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The Bodhisattva and the Three Vehicles

WATANABE, Shogo
Professor, Litt.D.Department of Eastern Philosophy and Culture Faculty of Letters,
Toyo University

Abstract

The goal of Buddhism is to attain awakening, and Buddhism
began when the Buddha described his own experience of awakening,
which was termed anuttara samyaksambodhi, or “unsurpassed perfect
awakening.” In early Buddhism and so-called mainstream Buddhism,
other kinds of bodhi were also mentioned, such as that of the arhat and
the sravaka, and these came to be differentiated from the awakening of
the Buddha. In early Buddhism, a clear distinction was made between
the awakening of the Buddha and that of his disciples. Therefore, it is
evident that, doctrinally speaking, there must have been a considerable
leap from this position to the assertion in Mahayana Buddhism that
ordinary people could engender the aspiration for awakening (bodhicitta)
and attain awakening.

A concept indicative of developments in observations about
awakening during this time is the theory of three kinds of bodhi,
propounded chiefly by the Sarvastivadins, and this evolved into the
idea of three vehicles, characteristic of Mahayana Buddhism. The
three kinds of bodhi are the bodhi of the sravaka, the pratyekabuddha,
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and the Buddha. The last is the awakening of the Buddha and corresponds
to anuttara samyaksambodhi. On the basis of this theory of three kinds
of bodhi, it was then asserted that the bodhisattva’s awakening was
nothing other than that of the Buddha, with an attendant emphasis on
the bodhisattva, and this corresponds to the theory of three vehicles.

But if the bodhisattva is someone who seeks awakening, then the
sravaka and arhat are the same insofar that they too seek awakening,
even if their standpoint and practices may differ. If that is the case, then
it ought to be permissible to refer to all those who seek the bodhi of the
three vehicles as bodhisattvas. But if all three vehicles can be
encapsulated in the bodhisattva, there then arises the question of why
the three vehicles or three kinds of bodhi were taught in the first place.
Such a view can already be seen in the Mahavibhasa-sastra.

In the Mahavibhasa-sastra, it is stated that the arhat who has
practiced the practices of the five destinies and has been liberated
originally possessed the nature of the bodhisattva, that the three kinds of
bodhi are posited from a position which regards the nature of the
objects of cognition as really existent, and that three kinds of
knowledge are distinguished owing to differences in the wisdom that
observes the objects of cognition. Although there is no mention of the
two truths in these statements, it can be inferred that the three kinds of
bodhi were taught from the position of conventional truth. As will be
noted below, this thesis is reflected in the Prajiaparamita sitras,
representative of the early Mahayana, although not in the Astasahasrika
Prajiiaparamita and related texts, but in the Pafcavimsatisahasrika
Prajiiaparamita and related texts.

In the Pafcavimsatisahasrika and related texts, the theory of
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two truths is applied to the interpretation of the three vehicles, and it is
stated that the three vehicles represent conventional truth and are
grounded in ultimate emptiness. Further, by changing the Buddha
vehicle among the three vehicles to “bodhisattva vehicle” or “great
vehicle,” the way was opened for the emergence of the idea of one
vehicle. In this case, “one vehicle” refers to the bodhisattva vehicle,
which has two meanings, namely, the sole vehicle, which is superior to
the two vehicles, and the vehicle of bodhisattvas in the sense of those
who seek awakening. It is this interpretation of the bodhisattva vehicle
that is the key to understanding the idea of three vehicles. Furthermore,
according to the Prajnaparamita sitras, the path of the bodhisattva is
one that is applicable to all three vehicles, and it is clearly stated that
in this sense both the knowledge and practice of the bodhisattva are
applicable to the paths of the sravaka and pratyekabuddha.

For instance, in the Sanskrit text of the Astasahasrika the three
vehicles are referred to as “three [kinds of] people of the bodhisattva
vehicle explained by the Tathagata.” This example of the three
vehicles is a sole exception, but nonetheless what is worth noting here
is that it is clearly stated that the three vehicles correspond to three
kinds of bodhisattva paths. In the corresponding sections in the
Astadasasahasrika and Paficavimsatisahasrika too it is repeatedly
stated that there are no distinctions between the three bodhisattva
vehicles, and therefore the arguments presented in the Prajfiaparamita
siitras are quite consistent. That is to say, it is shown that the three
vehicles, which here correspond to the vehicles of the sravaka,
pratyekabuddha, and Buddha (or bodhisattva), represent three modes
of practice engaged in by bodhisattvas, and this is what is meant by
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“one (Buddha) vehicle.” In other words, “bodhisattva” has the broad
meaning of a practitioner on the path to awakening and the narrow
meaning of one of the three vehicles. The Prajiaparamita sitras
provide a picture of such a bodhisattva as they seek to describe the
ideal form of the practitioner of the Buddhist path.

In this article, | discuss the functions of the bodhisattva as
described above and reassess the thinking of the Prajiaparamita
sutras, in which the earlier ideas of one vehicle and three vehicles
developed into the idea of the one bodhisattva vehicle. By doing so, |
believe that it will be possible to show how the practitioner engages
with society as a whole on the basis of the tenets of Mahayana
Buddhism.

Keywords: Three \ehicles, three kinds of Bodhi, bodhisattva vehicle, one vehicle,

Astasahasrika Prajiaparamita, Pafcavimsatisahasrika Prajiiaparamita
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