In what way could the ethics of a bodhisattva be thought to be superior by Mahayana Buddhists?
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Introduction
In this essay I am going to look at which ways the ethics of a bodhisattva could be thought to be superior by Mahayana Buddhists. I will firstly look at what Buddhist ethics are, particularly the five precepts and the idea of Karma.  Next I will move on to look at what is a Bodhisattva, and I will move on to explore the Bodhisattva ethics.  Finally, I will look at the relationship between ethics and epistemology and finish off with my own conclusion to this essay.   
What are Buddhist ethics?

The five precepts

Buddhist ethics are based on dharma.[footnoteRef:1] By living a life according to dharma an individual can reach salvation and enlightenment. Buddhists say that the five precepts express how you should behave. They say how you should be behaving appropriately and tell you what you should not do. In the ceremony to become a Buddhist, when you go to refuge you accept the precepts and commit to: not harming living creatures, not to take that which has not been given, not to be sexually immoral, not to be telling lies and not to take any thing that is intoxicating. Monks would need to take additional vows, as would those starting on the Bodhisattva path. [1:  Damien Keown, Buddhist Ethics: A Very Short Introduction, Very Short Introductions (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 3.] 


In the Buddhist tradition you should follow the precepts ‘for the right reasons and with the correct motivation.’[footnoteRef:2]  The first precept is not to harm but it is more that that; it is about having respect for all living things. In Buddhism there are three afflictions. We can imagine them to be like coins, with the afflictions on one side and their opposite on the other. On coin 1 the one side is a non-attachment and the other side is greed; on the second coin on the one side is benevolence and the other hatred and on the final coin on the one side there is understanding and the other is delusion / ignorance. When you are practising the 5 precepts, you should do so for good or skilful reasons, and not from afflictions or for wrong reasons. [footnoteRef:3] [2:  Keown, p. 12.]  [3:  Rupert Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism, An OPUS Book, 1. publ. paperback, 17th pr (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2010), p. 173.] 

Karma
All living things are born and reborn into different things in to different realms and the law of Karma governs where you’re born. Good actions will then lead to a good rebirth. Karma is not seen to the Buddhist as a form of reward or punishment it is like a seed and the seed is the action and it will lead to a good fruit or a bad fruit. You can actually have a bad Karma thought but not carry the thought through but supress the idea, by suppressing it would generate good Karma.[footnoteRef:4]  There are points about impermanence that relate to Karma. The first is that however bad a person seems now this is open to change in the future; labelling an individual as “bad” is bad practice and could make us arrogant, and is bad karma; ‘Whatever a person is like on the surface, it is held that the depths of their mind are “brightly shining” and pure’[footnoteRef:5] this is our Buddha nature. If we all have this Buddha nature we should all have respect – and compassion - for one another.  [4:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics: Foundations, Values and Issues, 9. print. with corrections (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2011), p. 17.]  [5:  Harvey, p. 35.] 



What is a bodhisattva?

One of the most important virtues for a Buddhist is compassion, and this is particularly stressed in the Mahayana tradition. Compassion is one of four states of mind or divine abidings. The others are Loving Kindness, Empathetic Joy, and Equanimity.[footnoteRef:6] Compassion is a heart felt desire to eliminate the suffering of others and is at the heart of the bodhisattva path.  [6:  Harvey, p. 104.] 

A Bodhisattva is someone who has gone along the paths of Buddhism and attained wisdom. They are at the end of a path that leads to Enlightenment. According to the Theravada tradition, people who have devoted their entire life to Buddhism, such as monks, reach the arahat ideal before attaining Nirvana, and only two Bodhisattvas are acknowledged: Maitreya, who will come in the future and Gautama who is the present Buddha. In contrast, the Mahayana tradition says that anyone can reach the Boddhisattva state. As part of the Bodhisattva vow the Bodhisattva will have promised to let go of entering nirvana in order to help others also reach nirvana. These vows are not taken lightly; they come out of an arising of Bodhicitta. Bodhicitta is sometimes called ‘the wish-fulfilling jewel’ and it has two stages: the first stage is a deep desire to become enlightened in order to benefit all sentient beings and the second stage is promising not to give up until all sentient beings are enlightened. [footnoteRef:7]  [7:  ‘The Purpose of This Site’ <http://www.bodhicitta.net/What%20is%20Bodhicitta.htm> [accessed 7 December 2017].] 

