
Bodhisattva

What is a Bodhisattva?

A Bodhisattva is a human being who is predestined to become Buddha. The predestination shows 
itself in the way the Bodhisattva comports herself. That comportment is characterised by six 
perfections, the six paramitas: 1) generosity, 2) acting in accord with the kai, 3) patience, 4) joyous 
effort, 5) concentration, 6) wisdom. Any non-self-centred comportment has this six marks and thus 
we can simply say that a Bodhisattva is anybody who is determined to become a Buddha, because 
she has begun to cultivate non-self-centred comportment. Vasubandhu writes about the Bodhisattva 
(691):

This great-souled one, who yet possesses the most sublime perfections, acts through pure 
compassion; she acts without egotism in the presence of all creatures; she bears, on the part 
of all creatures, outrages and bad treatment; she assumes all fatiguing and painful tasks. She 
cultivates actions which have the marks for their retribution.

Acting through compassion is acting in a non-self-centred way, because compassion means 
recognising that the self has no substance, but arises from and changes through an individual's 
interaction with her cultural and natural environment. Cultivating compassionate actions means 
engaging in a practice which results in living one's Buddha-nature and opening oneself to the world 
as it is. Shāntideva teaches in the Bodhicaryāvatāra (5.71):

Thus, mastering herself, [the Bodhisattva] should always bear a smile on her face; she 
should refrain from frowning; a friend to all the world, she first speaks words of welcome.

The practice of a Bodhisattva

Vasubandhu writes in the Kusharon (591):

How does one acquire the discipline? The discipline that arises from dhyana is acquired by 
one thought of the sphere of the dhyana.

Dhyana is the sanskrit word for zazen and discipline simply means practice. We can then say that, 
according to Vasubandhu, practice arises from zazen and manifests itself through a thought which 
does not stem from personal preferences. Such a thought is easily confused with one that arises 
from personal preferences, one which is more like a desire for the impermanence of the self and the 
world or the desire to be or become something special (787):

Vibhavat āṛṣṇ , 'the thirst for non-existence', is also abandoned through Meditation. By 
vibhava ('non-existence') we mean the impermanence of the three Dhātus, Kāmadhātu, etc. 
[i.e. the world as far as it contains desires, material objects (like stones and tables) or 
immaterial objects (like light, heat and gravity)] Desire (t āṛṣṇ ) which is directed to 
impermanence is called  vibhavat ā. ṛṣṇ The word 'et cetera' shows that one should add a part 
of bhavat āṛṣṇ , the thirst for existence, to vibhavat āṛṣṇ , for example the desire 'Would that I 
could become the Airāva aṇ , King of the Nāgas!'

When practice arises, it is not something new or special, but simply a part of how one already lives 
one's life––you recognise it as your everyday mind, as Kodo Sawaki calls it (To You: 22):

In everything, people follow their feelings of joy, anger, sadness and comfort. But that’s 



something different from everyday mind. Everyday mind means cease-fire. Without 
preferences, without animosity, without winner and loser, without good and evil, without joy 
and pain – that’s everyday mind.

Vasubandhu tells us more about how practice is acquired and how it is related to everyday mind 
(609):

If, by cause of the acquisition of discipline, one understands the three roots of good (non-
desire, non-hatred, non-delusion), then the discipline is acquired by reason of all these 
causes. If one understands by cause the mind by which one acquires the discipline, then this 
cause is considered as threefold: strong mind, mediocre mind, weak mind. The discipline is 
acquired by one of these three minds.

While the practice causes us to understand the roots of good action, the understanding also causes 
us to practice. This means that practice is not acquired once and remains unchanged after that. 
Rather, practice causes understanding and understanding causes practice. The practice thus deepens 
itself perpetually, no matter whether it was first acquired by a strong, a mediocre or a weak mind. 
There is no need to fuel it with will-power in either case. Nevertheless, the acquisition of practice 
and its development do not happen independently from our environment and acknowledging that is 
called 'ordination' (592):

'Paravijñapana' is informative action to or from another: the candidate makes known 
something to another, and another makes something known to him. 'Another' is the Sangha.

Vasubandhu mentions several forms of ordination ('paravijñapana'), but the most common form in 
zen is the one before the Sangha. It is an exchange between an individual and the Sangha in which 
something is expressed by the candidate and acknowledged by the Sangha. The Bodhisattva will be 
called Bodhisattva for the first time, she does not name herself; the Bodhisattva will also be clothed 
in the kesa for the first time, she does not bestow the kesa onto herself. In every ordination in zen, 
the core of the practice is expressed and acknowledged. Vasubandhu is explicit about what that core 
is (586):

The Blessed One said, 'Good is discipline of the body, discipline of the voice, discipline of 
the mind, discipline in all things' and again, 'He lives disciplined through the discipline of 
the organ of sight'. What is the nature of these two disciplines, discipline of the mind, and 
discipline of the organs? [...] Discipline of the mind and discipline of the organs are, each of 
them, two things: attentive consciousness and mindfulness.

