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In Mahayana Buddhism, the ultimate point of arrival of all living beings is

considered to be the attainment of. Buddhahood. "All living beings are posses-

sed of a Buddha nature" has become a generally accepted dictum, through

the pervasive influence of the Tat hagatagarbha Doctrine which originated

in India and developed further in Chinese and Japanese Buddhisml). And in

this light, the ultimate aim of each and every living being is the realization

of that inherent Buddha nature, viz., the attainment of Buddhahood itself.

In the Theravada tradition, the ultimate end-point of all Buddhist practice is

likewise understood to be the attainment of Buddhahood, but only for a few

select individuals2). The aim considered for the general run of living beings

is arhantship, which is equivalent to the attainment of nibbana3). Needless to

say, in the Theravada, the Buddha par excellence is Gotama himself, who

through his countless meritorious acts throughout his many rebirths earned for

himself this superhuman state, whereby he now deserves the admiration

and veneration of every living being4).

In this paper we will examine a Mahayana and a Theravada treatise respec-

tively, to set in relief their common elements as well as their differences on

this very central aspect of Buddhism, i. e. the notion of Buddhahood.

1. The Ratnagotravibhaga and Buddhahood

The Ratnagotravibhaga-Mahayanottaratantracastra, as the very title sug-

gests, is a treatise that expounds the ultimate meaning, the quintessence of the

Mahayana teaching. It was written in India most probably by Saramati, a later
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contemporary of Vasubandhu, put into its present from approximately around

the early 5th century5). It presupposes the doctrine of sunyata, and centers its

teaching on the dictum that all living beings are (possessed of) Tathagatagar-

bha (sarvasattvas tathagatagarbhah). Considering the content of the treatise

as a whole we can say that its central concern is the exposition of the nature

of Buddhahood as such, in which is found the quintessence of Mahayana tea-

hing.

In the prefatory part of the treatise homage is given to the Three jewels,

and we find the following lines:

yo buddhatvam anadimadhyanidhanam cantam vibuddhah svazam buddhva cabudha-
bodhanartham abhayam margam dideca dhruvam/

tasmai jnanakrpasivajravaradhrgduhkhankuraikacchide nanadrgganahopagudhavimati-

prakarabhettre namah//

anena kith darcayati/

asamskrtam anabhogam aparapratyayoditam/

buddhatvam jnanakarunyacaktyupetarh dvayarthavat/

(Johnston ed. p. 7: 9-15)

To the one who has realized Buddhahood

Without beginning, middle nor end, and is tranquil,

Who, coming to realization by himself

Taught the Path, without fear, eternal,

In order to bring to realization the unenlightened/

To him who, having at hand the wonderful sword and thunderbolt

Of wisdom and Compassion, cuts into pieces

All sprouts of suffering

And breaks the wall of doubts and delusions

Concealed in the forest of various views

To him I pay homage.

What is taught by this (verse)?

Buddhahood itself is immutable, without effort

Having attained realization without depending on others
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And is endowed with Wisdom and Compassion and Power (coming from both)
And fulfils a double benefit.

This verse is in homage to the Eternal Buddha, understood already on a me-

taphysical plane of existence. This verse as such (together with the subsequent

commentary verse quoted in the latter part above) forms a compact summary

of the entire treatise for us, as all the important elements to be expounded

more in detail throughout the treatise are already alluded to here. The Teachi-

ng of the Path (i. e. Dharma) finds its origin in this Eternal Buddha, and the

Dharma in turn becomes the basis for the advent of the Sangha or the com-

munity of seekers of Enlightenment. (See Verse 3, Johnston text p.7: 1-4)

The Eternal Buddha (or Buddhahood=the realized world of Enlightenment.)

which is the central topic here, is first declared to be absolutely tranquil, and

without any trace of activity or effort (canta=asarhskrta=anabhoga), and

yet as constantly in activity towards the enlightenment of the unenlightened

(abudhabodhanartha). In passing let us note here that we are confronted with

a conceptual contradiction, i. e. the application of two contradictory concepts

on the same subject, viz., Buddhahood: "without any trace of activity" and yet
"constantly in activity".

