
Dharma Talk 06/12/2022 Vigilant Introspecton

Shantdeva – Bodhichryavatara, or the Way of the Bodhisatva

Chapter 5 Vigilant Introspecton

Good morning, how are you all doing? I hope you are well and that life is good.I also 
hope you had a chance to see the almost full moon last night. So beautful. For me, the 
real magic happened when clouds moved in front of the moon and just a patch of 
clouds was lit up. The full moon turns me sentmental every tme I see it. All beings who
look up – they all see the same moon.

I had a hard tme writng this talk. I distracted myself with Nalanda, Nagarjuna, a very 
interestng artcle why Zen is not actually Buddhism, and so on. It was like sitng zazen 
and the mind wanders and needs to be recalled every minute. 

I don't mind coming back to Shantdeva, though. It is one of my favorite Buddhist 
books. And there is another kind of trouble, because I REALLY love this book and I 
ended up reading instead of writng. Reading and re-reading I contnue to dive deeper 
into diferent facets of the Way of the Bodhisatva.

One way that side-tracked me a lot this tme was awe how many diferent teachings 
Buddhism ofers. And how each one, followed to the end, will arrive at the same 
destnaton. Hearing the Buddha’s words, following the paramitas, or just one of them. 
The compassion path or the way of emptness. All these ways to open oneself to 
reality…

But back to Shantdeva and bodhichita.

Shantdeva was born a prince in 8th century India. However, he lef the night before he 
was to take the throne (there are various stories why he did that). He eventually 
arrived at Nalanda University, which was the largest Buddhist University in India at that
tme. His fellow students did not like him much and came up with a plot to embarrass 
him in hopes that he would leave Nalanda: they asked him to give a talk to the entre 
university. Shantdeva accepted the challenge. He then took the seat and taught the 
Bodhicharyavatara. 

It is usually organized into 3 sectons: How to generate, raise and strengthen 
bodhichita. Bodhi is awakening/enlightenment. Chita stands for heart/mind. 
Bodhichita is the wish to atain complete enlightenment in order to be of beneft to all 
sentent. One who has bodhichita as the primary motvaton for all actvites is called a 
bodhisatva. Way of the Bodhisatva is practcal optmism. I also want to make very 
clear that bodhichita does not include idiot compassion that enables people. Nor does 
it include the hallmark favored pity.



I now recognize that I should have started, like Shantdeva did, in the beginning, 
instead of my favorite chapter 6 on patence. Just like the paramitas build on each 
other, the chapters in the Way of the Bodhisatva build on each other. Elements are 
grounded and built on previous chapters. It is a very fun weaving and I stll don’t quite 
see the shape of it yet.

But now, let us start with Shantdeva’s words on Vigilant Introspecton.

5.1

Those who wish to keep the trainings

Must with perfect self-possession guard their minds.

Without this guard upon the mind,

The trainings cannot be preserved.

The issue in this chapter is the mind itself. and the emotons arising in it. We need to 
set ourselves the simple but difcult task: to become aware how thoughts arise and 
develop. Vigilant introspecton without having a strangle-hold on the mind: For just as 
much as the mind is the source of sufering, anger, aggression, delusion, it is the 
wellspring of joy, compassion, and bodhichita.

I mentoned earlier the inter-weaving of diferent traditons. During one of our Samish 
retreats we talked briefy about the twelve-fold chain of causaton and when and 
where we have the best opportunity to break it. It might interest you to investgate 
that a bit further in conjuncton with this teaching.

5.3

If with mindfulness’ rope,
The elephant of mind is tethered all around
Our fears will come to nothing
Every virtue drop into our hands.

If I was to write that stanza, I would not te up the elephant. I would make friends with 
him and train him so that he and I would both hold on to a silken thread and walk 
together. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not editng J but that is the picture in my mind!

5.4

Tigers lions elephants and bears

Snakes and every hostle foe

Those who guard the prisoners in hell,

All ghosts and ghouls and every evil phantom,



5.5

By simple binding of this mind alone,

All these things are likewise bound.

By simple binding of this mind alone,

All these things are likewise tamed.

