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The Debate on the four carts or three carts
in the Lotus Sutra :
A Research Based on the Five Hundred
Questions on the Lotus Sutra

Kuo-ching Huang

Abstract

The aim of this article is to present the Tien-tai’s and Fa-xiang’s
differences in the interpretation of the One Vehicle theory in the Lotus
Sutra in terms of the debates recorded in the Five Hundred Questions on
the Lotus Sutra. First, we examine the conceptions of the One Vehicle and
tree vehicles in some early Mahayana sutras, to use as a reference frame.
There are only one bodhisattva path in early Mahayana Buddhism, the
Lotus Sutra and the Yogacara School are with the same idea, however, the
Tien-tai School suggests more than one path. Under the background of
different theories, the two schools, according to different sentences in the
Lotus Sutra, offer their own interpretation separately. The Tien-tai School
claims converging the three vehicles into the One Vehicle (the four-cart
theory), and the Fa-xiang School claims transferring from the two vehicles
into the One Vehicle (the three-cart theory). As regards the way of
converging or transferring into the One Vehicle, the Tien-tai School
suggests that the Buddha want to lead every sentient being to obtain the
Buddha-hood and claims the inner-connection among different teachings,
so their method is “revealing the One Vehicle contained in the three
vehicles.” The Fa-xiang School claims the two vehicles are totally
different from the Buddhayana , so the method is “discarding the two
vehicles and transferring into the One Vehicle.” They insist that some
kinds of lineage (gotra) are unable to become the Buddha forever. The
Tien-tai’s view is more compatible with the broad mind showed in the
Lotus Sutra.

Keywords: the Five Hundred Questions on the Lotus Sutra, One
Vehicle ,the three-cart theory, the four-cart theory, all sentient beings can
become the Buddha, theory of the five different lineages
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