The Bodhisattva does not have the power to save you; it is up to you to save yourself. The Bodhisattva can teach you and help you get on the path to start your journey and they can also help you on the way. In the daily practice recommended by the Dalai Lama he says that you should ‘Entreat the buddhas who have become completely enlightened but have not yet taught, to teach for the sake of those who suffer.’ And to ‘Supplicate the Buddhas not to pass away.’[footnoteRef:8] By this the Dalai Lama does not mean that these people can save you, but they are there to teach you and help you practice. Therefore, in the daily practice, you are begging them to remain in samsara so then they can support and guide us along the path.  [8:  Tenzin Gyatso, How to Practice (London: Rider, 2002), pp. 110–11.] 


	What are Bodhisattva ethics?

The 14th Dalai Lama describes the bodhisattva as the second stage of morality. 
‘Buddha teaches three stages of morality: the morality of individual liberation, the morality of concern for others, and the morality of Tantra. Helping others is the Great Vehicle teaching the heart of the second stage, or Bodhisattva morality.’[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Gyatso, p. 74.] 


	Shantideva
The Dalai Lama turns to Shantideva for guidance on his own Bodhisattva path. Shantideva’s book is called the Bodhisattva Way of Life or Bodhicaryavatara and is the basis of cultivation of compassion.  In chapter ten, in 58 verses he directs his compassion out to the world. For example, in verse 2 he says ‘Through my merit, may all those in all directions who are afflicted by bodily and mental sufferings obtain oceans of joy and contentment.’[footnoteRef:10] And in verse 55 he says ‘For as long as space endures and for as long as the world lasts, may I live dispelling the miseries of the world.’ [footnoteRef:11] It is this verse that the Dalai Lama reflects on daily.[footnoteRef:12] The Bodhicaryavatara is considered to be the ‘guidebook to the bodhisattva path’[footnoteRef:13] The Bodhisattva path has six merits that they would practice as part of their lives. These include Generosity, Morality, Patience, Effort, Concentration and Wisdom and the six merits are underpinned by intention and attitude, which ‘constitute the basis of moral practice.’[footnoteRef:14] For example, there is no point in giving someone food and only doing it to look good – my intention would not be right, and therefore it would not be a meritorious practice.  In doing the six merits, with the right intentions, it is possible that you can also transform your mind. By this I mean that by skilfully repeating the practices you are given the chance of truly understanding difficult Buddhist concepts. Practising patience, for example, can help us to understand dependent origination. People’s behaviour at times is complex and there is always a cause even though we may never know what that is, as it could be something in a previous life. We need to ‘… understand how mental defilements cause the acts of others’. [footnoteRef:15] When people are angry we should not take this personally, but think of dependent origination and be patient. [10:  ‘Shantideva-Bodhicaryavatara-Wallace.Pdf’ <http://www.drepunggomangusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/shantideva-bodhicaryavatara-wallace.pdf> [accessed 19 December 2017].]  [11:  ‘Shantideva-Bodhicaryavatara-Wallace.Pdf’.]  [12:  Gyatso, p. 82.]  [13:  Buddhist Philosophy: Essential Readings, ed. by William Edelglass and Jay L. Garfield (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 388.]  [14:  Edelglass and Garfield, p. 389.]  [15:  Edelglass and Garfield, p. 390.] 

Similarly, generosity helps others, but additionally helps us to loosen our attachment to thinking that things are ‘mine’, and that there is a ‘me’. This can lead to a better understanding of emptiness. Understanding emptiness is ‘the understanding that phenomena are dependently originated and thus lack (…) substantial existence beyond the conventional meanings ascribed to them…’[footnoteRef:16] or, as this was explained in The Questions of King Milinda, there is no ‘I’ it ‘is only a generally understood term, a designation in common use’[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Edelglass and Garfield, p. 391.]  [17:  ‘Milinda.Pdf’, p. 40 <http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/milinda.pdf> [accessed 31 October 2017].] 

