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What Do You Think of Devadatta?
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A Talk by Hemera Li at Gold Summit Monastery, Seattle on March 10, 2024

English Translated by Hemera Li and Michale Lu
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Today, I am here to share the Dharma
and tie affinities with you all, and my topic
is Chapter Twelve of the Lotus Sutra—"the
Devadatta Chapter.”

I came to Gold Summit Monastery in
2023. Beforehand, in 2022 I had a dream
in which I was a six or seven-year-old
elementary school student. The Venerable
Master asked me, “What do you think of
Devadatta?” In the dream, I replied to the
Venerable Master, “I used to dislike him a
lot, but now I am starting to understand
him.” Under the

compassionate gaze, I woke up.

Master’s smile and

This time, Dharma Master assigned
Chapter Twelve of the Lotus Sutra as the
theme for my Dharma sharing, and I think perhaps I really do
have some connections with this chapter. Now, I'll return to
the topic and begin sharing “the Devadatta Chapter” with you.

Chapter Twelve of the Lotus Sutra is divided into two
parts: “The Buddha Gives a Prediction for Devadatta’s Future
Attainment of Buddhahood” and “The Dragon Girl Attains
Buddhahood.” Today, I will mainly elaborate on the first
part, “The Buddha Gives a Prediction for Devadatta’s Future
Attainment of Buddhahood.” The specific order and logic of my
talk are as follows: first, I will share the assembly’s impression
of Devadatta, then two stories to challenge stereotypes and
preconceived judgements, followed by my conclusions on this
chapter, and finally, two pieces of evidence from the sutra to
bolster confidence in those conclusions.

My impression of Devadatta was that he is a bad person.
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Devadatta was one of the Buddha’s cousins and always opposed
the Buddha even before joining the Sangha. After joining the
Sangha, he attempted to create schisms within the Sangha and
incited King Ajatashatru to kill his father and usurp the throne.
When admonished by Bhikshuni Utpalavarna for violating the
rules of the Sangha, he killed this bhikshuni, who was already
an Arhat, with one blow. Moreover, Devadatta intoxicated
an elephant and set it loose to trample the Buddha, who was
on alms-round. He also rolled a boulder down from a hilltop
in an attempt to kill the Buddha, but it was thwarted by a
Dharma protector, leaving only a small stone fragment that
cut the Buddha’s big toe and caused it to bleed. In summary,
my impression and judgment of Devadatta was that he is a
bad person who had committed all five kinds of evil offenses
leading to rebirth in the unrelenting hell.

But then I came across two stories from Buddhist sutras
that changed my view of Devadatta.

The first story comes from chapter seven of 7he Sutra of the
Buddha Speaks of the Initial Causes and Conditions of Actions
—“Chapter on the Causes and Conditions behind Devadatta
Throwing the Boulder.” This is also mentioned at the beginning
of Master Hua’s commentary on “the Devadatta Chapter”
of the Lotus Sutra. In a past life, the Buddha was a wealthy
merchant’s eldest son (Sumati) from his first wife; after the first
wife passed away, the merchant remarried, and Devadatta was
the son born to the second wife (Supriya). Shortly afterward,
the merchant passed away, leaving his inheritance to both sons.
As the elder brother (the Buddha’s past life) didn’t want to share
the inheritance with his younger brother (Devadatta’s past
life), he lured his brother to Vulture Peak under the pretense
of mountain climbing, then pushed him off a cliff. Moreover,
he callously pushed a boulder down from the mountaintop to
ensure his brother’s death. This incident served as the karmic
cause for Devadatta’s attempt to kill the Buddha with a boulder
in this life.

The second story comes directly from “the Devadatta
Chapter” of the Lotus Sutra. The Buddha recounted how, in
a past life, he was a king willing to forsake everything to seek
the Great Vehicle teachings. At that time, a seer named Asita
appeared, saying, “I have a Great Vehicle scripture known as
the Wonderful Dharma Lotus Sutra. If you will not oppose
my teaching, I will explain it for you.” The king humbly
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complied, even offering his body as a seat, fully obedient and
unwearied in body and mind. Through the teachings of Asita, the
World Honored One was able to cultivate accordingly and achieve
Buddhahood. This seer Asita was none other than Devadatta
in a past life, helping the Buddha realize enlightenment. After
narrating this karmic connection, the Buddha gave a prediction of
Devadatta’s future: “After countless eons have passed, Devadatta
will become a Buddha known as Tathagata Heavenly King, One
Worthy of Offerings, One of Right and Universal Knowledge,
One of Perfect Clarity and Conduct, Sugata, Knower of the
World, Unsurpassed One, Subduing and Regulating Hero,
Teacher of Gods and Humans, Buddha, and World Honored
One. His world shall be called Pathway of the Gods.”

