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The Great Vow of Compassion Of Awakened Bodhisattvas

Master Deshimaru said that Zen is a religion of love: the way of the bodhisattva; the vow to
aid all beings to liberate themselves from their suffering, to realise true happiness in awakening
to their true nature.

The first of the Four Vows of the Bodhisattva is :

"As numerous are sentient beings, | vow to save all.”

Sentient beings are all the beings that move throughout the six worlds of transmigration.
Following Buddhist cosmology, this means : beings who live in hell, hungry ghosts, animals,
human beings, titans ( warring gods ) and devas, who live in the sky, but have an impermanent
existence and so are subject to samsara like the others. Every being that lives in the six worlds
find themselves in the worlds of transmigration, as a result of their karma, but for a limited
time.

In Buddhism, when one speaks of saving all beings that means saving them from the necessity
of rebirth in one of the six worlds thus to realise nirvana, which is the extinction of the causes
of rebirth in samsara: the world of birth, sickness, old age, death, all kinds of suffering and
dissatisfaction, tied to the impermanent and limited character of existence.

The bodhisattva, in making this vow, commits themselves to stay in the world of samsara
accompanying sentient beings, for as long as there rests one single one that transmigrates
throughout the six worlds. This vow would seem to mean that the bodhisattva renounces their
own awakening, at least their liberation from samsara, for a time that is probably infinitely long:
it may resemble a renouncement and yet this vow of compassion for all beings is simply the
letting go of a selfish desire, a wish to save oneself as fast as one can. The truth of this vow, to

commit to it profoundly, to accept it is to be already awakened and liberated.



If, in reflecting on our vow, we make it without regret, without the impression of sacrifice, we
are already in the spirit of an awakened being, already liberated of our karma, our ordinary
conditioning: we can again take up the challenge of everyday life, whilst understanding we may
not always be equal to our vow. If we really commit to our vow, our vow will become an
expression of awakening and liberation. The bodhisattva will no longer be so attached to
samsara. Wisdom will help them perceive the limits of samsara and reveal the urgency of
liberation from its conditioning. With wisdom ( wisdom and compassion have the same
importance for the bodhisattva ) the bodhisattva knows they must liberate themselves, and by
compassion they accept to stay in samsara, to help other beings.

Traditionally in Buddhism, the path of the bodhisattva is described as comprising of ten stages,
the last of which is the ultimate point of their travel throughout the “ Ten Earths,” the state of
samyaku sambodai : that of a perfect and omniscient buddha. For Master Dogen, to make this
vow is already the realisation of perfect awakening, it is not a provisional stage, it is the
expression of buddha nature. If we can make this vow it is because we have already realised
buddha nature, buddha nature being not some ideal to be realised in a distant future, but
rather the base of our existence as it is, totally interdependent, with all other beings, at every
instance of our life: the implications of which is a felt solidarity with all beings, with whom we
are totally interdependent. This is the true nature of our existence: and to understand this is

fundamental wisdom.

To harmonise with this vision in making the vow of universal compassion implies a conversion
of spirit with what we understand as the essence of our real existence. Practising buddha
dharma consists of being in harmony with who we really are: notably in the practice of giving,
patience, the precepts, energy, meditation, and wisdom: these are the expressions of buddha
nature and the concrete means by which to realise buddha nature. These activities may seem
sometimes nothing but means, functioning as effort, in a dualistic sense; but if we understand
them correctly, as expressions of who we are then it is our faith in buddha nature which
deepens, and it becomes easier for us to practice.

Practising Zen we see, more and more, samsara as states of being conditioned by our illusions -

such as greed, hate, ignorance — and nirvana as extinction of the three poisons, in the practice






