOUM LAFE LI 2D .

The Unanimous Declaration by the Buddhas of the Three Existences regarding
the Classification of the Teachings and Which Are to Be Abandoned and Which
Upheld (Sansei shobutsu sokanmon kyoso hairyu [ = T35 % 3 SC B BE . ],
571; WND-II, 856); H i K# NI 44 Nichiren Daishonin gosho zenshu, 571:
EEMIETRE D TAEfF LU O NHOBELZHED F—0BIZR G
FEFFEAKR O CFEERIRIBON L RRINE, FICHITOEERF ORI
MDFERFEDRKE AD B 2 EBBITHEZ 3 A S & 3ED B 57§ A 3
DM 2T, HREORKIIFREOR S FERORMEWL L2 LML BT
LAt & DR DL —% LLTaH% B4 L. The attribution of this writing
to Nichiren is not accepted by all modern scholars, see Yamagami 2013.

The Universal Salty Taste (Doitsu kammi gosho [ [f)—HgWRAIZE: |, 1447; WND-I,
39); H#EKH N#ZE44E Nichiren Daishonin gosho zenshu, 1447: K#EIZI\OA
BEd D, — G i@ L - 3R LOR 2 A8 L =123 H U —ig
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DR D - TUSITEIRD 28 X3 - AICRIHBEOERAD - SICIEKFOR
IS TR - BIIEERZEO 3 - NIE T iAN Z % L& T
AN .

On mappo (mofa, #ik) in Buddhist eschatology see Apple (2010). For an

overview of the role of mappo in Nichiren’s teachings see Lopez and Stone

(2019, 21-22, 47, 88, 119, 231). On the historical development and East Asian

formalization of this cosmological notion see Nattier (1991).

» Lopez and Stone (2019), 48.

* The Daimoku of the Lotus Sutra (Hokekyo daimoku sho [:3E8¢58 H$5]; WND-I,

146); H K5 NHIE 44 Nichiren Daishonin gosho zenshu, 944: 1% & 13 K212

WBEEZWELICEBEZ OB EZEOHR L) B dMmo®ke ), HIER

D——DOXLF - —=F—PIROANTNTZANTUTEEMND-), E2 TR

D —i ORI~ DI DK %N .

The Daimoku of the Lotus Sutra (Hokekyo daimoku sho [ {E#RGE H S |; WND-I,

143); H K8 ANHFE 424 Nichiren Daishonin gosho zenshu, 942: 19 Tz { i)

PSHIERRO R FIE W IEL OYfEEZ B S D725 0, B2 T KilEIER

WAEMD D KA IFEH LT MEERITMEZN LEEI= R 23

FTIEHERO AT E AL OWM L —Y OISR DR IALE M. T 5

T UL RO O FE 1 %2 I

* Nichiren (H ), The Record of the Orally Transmitted Teachings (2004, 51); 7l
FI 5% b Ongikuden makiage, 724: W OFEIIFER O EGE L TR - FOH
WIZEROERZ T - EOFUFER O R ZEN - FOHFIIZBEROR % T
N BROFEIIIHEOEE LTI .

" Words and Phrases {:330h); T1718.34.0094c27-¢29: FEUIAAEAL £ 5 LR
Lz, S, BB, MK AN MR bz IR A i SR AR
N4 7 5o Profound Meaning 3 %3% T1716.33.0811c04-5: % H, =fix
fifile H NGz REDMEOZEA, ARG,

* The Selection of the Time (Senji sho [{W:45], 256; WND-I, 556); H A5 A\ i)
424 Nichiren Daishonin gosho zenshu 269: ¥%3% « XA O &1 —I#%
DOLEILE L CTHEERE2 KIS Z T HROALEORZ DS 708
SR DO KIMEIZ AN ST
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