This led me to the following conclusion after reading this
chapter, which is also one of my major takeaways—always maintain
a pure state of mind. From Devadatta’s example, when faced with
seemingly evil companions or adverse circumstances, we should
have the view: “This is a good and wise advisor helping me achieve
enlightenment.” When working with colleagues, classmates, or
strangers who seem to contradict us or lack reason, instead of
getting angry, we should ask ourselves: Could this seemingly evil
companion have taught me Great Vehicle teachings in a past life?
Could this be a test from the Venerable Master?

After the Buddha gave a prediction of Buddhahood to
Devadatta, he further expounded the merits of having faith in
this chapter: “If, in the future, good men and good women
hear ‘the Devadatta chapter’ of the Wonderful Dharma Lotus
Satra and believe and revere it with pure hearts and without
doubt, they will not fall into the realms of the hells, hungry
ghosts, or animals. They will be reborn in the presence of the
Buddhas throughout the ten directions.Wherever they are
born, they will constantly hear this saitra being taught. Born
among humans and gods, they will enjoy supreme and subtle
bliss. Born in the presence of a Buddha, they will be born from
a lotus flower.” Truly, the merits are inconceivable! To dispel any
remaining doubts and strengthen my faith in the principles stated
in “the Devadatta Chapter,” I present two additional pieces of
evidence from other Buddhist sutras.

The first story of evidence comes from the sixth chapter,
“Chapter on Evil Friends,” of the Sutra of Great Expedient Teaching
from the Buddha on Repaying Kindness, which describes the events
that occurred when the Buddha dispatched Venerable Ananda
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during an assembly to visit Devadatta in the hells. When
Ananda arrived at the gates of hell, he asked Ox-Head A-Bang to
summon Devadatta for him. Ox-Head A-Bang replied, “Which
Devadatta are you looking for? Every Buddha of the past
had their own Devadatta.” Ananda replied, “I am looking
for the Devadatta of Shakyamuni Buddha.” Ox-Head A-Bang
then relayed the message to Devadatta. When the Venerable met
Devadatta, Devadatta asked, “Good to see you come, Ananda.
Does the Tathagata still show compassion and care for me?”
Ananda replied, “Of course! That’s why the Buddha sent me to
see you, to ask if the suffering is berable here.” At this point,
Devadatta remarked, “I am in the Avici Hell, but I feel like a
bhikshu who has entered the third dhyana.”

At this time, the Buddha told the assembly, “Bodhisattvas
Mahasattvas cultivate great expedient means to guide living
beings. They endure countless, immense sufferings of birth
and death without feeling troubled. If anyone says that
Devadatta is truly an evil person who has entered the Avici
Hell, that is not the case!” Subsequently, the Buddha elaborated
on the various subtle and esoteric expedient means used by
Devadatta to teach and guide living beings. After hearing this,
countless living beings attained different levels of realization.

The second evidence comes from Chapter thirty-six, “Chapter
on the Initial Teaching of the Buddha’s Nirvana and Liberation
at the Great Cloud Assembly,” which is in the fourth volume of
the Mahdmegha Sutra. The chapter has excerpts of Bodhisattva
Esoteric Treasury of the Great Cloud’s response to the questions
posed by Brahmin Good Virtue about Devadatta. The gist of
the Brahmin’s questions is as follows: Why, despite the Buddha’s
compassion and the profoundness of his teachings, do Devadatta
and his followers stubbornly continue to commit harmful deeds,
seemingly unaffected by the Buddha’s teachings? Moreover, why
do such individuals, who necessarily would have little merit, still
have the opportunity to leave home under the Buddha?

Bodhisattva Esoteric Treasury of the Great Cloud (Skt.
Mahameghagarbha), empowered by the Buddha’s spiritual might,
analyzed and answered the Brahmin’s questions from various
angles. Here are six points extracted from his response:

First, Bodhisattva Esoteric Treasury of the Great Cloud
pointed out that the Buddha’s Sangha is indestructible: “Even if
many millions of demons were to try, they would not be able

to harm the Sangha. If someone were to say that the malicious
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Devadattahad disrupted the Sangha,
you should know that this is an

expedient means (by Devadatta).”

