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92 An introduction to Buddhism Early developments in Buddhism 93

those who were prepared to listen further, the Buddha then taught that
the true Nirvana was attained at Buddhahood, and that all could attain
this, even the Arhars, who currently thought that they had already
reached the goal. The Buddha has just ‘one vehicle’ (eka-yana), the all-
nclusive Buddha-vehicle, but he uses his ‘skilful means’ to show this
by means of three: the vehicles of the Disciple, solitary Buddha, and
Bodhisartva. He holds out to people whichever of them corresponds to
their inclinations and aspirations, but once he has got them to develop
spiritually, he gives them all the supreme Buddha-vehicle. As the
Bodhisartva-path leads to Buddhahood, it seems hard to differentiate the
Bodhisarrva and Buddha-vehicles. Not all Mah3yana texts follow this
'one vehicle’ perspective; for some follow a ‘three vehicle’ one in

The nature of the Mahayana and its attitude to earlier schaols

. At first, the new movement was called the Bodhisattva-yana, or
‘ (spirimmal) vehicle of the Bodhisartva’. This was in contradistinction to
the ‘vehicle of the Disciple’ (Sra@vaka-yana), followed by disciples of
the Buddha’s earlier teachings, who sought Arhatship rather than:
perfect Buddhahood. It was also contrasted to the ‘vehicle of the
solitary Buddha’ (Pratyeka-buddha-yana), a term used to cover the
practice of certain solitary ascetics, mainly of a past age, who were seen’
to have atrained Buddhahood, but who were unable to teach others as
a perfect Buddha did. As the new movement responded to criticisms
from those who did not accept the new Satras, it increasingly stressed

which Arhats cannot develop further, but have attained a Nirvana

which is inferior to Buddhahood.

According to the standards of Arhatship preserved by schools such

as the Theravada, the charge that the Arhar is proud and selfish is

surd. By definition, he or she is one who has finally destroyed the ‘I

am’ conceit, the root of all egoism and selfishness. He is also described

the superiority of the Bodhisatrva-yana, and referred to it as the * Great
vehicle’, the Maha-yana. The other ‘vehicles” were disparaged as being.
the “Inferior vehicle’, or Hina-ydna. The ‘greamess’ of the new vehicle
was seen to lie in three areas: its comp{a‘s‘sionate motivation, directed at:
the salvation of countless beings; the profundity of the wisdom it
cultivated ; and its superior goal, omniscient Buddhahood.

Around 4D 200, the Szira known as the Saddharma-pundaritka, or as imbued with lovingkindness and as compassionately teaching others.
The Theravada still acknowledges that the long path to Buddhahood,
over many many lives, is the loftiest practice, as it aims at the salvation

‘Lotus of the True Dharma’ (‘Lotus’ for short) developed a perspective:
which, while hostile to the ‘Hinayana’, sought to portray it as
incorporated in and completed by the Mahayana. Chapter 2 of the Sztra
achieves this accommodation by what was to become a central
Mahayana concept, that of skilful (kausalya) means (upaya). This built
on the old idea that the Buddha had adapted the particular contents of
his teaching to the temperament and level of understanding of his

of countless beings (#7sm.13). Nevertheless, while this Bodhisartva-
path has been and is practised by a few Theravadins (often laypeople),
t is seen as a way for the heroic few only. Most have gratefully made
use of Gotama Buddha’s teachings so as to move towards Arhatship,
whether this be attained in the present life or a future one.

The peculiarity of the Mahdyana was that it urged all ‘sons and
daughters of good family’ to tread the Bodhisarrva-path. Even so, the
stereotype of the Mahayana as being more open to lay aspirations does
not seem straightforwardly applicable to the early Mahayana. In early
Chinese translations of Mahayana texts, the lay Bodhisattva is expected
to live a life free of attachment to family, and to aim to ordain as soon
as possible. In much of this, he is akin to the ideal devout lay disciple
in the Pali Surzas (e.g. A.1v.208—21). He might reach an advanced
spiritual stage, but so might a layperson in the Theravada tradition, say.
Nevertheless, lay practitioners do play a prominent part in several
important Mahayana Sitras, such as the Vimalakirti-nirdesa. The call to
the Bodhisattva-path was inspired by the vision that the huge universe,

audience. This was by simply selecting his specific teaching from a
harmonious body of teachings. Now he was seen as having given
different levels of teaching which might actually appear as conflicting,
for the ‘higher’ level required the undoing of certain over-simplified
lessons of the ‘lower’ level. While the Buddha’s ultimate message was
that a// can become omniscient Buddhas, this would have been too
unbelievable and confusing to give as a preliminary teaching. For the
‘ignorant with low dispositions’, he therefore began by teaching the
Four Holy Truths, setting out the goal as attaining Nirvdna by
becoming an Arhat. The Arhar was seen as still having a subtle pride,
and as lacking in compassion in his hope of escaping the round of
rebirths, thus leaving unenlightened beings to fend for themselves. For
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