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The Bodhisatta Ideal in Theravada Tradition

Many people are unaware that the Bodhisatta ideal exists in Theravada Buddhism. And some who are aware of the fact may not have a clear understanding of its role. This discourse is intended to remove some of the misconceptions about the Theravada ideal of the Bodhisatta.

There are two divisions of Buddhism existent nowadays, Theravada and Mahayana. This division took place years after the death of the Buddha. But during the time of the Buddha and for about a hundred years afterward there was no division or difference of opinion among the members of the Savgha. The Savgha was one and united.

Then some monks began to relax the rules or did not want to follow them strictly. When they openly began to break the rules, a difference of opinion became evident. This group was expelled from the original Savgha. Their expulsion, about a century after the Buddha's death, was the first split in the Buddhist Savgha. Those who split away from the original Savgha called themselves Mahasavghikas. So at that time there was no Theravada, no Mahayana, no Hinayana. There was just the original Savgha and Mahasavghikas .
Later on, different sects or schools appeared. Within about 150 years many schools of Buddhism had arisen in the land of its birth. By the third century B.C. there were as many as eighteen sects; according to some books there were more than eighteen. The disputes among the various groups were not only about disciplinary rules, but also about doctrine.

At that time the great King Awoka, a devout Buddhist, was reigning in India. Concerned that sectarian laxity and quarrels were corrupting the purity of Buddhism, he called for a Buddhist council to be convened. With the support of Awoka, the Elder Mahamoggaliputta Tissa, who belonged to the original Savgha, presided over the Third Buddhist Council. At this council all the views of the other sects were examined and declared to be false.

During the proceedings Venerable Mahamoggaliputta Tissa, presented the Kathavatthu, a critical examination of views and theories at variance with the Dhamma. The Buddha had given only a brief summary of it, when he had taught Abhidhamma to the deities. The Elder later developed the points of the summary and presented the teaching for the council's deliberation and approval. After acceptance, the Kathavatthu became one of the seven books of Abhidhamma.

In spite of the sectarian disarray, there still was no Mahayana and no Hinayana. But in the chronicles written in Sri Lanka the word ‘Theravada’ was being used to designate the original teachings of the Buddha and the original Savgha. Theravada literally means word of the Elders? Later, between the first century B.C. and the first century A.D., the terms Mahayana and Hinayana begin to appear in some books written by those we now call Mahayanists. In one of the famous books, the Saddharma Pundarika (the Lotus Sutta), the yanas are mentioned.

The Mahayana Buddhists give the name Hinayana to those who do not agree with them, who do not share their opinion as to what the aspiration of a Buddhist should be. Not only Theravada, but also some smaller sects were termed Hinayana. This word Hinayana is a derogatory term. That is why Theravada Buddhists never call themselves Hinayana Buddhists.

Yana means vehicle? But the definitions of hina in both Pali and Sanskrit are all disparaging. For the meaning of hina I shall quote from two dictionaries, because even nowadays people do not realize that it is a demeaning word. They still use the term Hinayana for the Buddhism existing today in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos.

In the Pali-English dictionary published by the Pali Text Society of London, hina is defined thus: "l. inferior, low, poor, miserable, vile, base, abject, contemptible, despicable; 2. deprived of, wanting or lacking."

The Sanskrit-English dictionary by Sir Monier Monier-William gives many more meanings for hina: "left abandoned, forsaken, left behind, excluded or shut out from, lower or weaker than, inferior to, left out, wanting, omitted, defeated or worsted, deficient, defective, faulty, insufficient, short, incomplete, poor, little low, vile, bad, base, mean, bereft of or deprived of, free from, devoid or destitute of result, lost or strayed from, brought-low broken down in circumstances."

