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Abstract

Recent scholarship in both Buddhist and Christian contexts has increasingly explored con-
nections among utopia, the Pure Land, and the Kingdom of God, reinterpreting them as
dynamic, this-worldly processes. Yet the role of narrative form in articulating such proces-
sual understandings remains underexplored. This study examines how the Gandavyitha
(Ru fajie pin AV% 5t i) constructs the bodhisattva path through narrative structure, with
particular focus on the episode of the Night Goddess Vasanti. Using a narratological frame-
work, the analysis integrates Seymour Chatman’s distinction between Story and Discourse
with four analytical categories—Words, Dialogue, Actions, and Narration—adapted from
Robert Alter’s work on biblical narrative. Close reading demonstrates that doctrinal mean-
ing emerges through patterned interactions among perception, speech, action, and retro-
spective narration. Within this configuration, samsdra is presented as a closed and haz-
ardous realm, while encounters with spiritual friends function as transformative inter-
ventions that redirect the practitioner’s trajectory. The avadana structure further situates
present attainment within an extended causal continuum, highlighting the reproducibility
of the path. The study argues that the Gandavyiiha presents a narrative model of practice
in which utopia is not a fixed destination but an ongoing process enacted through a se-
quence of encounters. From a comparative perspective, this model offers a conceptual
basis for Buddhist-Christian dialogue by highlighting relational and processual dimen-
sions of transformation as they emerge in discussions of utopia, the Pure Land, and the
Kingdom of God, without presupposing doctrinal equivalence.

Keywords: Gandavyiiha; narrative analysis; kalyanamitra (spiritual friend); utopia;
Buddhist—Christian dialogue

1. Introduction

In cross-disciplinary discussions of religion and literature, the classical Western no-
tion of “utopia,” the Christian idea of the “Kingdom of God,” and the Mahayana Bud-
dhist concept of the “Pure Land” (¥ 1:; sukhaovati) are often understood as static, idealized
spatial formations. Western intellectual history has frequently criticized utopia as a fixed
“blueprint” for a perfected yet ultimately closed society. A similar tendency appears in
Christian thought, where the Kingdom of God has been conceived either as a transcen-
dent reality beyond the world or as a deferred eschatological fulfilment, rather than as a
present mode of existence (Bolt 2016, pp. 264-68). In a comparable manner, the Pure Land
in East Asian Buddhism is frequently imagined as a paradise-like destination attained after
death (Brons 2022, p. 45).
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Recent scholarship has increasingly challenged such static conceptions, reinterpret-
ing utopia, the Pure Land, and the Kingdom of God not as fixed, transcendent realms but
as processes enacted within the present world. This reorientation is particularly evident
in utopian theory, where the shift toward a processual understanding of utopia is deeply
indebted to Ernst Bloch’s notion of “educated hope” and further elaborated through ap-
proaches that foreground desire, critique, and the disruption of closed ideological systems
(see Levitas 2013, pp. 4-6, 113-15, 119-21). Building on these foundations, Ruth Levitas
reconceptualizes utopia as a method —an ongoing process oriented toward the “imaginary
reconstitution of society” and the “education of desire,” rather than as a projection toward
a predetermined future (Levitas 2013, pp. xi, xvii).

Modern Christian thought exhibits a comparable tendency. As discussed by
John Bolt (2016, pp. 259, 269-71), H. Richard Niebuhr’s historical analysis indicates,
theological emphasis gradually shifted from a transcendent Kingdom of God toward a
more immanent vision of a “kingdom on earth.” This tendency was further developed in
nineteenth- and twentieth-century Christian social thought, which linked the Kingdom of
God to ethical and social transformation and emphasized its realization within historical
conditions.! In contemporary theology, Jiirgen Moltmann provides a systematic articula-
tion of this development. His framework of “transformative eschatology” reconceives the
Kingdom of God as a dynamic and anticipatory process unfolding within history and ad-
vances an “ethics of hope” oriented toward transforming present conditions of suffering
and injustice (Moltmann 1996, p. 229; Moltmann 2012, pp. 180-86).

Within Buddhist contexts, this reorientation takes shape in both modern reform move-
ments and classical exegetical traditions. Humanistic and engaged Buddhism reinterpret
the Pure Land in explicitly this-worldly terms (Brons 2022, p. 59). Thinkers such as Taixu
(K )&, 1890-1947 CE) and Yinshun (E[IJIH, 1906-2005 CE) describe it not as a postmortem
destination but as a project to be realized within the human world (Jones 1999; Ritzinger
2017; see also Brons 2022, pp. 80-85). Although such interpretations are often framed as a
modern paradigm shift, scholarship suggests that their conceptual foundations are already
embedded in classical Chinese Mahayana thought. Chinese patriarchs such as Zhiyi (£,
538-597 CE) and later exegetes draw extensively on texts including the Lotus Sitra and
the Vimalakirtinirdeda Siitra to challenge the notion of a distant “other shore.” Gene Reeves
(2002) characterizes the Lotus Siitra as “radically world-affirming,” while Brons (2022, p. 61)
argues that Zhiyi develops this orientation into the claim that the present world itself con-
stitutes the Buddha’s tranquil Pure Land. Similarly, Paul Williams (2009, p. 218) observes
that Chinese exegetes interpret the Vimalakirtinirdesa Siitra as relocating the Pure Land from
a transcendent postmortem realm to a condition of present realization, emphasizing that
“the real way to attain a Pure Land is to purify one’s own mind.” In this sense, the modern
project of realizing the Pure Land within the human world may be understood as a refor-
mulation of doctrinal possibilities already inherent in Mahayana literature, particularly its
nondual and this-worldly orientation.

