
The Bodhisattva Way – A practice for Humans 

 

What is a Bodhisattva? 

    There was a woman who came once to the London Dojo.  She was doing a Masters Degree 
in Buddhism, but had never practiced any meditation before.  I thought this was odd, because 
for me, Buddhism was a practice, not a subject.  Can you really know all there is to know about 
apples and never taste one? Anyway, she overheard me telling somebody about the 
‘bodhisattva ordination’ – a bodhisattva, she said, was a great celestial being, how could you 
just decide to be one?   I tried to explain to her that I wasn’t sure I believed in great celestial 
beings, and that bodhisattvas were nothing separate or outside, but how we exist and interact 
here and now.  She was a little confused, and a bit shocked at my lack of belief; I don’t think I 
explained very well.  Hopefully, I’ll be more successful today. 

     So, yes, Bodhisattvas are indeed depicted as celestial mythical beings each with his or her 
own speciality or superpower  -  (like Spiderman or Superman, they are the superheroes of the 
Buddhist world).  

    A quick recap on some of the top Bodhisattvas in the cannon: 

- Manjushri (Monju Bosatsu) embodiment of Widsom and Insight – holding his 
sword that cuts through delusions, he rides a lion.  Sometimes he is depicted as 
a young prince or a beggar. 

- Avalokiteshvara (Kannon or Kanzeon or Kanjizai) embodiment of Compassion, 
He/She sometimes has a thousand arms and eyes to help all the beings.  – She 
is all arms and eyes – only seeing and helping – regarder of the cries of the 
world,  

- Ksitigharbha (Jizo) – loving and nurturing protector of children and guardian of 
travellers. 

- Maitrea (Miroku)  - named as the future Buddha by Shakyamuni, gives us hope 
and faith for future times.  

- Samantabhadra (Fugen) – the bodhisattva of enlightened activity, of the function 
of wisdom.  Sometimes seen riding an elephant they are featured in the Lotus 
sutra as the one who protects the teachings. Often paired with Monju, Fugen is 
the active one of the two, practising ethical behaviour and fulfilling vows to save 
all beings. 

 

  These are great visualisations, and the stories and mythology that have built up around these 
bodhisattvas are truly detailed and complex.  In some cases whole religious movements have 
developed around individual bodhisattvas.  They are pretty stories.  So, I’m not going to tell you 
that you can’t believe in the myths and the legends, in superheroes, or celestial beings, please 
go ahead if you find it useful.  But please consider that our pantheon of bodhisattvas are more 
than story, or even a great beings that exist elsewhere.  They are archetypes, examples that we 
can follow, dynamic embodiments of spiritual life and activity. Have you ever noticed that all of 
the paintings and statues of the bodhisattvas; Jizo, Kanzeon, Monju etc, show them in human 
forms?   Jizo, for example, usually presents as a simple monk. 

   Our pantheon of Bodhisattvas very importantly, and primarily exists as a skilful means for 
providing us with inspiration to express our own deepest qualities and intents.  This really is the 
job of most mythical figures isn’t it?  What is your deepest intent?  What is mine?  Can the 
example given by Bodhisattvas inspire me as I respond to the suffering I see in myself and 
others? 



   There is a series of books written by the late fantasy writer Terry Pratchett, the Discworld 
series, in which the character “Death” is described as an “Anthropomorphic Personification”.   A 
representation of all the qualities and characteristics of a concept – placed in human form.   If 
we consider the Bodhisattvas to be Anthropomorphic Personifications, we can move beyond 
them being just mythical figures or concepts and instead think of them as manifestations of our 
own qualities and potential, our own characteristics and intentions.  

What does a Bodhisattva do?   

  The job of the bodhisattva is benefiting beings.  The bodhisattva vows to save all beings, 
traditionally they are defined as one who takes the vow to delay their own departure from the 
world of samsara, delaying their own entry into nirvana, until all sentient beings do so.   This is 
kind of like the role of a shepherd.  Caring for others with WISE compassion, putting others first.  
We hear this vow every day here in the form of the Shiguseigan Mon – the 4 vows of the 
bodhisattva: 

o Beings are numberless, I vow to save them 
o Delusions are inexhaustible, I vow to end them 
o Dharma gates are boundless, I vow to enter them 
o The Buddha way is unsurpassable, I vow to realise it 

 

Sounds like a big job .  More like the 4 koans of the bodhisattva -  If you think you can do 
them, you risk getting a big head, if you don’t think you can do it, you risk failing before you 
start. So, good luck with that ☺ 

  Along with the 4 Vows we have the 6 paramitas, the Perfections of Wisdom.    We call them 
the Perfections of wisdom - but the paramitas are a process, a practice – not a finished job.  We 
could say the journey of the bodhisattva is about practising these - Ad infinitum – forever / 
eternally.    All bodhisattvas practice the 6 paramitas, and just as zazen is an ongoing life-long 
practice, practicing the paramitas is a life-long, ongoing commitment.    

