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THE SUTRA OF THE PAST VOWS OF
EARTH STORE BODHISATTVA
WITH COMMENTARY

1 kA%  Commentary by the Venerable Master Hua

M2 48 B 1% e 6k 495 Translated by the International Translation Institute

1527 #%  Revised Version
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This Sutra bases its title on a person and a dharma, with “Earth
Store Bodhisattva” being the person and his “past vows” the dharma.
Past can be interpreted as meaning ‘original’ fR 4% gen ben, and as
‘previous’ AAZK ben lai. Both these interpretations indicate that these
are vows Earth Store Bodhisattva made in the past. Previously —
countless eons ago — and in life after life he constantly makes these
vows to perfect his filiality, to serve his parents with filial devotion,
and to rescue them even if it cost him his own life — such is Earth
Store Bodhisattva’s vow-power.

I have explained the term sutra on many previous occasions, but it
helps to go over it in every sutra lecture. Some of you learned it from
prior lectures, yet others have not been to one until now and are not
clear about its principles.

Sutras are a path. This path is the way of cultivation open to anyone
who wishes to follow it. If you wish to become a Buddha, you must
take this route. This is the way to Buddhahood. Thus sutras are a
path. Sutras also are likened to a carpenter’s inked line. When a
carpenter needs a straight line, he inks a string, draws it taunt, and
lets it snap back to mark a straight black line. Sutras are like the
inked line in that it can help us tell the proper from the deviant.
Sutras are also likened to garlands. Flowers are strung to create a
garland just as the principles are strung together in the sutras. Thus,
comes the analogy of a garland.

There are four more meanings: threading, attracting, permanent,
and law. Threading is as if stringing the meanings in the sutra
together on a thread so none will be left out or lost. Attracting has
the function of a magnet which, when aimed at iron filing will draw
the filings to it. What do sutras attract? They draw in those who are
ready to be Buddhas and speak Dharma in order to transform beings
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according to their potentials and affinities. That is why the sutras the
Buddhas speak are like magnets that draw in sentient beings who are
due to be transformed.

Similarly, you have come to my sutra lectures because this attracting
power brought you here. When the power is less, fewer people are
drawn to it; when the power is strong, more people come. This
attracting power has drawn some of you all the way from Seattle to
here. Like the invisible pull that a magnet has on iron filings, before
you know it, you have been drawn in — attracted.

In the Cantonese dialect, parents’ loving care for their children is
referred to as attracting and accepting. So, too, Buddhas treat sentient
beings with kindness and compassion, and in turn sentient beings
regard the Buddhas with respect. Here, attracting refers to how
Buddhas attract and accept sentient beings.

Another meaning for sutra is permanent, meaning that it does not
change. Not one word can be omitted and not one word can be added
to sutras, thus they are described as unchangeable forever. Anyone
who decides to change them will have to endure the hells. This is not
some strong-arm autocracy at work. It is simply that the principles in
the sutras are as if composed of steel and as such cannot be altered —
they remain permanent.

The fourth meaning is law. Law is respected by those throughout
the three periods of time — past, present, and future. Above, the
description of ‘permanent’ means unchanged from antiquity to the
present. Here, the description of ‘law’ means all in the three periods of
time should abide by the law in their practice. This law is eternal. It is
an eternal — not temporary — constitution.

Sutra (4%jing) is a Sanskrit word which is transliterated in Chinese
as xiu do lo (fEZ42) and which means a ‘text that tallies.” In olden
days in China, property was not transferred at the County Recorder’s
Office. Instead, the contract would be written on a piece of paper
that was then folded and cut zigzag with scissors into two halves, one
for each of the parties to hold on to. So what proof would we have if,
say, you offered to sell me your lot and I agreed to buy your land? We
would each produce our tally and the zigzags should match perfectly.
Thus, the Chinese expression: A match like the two tallies of a halved
bamboo. That is the meaning of tallying — making a match.

What is the meaning of ‘a text that tallies.’

Above, they tally with the principles of the Buddha.

The principles of all Buddhas are just the minds of the Buddhas, i.e.,
upward, they match the Buddhas’ minds.

Below, they tally with the potentials of sentient beings.

Downward, they are in keeping with sentient beings’ propensities.

s> To be continued



