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In what is Bodhissatva practice thought to be superior by Mahayana?
There are two main schools of Buddhism, Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism. Sometimes referred to as Southern Buddhism (Theravada) and Northern Buddhism (Mahayana) due to geographical location.  Southern Buddhism covers Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos whereas Northern Buddhism spread from India to China, Tibet, Korea and Japan.
Theravada Buddhism has been somewhat unkindly referred to as ‘Hinayana’ Buddhism which means the ‘Lesser Vehicle’.  By contrast the Mahayana has been referred to as the ‘Greater Vehicle’.  The Bodhisattva practice is at the heart of Mahayana Buddhism and this comparison between the two schools is where in the original idea of the one being superior to the other stems.  
The Bodhisattva is someone who takes vows to become liberated and yet remain within the cycle of birth and death which according to Buddhism is the repeating process of reincarnation kept going by ignorance of the true nature of existence.
They vow to do this until all beings become free from the endless cycle of ‘Dukkha’ or suffering, as it is usually translated, that is inherent in all of life. This tremendous commitment arises out of compassion for the immense suffering all beings will undergo while trapped in the wheel of life referred to by Buddhists as Samsara.  It is this commitment of the Bodhisattva that makes Mahayana Buddhism distinct from Thervada Buddhism.  The main focus is compassion.
Ron Epstein says the Theravada tradition differs in that the goal is that of becoming an Arhat.  The Arhat is the one who relinquishes all attachment to the self and is no longer reborn.  Upon entering Nirvana (liberation) the Arhat has no obligation to return and help others become liberated.  Jeffrey Samuels of the department of philosophy and religion at the University of Western Kentucky reports that influential Buddhist scholar Candrakriti as saying that the Hinayana path is entirely for disciples and solitary Buddhas.  He goes onto say that the Mahayana is entirely for Bodhisattvas.  The way of the Arhat is more monastic and generally, though not always less involved in the world.  
Another major difference between these two traditions is that the Mahayana believe that anyone can become Enlightened which opens it to anyone who wants to enter the path.  The Theravada tradition’s view is that this exalted realization is for the few who are willing to dedicate themselves entirely to this lofty ‘goal’.  It could be argued that the broader scope of the Mahayana Buddhist approach allows for greater opportunities and therefore likelihood of more individuals becoming Enlightened.  Even if they do not succeed, these worthy efforts can only make a positive contribution to a better world.  As a more inclusive system this could be one reason that it is viewed as a superior path. 

At the core of the Bodhisattva practice are the four Vows.  Robert Aitken of Tricycle Magazine tells us that it is likely that these vows originate in China around the 6th Century.   A version of these vows are to be found in the Blue Mountains White Clouds Hermitage chant book.
The four vows are:
1.  To save all sentient beings although beings are numberless.
2.  To transform all delusions though delusions inexhaustible.
3.  To perceive reality, though reality is boundless
4.  To attain the Enlightened Way, a way non-attainable.
Though there could be different reasons that some believe Bodhisattva practice in Mahahaya Buddhism is superior than other schools of Buddhism, central to it is likely to be the different goals.  Though the path of the Arhat is to help others too, the commitment ends with physical death.  Whereas the Bodhisattva demonstrates enormous commitment to the well-being of all others.
It is easy to see how this distinction led to a superior view of the Bodhisattva over and above the Arhat.  No-doubt those on the Theravada path would have a lot to say about their reasons for their choice and that is beyond the scope of this essay.  It does appear that giving up not only one’s life but effectively handing oneself over to the welfare of an infinite number of beings over potential aeons or even eternity (whatever that means) is a potentially terrifying undertaking.  Only one who, at least in principle if nothing else, is deeply moved by the Bodhisattva ideal and the suffering of all beings, could even contemplate such a huge undertaking.
In some ways, the infinite nature of the vows, which effectively state that the attainment of saving all beings, transforming all delusions, perceiving reality and reaching Enlightenment is all but impossible, could be pointing to an almost imperceptible way through.  The laughing Buddha maybe giggling at our horror and terror at such a commitment when nothing truly exists outside of the present moment.  The vows themselves transcend time which the time bound mind finds hard to conceive, a great mystery in itself.
One needs to be careful on the path not to view with superiority another practitioner’s or school’s choice.  Indeed, if one is not careful the whole idea the Bodhisattva path could be a big ego trip, fuelling feelings of self-importance and hindering the very compassion that is at the heart of the practice in the first place.  Compassion arguably requires humility to fully flower.  Is there anything more beautiful than the flower of genuine compassion?  
The mystery yet pragmatism of the path is that in taking unattainable vows the possibility of attaining the goal of being consumed by compassion might just become a reality.  Thus, transforming the individual into a fearless warrior unafraid of the implications of a steadfast commitment too big to comprehend.  The hugeness of such an undertaking itself is humbling.

