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A Discussion on the Merging of Nirvana Theory with the Doctrines of Prajna and Lotus Sects

during the North and South Dynasties

[ [
Wen-ying Lai
Center for Buddhist Studies & Research,

Yuan Kuang Institute of Buddhist Studies

Summary

This paper uses the idea of Mahayana Dharmakaya as a starting point to discuss the intercourse of the
Nirvana theory with the doctrines of Prajna and Lotus Sects during the late Eastern Jin Dynasty and the
North and South Dynasties. During the North and South Dynasties, the Nirvana doctrine replaced the
Projna as the main stream of Chinese Buddhist ideology. The available data indicate that, during the
late fourth and early fifth centuries, in the last period of the Eastern Jin Dynasty, topics on Nirvana

were already being discussed. A pivotal factor was the development of Dharmakaya concept in



Mahayana Zen practices. The discussion on Dharmakaya led to a controversy about the existence of
Buddha-nature, and the affirmation of the existence of Buddha-nature in the Mahayana Nirvana
doctrine provided an approach to the solution of questions about Dharmakaya. In its early stage of
development, Mahayana Nirvana met with doubts because the Chinese Buddhists had a different idea
of Nirvana. However, with the spreading of Nagarjuna's Madhyamika Mahayana doctrine, the Nirvana
theory expounded the Buddha-nature of the Middle Way by means of the concept of Prajna in Reality,
and merged with the Lotus Sect's concept of “opening up the Buddha's Wisdom.” Finally, the Nirvana
theory was fully developed in the North and South Dynasties and became the main stream of Chinese

Buddhist ideology.

Moreover, in the Buddhist image-making of the late Northern Wei Dynasty, the motifs of Nirvana were
increasingly prominent; this is a reflection of the approaching full development of the Nirvana doctrine.
Nirvana images appeared at the same time as the sitting images of Sakyamuni and Prabhutaratna
Buddhas, who represent Dharmakaya in the Lotus Sect; this indicates the important role played by the
Lotus Sect in the development of Mahayana Nirvana doctrine. The Nirvana theory arose from Zen, so
Zen provided a direction for doctrinal studies. The development of Nirvana theory gave a doctrinal

basis to the Dharmakaya concept, and the Mahayana Zen method gradually gained a solid footing.

Key words : Nirvana, Dharmakaya, Buddha-nature, Buddha-nature of the Middle Way , opening up
the Buddha's Wisdom
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