Good practice is just zazen and the comportment arising from zazen. It is easier to understand this, 
if we keep attentive consciousness and mindfulness separate. Discipline of the mind is not only 
attentive consciousness, it is also mindfulness. We should thus not only attentively observe the 
mind, but also use it carefully. Discipline of the organs is not only mindfulness, but also attentive 
consciousness. We should thus not only use our organs carefully, but also observe them attentively. 
Shāntideva also commends careful action (5.71-3):

[The Bodhisattva] ought not to bang into furniture in haste or bash doors; she enjoys herself 
in not making noise. The heron, the cat and the thief, who all move in silence and without 
noise, do attain their goal. May the practitioner always move in the same way!

The precepts



The practice of a Bodhisattva comprises rules, the kai. Vasubandhu gives the following reason for 
undertaking them (596):

In order to avoid weakness of mindfulness and arrogance.

We have seen that the core of the practice are attentive consciousness and mindfulness regarding 
mind and organs. The kai–the rules–thus help us to prevent straying from the practice by pointing 
out where we tend to stray. They allow us to resume attentive consciousness and mindfulness under 
any circumstances.

During ordination we take refuge and it is important to understand its place in the practice 
and its relation to the kai (603):

What is the meaning of 'Refuge'? The Three Refuges are so named because, by going to 
them for refuge, one obtains definitive deliverance from all suffering. The Blessed One said 
in fact, 'Tormented by fear, persons most frequently take refuge in mountains, in forests, in 
woods, and in sacred trees. This is not a good refuge, the supreme refuge; it is not by taking 
refuge in these that one is delivered from all suffering. But one who takes Refuge in the 
Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha, when one sees through wisdom the Four Noble 
Truths–Suffering, the Arising of Suffering, the Extinction of Suffering, and the Holy 
Eightfold Path which leads to Nirvana–this is the good refuge, this is the supreme refuge; by 
taking refuge in this, one is delivered from all suffering.' This is why the undertaking of the 
Refuges is the entrance to the undertaking of all the rules of discipline.

People who suffer develop fear and are in need of shelter. They may try to reconnect themselves to 
nature, as said in Vasubandhu's quote of the Buddha, or, in our times, they often simply brush it 
aside with entertainment, drugs or wellness-programmes. During zazen we experience suffering, 
how it arises and how it is extincted by attentive consciousness and mindfulness. Taking refuge in 
the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha means acknowledging these experiences during zazen with 
the Sangha in the dojo. As the kai bring us back to attentive consciousness and mindfulness, they 
directly pertain to the extinction of suffering and they stop our fears. But how, in detail, does that 
extinction of suffering come about? In other words, how does Nirvana come about? (59/60)

(Conscious) disjunction [...] from the impure dharmas is pratisamhkyānirodha [...] {or 
Nirvana}. Pratisamhkyāna or pratisamhkya signifies a certain pure prajňā, the 
comprehension of the Truths. The “extinction” [nirodha] of which one takes possession by 
this prajňā is called pratisamhkyānirodha [...] Each {disjunction occurs} separately. 
Each disjunction taken separately is pratisamhkyānirodha. The objects of “disjunction” are 
so numerous as the objects of “junction”. If it were otherwise, if pratisamhkyānirodha were 
single, then a person who has experienced the extinction of the defilement which is 
abandoned by seeing the Truth of Suffering, would have obtained at the same time the 
extinction of the defilements which are abandoned by the Seeing of the other Truths, and by 
Meditation. It would be useless for him to cultivate the part of the Path which is opposed to 
these defilements. 

'Dharmas', in this context, are all distinguishable events in the world. In zazen we consciously make 
us free from certain of these events. Vasubandhu calls this 'conscious disjunction' or 
pratisamhkyānirodha; 'Nirvana' is another name for it. Disjunction means that we learn to see how 
things interact to form a self and a world–that every thing in the thus constructed world and every 
state of the self is an object of junction, i.e. build from parts, but without substance. It simply means 
that we observe any event as it comes. Vasubandhu stresses the importance that we have to resume 
observation (that is: attentive consciousness and mindfulness) with every single event that comes 
about. Here again we see that acquiring the practice and going on with the practice, often with help 



from the kai, is most important: it is what being a Bodhisattva is all about.