This the word hina is found in both Pali and Sanskrit, and is identical in both languages as to these meanings and connotation But in the Sanskrit-English dictionary the meaning of Hinayana is also given as "simpler or lesser vehicle, the name of the earliest system of Buddhist doctrine." Though hina is softened to mean 'simpler' or 'lesser' when joined to yana, the meaning is nevertheless negative. For these reasons Theravada Buddhists do not call themselves Hinayana Buddhists.

Dr. Walpola Rahula, author of What the Buddha Taught, spoke about the Bodhisatta ideal. In the course of his talk he said, "There is no Hinayana sect existent anywhere in the world.

Theravada is not Hinayana. Therefore, in 1950 the World Fellowship of Buddhists, inaugurated in Colombo, unanimously decided that the term Hinayana should be dropped when referring to Buddhism exist today in Sri Lanka, Thailand, Burma, Cambodia and Laos." hater his talk he said that there were still outmoded people who use 1 word Hinayana, so the term should be dropped altogether from our vocabulary.

What is the difference between Theravada and Mahayana? Do they only differ or are there similarities and agreement? There is concordance as well as difference between these two divisions of Buddhism. With regard to the fundamental teachings there is hardly any disagreement. Both accept Sakyamuni or Gotama as the teacher. For both, the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Path, and Dependent Origination are exactly the same. Both agree on the anicca, dukkha and anatta nature of things. Both accept the spiritual path of sila, samadhi and pabba. Both also reject the idea of a supreme being who creates and governs this world.

Some of the so-called differences are in fact misconceptions. For example, many people, especially those from the west, have written that the goal of Theravada Buddhism is Arahantship only, while that of Mahayana is Buddhahood. But this is not true. Theravada offers five yanas or ways to enlightenment, the realization of truth. And the path of Buddhahood is one of them. Before these yanas are discussed it is important to have a clear understanding of some of the terms that will be used. The first is the Buddha. As you know, a Buddha is a person who gains enlightenment without a teacher, possesses omniscience, and helps others help themselves to realize Nibbana. He saves other beings, but not in the sense of Christian salvation. He tries to save many beings from the world of suffering.

The second term is Pacceka Buddha, meaning a separate or individual Buddha. In attainment the Pacceka Buddhas are somewhere between the Buddha and the Arahants. They gain enlightenment without a teacher, just as the Buddhas do. But unlike the Buddhas, they do not possess omniscience. The Pacceka Buddhas live in seclusion in the forests or mountains, and seldom meet people. They lack the capacity to teach effectively, and do not talk or preach much. So they are sometimes referred to as silent Buddhas.

Next is savaka (Sanskrit wravaka). A savaka is a disciple, one who needs the instruction of others in order to enter the Path and gain enlightenment. Like the Buddhas, they help others to help themselves realize Nibbana. They present the teachings to others so they can gain enlightenment, but may not be able to preach to as many beings as the Buddhas do.

Another word to be understood is Arahant (Sanskrit Arahant). It literally means a person who is worthy of accepting gifts from the people and who has eradicated all the mental defilement; This means anyone who has reached the highest stage of sainthood The Buddha is an Arahant. A Pacceka Buddha is an Arahant. And a savaka who has reached the final stage of sainthood is also an Arahant.

Apart from enlightenment, however, their attainments differ. The Buddha is supreme---self-enlightened, fully enlightened, omniscient, and world teacher. The Pacceka Buddha too is self-enlightened, but is not omniscient and does not teach. As distinct from the Buddhas, the savaka is enlightened, though not by himself. Having reached Arahantship with the help of teachers, he is still a disciple, a savaka. He is not omniscient, but can teach others. When we say Arahant, we mean these disciples of the Buddha who have reached the highest stage of sainthood.

The last term is Bodhisatta (Sanskrit Bodhisattva). As defined by Dr. Walpola Rahula, "A Bodhisatta (Bodhisattva) is a person, monk or layman who is in a position to obtain Nibbana as a savaka (Wravaka) or as a Pacceka (Pratyeka) Buddha. But out of compassion for the world, he renounces it and goes on suffering in samsara for the sake of others, perfects himself during an incalculable period of time, and finally realizes Nibbana and becomes a Sammasambuddho, a fully enlightened Buddha. He discovers the truth and declares it to the world. His capacity for service to others is unlimited."