The 6 Paramitas include: 

1. Fuse: dana-paramita - giving or generosity – You can give material goods, money, 
labour, or you can give fearlessness (this is reassurance/peace-of-mind) where 
needed and when needed, with no thought of return. You can also give the Buddha’s 
teachings. Giving and receiving are one. In the end the giver, the receiver and the gift 
all disappear.  

2. Jikai:  sila-paramita - ethical conduct or wholesomeness.  Right Views and Right 
Behaviour from the 8-fold path, in our zen way – we talk about the 10 grave precepts.  
Which are given and received for nearly all rites of passage in Soto Zen – Jukai or 
bodhisattva ordination,  Shukke Tokudo or monk/nun ordination, and at many soto 
zen temples in the world, they are repeated twice a month at a ryaku fusatsu 
ceremony. Each precept  is a sign-post which directs us away from the sorts of 
actions of body, speech and mind that cause suffering for self and others. 

3. Ninniku: Kashanti paramita is patience.  Sometimes called endurance or tolerance – 
but I think patience is more positive.  This paramita urges us to be humble, tender-
hearted and patient, so that peacefulness can be realised.  During zazen we can 
really learn patience – not just being patient when waiting for the bell, but being 
patient with ourselves.  Remaining upright and still, remaining calm in the midst of 
whatever arises, we can allow ourselves the space to respond to difficult 
circumstances, rather than react.   

4. Shojin:  Virja paramita – means ceaseless effort or perseverance. I like to think of this 
as enthusiasm - sustained intention. This practice reminds us to continue and keep 
going through difficulties we face during life, during practice, at the dojo etc.   Can we 



demonstrate the strength and diligence to stay on the path, even when it becomes 
difficult or uncomfortable.  It is vital in our practice, to go outside of our comfort zones.   

5. Zenjo:  Dhyana paramita – or meditation. I think you’ll find that’s one of our favourites 
here – we do a lot of it.  Zazen is exactly the practice of the dhyana paramita.  Being 
present with whatever arises without trying to change it, keep it or push it away. 
Master Dogen said “If you want to attain suchness, you should practice suchness 
without delay”.  

6. Finally, Chie: or Prajna paramita.  This is the paramita of wisdom. This is what we 
chant about in the Hannya Shingyo – Prajna paramita is Hannya Haramita in sino-
japanese.  This is fundamentally having the wisdom to know that all things are 
inherently empty. Wisdom is really important, practising compassion without wisdom 
isn’t such a good idea  - we call it idiot compassion - and it has a tendency to lead 
towards suffering, rather than away, or to inflate ones own ego. You can’t actually 
separate prajna from dhyana – and both wisdom and meditation require diligence and 
patience and they go hand-in-hand with ethical conduct and giving.   

So, clearly there’s a lot of overlap, the 4 vows, the 8-fold path, the 6 perfections, the 16 
bodhisattva precepts.    None of these things are truly separate or different from each other.   I 
think each of these lists are different skilful means to remind us that there’s work to do in this 
life.   Doing what we need to do, when we need to do it and being creative to get it done.  A 
bodhisattva exists like a lotus, rooted in the mud or in the fire, ready to lend a hand.   

Master Deshimaru said,  

  “The bodhisattva is a living Buddha, in Mahayana Buddhism there is no fear of hell, in 
Zen, if you have to go to hell, you go.  The zen monk/nun must leap in to hell to save 
those who are suffering – LEAP not FALL - bodhisattvas DIVE into the world (…) 
sometimes it’s necessary to rub your hands in impurities.”   

Another disciple of Kodo Sawaki, Kosho Uchiyama said that: 

 “it isn’t enough for a bodhisattva of the Mahayana to simply uphold the precepts. There 
are times when you have to break them too.  And when you do, you do so with the 
resolve of also accepting whatever consequences might follow”  

 So with all beings – we practice this way, regardless of what hell we must leap into. 

A bodhisattva is a human being practising together with other human beings, making 
human mistakes sometimes. The Buddha was a human being.  There’s a chapter in the 
Shobogenzo called ‘Gyobutsu Igi’ which translates as “the Dignified Presence of Active 
Buddhas” - This is really what we do, our practice is to be active, practicing, present Buddhas, 
this is the human practice of the Bodhisattvas.   

  So I wanted to make an important point here, so that nobody gets the wrong idea; the 
bodhisattva is not a martyr, this is a very different ideal.  Martyrs accomplish their way by dying 
and often for some ultimate reward for themselves. 