Out of the five deeds leading to
rebirth in the unrelenting hell that
Devadatta had committed, one of
them was disrupting the harmonious
Sangha. However, that was only a
manifestation. Why? By means of
the Buddha’s perfect,

merit and virtue, countless demon

immaculate

kings would not have been able to
disrupt his Sangha, how much the
“ less Devadatta! Therefore, this was
only skillful means.

“Additionally, the Tathagata’s body never actually
bleeds, so Devadatta could not have caused it to bleed. It
would be impossible to argue that a tree’s shadow bleeds
sap! The Tathagata’s body is the same way. If someone were
to say that it bleeds, it is because of inconceivable skillful
means.” The Buddha and Bodhisattva Devadatta wanted to
teach living beings that the law of cause and effect was real
and to encourage them to change their harmful behavior and
turn towards goodness, so they showed the karmic result of
falling into the hells for committing the five offenses leading
to rebirth in the relentless hell.

Second, Bodhisattva Esoteric Treasury of the Great Cloud
explained: “Devadatta’s actions are inconceivable, and his
practices are the same as the Buddha’s. The Tathagata’s
karma and conduct is Devadatta’s karma and conduct. No
living being can show and reveal the true merit and virtue
of the Tathagata, the World Honored One; Devadatta
can show and reveal them to others, allowing infinite
asamkhyeyas of living beings to steadily abide in their good
roots.” Out of great provisional means, Devadatta manifested
as an evil advisor, allowing living beings to understand the
incredible compassion and wisdom that the Buddha displayed
when facing beings like Devadatta who were difficult to save.
However, these qualities could not be revealed when teaching
compliant living beings. It is precisely because of Devadatta’s
manifestation that living beings have the opportunity to

learn about how inconceivable the Buddha’s true merit and
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virtue are and to cultivate their wholesome roots. Therefore, it’s said,
“The Tathagata’s karma and conduct is Devadatta’s karma and
conduct.”

Third, Bodhisattva Esoteric Treasury of the Great Cloud asked
Brahma, “The Tathagata has already permanently severed all evil
for countless eons. How can living beings nonetheless harbor
evil thoughts towards the Tathagata?” How could any living being,
including Devadatta, harbor hatred, jealousy, or other malicious
thoughts toward the Buddha if he has already severed all evil for
infinite lifetimes?

“If one were to say, ‘Devadatta belongs in the hells,” how
could he share the same lineage as the Buddha? No being in hell
could be the Buddha’s relative. If one were to say, ‘Devadatta has
done evil deeds throughout infinite lifetimes, so he should suffer
in the hells for infinite lifetimes,” how could he be in the same
place as the Buddha? Know that those who are in the same place
as the Buddha are not evildoers.”

If, as Brahmin Good Virtue had claimed, Devadatta was a villain
who deserves to remain in the hells for many lifetimes, how could
he have the blessings to be born in the same family as the Buddha?
How could he constantly be in the same place as the Buddha? A hell
being has never been the Buddha’s relative! Since Devadatta has the
blessings and virtue to remain by the Buddha’s side in life after life,
we should understand that he is not a wicked person.

“If Devadatta were actually an evil person, how could he
have met the Tathagata? Just like two people going in opposite
directions, they should have never met. Devadatta, however,
always followed the Buddha’s teachings. He never deviated from
the path instructed by the Buddha. How could he then be a hell
being?”

If Devadatta were actually an evil person, he would have been
walking on a path in an opposite direction to the Buddhass, so they
should have never met. Actually, Devadatta was never separated
from the Buddha. His various manifestations as a Bodhisattva were
in accordance with the Buddha’s teachings; he never violated them.
How could such a person be regarded by Brahmin Good Virtue as
a “hell being”?

Fourth, for those who believe that Devadatta fell into the hells
due to his extreme sins, Bodhisattva Esoteric Treasury of the Great
Cloud explained: “If someone were to say, ‘Devadatta created
karma of the hells,” know that he created karma of a Bodhisattva!
The karma of a Bodhisattva is to teach living beings with spiritual
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powers. Therefore, even though he may
appear to be in the hells, know that he
does not actually dwell in the hells.” If
. someone believes that Devadatta maliciously
¥ did evil deeds, which led him to fall into
the hells, they should know that Devadatta
actually created the wholesome karma of
a Bodhisattva. Why? He never truly acted
with evil intentions, but out of compassion
to guide living beings. Using the spiritual
powers of a Bodhisattva, he appeared to
undergo retribution for committing the
five offenses leading to the relentless hell.
Everything is created from the mind alone.
Since Devadatta never harbored evil intentions, how could he
truly suffer in the hells? Just as he stated in the first story, “I am in
the Avici Hell, but I feel like a bhikshu who has entered the third
dhyana.”