This retrospective logic is likewise operative in contemporary Christian theology, par-
ticularly in the writings of Moltmann (1996, 2012). Drawing on foundational texts, Molt-
mann develops an explicitly this-worldly eschatology that moves beyond the medieval
focus on the immortality of the soul. He foregrounds the “resurrection of the body” in the
Apostles’ Creed and invokes the prophetic vision of a “new heaven and a new earth” in
the Book of Isaiah (Moltmann 1996, pp. 58-71, 260). Within this framework, the Kingdom
of God emerges as a transformative process unfolding within historical existence. Molt-
mann further anchors this view in the Lord’s Prayer, interpreting its central petition—“on
earth as it is in heaven” —as a call to fidelity to the world rather than withdrawal from it
(Moltmann 2012, pp. 289-90).
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Taken together, these developments reveal a significant cross-traditional convergence.
In both Buddhist and Christian contexts, seemingly transcendent ideals are reinterpreted
through a return to foundational texts, thereby reframing them as processual modes of
transformation within the present world. This convergence does not imply doctrinal equiv-
alence; rather, it opens a space for Buddhist-Christian dialogue in which each tradition
may be interpreted in light of the other through shared analytical concerns. From this per-
spective, the issue is not whether these traditions articulate identical notions of utopia, but
how they differently configure the relationship between transcendence, practice, and trans-
formation. This convergence is well established at the conceptual level, but its articulation
at the level of narrative form remains insufficiently examined.

As Friedrich Grohmann (2002) observes, the Huayan tradition diverges significantly
from traditional Pure Land models centred on rebirth in a distant realm. In addition to
affirming transcendent Buddha lands, it emphasizes the bodhisattva’s active participation
in realizing a pure land through ongoing practice within the world. For this reason, the
present study focuses on the Gandavyiiha (Ru fajie pin A%t ), the concluding chapter of
the Avatamsaka-siitra, which recounts Sudhana’s pilgrimage through fifty-three encounters
with spiritual friends (3% #1i#; kalyanamitras). Unlike texts that primarily discuss the doctri-
nal foundations of a this-worldly Pure Land, its narrative structure provides a particularly
suitable framework for examining how an ideal realm is realized through ongoing practice.

To analyze this process, the study adopts a two-tiered narratological framework. At
the macro level, it draws on Seymour Chatman’s (1978, p. 19) distinction between Story
(histoire) and Discourse (discours) to differentiate narrative events from their modes of pre-
sentation. At the micro level, it employs four analytical categories—Words, Dialogue, Ac-
tions, and Narration—adapted by Joel Tatelman (2013) from Robert Alter (1981), as heuris-
tic tools for close reading. Originally developed within the context of biblical narrative
analysis, this framework also provides a productive basis for examining Buddhist narra-
tive structures from a comparative perspective.” As Alter (1981, p. x) suggests, narrative
analysis offers a means of uncovering the underlying “moral vision” of a text by showing
how doctrinal ideas are articulated through concrete interactions such as dialogue and ac-
tion. Although the Bible and Buddhist scriptures emerge from very different religious and
historical contexts, narratological approaches developed in biblical studies provide useful
tools for examining how religious meaning is generated through narrative form. In par-
ticular, Alter’s emphasis on close reading highlights recurring narrative features such as
repetition, characterization, and patterned encounters. Applying these analytical perspec-
tives to the Gandavyitha not only brings greater attention to its narrative structure but also
demonstrates how certain narrative patterns may operate across distinct religious tradi-
tions. Such an approach contributes both to Buddhist narrative studies and to broader com-
parative investigations of religious literature. The analysis thus focuses on how encounters
are narratively organized and how doctrinal meaning emerges through that structure.

As Levitas (2013, pp. 153-55) argues, utopia operates not as a fixed architectural
blueprint but as a set of partial representations requiring analytical reconstruction —what
she terms the “archeological mode.” Similarly, the Huayan tradition understands the re-
alization of the Pure Land not merely as the attainment of an ideal realm but as an on-
going process of transformation realized through practice within the world. Accordingly,
the present study reconceptualizes the bodhisattva path in the Gandavyiiha as “utopia as
process” —a continuous and reproducible mode of practice. In this sense, Levitas’s arche-
ological mode serves as a heuristic lens for reconstructing how such possibilities are con-
figured within the narrative. More specifically, the episode of the Night Goddess Vasanti
(I EHIT) serves as a focal case through which such reconstruction may be undertaken.
This episode was selected because it exemplifies the recurring narrative structure found
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throughout the Gandavyitha while remaining sufficiently self-contained for close narrato-
logical analysis. Since the Gandavyitha unfolds through a series of encounters rather than
a systematic plan, this episode provides a site for analyzing how transformation is struc-
tured within specific relational contexts.

From this perspective, utopia is understood as a relational process articulated through
two interdependent dimensions: “Realm” and “Encounter.” The former denotes the spa-
tial, narrative, and epistemic field within which existence is configured, encompassing
both the closed and perilous domain of the mundane world (samsdra)—conditioned by
cognitive and perceptual distortions—and its orientation toward the “City of Omniscience”
(— VIR sarvajiiatagocara) as articulated in the bodhisattva’s salvific aspiration. The lat-
ter refers to transformative intervention enacted through encounters with spiritual friends.
Through such encounters, the constraints of the Realm are reconfigured, allowing libera-
tion to emerge as an ongoing process rather than a fixed destination. On this basis, the
Gandavyiiha may be read as presenting a reproducible narrative model of practice in which
transformation unfolds through a continuing chain of encounters with spiritual friends.

