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Chapter 22 
 

The Misconception of Buddhism as 
Polytheism 

 
Upon seeing dazzling sculptures inside Buddhist monasteries, 
people who are not familiar with Buddhism might immediately 
have the impression that this religion is polytheistic. In this 
chapter, I need to clarify that Buddhism is NOT polytheistic. 
 
First, let us examine the common facilities we see in a Buddhist 
monastery. Upon entering a temple, we see the Hall of the 
Guardian Kings, who are commonly known as the 
dharma-protecting deities. At the centre of the hall sits the 
smiling Maitreya Bodhisattva1 facing the front door. This smile 
indicates that one shall treat others with joy when one is 
learning Buddhism. Maitreya Bodhisattva has a mountainous 
belly, which represents tolerance, impartiality, forgiveness. One 
becomes a true Buddhist disciple only after having these 
virtues.  
 
Alongside Maitreya Bodhisattva stands the four celestial kings 
of the four directions. In the east is Dhṛtarāṣṭra2 (Eastern 
Dharma Protector), who represents responsibility and 
safeguards the territory, which means that people should be 
responsible for themselves in domestic affairs and state affairs. 
How should one fulfill the responsibility of hosting state affairs? 

                                                        
1 彌勒菩薩. 
2 東方持國天王. 
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One has to be conscientious and endeavour to protect the 
rights of the people under his reign. Interestingly, the East 
Dharma Protector holds a lute in his hands. This teaches us to 
keep in mind that we need to find a middle path in doing things, 
as if we are maintaining equilibrium in plucking the strings. 
Buddhist dharmas teach us that we should be neither excessive 
nor insufficient. We should maintain the middle way in order to 
be perfect. 
 
In the south is Virūḍhaka3 (Southern Dharma Protector), who 
teaches us not only to complete our own duties, but to make 
progress every day, as we must forge ahead or be swept 
downstream. Virūḍhaka holds a sword that represents wisdom. 
It means to cut off afflictions. 
 
In the west is Virūpākṣa4 (Western Dharma Protector), who 
teaches us to open our eyes and see the world around us. A 
dragon, sometimes a serpent coils around his body. The dragon 
is known for its flexibility in the constantly changing conditions. 
It means that what we see are constantly evolving, and we 
ought to know how to deal with these changes. 
 
In the north is Vaiśravaṇa5 (Northern Dharma Protector), who 
teaches us to listen. We notice that he holds an umbrella. This 
reminds us to avoid outside pollutions to our pure minds. 
 
Next I will explain the sculptures in the main hall - Treasured 
Hall of Great Heroes. The sculptures at the centre are a buddha 

                                                        
3 南方增長天王. 
4 西方廣目天王. 
5 北方多聞天王. 
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and two bodhisattvas. This is always the case. “One” represents 
the master and “two” represents the followers. 
 
“Buddha” refers to the thusness of humans, which is also called 
Buddha-nature. Buddha is a Sanskrit word that connotes the 
person who has awakened to the true nature of existence. 
Bodhisattva is the Sanskrit term for anyone who has awakened 
but is still attached to delusion. Although a bodhisattva has not 
reached Buddhahood, he has generated bodhicitta 

("enlightenment-mind"), a spontaneous aspiration to enlighten 
all sentient beings. Thus, buddhas and bodhisattvas represent 
different levels of cultivation. 
 
There are four bodhisattvas teaching us Buddhism. They are: 

1. Earth-Store Bodhisattva who teaches us filial piety; 
2. Avalokiteśvara Bodhisattva who teaches us compassion; 
3. Mañjuśrī Bodhisattva who teaches us wisdom; 
4. Samantabhadra Bodhisattva who teaches us practice, 

which is to apply filial piety, compassion, and intelligence 
in our daily lives. 

 
We make obeisance to these figures, in which the virtues we 
revere are embodied. We visualize these figures in order to 
reveal their benevolence. This is not polytheism. The entire 
Buddha-dharma is comprised of filial piety, compassion, 
wisdom, and practice. 
 
In some temples, people may see some idols that are not 
relevant to Buddhism. For example, the Empress of Heaven, 
Grand Supreme Elderly Lord, Divus Guan, and Jade Emperor are 
worshipped in Daoism but not in Buddhism. It is therefore 
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understandable for some Western scholars to mistake 
Buddhism as Polytheism by seeing the worshipping of these 
irrelevant idols. 
 
Throughout its long history, Chinese culture believes that every 
person’s soul exists after his death, which is called the “soul in 
Heaven.” As I have mentioned, Chinese culture emphasizes the 
importance of filial piety. In keeping with this emphasis, many 
Chinese might carve out a niche or simply install a framed 
photo of their late parents at home, as a way to show our 
reverence for ancestors. They may even regularly offer incense 
to them. And yet we would not consider this custom 
polytheistic. 
 
Sometimes, people go to monasteries to seek blessings from 
the buddhas and bodhisattvas. This is undeniably true. But, 
once again, the use of the titles “buddha” and “bodhisattva” 
are merely for the convenience of describing certain virtues. We 
need to always remember that all the buddhas and 
bodhisattvas have formulated the perfect qualities. Hence, we 
are taught that “all buddhas are like one.” They all belong to 
“One True Realm of Reality”. 6 No one is superior to anyone 
else. And no one discriminates against another in this realm. 
 