Fifth, Bodhisattva Esoteric Treasury of the Great Cloud
continued to explain Devadatta’s well-intentioned efforts:
“Devadatta truly understands all the subtle merit and virtue
of the Buddha, which even the Sravakas and Pratyekabuddhas
cannotcomprehend. Only Devadatta, with clear understanding
and no doubts, could manifest limitless spiritual powers
like those displayed by the Tathagata and demonstrate the
Tathagata’s actions to living beings.” Devadatta truly understood
the Buddha’s inconceivable merit and virtue in its entirety, a feat
not achievable by even the Sravaka and Pratyekabuddhas. With
such clarity of mind, absent of any doubts, Devadatta could
appear as an evil teacher in life after life, indirectly revealing the
Buddha’s subtle merit and virtue.

Sixth, Bodhisattva Esoteric Treasury of the Great Cloud used
the most able animal, the noble elephant, to metaphorically
illustrate Devadatta and his followers (the group of six bhikshus).
This illustrates the compassionate and wise guidance of great
Bodhisattva Devadatta, which cannot be understood or replicated
by the Sravakas and Pratyekabuddhas, just as a donkey cannot
carry the heavy burden of an elephant. Devadatta achieved
inconceivable and subtle merit and virtue comparable to those
of the Buddha. Therefore, he tells Brahmin Good Virtue and
those who do not have a pure view of Devadatta to repent. In the

future, they should show respect and admiration for Devadatta, a
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Bodhisattva who possesses hidden virtues and secret honor.

“It is like a sandalwood tree surrounded by sandalwood,
and like a noble elephant that treads, which a donkey cannot
endure, for it is only within the capacity of the noble elephant.
Great Brahmin! Likewise, the Tathagata, the World-Honored
One, the Noble Elephant King, is also like this. The profound
principles he expounds cannot be comprehended by those of
the Two Vehicles; only great Bodhisattvas, like noble elephants,
can uphold it. Devadatta has accomplished such immeasurable
merit and virtue. You should repent, respect, make offerings to,
honor, and praise him.”

At the end, Bodhisattva Esoteric Treasury of the Great Cloud
explains the merit and virtue of accepting and upholding this
Dharma: “Know that those who can clearly understand
Devadatta’s virtues without doubt are true disciples of the
Buddha. They have gained half of the Buddha’s merit and virtue,
one eye of the Buddha, and half of the Buddha’s body.” Those
who harbor no doubts about the inconceivable merit and virtue of
Devadatta are true disciples of the Buddha. They have gained half
of the Buddha’s virtues, one of the Buddha’s eyes, with which they
can perceive ultimate reality, and half of the Buddha’s pure and
perfect body.

After Bodhisattva Esoteric Treasury of the Great Cloud had
thoroughly addressed the doubts of Brahmin Good Virtue, the
Buddha immediately confirmed the teachings of the Bodhisattva:

“Excellent! Excellent! Today you spoke about the true merit and
virtue of Devadatta. All Sravakas, Pratyekabuddhas, and others
cannot understand the merit, virtue, and power of the Great
Vehicle Vaipulya teachings. Wishing to eliminate all doubts
in the minds of all living beings, you have revealed the merit
and virtue of Bodhisattva Devadatta.” The Buddha says that
Bodhisattva Esoteric Treasury of the Great Cloud has shown that
Devadatta’s merit and virtue is true without any falsehood. The
teachings and manifestations of Bodhisattvas who have made the
Great Vehicle bodhi resolve, like Devadatta, is not comprehensible
by Sravakas or Prayekabuddhas. Today, in order to eliminate all the
doubts of living beings, you have guided them to understand the
deep compassion and true wisdom of Devadatta. Good indeed!

This concludes my Dharma sharing. I hope all my fellow
Dharma friends can cultivate a pure view and be free of doubts
toward the true merit and virtue of Devadatta, thus attaining half
of the Buddha’s merit and virtue. #
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