Sir Charles Elliot, in his book Hinduism and Buddhism wrote that the word Bodhisatta "means one whose essence is knowledge, but is used in the technical sense of a being who is obtaining, but has not yet obtained, Buddhahood." We should understand clearly what a Bodhisatta is. He is a person who is trying to become a Buddha, who is fulfilling the necessary qualifications to become a Buddha, but who has not yet become a Buddha.

The Bodhisatta is still a puthujjana, a non-Ariya, a worldling. He still has mental defilements, just as ordinary people have. He is even liable to rebirth as an animal. You may read the Jatakas, the stories of when the Bodhisatta was reborn as various animals. He was reborn as a monkey, a bull, a dog, a rabbit, and other animals.
A Bodhisatta has not reached any of the stages of realization, any of the stages of sainthood, not even the first stage of sotapanna. This is because if he becomes a sotapanna there is no chance for him to become a Buddha. Once a person becomes a

sotapanna he will be reborn at most seven times. Then he will gain parinibbana, final extinction, final passing away. So a Bodhisatta is like ourselves, but a little better---a person who has much more energy and much more yearning to help others and save beings from samsara.

We do not know at what point a person can be called a Bodhisatta. Anybody can make the wish to become a Buddha if he is willing to fulfill the necessary perfections. But that alone is not enough. As Theravada books make clear, there are specific conditions to be met for successful fulfillment of the resolution to become a Buddha. If you want to aspire for Buddhahood, and want to make a resolution to become a Buddha, you must possess eight qualifications. Only then will the aspiration be fulfilled. These are the eight conditions:

l. When one makes a wish for Buddhahood he must be a human being,

2. He must be of male sex; he must be a man. (I’m sorry, but that is what is written in the books.)

3. He must have the capability of attaining Arahantship, if he so wishes, in that very life. But he gives it up because he wants to save other beings. So, for the sake of others, he gives up his own enlightenment, postponing it for trillions of world cycles.

4. He must make the resolution in the presence of a Buddha.

5. He must bear the emblem of a religious mendicant. This means he must be a monk, a recluse, who lives on alms. He must not be a lay person.

6. He must have gained the five supernormal knowledges and eight attainments. He must have jhanas---the four or five rupavacara jhanas and the four arupavacara jhanas. He also must have supernormal powers, abhibbas.

7. He must have dedicated his life to the Buddha, and be ready to give up his life for him.

8. He must have great yearning, endeavor, effort and striving to become a Buddha. He must be ready and willing to walk across to the other end of the world cycle, over a road covered with burning embers. His yearning must be so great that he would take it upon himself to walk on glowing embers to reach the other side of the universe.

Those are the eight conditions required for the fulfillment of resolution to become a Buddha. When a person meets the Buddha and makes this resolution, the Buddha looks into the future to see whether the fulfillment will take place. If it will, he then declares the person to be a Bodhisatta, a future Buddha. After this assurance and until Buddhahood, the aspirant is called a Bodhisatta, In this way a hermit called Sumedha became the Bodhisatta of Gotama Buddha. Sumedha made the resolution in the presence of the Buddha Dipankara. Looking into the future, the Buddha Dipankara made the declaration that this recluse would become in future a Buddha like himself.

A Bodhisatta has not reached any of the stages of sainthood He is like an ordinary person, but trying to fulfill the necessary qualifications to become a Buddha. As such, he has the qualities and failings of a puthujanna in some of his lives. He can even be a wicked person.