                                                        
6  The Dictionary of Common Buddhist Terms (佛學常見詞匯 ); page 6 edited by 

the householder Chen Yixiao explains that the one true realm of reality is “the dharmakāya, 
or spiritual body of all Buddhas, eternal, above terms of being, indefinable, neither 
immanent nor transcendent, yet the one reality, though beyond thought.” He continues to 
state, “the one true realm refers to the absolute truth. Both the ‘one true realm of reality’ 
in the Flower Ornament School and the ‘real character of all dharmas’ in the Tiantai School 
talk about the intrinsic nature from the standpoint of thusness. In other words, the reality 
and immutability of all dharmas are thusness. Therefore, it is said that when one truth is 
understood, all truths will be understood. 
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One True Realm of Reality7 
This is a concept in Buddhism. This concept is related to 
intrinsic nature, and perfection. 
 

1. “Intrinsic nature” is an inherent quality of all matters 
(including humans).  
 

2. “Intrinsic nature” possesses immeasurable virtues, marks, 
and wisdom. 

 
3. We do not see our intrinsic nature due to our own faults 

and errors. According to Śākyamuni Buddha, faults and 
errors include delusion, discrimination, and attachment, 
which obstruct our “intrinsic nature.” 

 
4. Below is the enlightening discussion on “intrinsic nature” 

in the Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch by the famed 
master Huineng: 

Who would have thought that the intrinsic nature is 
pure by itself? 
Who would have thought that the intrinsic nature is 
intrinsically free from arising and ceasing? 
Who would have thought that the intrinsic nature is 
fully replete?  
Who would have thought that the intrinsic nature is 
unmoving? 
Who would have thought that the intrinsic nature is 
capable of engendering all phenomena?8 

                                                        
7 一真法界. 
8 何期自性, 本自清淨; 何期自性, 本不生滅; 何期自性, 本自具足; 何期自性, 本無動

搖; 何期自性, 能生萬法. 
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5. With a true understanding of the intrinsic nature, people 

will realize that it is able to engender all phenomena 
(rather than creating myriad things), which includes the 
system of completeness in Chapter 1. The myriad things in 
the Universe are also reflections of the intrinsic nature.   

 
6. If the “intrinsic nature”, being perfect, has created the 

myriad things, then the generated things are as complete 
as the intrinsic nature. The completeness must be seen as 
“one” but not “two.” The logical reasoning is as follows: If 
we say that a beautiful person paints a beautiful painting, 
the standards of beauty must vary in different contexts 
and thus cannot be viewed as “one”. Two things may be 
appreciated as beautiful for two varied reasons. But if 
something is perfect, then there is only one form of 
perfection, which nevertheless can be manifested through 
different forms. The “One True Realm of Reality” exactly 
describes the perfection, sometimes called “the great 
perfection” 9 , is represented in various forms. The 
perfection of intrinsic nature and that of the 
Buddha-nature is fundamentally identical, which is one 
rather than two.  

 
7. An enlightened person attains the Buddhahoood. We 

revere and worship the benevolence of buddhas. There is 
no difference for us to worship Buddha A or Buddha B, or 
Avalokitêśvara Bodhisattva, because the perfection in the 
One True Realm of Reality is one and the same.   

                                                        
9 大圓滿. 
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As is mentioned above, those who are salvaged from delusion, 
discrimination, and attachment actually obtains the 
Buddhahood; in other words, he or she will become the real 
buddhas by restoring their intrinsic nature. 

 
The process of becoming a bodhisattva is basically the same, 
expect that the buddhas have attained perfection in 
enlightening themselves and others, while the bodhisattvas are 
those who delay nirvana out of compassion in order to save all 
the suffering beings. 
 
Because a great number of people seek help from the buddhas 
for worldly wealth, it is necessary to explain the origin of the 
God of Prosperity (Fan Li). Fan Li, who lived in the Warring 
States period, was capable of making money. Not long after 
amassing a huge amount of fortune, Fan donated his wealth to 
those who needed help and turned to penniless himself. During 
his lifetime, he succeeded in amassing and spending his fortune 
three times. After his death, people began worshipping him as 
the God of Prosperity and begging for his help when they 
expect to earn money. There are other gods of prosperity with 
other titles. This is the reason why there are many gods of 
prosperity. Each title represents the perfection of 
enlightenment and practice of the buddhas we worship.  
 
Let us review the ways in which people worship the buddhas 
and bodhisattvas. 

1. The idols we worship in monasteries and homes are 
symbols of the buddhas and bodhisattvas. We revere their 
moral conducts and altruistic spirit. 
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2. Neither buddha nor bodhisattva should be seen as the 

Christian God. Both represent perfection. 
 

3. The One True Realm of Reality explains the perfect realm 
of the enlightened buddha. Perfection is One, and 
therefore cannot be categorized as polytheism. 