The Chinese canon preserves multiple translations of the Avatamsaka-siitra, most no-
tably Buddhabhadra’s (i FE 2k fE 4§, 359-429 CE) sixty-fascicle version (T09, no. 278) and
Siksananda’s (£ X ¢, 652-710 CE) eighty-fascicle version (T10, no. 279). The latter
became the standard text for later Huayan scholarship and exerted significant influence
on East Asian Buddhist thought. Accordingly, the present study is based primarily on
Siksananda’s translation, while Buddhabhadra’s version is consulted where textual dif-
ferences are relevant. Unless otherwise specified, all citations and analyses draw on
the Chinese text, with reference to the Sanskrit version (Vaidya 1967) where relevant.
Thomas Cleary’s (1993) English translation, The Flower Ornament Scripture, is consulted se-
lectively as a secondary reference.

2. Words: The Lexical Landscape of the Realm

The utopian transformation articulated in the Gandavyitha presupposes a prior narra-
tive construction of the mundane world as a bounded field of existence. This construction
is established at the lexical level. Significantly, at the outset of his quest—immediately af-
ter receiving instruction from Manfjusri (L ATIH]) —Sudhana (#1), whose journey struc-
tures the narrative, articulates his initial understanding of samsdra through a metaphor
of enclosure and fortification: “Existence serves as the city wall, pride as the battlement;
the various states of being are the gates, and the water of craving is the moat” (T10, no.
279, p. 332c17-18). Through this figurative language, the mundane world is configured
as a closed and hostile Realm, structured by a vocabulary of confinement, obstruction,
and entrapment.

As Douglas Osto (2008, pp. 44-47) has shown, the Gandavyiiha is structured by recur-
ring narrative formulas that organize Sudhana’s encounters with spiritual friends.’ While
these formulas provide overall narrative coherence, close reading shows that the approach
formula is lexically adapted to the specific identity of each spiritual friend. In this episode,
Sudhana’s movement from the Earth Goddess (‘ZfF:Hif#; Sthavara prthidevatd) to the do-
main of a night goddess (ratridevata) marks a shift in setting, registered in the vocabulary
that frames the environment. In the two major Chinese translations of the Gandavyiiha,
ratridevatd is rendered as “night-deva” (%K) or “night-deity” (% #1), a designation that
later received sustained exegetical attention within the Huayan tradition. From the Tang
period onward, commentators associate “night” with darkness (Fl/M; andhakara) and ob-
struction (F%; dvarana), the latter referring both to cognitive misperception and to the inabil-
ity to penetrate Buddhist doctrine.*
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This association is reinforced within the narrative through a dense lexical field of ob-
struction. Darkness is presented not merely as a temporal condition but as an environment
intensified by additional layers of concealment, including “heavy clouds” (% E; megha),
“dense mist” (HEF5; dhiima), and the obscuration of celestial bodies, such that “the sun,
moon, and stars are all concealed” (H. H. 216 & &illl; candradityajyotirganarahitayam)
(see T10, no. 279, p. 369b27; Vaidya 1967, p. 172). These expressions indicate not only the
absence of light but the obstruction of vision itself, within which vision —and, by extension,
knowledge—is impeded.

Within this sequence of encounters, Vasantl introduces a distinct shift at the level
of naming. While the category of “night (ratri)” establishes an environment defined by
darkness and obstruction, the name Vasanti marks a change in lexical orientation. Etymo-
logically related to vasanta (“spring”) and the root y/vas (“to dwell”), the name introduces
associations of emergence and renewal that contrast with the preceding conditions of ob-
scurity, suggesting a movement toward generative transformation.” This lexical patterning
may be understood in terms of the Leitwort (thematic key-word), a device used to “enunci-
ate and develop” underlying meanings in narrative (Alter 1981, p. 180). The groundwork
for this thematic network is established at the very beginning of the episode.

When Sudhana first arrives at the city of Kapilavastu (il FE4E3K), the text specifies
that he stands at a crossroads (nagarasrigataka) and that it is “just after the sun has set”
(H&ARA; acirastamite siirye). These details introduce the Leitwirter of fading light and
visual deprivation, which together define the epistemic condition of the scene: darkness
follows the setting sun, and Sudhana “longs to see” (WA i; dardanaparitrsita) the spiri-
tual friend (see T10, no. 279, p. 369a20-26; Vaidya 1967, p. 172; Cleary 1993, pp. 1284-85).°
The approach formula thus situates the encounter under conditions of visual deprivation
and expectation, anticipating the subsequent emergence of light. This emphasis on see-
ing is developed further in Sudhana’s reflection, which turns to the acquisition of specific
forms of vision through the spiritual friend. The narrative shifts from not seeing to the
cultivation of seeing itself. The emphasis falls not on what is seen, but on how seeing is
enabled through the spiritual friend:

... He conceived of the spiritual friend as a tathagata and reflected further: through
spiritual friends one gains the eye of universal knowledge, clearly perceiving the
realms of all directions; through spiritual friends one gains vast understanding,
comprehending all objects of cognition; through spiritual friends one gains the
eye of concentration, observing all gateways of the Dharma; and through spiritual
friends one gains the eye of wisdom, illuminating the ocean of Buddha-lands in the
ten directions. A3 RIGKA QIR 1RIERE: M REG AR, R A5
B, s o, ek TIE VIR RS BRI, WhsiRg
PRER: BEREAAE S IR, HReUE Al .  (Adapted from Cleary 1993,
p. 1285, with reference to T10, no. 279, p. 369a21-26).