  The bodhisattva accomplishes her or his way by living, and quietly getting on with things with 
no thought of reward or accomplishment.  They are usually unknown and anonymous – 
functioning humbly.   

The Bodhisattva Way must be practised 

Zazen, the 5th paramita is a practice of the bodhisattva – but no one can do it for us  - this 
seems fairly obvious – but the same applies to all the other paramitas -  “others are not me” said 
the Tenzo which Master Dogen met on his journey to China 

We say in our tradition that everything is Buddha nature – but this doesn’t negate the 
necessity for us to practise attentively.  As Master Dogen said in the Fukanzagengi – ‘It (the 
way) is never apart from this very place…  And yet, if there is the tiniest deviation, it is like the 



gap between heaven and earth.”  This is a very central teaching of Master Dogen – the oneness 
of practice and enlightenment.  There is no enlightenment that is not practised – the Buddha 
didn’t stop practising when he had his big moment under the tree – that was just the beginning. 

Awakening IS Practice. Zazen is a practice, the precepts are a practice, the paramitas 
are a practice, bowing is a practice, brushing your teeth can be a practice – and practice is 
manifesting Buddha, manifesting the fundamental point, genjo koan, here and now, on your 
cushion or bench or chair. Each of us must ourselves set out upon this bodhisattva path, 
nobody can travel this path for us. 

Our practice is to invoke and realise the bodhisattva way.  No longer mythical celestial 
beings, but concrete – and embodied by each of us. Kanzeon, the bodhisattva of compassion, 
how can I completely express and practice compassion in my daily life? Monju Bosatsu, the 
bodhisattva of wisdom, how do each of us enact and manifest wisdom in our lives? If we can’t 
do it, then these guys really are just bits of metal or ceramic on a table. 

Thankfully, in zazen we manifest this path naturally, unconsciously and automatically and 
through zazen we can nurture and grow all the other qualities of a Bodhisattva that can manifest 
even when we’re off the cushion.  When we see clearly the truths of interconnectedness, non-
separation, and impermanence how can we not follow the bodhisattva ideal. But we must 
practice it.  And it is a practice for human beings. 

There is a koan I read, case 69, in the book of serenity:  

Nansen declares, “The buddhas of past present and future do not know it is: cats and 
cows know it is”.  Here I think Nansen is emphasizing that human beings (like Buddha) get 
confused by their thinking minds. They need to practice to know this suchness.   Cats and cows 
already manifest their suchness, without adding anything extra, not even caring. “If you want to 
attain suchness, you must practice suchness without delay”.  This isn’t a concern for cats and 
cows. 

There’s a book written by one of the members of our greater sangha “Zen for cats” it’s 
really cute, and beautifully illustrated...  cats sitting in zazen, cats doing gassho etc…  but cats 
don’t need this practice, it’s we people who need it. 

It is you and I that must carry out the work of the Bodhisattva.  But, if we had to be super-
human, or other-than-human to do it, to practice zazen or practice with the precepts or the other 
paramitas, this dojo would either be empty or filled with a lot of seriously grand delusions.   So, 
this must mean that following the bodhisattva path is really nothing that extraordinary. It’s just 
the path of a true human being.  

 Kodo Sawaki Roshi rather famously said “Buddha’s teaching guides people to the place 
where there is nothing special”.  Nothing special… just this is it… just this is enough.   Practising 
the bodhisattva way can be as simple as always serving others at the table before yourself, or 
even letting someone go in front of you on the motorway, or practising patience when stuck in 
traffic. Everyday you can find for yourself what the duty of the bodhisattva may be. Everyone 
has the ability to act as a bodhisattva, to manifest the paramitas, in some very ordinary ways,  

This is good news for us right?  The bodhisattva path might seem like a chore, like a 
difficult path or duty – but it is simply the path of a true human being.  Nothing special – heijo 
shin kore do - everyday mind is the way.   

We can let the examples of the mythical figures of Kanzeon and Jizo and Monju and the 
rest inspire us in our daily practice, we can invite them to fuel our deepest intentions.    We can 
all start out with the purest of intentions – and through our practice we can work on following 
through with them, through practice the bodhisattva naturally helps all existences. 



Instead of a chore or duty, necessary but not always pleasant, maybe manifesting the 
bodhisattva ideals, acting from compassion and wisdom, happens automatically, naturally, and 
unconsciously, when your intent is pointed in the right direction. 

Intent starts by getting to your your cushion.  Just set your alarm, get up, turn up and be 
present.  Then do it again tomorrow. 

Practising, exhibiting and manifesting perseverance, patience, wisdom, compassion, 
ethical conduct, and giving in your life begins with setting your alarm clock.   

 

Thank you 

  