Therefore, being a compassionate person can be good in itself but also it is a way of helping us to move forward on the path to enlightenment. It will help us understand the equality of self to others, as we are all equals. Whether you are a teacher or a cleaner, we are all equal; no matter how clever, or rich, or pretty we are, we all suffer and we all want to end that suffering. In being a Bodhisattva we also recognise an equality of exchange between others and ourselves, and therefore we would practise cherishing others as ourselves. This, in turn, further builds our understanding of the exchange of self and other, [footnoteRef:18] and helps us to understand the idea of non-self. In this way, practising the merits will help us train our mind and develop wisdom so our mind can become transformed, and the three afflictions will disappear, and this in turn, will feed back into our practice, which will be done for skilful reasons, and not from afflictions. Thus, wisdom and practice feed each other in a virtuous circle. ‘For Santideva, moral development requires a complementary cultivation of the mind and the transformation of the whole person.’[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Edelglass and Garfield, p. 391.]  [19:  Edelglass and Garfield, p. 392.] 


Ethics and Epistemology

For Wonhyo, before we can understand Bodhisattva ethics we need to understand emptiness. In one way if we are thinking everything is empty this would logically mean that the precepts would also be empty. In Essentials Wonhyo says that the precepts are both phenomenon and noumenon. Phenomenon are conventional things that we can see, feel or touch, while noumenon is the essence behind the precepts. To be a true Bodhisattva you would need to follow the essence behind the phenomenon rather sticking blindly to the precepts. For example, murder is wrong but if we knew that one person was going to kill a thousand Bodhisattvas it may be that killing that one person would be the action that was needed in this case.[footnoteRef:20] Making a big decision like this would need a lot of skill and only an advanced Buddhist could make this decision. Gethin argues that the precepts are necessary guidance on the early stages of the path but eventually you will need to detach yourself from them. ‘Ethical precepts are a necessary part of the training that constitutes the path, but attachment to those precepts, like all attachments, must itself be given up’[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Edelglass and Garfield, p. 410.]  [21:  Gethin, p. 173.] 

Harvey suggests that using skilful means to over ride the precepts is more common in the Mahayana tradition than the Theravada tradition[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Harvey, p. 134.] 


Conclusions

	The Bodhisattva is central to Mahayana Buddhism, and the role of the Bodhisattva is a key difference between the Theravada and Mahayana schools.  Mahayana Buddhism is sometimes called the Great Vehicle, which could be interpreted as the ‘superior’ vehicle, but it could just be seen as a larger raft to carry more people to Enlightenment. As discussed earlier, Theravada Buddhism focuses on the individual reaching enlightenment, and becoming a monk or leading a monastic life to achieve this. In contrast, in Mahayana Buddhism, anyone can reach the state of Enlightenment. The Greater Vehicle could mean that anyone can get on the raft and reach Enlightenment. So in saying this, it is ‘greater’ by being open to more people in a very practical way.
	Another way Mahayana Buddhism and the Bodhisattva could be considered to be ‘Greater’ is because it is not focusing on the self, instead it focuses on compassion to all sentient beings. So therefore, in this case, ‘greater’ could mean that all sentient things are equal and there is therefore less of a hierarchy and Enlightenment is not limited to a small elite group.  

	I would argue that with practicing compassion we gain wisdom and become more skilful. If we were to focus on gaining wisdom this could lead us to be too inward looking and lead us to become selfish; focusing on the self is not in the Buddhist practice. 
	Although I would normally argue that what is right is right and not be swayed by circumstances, in the case of the Bodhisattva they have the skill and wisdom to be able to take big decisions. They have the ability to know what to do at the right time regardless of the precepts. 
	When comparing the five precepts to the six perfections, with the five precepts we know where we stand but with the six perfections if we were to practise them we would know how to behave so in that case we would not need the five precepts. In conclusion, I believe that the ethics of the Bodhisattva can be thought to be superior, but would a Mahayana Buddhist believe them to be superior? As Park says ‘The non existence of a set path means that anything can be a path, and the nonexistence of a specific gate opens up the possibility for anything to be a door to Buddhist practice.’[footnoteRef:23] I would argue that for a Mahayana Buddhist all these paths would be equal.  [23:  Edelglass and Garfield, p. 411.
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