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It is generally assumed that the central message of the Lotus Sutra, expressed by the term ekayāna (One Vehicle), is
that all sentient beings can attain Buddhahood. However,
the message can be found only in the prose portion of the
Upāyakauśalya chapter, while in the prose portion of the
following chapter, i.e. the Aupamya chapter, this message
was replaced with the more specific idea that only bodhisattvas can attain Buddhahood.
The oldest layer in the formation of the Lotus Sutra seems to
be the prose portion of the Upāyakauśalya chapter, where
the terms bodhisattva and mahāyāna (Great Vehicle) were
never used. The terms are however found in the prose portion of the Aupamya chapter. The author[s] of the chapter
composed the famous parable of the burning house in order
to introduce the term mahāyāna to the Lotus Sutra, and by
means of this introduction, to replace buddhayāna (Buddha
Vehicle) with mahāyāna as the content or the meaning of
ekayāna.
However, the term mahāyāna is meaningful only when it
is contrasted with hīnayāna (Small Vehicle) in the sense
of being superior. Therefore, if ekayāna is identified with
mahāyāna in the prose portion of the Aupamya Chapter,
the message expressed by the term ekayāna in the chapter
is not “universal salvation” but the discriminatory message
that only bodhisattvas can attain Buddhahood by means of
the Great Vehicle, while non-bodhisattvas can never attain
it.
The people left in the burning house as stated in the burning
house parable, it could be assumed, represent non-bodhisattvas who can never attain Buddhahood. Such a discriminatory idea that non-bodhisattvas can never attain Buddhahood
can be found in the theories concerning the so-called icchantikas as formulated in the Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra, although some efforts to rescue even icchantikas appear in
later developments.
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