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Lying and Skillful Means in the Lotus Sutra

Ken’ichi Maegawa

In his article Damien Keown analyzes lying and skillful means (upayakausalya) in the
Lotus Sutra from the ethical point of view. In conclusion, he affirms that the paternalism
suggested in some parables in that sutra is just a “weak” one, which does not include any
coercion. Keown’s understanding of the Lotus Sutra sheds new light on the nature of the
relationship between the Buddha and the disciples in that sutra. In this paper, utilizing
Keown'’s conclusion as a standpoint, we analyze the usage of fan-bian, which is usually a
Chinese translation of upayakauSalya in Miao-fa Lian-hua Ching (Kumarajiva’s
translation of the Lotus Sutra). We can find that there is a clear difference between the
Buddha’s usage of skillful means and that of Bodhisattavas. The Buddha intentionally
hides the supreme truth to immature disciples and trains them by secondary truths, which
are finally rejected when those disciples are able to understand the supreme truth. But
Bodhisattvas are not allowed to use such instruction including secondary truths. They are
ordered to tell the supreme truth revealed in the Lotus Sutra. To make people understand
it, Bodhisattvas transform themselves and use miraculous power, which can please
hearers and prompt them to listen to the truth. Such deeds are called the Bodhisattvas’
skillful means. In general, the Lotus Sutra puts the utmost importance on telling the truth,

not what things appear to be at a glance.
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