This point needs to be made, because there are some books that indicate otherwise. They say that a Bodhisatta develops progressive stages of insights. And after reaching a certain stage of realization he postpones entering Nibbana in order to save other beings. There is no such parallel in Theravada. Even a Buddha cannot postpone entering Nibbana, because he lives accord to the human lifespan. If the human lifespan is a hundred years he only lives eighty years before his final passing away,

According to Theravada teachings, Bodhisattas do not go beyond a certain level of vipassana meditation. The highest they go is the stage of equanimity about formations. Beyond that they would come to realization of truth. Once there is realization c truth, one becomes an Ariya and is inevitably bound to reach Nibbana in seven lives at most.

In Theravada there are no progressive stages of insight for Bodhisattas to go through. Their practice is to fulfill the ten perfections, the ten paramis. They may fulfill one or several paramis in each life, and thus accumulate these perfections. Gotama Buddha’s last human life as a Bodhisatta was as Vessantara. In that life the perfection he fulfilled was generosity, the first paramis. So there is no particular order to be followed in earning merit for these perfections.

In Mahayana there are three yanas, or vehicles. They are Wravaka-yana, Pratyeka Buddha-yana and Mahayana. (we may think of this as Buddha-yana.) S Wravaka-yana means gaining enlightenment as a disciple. Pratyeka Buddha-yana means gaining enlightenment as a Pratyeka Buddha, a silent Buddha. Mahayana, literally ‘great vehicle’, means gaining enlightenment as a Buddha.

The Mahayana books mention all three of these yanas. It is said that Mahayana (or Buddha- yana) is the best, and the other two yanas are inferior. We can accept that, because a Buddha’s perfection is matchless, and realizing Nibbana as a Buddha is the highest accomplishment. In Mahayana the adherents are exhorted to follow one path only---that of the Buddha. They are urged to become Bodhisattas and Buddhas.

In Theravada how many yanas do we have? The Theravada way is not called a yana. We have another name for it---Bodhi. Sometimes it is called Parami and sometimes Bhumi, but the usual term is Bodhi, enlightenment. The paths to enlightenment reflect the aspirations and capabilities of different persons. We have in Theravada five Bodhis. The first Bodhi is Sammasambuddha, enlightenment as a Buddha. The second is Pacceka Bodhi, enlightenment as an individual Buddha. The third, fourth and fifth Bodhis are enlightenment as three separate kinds of Savaka.(In Mahayaana books they are mentioned as types of Wravaka, but are not treated separately.)

The first kind is Aggasavaka, chief disciple. Every Buddha has two chief male disciples and two chief female disciples. So the third Bodhi is Aggasavaka Bodhi, enlightenment as a chief disciple. The fourth one is Mahasavaka Bodhi, enlightenment as a great disciple, like Ananda and Kassapa. There are eighty such disciples of Gotama Buddha. The fifth and last one is Pakatisavaka Bodhi. Pakatisavaka means an ordinary disciple.

These five Bodhis, or ways, are not secret. They are open to any Theravadin wishing to undertake a path. It is entirely up to the aspirant to choose his Bodhi, and he may choose more than one. If a person is ready and willing to undergo and perfect the necessary qualifications to become a Buddha, he can aspire for Buddhahood and follow the path of a Buddha. But if' he is not willing to spend so much time in samsara he may aspire for Pacceka Buddha, which takes less time than becoming a Buddha.

To become a Buddha who is prominent in wisdom, pabbaa, you have to practice the perfections for many world cycles, followed by four incalculables and a hundred thousand world cycles. For the Buddhas who-are prominent in confidence, saddha, the time period is eight incalculables and a hundred thousand world cycles. For the Buddhas whose prominent quality is effort or energy, viriya, the time needed is sixteen incalculables and a hundred thousand world cycles---almost inconceivable. To become a Pacceka Buddha only two incalculables and a hundred thousand world cycles are needed.