Nuns and Monks

Those who continue the practice in service of the Sangha are called 'nuns' and 'monks'. They are 
Bodhisattvas who transmit the practice in a Sangha in various ways according to the situation and 
the needs of those who are present. Shāntideva is explicit about how and when Bodhisattvas receive 
and transmit teachings (5.74/90): 

Full of awe she listens to the words of those who are skilled in guiding others and who act 
favourably without prompt; she is always everybody's disciple. [/] She never gives lesser 
teachings to those whom she recognises worthy of higher teachings; she also does not 
encourage foolish hopes through [merely lecturing on] the scriptures or magical formulas 
while neglecting the rules for comportment.

Transmitting teachings is, thus, futile if the practice based on the kai are amiss. This also requires 
the right attitude (3.7):

I am the remedy of those who are ill, I want to be their doctor and their servant until the 
illness does not recur anymore.

Nuns and monks are more like therapists for suffering than anchorites, even though they may feel 
ready for an anchoritic life. Continuing the practice in service of the Sangha and partaking in the 
social life is, hence, their fuse. But giving that fuse on a daily basis is a challenge which requires 
creativity and guidance, that is why nuns and monks chose whom they receive transmission from 
and whom they transmit to. Guidance demands trust on both sides: the guided trusts the guide and 
the guide trusts the guided. After all, they walk the same way. Muho, the abbot of the Antaiji temple 
in Japan, puts it thus (Adult Practice. Part 14: You Don't Count at All!):

"Walk on your own", "rely on yourself" - these words by Buddha Shakyamuni, that were 
passed on to me by my master, gradually began to gain weight for myself - especially after I 
became my masters successor as the abbot ("docho") of Antaiji in the spring of that year. 
One year later, on the first anniversary of my master's death, I summarized his teaching thus:
"You create Antaiji!""You don't count at all!"

"You create Antaiji!" - thus the master gives maximum freedom and responsibility to 
the disciple, but at the same time completely denies his small ego by saying: "You don't 
count at all!" The Antaiji that the disciple is encouraged to create is not the "Antaiji" in the 
narrow frame of his thoughts and ideas. The Antaiji that we create has to be beyond that 
frame. When I practiced at Antaiji under my master, it seemed as if the tension that build up 
between these two poles of his teaching - "you create... you don't count..." - become almost 
undurable. It reminded me of a stanza from the "Shodoka" ("Song of the Way of 
Realization"):"Deep down in a dark thicket, only lions can live here"

Deep, dark and thick - what is described thus for me represented not so much the 
world of blissful nirvana that some hope to reach through meditation. For me this thicket 
was the thicket of my own delusion - with no way out of it except exploring it thoroughly, 
venturing deeper and deeper into this world of "you create... you don't count..." Anyway, 
after my master died, my view on him naturally changed. As a training monk I had seen him 
only through the eyes of the disciple, but now I was walking in his steps, facing the same 
problems that he had faced daily. And just as I had looked upon him for guidance before, 
new people started to look at me as "the teacher".

At the commemoration of my master's death this year, I expressed this like thus:
"Two years have passed since my master Miyaura Shinyu Roshi died. Following him as the 



abbot of Antaiji, I think that the life of a Zen monk isn't more than a finger pointing to the 
moon. This is an example that is often used in Zen, describing the difficulty of seeing the 
"moon" - the life-force that fills the whole universe. It has to be our aim to see this "moon" 
and to point at it with our bodily lives - thus our lives become fingers pointing at the moon. 
How can I point at the moon? This is my present task. Miyaura Roshi ended his life by 
pointing at the moon through his very death, and now, after his death, I think I can see the 
moon even brighter. Maybe as his disciple I always paid to much attention to the finger 
while ignoring the moon it was pointing at. This is a common problem in Zen: The disciple 
is caught up by the character or way of life of the master, rather than trying to see the moon 
that shines beyond. Walking in my masters steps now, I am facing the same problem myself 
for the first time."

The attitude of nuns and monks in every Sangha, not just in Antaiji, should be the same. Their daily 
problem is: How can I point at the moon with my life? The problem is real in every moment of my 
existence, because nobody else can create my life for me, but still, I cannot simply do what I wish 
for, as that does not count at all. 

If I were to summarise the passages given above in one clumsy sentence to express what 
Bodhisattvas, nuns and monks are all about, I would put it as follows:

Not bound by anything, there's action in accord with everything: how can I possibly go on 
with that?