Lexically, this passage is densely populated with terms of seeing, yet these do not de-
note ordinary sensory perception. Instead, the text enumerates a series of visual faculties—
from the “eye of universal knowledge” (J&#&H}; samantajiianacaksus), through the “eye of
concentration” (ZBRHR; samadhicaksus)’, to the “eye of great wisdom” (% EHR; mahajiia-
nacaksus)—through which seeing is directed away from physical sight toward know-
ing, a shift already encoded in the compounds jiiana (“knowledge”) and caksus (“eye”).
The narrative answers Sudhana’s explicit “longing to see” with the luminous manifesta-
tion of Vasanti, whose body is described as radiantly displaying “all stars and constel-
lations” (— VI 15 fH SR 15 8%; sarvataragrahanaksatrajyotirganapratibhasasamdarsanasarira) (see
T10, no. 279, p. 369a20-b1; Vaidya 1967, p. 171).
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The contrast between the setting sun and the goddess’s radiance marks a transition
from the absence of light to its presence in the figure of the spiritual friend. Vision here
functions not as a passive sensory act but as a cultivated form of knowing, a tendency also
noted when verbs of vision extend to meanings of understanding (Sweetser 1990, p. 33).
In this passage, Sudhana’s longing to see is followed by the emergence of forms of vi-
sion that make such seeing possible. Andy Rotman’s analysis of Buddhist visuality high-
lights the close relation between seeing and knowing: “epistemology and visuality are in-
tertwined: showing/proving necessitates understanding, and understanding necessitates
seeing” (Rotman 2009, p. 55). In this context, seeing gives rise to sraddha, understood as
trust directed toward a reliable speaker (Rotman 2009, p. 42). In this episode, the god-
dess’s luminous manifestation provides the conditions under which such seeing occurs.
By witnessing this display, Sudhana is led to place trust in the spiritual friend.

As Alter observes, in biblical narrative, setting often prepares the scene, while mean-
ing is carried forward through dialogue (Alter 1981, pp. 92-93). A comparable transition
occurs in the Gandavyitha, where the emphasis on seeing gives rise to verbal articulation,
marking a movement from the capacity to see (Words) to the formulation of the quest in
speech. This shift leads into the next stage of the narrative, articulated through Dialogue.

3. Dialogue: The Trigger of Encounter

Although Sudhana provides the narrative continuity of the Gandavyiiha, his role in
the episode of Vasanti is minimal. He does not elaborate on a distinctive perspective or
display psychological development. Instead, his speech is limited to a set of recurring
questions that structure the encounter. These questions function as points of transition,
marking the shift from visual description to verbal exchange. The encounter is initiated by
a standardized question that redirects the narrative from seeing to speaking, introducing
the doctrinal content that follows:

“Noble One! Thave set my mind on supreme perfect enlightenment. I hope to rely
on spiritual friends to obtain all qualities of the Tathagatas. Please show me the
path of omniscience, that I may follow it and attain the stage of the Ten Powers.”
B ROEBITHEZE=FH =IO ROTTEKERGEN, R R
MERF R —DIRIE, AT, £ ! (Adapted from Cleary 1993, p. 1285,
with reference to T10, no. 279, p. 369b11-14)

This question corresponds to the “question formula” identified by Osto (2008, p. 44).
In particular, the request “please show me the path of omniscience” functions as a
narrative gateway, through which Vasanti’s account of bodhisattva liberation is subse-
quently articulated. A similar function appears in the subsequent exchange, which redi-
rects the narrative from the present to the past: “How long ago did you set your mind
on supreme perfect enlightenment? How long ago did you attain this liberation, by
the attainment of which you have come to perform all beneficial actions in this way?”
kb i 2 M =5 =P 0, ARRRER? B, oA, JhselReRnse? (T10,
no. 279, p. 370c25-27). This question initiates the avadana, shifting the narrative from the
account of present attainment to the recounting of past causes and prior encounters.

In both instances, Sudhana’s questions organize the movement of the narrative, mark-
ing transitions from visual manifestation to doctrinal explanation and from present attain-
ment to retrospective narration, without foregrounding his own subjectivity. This consis-
tency reflects not a limitation but a feature of the narrative form. Tatelman (2013, p. 11)
notes that avadana literature often presents narrative as a vehicle for progressive instruc-
tion (anupiirvikatha). In this setting, dialogue functions less as an interpersonal exchange
than as a means of presenting doctrine.
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In ancient sacred narrative, as Alter’s analysis demonstrates, stylized and repetitive
speech serves to foreground what is “deemed essential” (Alter 1981, pp. 92-93). Sudhana’s
formulaic questions can thus be understood as a repeated request for Dharma. By mini-
mizing psychological detail, his speech directs attention to the content of the response.
The exchange follows a clear sequence: the question articulates the aspiration for om-
niscience, and the answer presents the corresponding teaching in the form of the night
goddess’s liberation.

4. Actions: Soteriological Intervention and the Opening of the Realm

In narratological accounts of biblical literature, actions are rarely included for “sheer
mimetic pleasure” or merely to advance the plot. Such narratives are largely devoid
of “free motifs,” so that each reported action or gesture is “fraught with consequence”
(Alter 1981, p. 79). This narratological principle can be observed in the Gandavyiiha, where
Vasantl’s actions do not simply carry the narrative forward but function as concrete inter-
ventions within the closed Realm of darkness. In narrative form, they present the operation
of skillful means (J7{; upaya) that characterizes bodhisattva activity.

Before Vasanti offers any doctrinal explanation, the narrative establishes her efficacy
through a striking visual display. As shown in the analysis of Words, the episode opens
with a scenography of darkness; yet this setting is immediately disrupted by the dynamic
activity Sudhana perceives within the goddess’s own body. The text describes how, within
each of her pores (EFL; romavivara), Sudhana sees “images” (1%; pratibhisa) of sentient
beings being liberated from evil destinies and perilous circumstances, reborn among hu-
mans or gods, or advancing toward the path of omniscience. These visions further include
manifestations of diverse expedient means—appearing in physical form, expounding the
Dharma, demonstrating bodhisattva conduct, and freely displaying liberative activity —
through which sentient beings are brought to maturity (R & b, —— B EHTEEE
R R A, AR A .. AR AR R ) (T10, no. 279, p. 369b1-9). From
Sudhana’s perspective, these acts of rescue are presented as directly perceptible. The en-
counter thus foregrounds the enactment of liberation prior to its verbal articulation. When
Vasantl later describes her interventions in doctrinal terms, she does not introduce new
content, but renders explicit what has already been established at the level of perception.