For an Aggasavaka, a chief disciple, the time is only one incalculable and a hundred thousand world cycles. For a Mahasavaka only a hundred thousand world cycles are needed. But for the state of Pakatisavaka, an ordinary disciple, there is no requirement as to time. You may achieve enlightenment in this life or the next; in ten, a hundred or a thousand lives. With knowledge of these requirements, Theravada followers who seek enlightenment choose their Bodhi. They choose for themselves, and are not subjected to persuasion or interference from others.

In Theravada books the Bodhis of the Buddhas and Pacceka
Buddhas are not given as much prominence as the Bodhi for a disciple. That is because only one person in a billion or trillion will become a Buddha. Only one in a million may become a Pacceka Buddha. According to Theravada teachings, not everybody can become a Buddha. There are people who are not willing or are not prepared to strive so long in samsara, who want to end this round of rebirth in a short time. So the path of the Arahant is described more extensively in the scriptures.

It may sound good to say that one should become a Buddha save all beings. Some say that until you have saved all beings your salvation is not complete. If that is so, then no salvation can be completed, because there will always be more and more beings coming to the world. There will be no end of beings, so universal salvation can never be completed.

Theravada teaches only what is practicable. Not every one of you can become president of the United States. The possibility is open to you, which is good. But only one person at a time can become the president. Others may be senators, congressmen, governors, attorneys, doctors, engineers, and so on Similarly, in Theravada not everyone can be a Buddha. Others of lesser aspiration or capacity can find fulfillment by following another of the Bodhis to enlightenment. The enlightenment of disciples differs from that of the Buddhas, which is accompanied by various kinds of superior knowledge, including omniscience.

With five Bodhis to choose from, have many people made aspiration for the most difficult one, Buddhahood? There are many. But since we lack records of such persons, we cannot say whether there are five hundred or a thousand who have done so. In Burma one record was found of a Burmese king named Alaungsitthu, who lived in about the twelfth century A.D. He built a pagoda and left an inscription in Pali that says, "May I become a Buddha by virtue of this meritorious deed." So there is at least one king who has made aspiration for Buddhahood.

Many authors of Buddhist books also have made similar earnest wishes. At the end of their books are found such expressions as "may I become Buddha" or "may I become a Pacceka Buddha" or "may I attain Nibbana as soon as possible.

The many suttas and writings about Bodhisattas in Theravada literature attest to the fact that, contrary to misinformed assertions, they do indeed have a place in the teachings. You can read about them in the Buddhavajsa, which contains the biography of Gotama Buddha and a brief history of the twenty-four previous Buddhas. Each of these past Buddhas had seen the Bodhisatta in one of his previous lives---as a king, a lion, a recluse, a hermit, etc.---and had identified and confirmed him as a future Buddha.

The Jatakas are another good source of information about Bodhisattas. They describe how the Bodhisatta practiced charity generosity, moral conduct, renunciation, and other perfections and virtues. There are altogether 547 stories in the Jataka, and they are very inspiring. In the Cariya Pitaka there also are stories that reflect the lives of the Bodhisattas. Each illustrates one of the paramis, one of the perfections. The story of the quail, for instance, exemplifies the perfection of truthfulness. So Theravada literature is not lacking in stories about Bodhisattas, although they are not given much emphasis.

In Theravada we have five ideals: Bodhisatta Bodhi, Pacceka Bodhi, Aggasavaka Bodhi, Mahasavaka Bodhi and Pakatisavaka Bodh. You may choose any one of them, or not choose at all if you do not want to realize Nibbana. That is the Bodhisatta ideal in Theravada tradition.

By now it should be clear that Theravada tradition is not devoid of the Bodhisatta ideal, although it is not given a prominent place. This is because Theravada teachings are for the benefit of all beings, and not all beings can become Buddhas. Lesser beings, the vast majority, must also be taken into account. The path leading to Arahantship is therefore emphasized more than the path leading to Buddhahood, the ideal of the Bodhisatta. However, the Bodhisatta ideal, like the other ideals, is an integral part of the Theravada tradition.
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