The commentary verse above mentions the twofold purpose or benefit (dva-

yartha) of the activity of the Eternal Buddha, and turning to the main verse

we see this in the distinction between the act of self-enlightenment and the

activity towards the enlightenment of others (svayam buddhva cabudhabodha-

nartha). This twofold benefit of the ceaseless activity of the Eternal Buddha

is elaborated further in the later part of the treatise dealing with the Qualities

of Buddhahood (buddhagunavibhaga).

svarthah pararthah paramarthakayas
tadacrita samvrtikayata ca/

(Johnston text p. 91: 5-6)
"Self-benefit" and "benefit for others"

(That is to say,) the Body of Supreme Truth

And the Worldly Bodies which are based upon this.
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The distinction between the bodies of the Buddha, developed into the classic

Threefold Buddha-body Doctrine, is thus explained here based on the twofold

benefit of the ceaseless activity of the Quiescent and Eternal Buddha. In the

cited text above we read "self-benefit" as applying to the Body of Supreme

Truth, understood as the Essence of Buddhahood or Enlightenment Itself, and
"benefit for others" as something applied to the Bodies of Worldly Emanation,

which appear in the different worlds to lead others to the Supreme Enlighten-

ment. This verse is still indicative of that stage of thought before the differen-

tiation into the threefold-body doctrine, wherein a twofold-body theory was

sufficient for explanation.

The further division into the three bodies, however, is also found in ourr tre-

atise in prose commentary in the second chapter dealing with Enlightement

(bodhi).

ya savasanaklecajneyavaranavimoksad
anavaranadharmakayapraptir iyam ucyate

svarthasampattih/ya tad ardhvam a lokad

anabhogatah kayadvayena samdarcanadecana

vibhutvadvayapravrttir iyam ucyate

pararthasampattir iti/

(Johnston text p. 82: 7-9)

(That which, due to its being liberated from obstructions due to defilements and

to knowable things along with their latent forces, is the Attainment of the unde-

filed Body of Truth, is here called the "fulfilment of self-benefit." That which

comes subsequently as the manifestation of twofold power in the appearance of the

two bodies and the teaching by means of them, continuing as long as the world

exists, and without effort, this is called the "fulfilment of benefit for others.")

Thus in the division of the threefold Buddha-body, the first body which is

the attainment of the undefiled dharmakaya is understood as the fulfilment of

self-benefit (svartha sampattih) and two subsequent bodies which make their

appearance in the world exhibiting a twofold power for the sake of teaching

others the way to Enlightenment is understood as accomplishing "benefit for

others" (pararthasampattih).
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From another set of verses (in the third chapter of the treatise) we are

taught. the distinction between the two subsequent bodies as mainly related 

to their place of activity: for those ignorant living beings still far from en-

lightenment the Apparational Body (nirmanakaya) takes on various forms in the

world for the guidance of these living beings, while the Enjoyment Body

(saynbhogakaya) has for its place of activity the sphere of bodhisattvas (jinama-

nd ala) who are well advanced. in their practice and are nearing the attainment

of Enlightenment. (See Johnston text p. 97: 13-14)6)

This twofold benefit then (svaparartha) is a key notion in understanding

Buddhahood in its perfected state, and the commentary verse to our main verse

above in homage to Buddhahood explicitly relates this twofold benefit with the

power of Wisdom and Compassion7).

2. Paramatthaman jusa (Commentary on the Visuddhimagga):

The Buddha's Qualities

The Visuddhimagga is a classic compendium of Buddhist teaching written

by Buddhaghosa in the mid-fifth century, and the Paramatthamanjasa of Dham-

mapala is a hitherto little-noticed commentary on this classic work8). The se-

venth chapter of the Visuddhimagga is devoted to a description of Concentra-

tion centered on the six recollections (cha-anussati-niddesa), the first of which

is the recollection of the Enlightened One9). In comenting upon this recollec-

tion the Paramatthamanjusa (henceforth, Pm.) gives us a description of the

qualities of the Buddha based on the attribution to the Buddha of the phrase

vijjacaranasampanno, (endowed with vision and action).

Ettha ca vijja-sampadaya satthu

panna-mahantam pakasitam hoti

carana-sampadaya karuna-mahantam/

Tesu-pannaya Bhagavato dhamma-rajjappavatti

Karunaya dhamma-samvibhago/

Pannaya samsara-dukkha-nibbida

Karunaya samsara-dukkha-sahanam/

Pannaya para-dukkha-parijananam
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Karunaya para-dukkha-patikararambho/

Pannaya parinibbanabhimukhadhavo

Karunaya tadadhigamo / 

Pannaya sayam taranam

Karunaya paresam taranam/

Pannaya Buddha-bhava-siddhi

Karunaya Buddha-kicca-siddhi/

Karunaya va Bodhisatta-bhumiya samsarabhimukha-bhavo

Pannaya taitha anabhirati/

Tatha karunaya paresam ahimsapanam

Pantyaya sayam parehi abhayanam/

Karunaya param rakkhanto attanam rakkhati

Pannaya attanam rakkhanto param rakkhati/

Tatha karunaya aparantapo

Pantyaya anattanapo/......(abbrev.)