 
4. Buddhism encourages its disciples to become buddhas 

and bodhisattvas. According to Buddhism, the proper 
vows made by its disciples will certainly be answered. 
Accordingly, it is thus said that the mind of faith of 
sentient beings affects the buddhas and bodhisattvas and 
causes them to respond. Occasionally we hear some 
believers say that some temple’s buddha, for instance, the 
Phra Phrom is so efficacious. Does this belief imply the 
differentiation of the power of the Dharma between 
different buddhas? The fact is, a sincere mind leads to 
efficacy, according to Buddhist teachings. So do other 
religions.   

 
Reading through Buddhist classics, we know that Buddhism has 
adopted the concept of “one true realm of reality” since its 
inception. The Flower Ornament Sutra offers particularly 
detailed accounts of this concept. Those who are able to read 
the Chinese Buddhist sutras could directly receive the teachings 
of the Buddha. Students who learn from English textbooks of 
Buddhism seemingly lack this extraordinary causation. 
 
Some Western scholars consider that Buddhism is based on 
idolatry. It is true that there are Buddhist sculptures, as the 
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Tathāgata Buddha himself has thirty-two distinctive bodily 
characteristics to enlighten people. However, anyone who is 
familiar with Buddhism knows the saying in Section 26 of the 
Diamond Sutra that “The Tathāgata Buddha cannot be seen by 
virtue of the possession of the thirty-two distinctive features,” 
and the saying that “Whoever saw me [the Tathāgata Buddha] 
through my physical form, whoever followed me through the 
sound of my voice, engaged in the wrong endeavours, those 
people will not see me.” This revelation has expounded on 
idolatry and relevant theories. 
 
Since we cannot follow the Buddha through his physical form 
and sound of his voice, why do monasteries install Buddhist 
sculptures for people to worship? To answer this question, we 
could quote the Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch that “the 
Buddha’s teachings in this world cannot be appreciated without 
worldly references”.10 
 
For ordinary people, worshipping the idol is their only way to 
show reverence for buddhas and admiration for their 
benevolence. As a result, this guidance towards benevolence 
has its own value. When we see sacrificial offerings in Buddhist 
monasteries, we should understand their meanings, which will 
enlighten our own cultivation. 
 
When we see a glass of water in front of a Buddha’s statue, we 
should know that water signifies purity. It reminds us to keep 
our mind as pure and clear as water. Buddhists consider that 
water inside a glass will not wave. We should keep our minds as 

                                                        
10 佛法在世間, 不離世間覺. 
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calm as water inside a glass. 
 
We offer flowers and fruits to buddhas. Flowers represent 
causes, and fruits represent effects. Buddhism teaches us to 
remember that cause and consequence are unavoidable. 
Lighting a candle in front of a statue of the Buddha symbolizes 
wisdom and radiance. The burning candle represents the act of 
“burning ourselves to illuminate others.” 
 
Through the above interpretation, the author hopes to convey 
to why Buddhism is not polytheism. We know that the myriad 
things are one, and our worship of ancestors express our filial 
piety. When one sets up a good model, one’s spirit deserves our 
respect. If one attains Buddhahood, we should revere it. We 
pray to Buddhahood when we feel the need to do so. 
 
Our relationship with buddhas and bodhisattvas is comparable 
to our relationship with our classmates. At school, those who 
successfully completed coursework will advance to the next 
higher grade until graduation. The highest grade is Buddhahood, 
which is comparable to a doctoral degree in the mundane 
system of education. The status of bodhisattva is equivalent to a 
master’s degree. The senior students and graduates at school 
could help us, but they have no right to condemn or send us to 
Hell. If one has to go to Hell, it is because of one’s own deeds. 
Likewise, if one has done enough good deeds, one could obtain 
a seat in the Western paradise. Buddhas and bodhisattvas do 
not have the power to decide the destination one will receive at 
death. I hope this explanation will dispel any polytheistic mists 
that prevent anyone from seeing what Buddhism really is. 
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How can Buddhism help understand the truth of the universe 
and life? 
 
Since we have studied the core ideas of Buddhism (see 
Chapter 2 for a detailed interpretation), and have understood 
that “intrinsic nature” generates myriad dharmas (see Chapter 
22 for details) and the law of conditioned genesis, we can 
integrate these theories to produce an interpretation of the 
universe and the myriad things in it. 
 
First of all, the “intrinsic nature” is perfect. It therefore brings 
about a perfect system, in which things evolve. The myriad 
things are generated in accordance with the law of 
conditioned genesis. Everything that happens, happens as a 
result of something. 
 
If the universe has experienced the Big Crunch and 
subsequently the Big Bang, then the two phenomena must 
have their own causes. The law of conditioned genesis again 
allowed the Big Bang to create all the planets in the universe. 
Since then, this law has been constantly governing the 
universe. We believe that causation and cyclic rebirth is 
behind the arising and disappearance of different species.  
Cyclic rebirth had occurred to other sentient beings prior to 
the emergence of human life. The principle of cyclic rebirth is 
and will be applicable in the future. Even if humans become 
extinct one day, this principle would still pertain to other 
sentient beings. 
 
Through analyzing the Buddhist view of myriad things, we 
could understand why we are here and how the universe has 
evolved to be as it is. 
 


