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Bodhicitta in Mahayana Buddhism

There are three fundamental principles in the Buddhist system
of thought: anicca, anatta, and dukkha. Anicca negates any kind of
stability and constancy in the world system and considers everything
in the world as becoming. In anatta, the existence of atman, or the
independent self is negated and what we call self is deemed false
individual identity. The third is dukkha, the law of suffering. The
concept of suffering is the main ontological, anthropological and
soteriological doctrine in the Buddhist tradition in connection with
which other concepts take form. Therefore, the foundation for all
Buddhist branches and doctrines, including bodhicitta, is confronting
the “reality of suffering” and explaining it and their goal is salvation
and freedom from suffering. Nonetheless, various Buddhist branches
have considerable differences on the doctrine of suffering and the
ways of freedom from it. The concept of bodhicitta is common among
all Buddhist schools. In Theravada school too this concept is used in
its primary simple form, but in Mahayana tradition the concept is
more developed and of more consequence. Three doctrines of sunita
and their dependent theories including bodhicitta, the ideal wayfarer
(bodhisattva), and belief in submission and purity of heart are the
main facets of the Mahayana tradition the germs of all of which were
generated in the sermons of Buddha and scriptures of hinayana, and
Mahayanian teachers have examined them with a fresh and
metaphysical view and interpretation.

In Mahayana tradition bodhisattvas are spiritual wayfarers
who, with the awakening of bodhicitta, have stepped into the pathway
of muystical wayfaring in order to achieve perfection and save
themselves and all creatures from suffering and pain. Bodhisattvas are
those who have reached the light, yet have vowed not to join Nirvana,
or absolute freedom until each and every creature’s freedom.
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Bodhisattvas are capable of removing the karmic filths arising from
good and bad deeds and attitudes of ordinary individuals, so that they
can guide them to freedom.

Bodhicitta is a Sanskrit word which means knowing,
understanding, realizing, lightness, and awakening. Bodhi does not
have any independence and essentially belongs to a citta which means
the heart. We can call Bodhicitta an informed or awakened heart. As a
term Bodhicitta in fact has two meanings. The first is a momentary
awakening (this first meaning also comes up in Theravada).
Bodhicitta, however, later assumed a more extensive meaning, i.e. that
our momentary, inner happenings are just an appearance of the true
bodhicitta. True or ultimate bodhicitta is the absolute from which all
creatures in general and humankind in particular benefit (although
sometimes it is realized in individuals and sometimes it is not). Hence
bodhicitta is in a sense an event - an event which makes the individual
realize it. In another sense, it is the absolute which is identical with
“sunita”, “dharmakaya”, and “Bhutanatha”, because these are all the
absolute.

All Buddhist schools are aware of the significance of bodhicitta in the
salvation of creatures. In the Theravada school too ideal man
commences his mystical wayfaring with the awakening of bodhicitta.
He achieves the highest level of perfection through the awakening of
bodhicitta and moving in the pathway of enlightenment. In
Theravadas bodhicitta leads to individual salvation, whereas in
Bodhisattva it leads not only to individual salvation but also to the
salvation of all creatures.

Next to the concept of Buddha, what matters in Mahayana is
bodhisattva (literally meaning an “enlightened being”) and its essence,
bodhicitta (literally meaning an “enlightenment-mind”). Bodhicitta is
the fount of all earthly and transcendent virtues. It is constantly
changing, but never loses its original purity. Bodhicitta can be likened
to the world-wide space, because in spite of all events and changes
that might happen in it, it remains the same forever. In all creatures
there is a true ray, because there are many truths, but the principle is
one. There are many educations, but the center, the heart’s vital pulse,
is one. Bodhicitta is not a tangible creature, but unknowable,



omnipresent, and indestructible and its substance is empty (sunita),
transcendent and independent. That who understands the essence of
bodhicitta sees everything with a loving heart, for the substance of
bodhicitta is love and all bodhisattvas see the source of their being in
this loving enlightenment-mind. When the ideal of bodhicitta is
realized in a person, they try to realize the ideal, which is what we call
bodhicharya. In fact, Bodhicharya is the wish for bodhicitta which has
reached the stage of praxis. That is to say, we use bodhicitta both as
an ideal and in practice.

Bodhicitta partially means the reflection and manifestation of the
eternal dharmakaya. Impurities cannot pollute it, and individualistic
and egotist biases cannot tarnish it. For Buddhists, Bodhicitta is the
spiritual substance.

Mahayana regards bodhicitta as the product of the unity between
compassion (karuna) and wisdom, a momentary state which brings
awareness. Bodhicitta refers to the essence of awareness or the
intellect of the intellect which is gained through mystical intuition.
According to Mahayanaians, karuna and prajiia lead to the
enlightenment of all creatures.

Bodhicitta has two levels. The ultimate dimension of bodhicitta is
called wisdom: the capability to see everything as it is in reality and to
be a person as the person is in reality. The ideal and wish based on
unlimited sympathy and compassion are called relative bodhicitta, a
driving force which we know and which leads to transformation into
an enlightened creature.

Bodhicitta awakens in us when love for tormented creatures in our
essence or heart reaches the utmost enthusiasm for awakening.
Awakening of citta is to go outside oneself and to be put in the
pathway of action together with knowledge.

Kleshas which are suffering, filth, anger, lust, and mental conundrums
are in fact negative karmas and our links to samsara. They have an
empty nature and are destroyed by the power of bodhicitta.
Icchantikas are atheists, the faithless, and unbelievers who are utterly
entangled in their lusts and whims. Admittedly there is not any human



\\"‘4‘4‘ OthL) 5 ‘)Lé_.: J‘V a‘)w c}j>'- ‘_)\.,\_ub \i/\

heart and spirit which is completely free from the shackles of karma
and ignorance, because the existence of this accidental world is a
product of ignorance. However, it does not mean that life is fraught
with evil and filth. As long as it is affected by countless sins arising
from ignorance and selfishness bodhicitta does not produce any
earthly or heavenly benefits.

Key Words: bodhicitta, Bodhisattva, Mahayana, sunita, dharmakaya,
karuna, prajfia.
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1. skt,Bodhicitta,En awakening mind , the mind of enlightenment , or a
wakening the heart of enlightenment heart of enlightenment, the heart of
enlightened mind

2.Bodhirdaya

3. anuttara-samyak-sambodhicitta

4.Buddha hood

5. mahakaruna

6. mahaprajna

7.rasajatam

8. laotezinTerminoligy

9. wu-wei

10. pre-enlightenment perceptions

11. post —Enlightenment perceptions

12. samyak

13. anuttara

14. skandhas

15. skt.pal. ayatana,En.sence base, sence-media or sence sphere
16. skt.dhatu,En.elements

17. Bodhicharya

18. Aspiration

19. Action

20. compassion

21.karuna

22.samata

23. upaya

24, Citta-utpada

25. kalpa

26. ultimate bodhicitta

27. relative bodhicitta

28. wisdom

29. skt.tathagatagharba;En.lit. the womb of thus gone ; translated as :the
womb of the enlightened one, sccd for potential enlightened
30. vasubandhu

31. Discourse on the Awakening of the Bodhicitta

32. klesas

33. prajnakaramati

34. Icchantik
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