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The Ninth Vow of the
Samantabhadra’s Universal Conduct Chapter
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A Talk Given by Frank Liu at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on October 8, 2018
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There is a term in “Samantabhadra’s
Universal Conduct Chapter” that appears
in the ninth vow of Samantabhadra
Bodhisattva, which is basically “constantly
being in accord with all living beings.” 1
think this term is really meaningful. I
believe it refers to the “heart of great
compassion,” which, I think is the core
of any Bodhisattva. This is what makes
a Bodhisattva so heroic, because they
are so willing to sacrifice, even their

own potential to become liberated and
enter Buddhahood, just for the sake of

)| all living beings. I feel that this heart of

g great compassion is something extremely

important.

In the text, they describe this heart of
great compassion as: “when one’s mind
is impartial towards all living beings,
one can accomplish full and perfect

compassion.” To me, the word that stands

out is impartial, where it is not a Mohist idea of impartial care

that one has to treat others through rules rather than emotions,

but it’s more like how in the Sixth Patriarchs Sutra Huineng states,

“Everywhere engaged, but nowhere attached.”

But this phrase means rather than being led by habitual

patterns and impulses, one should be aware, or engaged, in every

thought that arises, but one should not be attached to any of the

thoughts and led about by them. It’s that kind of impartiality. And

so, if the Bodhisattva has this kind of mindset, then even when
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treating every single living being with this heart of great compassion,
the Bodhisattva will never be attached to a single living being, yet is
always aware of all.

That actually leads me to an example that I read in Mencius. The
Book of Mencius gives an analogy of seeing a child fall into a well.
What's the first reaction that a person would have? That first reaction
is that you want to save the child. You don’t want them to get hurt or,
even worse, get killed. But then, the second thought arises, “If I save
the child, will the parents sue me?” Or, “If I save the child, I want a
reward; I want money for doing this.” Or, “Oh, I don’t have time for
this. 'm busy.” And, these secondary thoughts that arise are actually
thoughts of desire and self, and what they do is block off this heart
of compassion. Now, originally, that one thought of trying to save
that child suddenly turns into hesitancy, it turns into doubt. Then,
basically, you miss the chance.

When there is too much doubt weighing down on the mind,
faith is stifled. In this sense, another word that is synonymous with
the word “faith” is “confidence.” If that’s the case, then this adds a
different perspective to the idea of “faith.” It’s confidence that we can
do the right thing. It’s confidence that we can follow this heart of
compassion. This is cultivation right here and now. It can be defined
as trying to find that heart again. It’s trying to return to impartial
selfless care for all and forget our egos, but this takes adjustment.

Speaking of confidence, this actually reminds me of a translated
phrase, “making the Bodhi resolve.” The word “to make” islike someone
telling another person, “I want you to make the Bodhi resolve.” I
don’t think that works. The Bodhi resolve actually is an internally
motivated process. It’s basically the heart of great compassion. So, if
it’s internal, then how do you really make it? And to me, you really
have to feel this out. You really have to experience it. Because only
through direct experience, can you really understand and know it.

In the beginning text on Samantabhadra Bodhisattva’s ninth
vow, it states that throughout the oceans of Buddha lands and the
ten directions, to the ends of Dharma Realm, and the Realm of
Space, there are many kinds of living beings, and they are born from
eggs, wombs, moistures, and transformations. They live in different
elements, they cling to plants or perching in forests. Then the text
goes on saying, that there’s also different kinds of species with
different bodies, shape, faces, lifespans, families, names and natures.
And they have different kinds of knowledge and perspectives. They
also have different kinds of wishes and desires. They think and do
things differently, and have different kind of behaviors, costumes and

diets. They also live in different places: some in villages, towns, cities,
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houses and palaces. And then there’s also gods, dragons, and others
of the eightfold pantheon: humans and non-humans alike. And then
there are footless beings with two feet, four feet, many feet, coming
in forms without forms, thoughts without thoughts, neither entirely
with thought nor entirely without thought. So, this giant text, is in
the beginning of the ninth vow, and to me, it sets up an imagery of,
“Wow, that’s a lot of living beings, and they all look really different.
What am I going to do with this?”

After this description of various living beings, the text says, “I
will accord with and take care of all these kinds of beings, providing
them all manners of service and offerings. I will treat them with the
same respect | show my parents, teachers, arhats, elders, and even
Tathagatas—serving them all equally without differences. I will be
a good doctor for the sick and suffering. I will lead those who have
lost their way to the right road. I will be a bright light for those in the
dark night. And I will lead the poor and destitute to discover hidden
treasures. The Bodhisattva impartially benefits all beings in these
ways.” So, suddenly, that changes the scene. The idea of “We have a
lot of living beings that they fill the empty space” turns suddenly to
“I am doing all these actions for them.” I think just by that paragraph,
that changes the scenery for something that’s actually a scenic
background into more of a contemplation. Now, I think, “I have to
focus.” Focusing is actually a learning process; it’s not expecting that
everyone can learn immediately.

I’m not sure I get this correctly, but that this is my understanding,
that by focusing on others, we can begin to allow our compassion to
pour out to others. This, is where compassion starts, and it is not just
compassion for oneself but also having faith others can be better, even

if they fall down or make choices that lead to more suffering. &

Gods, according to Buddhist teaching, live in various
heavens. They are not immortal or omnipotent. They do have
long life spans and various spiritual powers. Anyone can be
reborn as a god by generating the appropriate good karma;
however, gods are not enlightened. They eventually die and are
reborn in lower realms according to their karma.

The six desires and Brahma gods,

With five precepts and ten good deeds,
Plant seeds that have outflows,

And so the turning wheel is hard to stop.
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