Tatha karunaya loka-nathata

Pannaya atta-nathata/

Karunaya c'assa ninnatabhavo

Pannaya unnamabhavo/......(abbrev.)

Yatha hi karuna bhagavato sineha-soka-virahita

Evam patina ahamkara-mamimkara-vinimutta ti/

(Pm. 192-3, Sinhalese Vidyodaya ed.)10)

(Here the Teacher's possession of vision (vijja) shows the greatness of his wisdom,

and his possession of action (carana) the greatness of his compassion/

It was through wisdom that the Blessed one reached the Kingdom of the Truth,

and through compassion that he became the bestower of the Truth (dhamma)/

It was through wisdom that he felt revulsion for the round of rebirths, and

through compassion that he bore it/

It is through wisdom that he fully understood others' suffering, and through com-

passion that he undertook to counteract it.
It was through wisdom that he was brought face to face with nibbana, and through

compassion that he attained it/

It was through wisdom that he himself crossed over, and through compassion that
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he brought others across.

It was through wisdom that he perfected the Enlightened One's state, and through
compassion htat he perfected the Enlightened One's task/

Or it was through compassion that he faced the round of rebirths as a Bodhisattva,

and through compassion that he took no delight in it/

Likewise, it was through compassion that he practiced non-violence with regard to

others, and through wisdom that he himself was' fearless of others./

It was through compassion. that, he. protected others to protect himself, and through

wisdom that he protected himself to protect others/

Likewise, it was through compassion that he did not, torment others, and through

wisdom that he did not torment himself/......(abbrev.)

Likewise, it was through compassion. that he became the world's helper, and thro-
ugh wisdom that he became his own helper/

It was through compassion that he had humility, and through wisdom that he had

dignity/......(abbrev.)
For just as the Blessed One's compassion was without sentimental effection or sor-

row, so his wisdom was freed from the thoughts of "I" and "mine".)

The passage as such is quite luminous in intent and has no furher need of

analysis or commentary: wisdom and compassion as the twofold and most-

central attributes of the Enlightened One come out to the fore.

The referent of all these verse is of course Gotama Buddha, the Blessed One,
"the accomplished, fully enlightened, endowed with vision and action, sublime,

knower of worlds, the incomparable leader of men to be tamed, the teacher

of gods and men, enlightened and blessed."11) The Visuddhimagga takes up

each. of these appellations attributed to the Blessed One and elaborates on them,

while the Pin. further develops on this, as we see above.

This section on the recollection of the Enlightened One of the Visuddhimag-

ga that the Pm. bases its above delineation belongs under the treatment of
samadhi, and. is not meant as a metaphysical inquiry into the "nature of the

Buddha" or "Buddhahood" as such, but as. an aid to the Buddhist disciple in

following the Path of Purity through the threefold way of virtue, concentra-

tion, and wisdom (sila, samadhi, panna) in liberating himself from his attach-

ments and attaining nibbana. This very practical and ascetic-oriented nature
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of the treatise makes it quite alien to metaphysical speculation for its own

sake. And we can see how the content of the verses of the Pm. likewise fol-

lows this intent: the attributes of the Buddha are written in an inspirational

way as items of recollection (anussati), rather than of speculation.

3. Conclusion

In our brief examination of the RGV and the Pin. on their respective tea-

chings on the attributes of the Buddha, we have noted the centrality of wisdom

and compassion as well as their inseparability. For the RGV it is the distinc-

tion of self-benefit and benefit for others that gives the perspective for un-

derstanding this centrality and inseparability. The Pm. on the other hand does not

categorize in this way but the content is nevertheless clear on the twofold be-

nefit as the differentiating factor for the respective. functions of wisdom and

compassion in the total activity of the Enlightened One.

The Mahayana text elaborates this twofold benefit into the doctrine of the

three bodies of the Buddha, acting on a supra-historical level, i. e. transcen-

ding time and space for the field of activity, and yet also immanent in history,

in that Buddhahood itself is the very ground or underlying nature of all living

beings, making appearances in the sphere of time and space to enlighten living

beings as to their true nature. The Pm. on the other hand is not prone to any

such metaphysicalizing, yet in its own poetic way expounds on how the En-

lightened One as full of wisdom and compassion serves as the Guide and Inspi-

ration for all who would follow the path toward nibbana.

In sum, the Mahayana treatment of the Eternal Buddha lends to a devotio-

nal approach, advocating adherence and faith in the All-wise and Compassio-

nate One who enlightens all living beings in ceaseless yet effortless activity12),

while the Theravada treatment is a practical and ascetical-oriented approach,

urging the disciple on the path to nibbana in the emulation of the attributes

of the Enlightened One13).
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