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Across various Buddhist texts we find, again and again, a story of 
how the Buddha in a past life (as Bodhisattva) made a great 
sacrifice in exchange for a single verse of true teaching. Although 
we can interpret such stories as simply glorifications of Buddha or 
dharma, more interesting questions also arise, such as: How can 
the Bodhisattva access properly true teachings before he has 
realised the dharma for himself and made it available to others as 
the Buddha? If there is dharma available, is it a properly Buddhist 
dharma, or just a pithy generic well-spoken verse, and is it there 
independently of buddhas? How does the Bodhisattva’s sacrifice – 
of wealth, body, life and family – in exchange for a verse of 
teaching relate to other stories in which he makes similar 
sacrifices for other reasons? Why is no such story found in the 
huge Pāli jātaka collection? In this paper I will offer some 
preliminary answers to these questions, and explore the 
implications of this cluster of stories for our understandings of the 
relationship between the dharma and buddhahood.
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