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Why Should We Take

The Bodhisattva Precepts?
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By Cliff Wang

If Mahayana Buddhism cultivation is likened to higher
education, then taking Bodhisattva precepts is like registering
for classes, the first thing to be covered at orientation.
Following the precepts but not taking them is like auditing
lectures; even though one receives knowledge, one cannot
obtain an Mahayana Fruition in the end.

Taking the Bodhisattva precepts is also like sowing in spring.
After sowing diligently, with abundant sunlight and rain, one
may eventually reap a great harvest and realize Buddhahood.
Practicing Mahayana Buddhism without taking Bodhisattva
precepts is like farming without sowing; despite the effort and
right conditions, one cannot obtain the Mahayana Buddha
Fruition.

From this perspective, one who takes the Bodhisattva

precepts is like registering to college classes and formally
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entering the door of the Mahayana study; one can realize Buddhahood in the
future. Taking Bodhisattva precepts is sowing the seeds of becoming a Buddha;
certainly one will realize the Buddha Fruition and certify to the supreme Bodhi
in the future. That’s why the Bodhisattva precepts are the roots of accomplishing
the supreme Bodhi. They are very important.

Cultivation needs to be done in the way that the Buddha instructed: precepts,
samadhi, and wisdom. The first step is to uphold precepts. But to uphold precepts,
one needs to take the precepts first; without taking them, upholding precepts is
out of the question. Please don’t say that I will only take the Bodhisattva precepts
when I am certain that I won't break any of them. The sequence here is not right.
This is like saying that I will only enroll at a university once I reach the level of
graduates. Mahayana Buddhism is called “the great vehicle” because it emphasises
cultivation of the mind. Through making resolves and contemplating one would
enlarge the measure of his mind, and practice with little effort while reaping
double results. In this way, one can ultimately obtain Buddhahood. Not taking
Bodhisattva precepts means one has not yet brought forth the Bodhi resolve and
has not sown the Mahayana Buddhism seeds. Although there is the cultivation
of good deeds, it is still hard to achieve the ultimate results and the effects may
not be perfect.

Bodhisattva precepts are made to liberate living beings, cast off the fetters on
our bodies, and let us break through jail and to become Buddhas. Some may
be afraid that there will be too many rules and restrictions and little chance for
freedom. Actually, taking Bodhisattva precepts does not mean that one draws a
circle on the ground to imprison oneself. Instead, they cast off our fetters and help
us return to freedom. Why? The Buddha is different from human, not because
he has thirty-two hallmarks, but because his mind is limitless and boundless.
In contrast, our minds are limited and bounded by the marks of self, others,
living beings and life spans, which are like shackles and fetters around our bodies.
Upholding Bodhisattva precepts trains us to constantly bring forth the Bodhi
resolves. By doing so, we break attachments from the marks of self;, others, living
beings and life spans, which results in liberating and expanding our minds. When
one’s mind is expanded to be as boundless as a Buddha’s, his mind does not differ
from a Buddha’s. Bodhisattva precepts help us cast off the fetters so we regain
liberation like the Buddhas. This is why Bodhisattva precepts are also known as
“individual liberation.”

Bodhisattva precepts protect living beings from negative disturbances and keep
us far away from burning and suffering in desires, leaving us with coolness and
purity. So precepts are also described as “clear and cool.” Moreover, the substance
of the Five Precepts only last for one lifetime, but the Bodhisattva precepts
substance follow us forever. If we fall in lower realms in certain life times due to
unappropriated conditions or from not being diligent enough in cultivation, the
Bodhisattva precepts will always guide us back to the right track.

Bodhisattva precepts are the unique features of Mahayana Buddhism and
are fundamental to the success of Mahayana practice. Mahayana Buddhism
emphasises on the mind and points directly to the mind. Its cultivation of precepts

are also mainly focused on the mind. To serve this purpose, Bodhisattva precepts
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are designed to guide the behaviour of the mind. Cultivation in this way is
like riding in a great vehicle, which travels fast, and some people may realize
Buddhahood right away. Thus, to study Mahayana Buddhism, it is necessary
to study, investigate and take the Bodhisattva precepts. From the Mahayana
point of view, everything is made by the mind. Bringing forth the Bodhisattva
resolve is actually creating a Bodhisattva’s realm. And practicing and cultivating
the Bodhisattva precepts are like the shining sunlight that surpasses the great
thousand world systems. Hence, taking and upholding Bodhisattva precepts are
immediate cultivation practices that have a double result.

Taking Bodhisattva precepts is the sign of entering the door of Mahayana
Buddhism. How far you go depends on how great your resolve is. Taking and
upholding Bodhisattva precepts trains our minds and to bring forth the Bodhi
resolve on a daily basis. For example, from the second we wake up in the morning,
we make a resolve that we wish all living beings will awake in all wisdom and take
care of all beings throughout the ten directions; when we go to bed, we wish that all
living beings gain peace and ease in the body, and a calm mind without disturbance.
Such resolves are made constantly throughout the day. After taking Bodhisattva
precepts, making resolves will become part of our mind. By cultivating step-by-
step, we make resolves to get rid of our attachments to our minds, to the marks
of self, others, living beings, and life span, If we can do this, I believe one is not
far away from becoming a Buddha. Thus, there is a saying that after making the
initial resolve one becomes a Bodhisattva and awaits to become a Buddha.

Certainly, it is not easy to receive the Lay Bodhisattva Precepts. They are
transmitted only once in a few years followed by a weeklong precepts training at
CTTB. But precisely because it is so hard to hear and meet, we should strive for
this precious opportunity. I believe as long as we understand the true meaning of
the Bodhisattva precepts, and we are dedicated and sincere in making resolves,
when the conditions are ready, we will have the opportunity to fulfil our wish.

Fellow cultivators, do not miss the opportunity when it comes!

&

Note: CTTB is going to transmit Lay Bodhisattva precepts on 5th August, 2014.
The registration has been due on March 15.)
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A Bodhisattva is also called “a living being with a great resolve attuned to the
Way”. No matter how badly people may treat towards him, he doesn’t hold it
against them. He absolutely never becomes irritated, never loses his temper.
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