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Ghost and Spirit Kings in the Earth Store Sutra
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A Dharm Talk by Bhikshuni Jin Zhi at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on September 6, 2024

English Translated by Andrew Yan
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Today, I want to discuss the Earth Store Sutra.
I used to lead my older sister in reciting this Earth
Store Sutra. After recitation, she felt terrified because
of the many ghost kings and hells within it; she no
longer dared to read, hear, or chant it. I believe that
without roots of goodness, one simply cannot bring
oneself to recite the Earth Store Sutra.

Speaking of ghost kings, how are the various ghost
kings and spirits mentioned in the Earth Store Sutra
relevant to us? The Venerable Master, in his Preface
to Commentary on the Avatamsaka Sutra, noted the
phrase “Chapter on the Wondrous Adornments
of the Rulers of the Worlds,” for which National
Master Qinglidng (;&7%) has the following verse:
“The Buddha and the various Kings are collectively
called rulers of the worlds; the Dharma-door and the
dependent and principle are jointly termed wondrous
adornments.”

The following is Venerable Master’s explanation
of the first half of the verse. “Buddha” refers to
Shakyamuni Buddha.

“Various Kings” refers to the Gold Wheel King, the Silver
Wheel King, the Bronze Wheel King, and the Iron Wheel King.
“Rulers of the worlds” is as the name suggests. The Buddha

is also known as the Ruler of the Transcendent, which the Four

Wheel Turning Kings cannot be.

“Worlds”
Beings, the

are divided into three types: the World of Sentient
World of Objects, and the World of Proper

Enlightenment of Wisdom.
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The World of Proper Enlightenment of Wisdom
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The World of Sentient Beings refers to all the various sentient beings
who, because of attachment to self and attachment to phenomena, do
not realize emptiness. The World of Objects refers to things, such as
mountains, rivers, lands, houses, and buildings. The World of Proper
Enlightenment of Wisdom is where the Buddha resides, in which one
truly realizes the truth of the myriad existences in the universe and is
awakened to the purity of one’s mind.

The Venerable Master also brought up how, in the World of
Sentient Beings, there exist various kinds of unequal distinctions
between them: some are intelligent, some are ignorant; some are poor,
some are wealthy; some are long-lived, and some are very short-lived.
Why do such phenomena of inequality arise? It is all due to whether
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one cultivated in previous lifetimes. As it is said, “If you did not
cultivate in your previous life, you will suffer in this life; if you do
not cultivate in this life, you will suffer in the next life.”

The World of Objects is also marked by inequality. This
material world, which is the manifestation of circumstantial
karmic retributions, is also marked by distinctions such as
splendid versus rundown housing (dilapidated shacks), fertile
versus barren soil, ample food versus lack of provisions, and
abundant clothing versus shabby rags. Why do such phenomena
of inequality arise? It is all due to many people not cultivating
blessings and wisdom in past lifetimes. Therefore, in this life, one
must cultivate both blessings and wisdom. To cultivate blessings
is to practice the Dharma of giving, frequently making offerings
to the Three Jewels and benefiting others. To cultivate wisdom,
one can make Buddha images or statues, sponsor the printing of
Buddhist scriptures, or help disseminate the Buddhadharma.

The World of Proper Enlightenment of Wisdom is the realm
of true equality, free from distinctions of class or hierarchy—all
are equal, all beings are Buddhists. As for the rulers of each world:
the ruler of the World of Sentient Beings are the respective kings
of devas, dragons, and the rest of the eightfold division; the rulers
of the World of Objects are the various land spirits, water spirits,
forest spirits, and mountain spirits, and so on; the ruler of the
World of Proper Enlightenment of Wisdom is the Buddha.

The World of Proper Enlightenment of Wisdom is the realm
of true equality, free from distinctions of class or hierarchy, where
all are disciples of the Buddha. As for the rulers of each world:
the ruler of the World of Sentient Beings is the respective kings
of devas, dragons, and the rest of the eightfold division; the ruler
of the World of Objects is the various land spirits, water spirits,
forest spirits, and mountain spirits, among others; the ruler of
the World of Proper Enlightenment of Wisdom is the Buddha.

The Venerable once spoke about how the rulers of the world
of sentient beings are the kings among the devas, nagas, and the
rest of the Eightfold Division. Not only does the Earth Store
Sutra mention numerous ghost kings, the Sﬁraﬁgama Mantra
also refers to many such kings.

We know that in the Earth Store Sutra, “Chapter of Praises of
Lord Yama and His Followers,” it discusses how ghost kings also
practice acts of goodness. It states:

At that time, the Ghost King Evil Poison placed his palms
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together respectfully, addressed the Buddha, and said, “World Honored
One, each of us countless ghost kings of Jambudvipa bestows benefit or
inflicts harm upon beings differently. However, karmic retributions cause
those in my retinue to do more evil than good. Nonetheless, when we pass
by a household, a city, a town, a garden, a cottage, or a hut where there
are men or women who have cultivated as little as a hairs worth of good
deeds, even if they have hung up but one banner or one canopy, used a little
incense or a few flowers as offerings to images of Buddhas or Bodpisattvas,
recited the sacred Sutras or burned incense as an offering to even one

>

sentence or gatha in them, we ghost kings will respect such people...’

