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Reflections on

the Vimalakirti Sutra
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DHARMA REALM NEWS .

There were a couple of events this year that seemed
both in parallel and in paradox. In the Spring
semester, we had a DRBU (Dharma Realm Buddhist
University) course on Majjhima Nikaya, the Middle-
length Discourses from the Pali Canon. This semester,
we had a DRBU course on a Mahayana Sutra called
Vimalakirti Sutra. The lecturers of these two courses
met in April of this year for Venerable Master Hua’s
14th Memorial Lecture in Berkeley.

When Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi came to teach the suttas
from the Middle-length Discourses for eight days,
people from southern and northern traditions filled
the Daoyuan Hall. This semester, Professor Raoul
Birnbaum was invited to teach a short-term seminar at
DRBU. He chose to share his insights from five years
of studying the Vimalakirti Sutra.

Before the seminar began, as always, we did not know
how many people would show up, so we did not know
whether to hold the class in the DRBU Conference
Room or in the Daoyuan Hall. As it got closer to the
starting date of October 26th, based on the online
registration and signup sheets, we decided to hold it in
the DRBU Conference Room. Surprisingly, as people
starting coming in, they all fit into the room and filled
out. Most of the 50 or so students were from our own
CTTB campus.

The Vimalakirti Sutra is a Mahayana sutra, but it was
not spoken by the Buddha, even though Shakyamuni
Buddha plays a role in the sutra. Vimalakirti was an
enlightened being manifesting as a layman in order
to teach living beings during the time of Shakyamuni
Buddha. One time, he expediently ‘manifested’ being
sick so that people would gather around him while he
expounded the Prajnaparamita teaching of nonduality.
Shakyamuni Buddha asked his senior disciples to
go visit this layman. They were all afraid. Even
Bodhisattvas like Maitreya Bodhisattva were afraid to
go and visit him. Finally, Manjushri Bodhisattva went
to visit him. This was one of the many perplexing
incidents that happened in the sutra. Why were
the Arhats and Bodhisattvas afraid to go visit a sick
layman? There were many reasons that people came
up with during the discussion period. This was like a
meditation topic for us to contemplate. This question
is as much for us as for the Arhats and the Bodhisattvas
in the sutra. Why are we afraid? In the discussion
period, Professor Birnbaum, seeing that people were
not sitting in the first row, asked a similar question.
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In the sutra, whenever Vimalakirti speaks, he speaks from the perspective
of Prajnaparamita. For example, in Chapter V, called Manjushri’s
Condolence Visit, Manjushri asks Vimalakirti who is sick and lying on a
couch what the cause of his illness is and how it can be cured. Vimalakirti
answers, “From stupidity there is affection, and hence the generation
of my illness. Since all sentient beings are ill, therefore I am ill. If the
illness of all sentient beings were extinguished, then my illness would
be extinguished. Why? Bodhisattvas enter samsara on behalf of sentient
beings. Because there is samsara, there is illness. If sentient beings were
able to transcend illness, then bodhisattvas would not also be ill.” This is
a hint that Vimalakirti himself is a bodhisattva, one who is no different
from sentient beings and the same substance as all sentient beings.

In the same chapter, Manjushri asks him: “How should bodhisattvas
comfort bodhisattvas who are ill?” This question is particularly important
for us since we often encounter sick people, and this is the teaching that
we ourselves should remember in such times. ...Vimalakirti replied,
“Explain that the body is impermanent but do not teach that one
should have aversion for one’s body. Explain that the body suffers but
do not teach that one should take pleasure in nirvana. Explain that the
body is without self but do not teach that one should guide sentient
beings. Explain that the body is emptily serene but do not teach that it is
ultimately extinguished.”

The southern tradition focuses on the four stations of mindfulness:
1) the body is impure, 2) feelings are suffering, 3) thoughts are
impermanent, 4) dharmas or mental objects are without a self. The
Mahayana way of looking at these four stations of mindfulness is that
it maintains the Middle Path without fixing on the views of suffering,
emptiness, impermanence, and no-self. Even though bodhisattvas view
sentient beings as a mirage or bubbles on water, they are mindful that
there are sentient beings who still need to be saved.

The Vimalakirti Sutra guides us to let go of dualistic thinking. In the
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sutra, Vimalakirti teaches both
Arhats and Bodhisattvas to get rid
of any subtle residues of self. Even
though Vimalakirti is a layman,
this sutra does not slight the path
of cultivation as a monastic; rather,
it reminds us to pay attention
to our minds habit of making
unnecessary judgments. In our
daily lives, we still need to make
certain decisions; we still need to
have clear discernment (awareness)
to maintain propriety and mutual
respect in our community. This
sutra is worthy of further study
so that we can wisely incorporate
its principles and topics into our
practices.