With the lexical construction of “night” or “darkness” established as a Realm of ob-
struction, the narrative focus shifts from setting and speech to action. In biblical narrative,
character is often revealed through action rather than descriptive elaboration (Alter 1981,
pp- 114-15). In the case of the Night Goddess Vasanti, this principle is reflected in the
way her role is defined through actions that actively dispel the darkness described in the
previous section. This shift is marked by her declaration of a specific bodhisattva libera-
tion, presented as a gateway through which sentient beings are guided by the illumination
of the Dharma that dispels the darkness afflicting them (3% i i — ) i A= e 72 W fig i
sarvasattvatamovikiranadharmavabhasajagadvinayamukha bodhisattvavimoksa) (T10, no. 279,
p. 369b17-18; Vaidya 1967, p. 172).

Although this liberation is framed as the “dispelling of darkness” (fl{}t#%), the nar-
rative does not treat darkness as merely a visual deficiency. Rather, it presents darkness
as a composite condition encompassing environmental obscurity and multiple forms of
danger—spatial, social, and cognitive—that structure vulnerability within samsara. This
is made explicit in a passage describing the conditions of nocturnal peril (T10, no. 279,
p- 369b25—c1; Vaidya 1967, p. 172), where beings are depicted as “entering the sea or travel-
ingonland” (# NJRE, #ATIARE; sagaragata ... sthalagatd), traversing “mountains, forests,
and wildernesses” (LLIAKBEEF; parvatagata ... atavikantiragatd), and wandering through var-
ious perilous places. They face threats posed by “ghosts and spirits” (J&14; bhiitasamgha)
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and “bandits” (¥#; taskara), material deprivation marked by the absence of provisions
(Z & *&; annapanavirahitd), and cognitive disorientation, becoming “confused about direc-
tion” (MR 7 ME; digantaragata ... sammuhyanti) or “losing the road” (i KI& ¥, margantara-
gatd). Ultimately, they are depicted as “panicked and terrified” (1&15 %), unable to extri-
cate themselves (A8 H t; vilayam apadyante).

Within this narrative logic, “night” functions not as a static atmosphere but as a field
of peril that calls for intervention. Vasanti responds through “various skillful means”
(A 77 {#; nanopaya), deploying forms of rescue calibrated to the specific situations in
which sentient beings are endangered.® The act of liberation constitutes the decisive turn-
ing point of the narrative, and the text elaborates this core event through a series of differ-
entiated manifestations. For beings endangered at sea, illumination alone is insufficient;
Vasanti appears as a pilot or navigator (Mififi; kaivarta) or transforms into a fish king or a
horse king capable of conveying them safely to shore. In terrestrial contexts, where be-
ings are trapped in wilderness or perilous terrain, she does not merely indicate a path but
materializes as the necessary infrastructure itself, appearing as bridges (f&%; tirtha)’ or
dwellings (% %&; bhavana). In cases of social and emotional distress, particularly separation
from loved ones (% jilliff; priyaviprayoga), she assumes relational forms— parents, siblings,
orspouses (X BE. Yo FCAH; mata, pitr, bhratr, dara)—thereby restoring bonds rather than
merely offering protection (see T10, no. 279, p. 369b18-c27; Vaidya 1967, pp. 172-73).

Beyond these situational dangers, the narrative extends Vasanti's salvific activity to
deeper structures of attachment and delusion. For beings bound by craving for status,
wealth, relationships, or habitation, she teaches the Dharma to induce detachment and to
align them with the teaching. Likewise, she addresses cognitive and moral disorientation—
beings lost in inverted views, karmic confusion, or destructive conduct—by manifesting
the “light of great wisdom” (K& H]; mahaprajiialoka), correcting false perceptions and
redirecting them toward the bodhisattva path. For those lost in the “thicket of views”
(SLBIK; drstigahana), rescue no longer takes the form of physical support but of epistemic
correction, through which ignorance is dispelled and orientation restored (see T10, no. 279,
p. 369c28-370b9; Vaidya 1967, p. 173).

Vasanti’s actions do not end with immediate relief. The narrative repeatedly stresses
that each intervention culminates in an act of redirection (i2q]), through which a partic-
ular rescue is extended into a universal soteriological aspiration. This pattern accords
with Osto’s (2008, p. 46) observation that the Gandavyitha links concrete acts of res-
cue to the realization of liberation (vimoksa). For example, when the text describes be-
ings attached to villages and dwellings, immersed in darkness and afflicted by suffer-
ing (A MAESERE, AREE, WEEN, i), Vasantl responds on two lev-
els. She first teaches the Dharma to induce detachment; she then “forms this thought”
(fF =& 7F), redirecting the efficacy of her action through a vow that all beings may abandon
attachment to the “six loci” (7N &%), escape birth and death, and ultimately abide in the “City
of Omniscience” (—7J i sarvajﬁatdgocam)w (see T10, no. 279, p. 369¢23-27; Vaidya 1967,
p- 173). Through this redirection, a provisional rescue from a physical dwelling is reconfig-
ured as liberation from the “village of the six sense bases” (/&% 4; sadayatanagrama)'’,
illustrating how each action functions as a form of upadya oriented toward enlightenment.

By means of this process, the category of Actions is retrospectively reconfigured.
The physical night of the episode is disclosed as the “long night of samsara” (IR
dirghasamsararatri), while the concrete rescues from sea, wilderness, or peril are reinter-
preted as forms of upaya. From this perspective, the site of encounter marks the moment
at which the spiritual friend actively approaches the sentient being, transforming sites of
danger into occasions for salvific engagement. The Encounter is thus not a passive meeting
but a directed intervention, through which the closed Realm of darkness is opened toward
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orientation, and the path toward the City of Omniscience is set in motion. Viewed in light
of Levitas’s conception of utopia as an ongoing process of reconstruction, such soteriologi-
cal interventions may be understood as reconfiguring the conditions of samsaric existence,
thereby opening new possibilities for liberation.