The Venerable Master also talked about how these ghost kings are
all Bodhisattvas appearing in their transformation bodies to teach and
transform living beings. Therefore, these ghost kings will come to
protect those who uphold mantras or practice good deeds.

The Earth Store Sutra also indicates how, besides ghost kings
punishing evildoers, there are evil ghosts and spirits who would lead
those who practice good deeds down evil paths of rebirth:

“When those who do good in Jambudvipa are about to die, hundreds
of thousands of ghosts and spirits from the Evil Paths transform themselves
and appear as their parents or other relatives in an attempt to lead such
people to fall into the Evil Paths. How much more is that the case for those
who have done evil deeds!”

That is to say, even if we engage in good deeds, at the moment of
death, malevolent ghosts and spirits are very likely to appear as our
loved ones in attempts to lure us into falling into evil paths of rebirth.
How much more so for those who perpetrate evil behavior? These
malevolent ghosts and spirits will more readily lead them to descend
into the evil realms.

When we perform good deeds, do not be attached to the idea of
“I did this or that, I gave away this or that” or other notions of self
along this line. If we are attached to thoughts of “I helped this or that
person—how will it benefit me?” or other such trains of thinking,
then the merit and virtue of our giving will be limited.

Therefore, in his commentary on “Chapter of The Conditions
and Comparative Merit and Virtue of Giving,” the tenth chapter,
the Venerable Master stated how we should transfer the merit and
virtue of our practice of giving to all sentient beings in the Dharma
Realm rather than our own family or for our own interests. Such a
transference assists in ridding our hearts of selfishness. Though it is
said that “By giving one away, a ten-thousandfold reward is obtained



on) o EAFEREE] - RPTESEAT
FERITHEE > A — VIR A - 1M
AR T HEHIHEABH CHIF R
PEHE A - JERZ BAT M A (3 — VR A
EERIRMEAHEERAL - #EA
iR, o B EFE(E
O FFIEZE &AL A
HEERIEC -

£ (BT ) SBa-FA T e

UIESIERE 3 e NN A E
kM FIBE

B EEER S
EEERERSE
B BALE B o

EONFEERERR ¢ B o ARCEE b
RyEE - A ILTT S E T —
VIR - EEBRSRZHY -

" EEEWMEAE, o FEREE
HIRH - (FER B R - EEE
HISRH - SRgdb I g8l -

NS TR, R s
[AEE T i E S ALY A EEALE
Bt > AEBEASE > FLUE "
MR, - REIEE A BRI
A —ENIFRE - (RS R &R
BN EHERY

FTLAS AL - —E R MEE - A&
HEEE - RECEE - BT 6
BOR o RiE S BT EIRERS
Y o AT ARBE — @RI > B H
B o HSEELAERY SRS A AT DURR T
BEEREESGEEY  REAESGEE
o THRRIE - —IREDY L o AL
SHEERLIRAT T o AT > FoRIEE
BT e

EANEEREAM - AER L
S > —EEICERE o LRI
PSS T —EH S IRAH
B0 > BRI MY TEEREREFDH - [
SEPEdh | #

(Give one, receive ten thousand in return),” one should not have
this mindset; we should transfer the reward to sentient beings
throughout the Dharma Realm instead of thinking just for
ourselves.

In the Sﬁraﬁgama Mantra, for the fifty-fourth line, “Namo
gie she ju la ye,” the Venerable Master’s verse goes:

In the Karma Division, where deeds are processed,
There are many retinues of Earth Store Bodpisattva.
Good and evil reap their due without the slightest error,
Meted out by the iron-faced, impartial King Yama.

The Venerable Master explains that this division, led by
Accomplishment Buddha as division leader, along with the
assembly of ghosts and spirits under Earth Store Bodhisattva in
the north, consists of innumerable retinues.

“Good and evil reap their due without the slightest error”
means that if you do good, you will receive good karmic rewards;
if you do evil, you will incur karmic retribution. The karmic
effect of good and evil is immutable even in the most minute of
ways.

“Meted out by the iron-faced, impartial King Yama” means
that King Yama’s countenance is as solid as steel, showing no
favoritism. If you are right, you are right; if you are wrong, you
are wrong. King Yama’s visage is as dark as iron, with not a trace
of human sentiment. It is impossible to deceive him. Therefore,
everyone should perform good deeds and avoid evil ones. If you
commit evil, King Yama will not spare you; if you practice good,
King Yama will even show you respect. Therefore, if you can, in
a moment of introspection, reform and become anew, it will be
possible to expiate all past karmic offenses. However, the change
must be genuine. If it is truthful, then as the saying goes, “Even
the gravest offences that fill the heavens, upon repentance, vanish
entirely,” and the lotus flower will manifest. The manifestation
of the lotus flower is indicative of the extirpation of karmic
offenses.

Venerable Master always told us that, no matter which
Dharma we practice, be it upholding a mantra or reciting a
sutra, we must abandon evil and strive towards good. Should we
make a mistake, we must correct it and never repeat it, and that
way, our karmic offenses can be eradicated. Amitabha! &
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