The final analysis here, is that, as worthy a goal of freeing oneself from attachment and therefore at least taking responsibility for oneself is, in can be seen that the Bodhisattva practice reaches for an unimaginably selfless goal.  A goal which could be said to be the very pinnacle of all human potential, a goal which finally extinguishes Dukkha and frees the Bodhisattva to work tirelessly for the benefit of all beings everywhere

























[bookmark: _GoBack]Why do you think Enlightenment needs to be ‘experienced’ to be understood?
The concept of Enlightenment is absolutely central to the Buddhist teachings and yet is shrouded in mystery, controversy and confusion to what it actually points to.  It can be said that you cannot know anything until you have experienced it and it could easily be argued that this must be true of all things. Yet somehow, the ungraspable nature of Enlightenment, that highest of all ideals and attainments that quenches the unquenchable thirst must hold special place in such a consideration.  Its importance to humanity and beyond is unquestionable.  Its role at the heart of Buddhism essential yet surprisingly absent in many writings.
What is this Enlightenment that is commonly spoken of but rarely realized?  Some say it is the absence of suffering or Dukkha, which it must be, the attainment of wisdom, the entering of nirvana, the end of the round of taking re-birth and the final destruction of ignorance.  All these and more have been used to describe the elusive goal of Enlightenment.  These are all likely to be true, but is there more to it than that?  Is it a perspective, an embodied feeling, a recognition of unity with all life, the understanding of impermanence, the state of perfect compassion, boundless peace and joyful abiding in the nature of reality or simply emptiness?  Emptiness does not contradict any of the above. 
To answer such questions without being in the state of Enlightenment leads only to speculation, necessary contemplation to some degree perhaps but it will remain in the realms of the unknown for as long as it is not experienced directly.  How could it be otherwise?
Buddhist scholars have attempted to explain Buddhist philosophical truths and concepts in great depth.  It would seem however, that all roads lead to Rome.  The incomprehensible nature of the realization of no-self, of a vast all-encompassing wisdom that transcends time and a limitless compassion capable of caring so deeply about other beings that the Enlightened one without pride sacrifices themselves for the welfare of others.  The direct perception of no-self and not grasping at existence can only be understood by experience.  The debate of whether a self exists is complex and practice to penetrate into this type of understanding is necessary.
Perhaps the first conundrum is that ignorance which could be said to be the opposite of Enlightenment tends to assume knowledge. Even when one knows one is ignorant, it is impossible to know the depth of such ignorance by its very condition.  We do not know what we do not know, do not see what we do not see and so on.  The nature of mind however is to assume accuracy of perception and the nature of pride,  depth in one’s understanding.  Along with fear, desire and all that arises in the Buddhist twelve linked chain of Dependent Origination which begins with ignorance, these obscure the Enlightened view.  Without first removing such obscuration, knowing the Enlightened state is not possible.  Without knowing the Enlightened state understanding the depth of ignorance and all that arise from it is not possible.
It could be said that it is by negation that the path of Enlightenment is reached.  As the dissolution of ignorance about the nature of reality, the letting go of desires, the dissolving or hatred transpires a different level of understanding and perception, unclouded by the conditioned reality the world forces upon the child in the growing process transpires.  Buddhism says there is reincarnation and that karma passes from birth to birth so not only does each person have to contend with the ignorance accumulated from this life, but from previous lives also.  This again needs to be understood by the penetrating clarity of Enlightenment and is beyond the scope of those caught up in the mind and its illusions.
Humans have perpetuated war and all manner of unspeakable horrors to each other, the animal kingdom and the earth itself.  Such acts beggar belief and could lead an outside observer to wonder if intelligent life exists on planet earth at all.  Yet this level of ignorance at the root of all evil and as said before, the first in the chain of dependent origination is the well spring from which these dreadful actions arise.  Both the Enlightened condition and one of abject ignorance sit side by side as potentials within the human condition.  It is fair to speculate that ignorance cannot know Enlightenment, but Enlightenment can know ignorance.  Speculation however is not enough to reach far on this path.  
Pragmatism and practice are needed to understand the complexity of the unenlightened condition and the need for pursuing the path of Enlightenment.  Without experiencing it how could one behave in accordance with this highest ideal?  The clarity which Enlightenment can bring leads to a new possibility mostly unknown to this world.
How when we are filled full to the brim of desires, our head full of thoughts, our vanity reminding us of our own importance, fear encouraging actions without wisdom, in all this movement, how can we know emptiness? Inexplicably, out of emptiness arises fullness, which has been said to be joy.  It is arguable that the absence of the substantiality of all that thought tempts us to believe in leads to the realization of emptiness of self and fullness of life.
The real necessity of experiencing Enlightenment for it to be understood, lies in the goal itself.  Wisdom must lead to harmonious action, compassion must lead to joyous communion and care for others and unless one experiences the emptiness of self, the insubstantiality of what usually drives us to unskilful action will not be recognised and undesirable consequences will follow.  Here we have the mess of the world reflected in the unenlightened view, ignorance playing itself out on the worlds stage for everyone to see, yet somehow it is usually only recognised in others.   
Enlightenment transcends all that is known on the wheel of life.  All that is known on the wheel of life is all that is taught in the realms of birth and death.  This limited understanding cannot comprehend the vast breadth and depth of the Enlightened one.   It must be experienced and only then can wisdom and compassion become available to help alleviate the suffering masses and offer a way out.
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