5. Retrospective Narration: Avadana as Exemplary Path

Following the analysis of Actions, the narrative shifts from immediate intervention
to retrospective articulation. This transition is structurally marked by the emergence of
avadana, a narrative mode that situates present attainment within a temporally extended
causal framework. The Vasanti episode offers a particularly clear instance of this process,
in which the encounter is reconfigured through the narration of past lives.

5.1. Avadana in the Viasanti Episode

As indicated by Sudhana’s formulaic inquiry, the transition to retrospective narration
is structurally triggered within the dialogue itself. After witnessing Vasanti’s acts of res-
cue, he asks when she first generated the aspiration for enlightenment and how long she
has abided in her liberation. This question redirects the narrative from the immediacy of
present action to a temporally extended account, marking the shift from the “story of the
present” (pratyutpannavastu) to the “story of the past” (atitavastu), and thereby grounding
Vasanti’s present role as a spiritual instructor in a causal history.'?

Retrospective narration has been widely recognized as a defining feature of the
Gandavyitha. Jan Fontein characterizes these narratives as fully developed Mahayana
avadana, particularly in the accounts of female spiritual friends—such as the night god-
desses, Gopa (#1%), and Maya (BEHE)—who explain how their present states of liberation
are grounded in sustained cultivation across past lives. He further notes that these em-
bedded narratives consistently depict a world populated by innumerable Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas, are driven by devotion (bhakti), and culminate in assurances of future Bud-
dhahood for those who generate the aspiration for enlightenment (Fontein 1981, p. 106).

Building on this line of analysis, Osto classifies these narrative segments as avadina
within the twelvefold taxonomy of Buddhist teachings and observes that they follow a
standard narrative formula: an initial specification of cosmic and historical coordinates,
a gradual exposition of the protagonist’s background and spiritual condition, and a con-
cluding act of identification aligning past and present identities (Osto 2008, p. 99). The
Vasanti episode conforms to this general model while instantiating it in a more recursive
form. Two past identities are narrated, and the samavadhana (juncture/identification) is
functionally differentiated: identification proper aligns the past agent with the present
speaker, while a directive function connects the past spiritual friend to the future guide.
Through this differentiation, the episode renders Encounter as a temporally extended ped-
agogical process rather than a single moment of revelatory closure. The structure unfolds
as follows.

5.1.1. Past Identity 1: The Primordial Cause (Generation of the Vow)

In the Tranquil Light (F##6; Prasantaprabha) eon, Vasanti appears as Queen Moon
of Understanding of Right (%% H; Dharmamaticandrd). During the night, she is awak-
ened by the Night Goddess Pure Moonlight (i J; Suvisuddhacandrabhai), who leads her
to pay homage and present offerings to the Buddha Supreme Thunder of All Dharmas
(— V%% & E; Sarvadharmanigarjitaraja) and his assembly. Through this encounter, she
performs acts of offering and generates the aspiration for supreme perfect enlightenment
(GBI ¥ %2 & — 35 — FIRRE; anuttaram samyaksambodhim abhisamprasthita).
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Structurally, this episode establishes the primordial cause underlying Vasanti’s present
attainment. The encounter functions as the condition for the generation of the vow, situ-
ating her liberation within a trajectory initiated through devotion and offering. At the
conclusion of the narration, the text performs a partial act of identification (samavadhana):
the queen of the Tranquil Light eon is revealed to be the present Vasanti. This identifi-
catory move secures the continuity of the speaking subject across temporal distance and
establishes the legitimacy of her present role as a spiritual instructor, while withholding
the identity of the guiding night goddess, thereby leaving the causal chain structurally
open (see T10, no. 279, p. 370c27-371a21; Vaidya 1967, pp. 178-79).

5.1.2. Past Identity 2: Maturation (Attainment of Liberation)

Following this initial identification, the narrative introduces a second past identity
marking the stage of maturation. In the Free from Dust (#f3i; Asokaviraja) eon, Vasanti is
reborn as the daughter of a distinguished householder, bearing the name Light of Wisdom
(WEDLH; Prajiiavabhasasri). She is again approached by the same spiritual friend, now
manifesting as the Night Goddess Light of Purified Eyes (i&§¥FHR; Visuddhanetrabha). As a
result of this renewed encounter, she gains access to the Buddha's teaching and attains the
specific bodhisattva liberation that she exercises in the narrative present (see T10, no. 279,
p- 371a21-b22; Vaidya 1967, p. 179).

Only after completing the narration of her past identities does Vasanti shift from ret-
rospective narration to formulaic self-limitation. Declaring that she knows only this par-
ticular bodhisattva liberation—a method of guiding the world by the light of truth that
dispels the darkness of sentient beings—and that she cannot fully expound the practices,
virtues, spheres, or freedoms of bodhisattvas perfected in infinite vows, she explicitly cir-
cumscribes the scope of her knowledge.

