The Excellent Physician and His Sick Children

There once was a very wise doctor. He could make medications — medicine that could cure any illness imaginable.

The doctor had many children. One day, he traveled to a distant land. While he was away, his children mistakenly drank poison. They became very sick. Some were in pain, some lost their minds. Some were close to death. Others were only a little bit sick.

When the doctor returned from his long trip, he saw that his children were very sick.

All the children, even though ill with poison, were happy to see their father return. "Welcome home, father!" they said. "We're so happy to see that you have returned safely. While you were away we were very foolish. We all mistakenly drank some poison. Please save us from this suffering!"

The doctor went to work, grinding, sifting, and mixing various herbs. He made a powerful medicine that had a beautiful color, excellent fragrance, and wonderful taste. This medicine was perfect. Bringing the medicine to his children, he encouraged them to drink it: "My children, here is a medicine of excellent color, fragrance, and taste. Drink this and your illness will be gone and you will be well.”

Those children who were only slightly ill immediately took the medicine and were quickly cured. The children who had lost their minds refused the medicine. They were confused by the poison in their bodies. They refused to believe that their father's medicine would help them.

"My poor children," the father said, "because you have consumed poison, your thinking has become twisted. When you saw me return home, you begged me to cure you. But when I offered you this medicine, you refused it. If you won't take this good medicine, how can you be cured?"

Although the children's minds were confused, their father loved them. He had to think of a way to get them to take the medicine. Finally, the doctor said: "My beloved children, hear me well! I am old and weak, and may die at any time. I will leave this medicine here for you. Even if I should die, your sickness can still be cured with this good medicine. Please don't doubt that! I must leave now on another trip, so please remember what I have told you."

The doctor then traveled to another land. He sent a messenger home to tell his children of his death. The children were stunned. They had never expected him to really die! They said: "Our father is dead! Now we have no one to rely on!"

Then, the children remembered the medicine that their father had left for them and his words before leaving. In tears, they each took some of the medicine and were immediately cured of their illness.

Then, to their amazement, their father returned home. For the first time they realized how great his love and mercy was for them.

For Discussion
This parable appears in the Juryo (16th) chapter of the Lotus Sutra. Generally speaking, Shakyamuni Buddha expounded this parable in order to demonstrate that, although the Buddha's life is eternal, if he remained always in this world, people would come to take him for granted and neglect to seek his teaching; therefore, he uses his death to awaken people to Buddhism.

This parable takes on even more profound significance when one considers Nichiren Daishonin's clear insight into the cause of people's sufferings. In the light of true Buddhism, the children in the story represent people of the Latter Day of the Law, who, having taken the "poison" of misleading philosophies and religions, find themselves "writhing on the floor" of the lower states of life, with no way to end their suffering. The father is the true Buddha, or Nichiren Daishonin, the one person who is capable of curing their sickness with his medicine of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo of the Three Great Secret Laws. He appears just at the time of the Latter Day of the Law, when poison has penetrated deeply into their lives.

In the Gosho, "Reply to Takahashi Nyudo," Nichiren Daishonin states, "...though the words of these (Hinayana and Mahayana) sutras still remain, they will no longer serve as medicine for the illnesses of living beings. The illnesses will be too grave, and these medicines ineffectual. At that time, Bodhisattva Jogyo will make his appearance in the world and bestow upon all living beings of Jambudvipa the five characters of Myoho-renge-kyo" (MW-6, 125). Here, Nichiren Daishonin expresses his conviction that during the Latter Day of Law, when the people are suffering from the "three poisons" of greed, anger and stupidity, the only "medicine" powerful enough is the Gohonzon of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo.

The father returning home to find his children suffering indicates the true Buddha, Nichiren Daishonin, making his advent during the Latter Day of the Law in order to save all people. The children who immediately take the medicine are those who form a positive relationship with true Buddhism, feeling joy to awaken their Buddha nature through chanting to the Gohonzon.

The children who reject the medicine, thinking it to be ineffectual, are those who cannot immediately believe in the Gohonzon, rejecting the idea that they possess a Buddha nature. However, Nichiren Daishonin teaches that any relationship with the Gohonzon, positive or negative, is the cause which will eventually lead one to attain Buddhahood. Therefore, Nichiren Daishonin left the "medicine" of the Dai Gohonzon of the Three Great Secret Laws, so that after his passing, all people could overcome the effects of the three poisons and attain enlightenment.

Although all beings eventually pass away, the essential aspect of their lives persists eternally. Nichiren Daishonin, the true Buddha, passed away, but his life exists eternally, permeating the universe. Just as the father returns home after the children take the medicine which he has left for them, when we chant to the Gohonzon which the Daishonin left for us, the universal life of the true Buddha and our own lives become one. 