Within this conventional gesture, she then redirects Sudhana’s quest through the
standard “go and ask” formula, instructing him to approach a night goddess residing at
the site of enlightenment in Magadha (EE¥42), the Night Goddess Pure Radiant Light
of Universal Profundity (¥#&¥35'; Samantagambhirasrivimalaprabha). Crucially, this direc-
tive serves a dual function: it advances the narrative while also completing the struc-
ture established by the preceding avadina. The next teacher is identified not only as a
future guide but as the agent of Vasanti’s own initial awakening. As the text states: “It
was through her that I was caused to generate the mind for supreme perfect enlight-
enment, and she has encouraged me time and again through the wondrous Dharma.”
(A AERTHE 2 2 =5 =10, F LLVEBIE IR IR, anuttarayam samyaksambodhau cit-
tamutpadita, punah punas ca samcoditd) (see T10, no. 279, p. 371c5-8; Vaidya 1967, p. 180;
Cleary 1993, p. 1293). In this way, the “go and ask” formula does not merely propel the
narrative forward. It links the present encounter to its causal origin, directing Sudhana to
the very source of Vasanti’s own spiritual formation and thereby extending the chain of
encounter across temporal layers.

5.2. Retrospective Evidence: Patterned Encounters and Pedagogical Structure

Whereas the preceding section foregrounded Vasanti’s role as an active agent of
rescue, the level of Narration reveals that her capacity to facilitate encounters is itself
grounded in a prior encounter. Within the avadina framework, the narrative perspec-
tive shifts: Vasanti is no longer the night goddess who illuminates others, but a sentient
being enveloped in darkness. As Queen Moon of Understanding of Right, she is por-
trayed not as a saviour but as one “asleep in the middle of the night” (& ANRK; ratryah
... prasuptd), immobilized within a condition of unawareness (see T10, no. 279, p. 371a3;
Vaidya 1967, p. 178).
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This embedded narrative introduces a further layer of encounter through two past
spiritual friends—the Night Goddesses Pure Moonlight and Light of Purified Eyes. Their
actions echo, in notable ways, Vasanti’s present interventions, allowing the narrative to
juxtapose past and present modes of guidance. Just as Vasanti now responds to beings
lost in darkness, the Goddess Pure Moonlight enters the queen’s state of sleep to ef-
fect an awakening. This intervention is presented as a sensory disruption. Pure Moon-
light “awakens [the queen] by the sound of her jewelry jingling” (8 & B LU KN ; ab-
haranasamghattanasabdena prabodhya). Buddhabhadra’s rendering—“producing a subtle
and marvellous sound” (Hi#{%}#%)—draws attention to the esthetic dimension of awaken-
ing (see T10, no. 279, p. 371a9; T09, no. 278, p. 722a2-3; Vaidya 1967, p. 178; Cleary 1993,
p- 1292). This auditory interruption gives way to a visual encounter: once awakened, the
queen is guided to behold the Buddha and to generate the aspiration for enlightenment.

A similar pattern appears in the second past-life narrative. Reborn as the daughter of
a distinguished householder, the protagonist is approached by the Night Goddess Light of
Purified Eyes, whose intervention disrupts the enclosure of domestic space. The night god-
dess “made our house tremble” (FRENIE; tad grham kampayitod) and “showed her body
with a great light” (KOG, IR &, udirenavabhiasena svariipam), combining physical
disturbance with visual illumination (see T10, no. 279, p. 371a28-b3; Vaidya 1967, p. 179;
Cleary 1993, p. 1292). These actions anticipate key features of Vasanti’s present activity, in
which illumination and intervention similarly coincide. As Light of Purified Eyes reveals
her form to the merchant’s daughter, Vasantt appears before Sudhana in a body adorned
with constellations. The narration thus suggests that patterns of encounter may be reiter-
ated across narrative contexts.

These past encounters further direct the protagonist toward the Buddha. Both Pure
Moonlight and Light of Purified Eyes function not as final saviours but as intermedi-
aries who “encourage and guide” (¥J#i; samadapya) the protagonist to “go to the Buddha”
(RE1 AN 2R; tathagatasyantikam upasamkrantd). In the Buddha's presence, the protagonist per-
forms “great offerings” (& ¥{it%s; udaram pijam krtod) (see T10, no. 279, p. 371a28-b3;
Vaidya 1967, p. 179). Following this sequence, the narrative situates awakening within
a pattern of guidance and response. Even after encountering the Buddha, the protagonist
continues to participate in the purification of Buddha-lands and the guidance of sentient be-
ings: “The Buddha-lands purified by those Tathagatas, I too undertake to purify. I also see
the sentient beings in those oceans of worlds, and I transform my body to accord with the
measures of the inclinations, faculties, and interests of those sentient beings, in order to de-
velop and guide them” (& WA B Ob A, FIUREGF; IR A AR — V1R 4, FEH AT IET
LG, HULFR) (see T10, no. 279, p. 371b19-21; Cleary 1993, p. 1293). Encounter
thus functions as a generative condition, leading onward rather than toward a final point
of arrival.

6. Conclusions

This narrative analysis of the Vasanti episode has shown that the Gandavyiiha artic-
ulates the bodhisattva path through a dynamic interplay of Realm and Encounter. By
integrating narratological analysis across the four rubrics of Words, Dialogue, Actions,
and Narration, the study demonstrates that the text presents Buddhist doctrine not as a
static body of propositions or a fixed blueprint for a distant “other shore,” but as a trajec-
tory enacted through practice. As demonstrated throughout this analysis and noted by
Grohmann (2002), the Huayan tradition does not limit access to a pure land to rebirth in a
distant realm, but emphasizes the bodhisattva’s active participation in realizing it through
ongoing practice. In this sense, the narrative aligns with what Levitas terms “utopia as
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method,” in which utopia is understood not as a fixed end state but as a process of trans-
formation (Levitas 2013, p. xi).

Close attention to the narrative configuration of this episode clarifies how doctrinal
meaning is generated through patterned relations among perception, speech, action, and
retrospective narration. The analysis of Words shows that samsara is configured as a closed
and hazardous realm, marked by darkness, obstruction, and epistemic distortion. Within
this constricted setting, Dialogue functions not as psychological expression but as a struc-
tural pivot (cf. Alter 1981, pp. 92-93): Sudhana’s formulaic questions redirect the narrative
from exposure to danger toward the conditions of liberative possibility. Through this di-
alogic trigger, the spiritual friend’s Actions acquire narrative force, transforming sites of
peril into encountering contexts that reorient the seeker’s trajectory toward the City of Om-
niscience (sarvajiiata-gocara). At the level of Narration, the avadina structure situates present
attainment within an extended causal framework, linking past and present encounters and
showing how Vasantl’s capacity to guide others arises from prior encounters in which she
herself was guided. Liberation thus appears not as an abstract ideal but as a path grounded
in narrative precedent.

At the same time, this analysis underscores the value of close reading in making visi-
ble the narrative processes through which doctrinal meaning is produced rather than pre-
supposed. Although structural similarities do not in themselves imply a direct correspon-
dence between Buddhist and biblical narrative traditions, the patterned coordination of
action, dialogue, and narration observed here —particularly in its emphasis on consequen-
tial action —suggests a shared pedagogical logic in religious narrative.

Finally, the “go and ask” formula reactivates the logic of Encounter by redirecting
Sudhana toward another spiritual friend. Rather than closing the episode, it initiates a
new site of encounter, extending the narrative process beyond any single moment. The
Vasanti episode thus presents the bodhisattva path as a sequence of encounters in which
each meeting marks a turning point, transforming the conditions of the realm and opening
the possibility of liberation. Viewed from a broader comparative perspective, this narra-
tive configuration also invites reflection within the context of Buddhist-Christian dialogue:
while differing in doctrinal orientation, both traditions articulate forms of transformation
that unfold through relational and processual dynamics rather than through access to a
fixed transcendent realm.
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Abbreviation

T  Taishd Shinshii Daizokyd (K IEHT % KAL)

Notes

1

10

11
12

Although Bolt rigorously critiques this-worldly trajectory for substituting orthodox eschatology with a secularized progressive
ethic, his historical analysis nonetheless corroborates a clear paradigm shift away from static, transcendent models (Bolt 2016,
pp- 259, 264, 269-71).

Tatelman (2013, p. 34) adopts Alter’s four-fold rubric of analysis to demonstrate that in Buddhist narrative, “single words or
phrases can carry a great freight of meaning.” Regarding proper names (such as Bhava or Piirna), Tatelman argues they possess
“allegorical implications that provide a thematic framework for the entire action,” thereby anchoring the character to a specific
karmic function or soteriological destiny.

Osto (2008, pp. 44—-47) identifies five such formulas: the approach formula, the question formula, the statement of attainment
and ignorance formula, the “go and ask” formula, and the departing formula.

In his explanation of the first Night Deity, Zhiyan % fii (602-668 CE) states: “She abides in the great night of radiant light, because
it transforms profound darkness” (M6 K&, FRELHH). See Dafangguang Fo Huayan jing souxuan fengi tongzhi fanggui
RT3 R 4 R ASAS 2 93 5 U5 1, T 35, mo. 1732, 97¢12.

Tatelman (2013, p. 34) illustrates this with names such as Bhava and Piirna, whose meanings inform their narrative roles. For
a comparable example, see Alter’s discussion of Jacob (Ya agov), “heel-grabber,” as a Leitwort shaping the character’s function
(Alter 1981, pp. 42, 92-93).

The Chinese translations diverge slightly at this point. Siksananda’s version reads “He had not stood there long before he saw
the sun set” (fT3LRA, fER HZ), omitting the spatial detail preserved in the Sanskrit, whereas Buddhabhadra’s translation
more closely follows the Sanskrit in situating the scene at a moment shortly after sunset, when the path remains visible. See
Vaidya (1967, p. 172); T09, no. 278, p. 720b1; T10, no. 279, p. 369a20.

Vaidya (1967, p. 172) reads samamdhi-caksusa, likely a scribal error for samadhi-caksusa, as supported by the Chinese and
Tibetan translations.

Siksananda’s translation reads: “At that time, I immediately rescued them through various skillful means” (3R} H[ LA fFd 77 & 1M
FF52) (T10, no. 279, p. 369c1-2); Buddhabhadra’s translation reads: “For these sentient beings, I dispel their fears by various
skillful means” (it A% Az, DA 5 {8 3 H 2 ) (T09, no. 278, p. 720c7-8). The comparison highlights different interpretive em-
phases. Siksananda renders the passage in terms of rescuing sentient beings, whereas Buddhabhadra emphasizes the removal of
fear. Both translations may be understood as interpretive renderings of the Sanskrit expression layanabhiita bhavami (Vaidya 1967,
p- 172), which conveys the sense of becoming a refuge or source of protection for sentient beings.

The Sanskrit term tirtha denotes, among other meanings, a bathing place or pilgrimage site on the bank of a sacred river, as
well as steps or a landing place for descent into water; by extension, it may also refer to a person worthy of receiving offerings
(Monier-Williams 1899, p. 449). In Chinese translations, the term is rendered according to its primary spatial senses as jinji i
(“ford, crossing”) or ginoliang &4 (“bridge”), both of which emphasize its functional role as a means by which beings pass safely
across dangerous or obstructed terrain.

It is worth noting that whereas the Chinese translation renders the term as “city” (cheng 3), evoking a fortified and enclosed
space, the Sanskrit gocara carries a broader semantic range, including “range,” “field,” or “sphere of activity.” As noted by
Edgerton, gocara may denote the scope or domain of what is perceptible within a given cognitive field (Edgerton 1953, p. 215).
Vaidya (1967, p. 173) reads svayatana, likely a scribal error for sadayatana, as supported by the Chinese and Tibetan translations.
On the tripartite structure of avadina narratives—pratyutpannavastu, atitavastu, and samavadhana—and its role in representing
karmic causality across lifetimes, see Tatelman (2013, pp. 4-7).
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