Norman Fischer, the guiding teacher of our community made a great comment to this 
verse. He said that tgers and snakes and so on were a reality for monks in India at 
Shantdeva’s tme. So how can you bind and tame them with your mind? “You’ll stll get
eaten but … you’ll be in great spiritual conditon. The REAL sufering is our fear and 
confusion.”

Taming the mind takes tme. Through good and bad moods, monkey mind jumping 
from thought to thought, meditaton period afer period, upset, without “gaining 
mind.” Training the mind to not wander of or pursue every thought with a vengeance 
is called mindfulness. Mindfulness brings us back to the present moment, to our 
breath, the sensaton of walking while we walk and sitng while we sit, the warmth of a
tea cup in our hands … I don’t know about you. Me - I get distracted. I come back. I get 
distracted. I come back. My meditaton at tmes appears to be discursive thought 
rudely interrupted by short gaps of meditaton. I get distracted. I come back.

5.6

For all anxiety and fear,

All suferings in boundless measure,

Their source and wellspring is the mind itself,

Thus the Truthful One has said.

Shantdeva does one of his fne turns: frst he does seem to agree with our conceptual 
thinking, but then with one sentence he twists our reality: For all anxiety and fear, All 
suferings in boundless measure, Their source and wellspring is the mind itself … It is 
the mind that turns either informaton or absence of informaton into fear. I 
remember, when I was a kid, I was out hiking in the forest by myself. There was a 
strange noise, like a large animal stomping through the dried leaves. I was full of fear. 
Well, even then I was not too bright. And when the noise did not come closer I decided 
to go look. And there it was, a small brown bird scratching around in the leaves to fnd 
bugs…. The fear was in my mind.

In the following verses (5.9-5.17) Shantdeva addresses the six paramitas: generosity, 
discipline, patence, enthusiasm, meditaton and wisdom. He describes the role of our 
minds when we practce the paramitas. Following the paramitas is actvity. Letng go of



self-clinging and raising bodhichita does change following the paramitas to 
enlightened actvity.

5.12

The hostle multtudes are vast as space

What chance is there that all should be subdued?

Let but this angry mind be overthrown

And every foe is then and there destroyed.

This is the perfect antdote to aggression. Also, it is reference to the paramita of 
patence. Patence is the subject of the following chapter. The next verse seems to be 
one of the most famous ones:

5.13

To cover all the earth with sheets of hide

Where could such amounts of skin be found?

But simply wrap some leather round your feet,

And it’s as if the whole world had been covered.

5.14

Likewise, we can never take

And turn the outer course of things.

But only seize and discipline the mind itself,

And what is there remaining to be curbed?

This ends the opening argument of the chapter. The queston is: Do we buy the 
premise? Do we accept the argument for guarding the mind?

Shantdeva compares our mind with an open wound or broken bones that we protect 
in unruly company. Norman in his talk called it the “beginningless karmic wound.” We 
can be in a beautful place, with friends, surrounded by comfort, but if our mind is 
sufering everything turns sour. To me, Shantdeva makes a strong case for guarding 
the mind.

He contnues 5.24: “The mind when cramped by ignorance is impotent and cannot do 
it’s work.” Viewed from the perspectve of bodhichita our deepest ignorance is 
dualistc percepton, the illusion of self and other, subject and object. The 
mispercepton of separateness causes the aggression and confict that pervades “what 
human is.”



5.27 Lack of vigilance is like a thief

Who slinks behind when mindfulness abates. 
And all the merit we have gathered in
He steals …

Shantdeva asks us to use mindfulness, staying in a teacher’s company, living like you 
are in the Buddha’s company (great thought!), being the guardian of the world. We 
should aim to be constantly aware of our conditon:

5.34 If at the outset, when I check my mind,
I fnd within some fault or insufciency,
I’ll stay unmoving like a log,
In self-possession and determinaton.

This starts one of my favorite phrases which will show up several tmes in this chapter 
“to remain like a log.” Now Shantdeva describes how one should act “never for an 
instant to be distracted.” But then, right afer he says that “the rules of discipline may 
be suspended” in tmes of generosity and celebraton. One important part of 
bodhichita is to remain open and not to get stuck. Not even in perfecton. Especially 
not in perfecton. Perfect conduct for the sake of perfect conduct means being stuck. 
Perfect conduct coming from and open, warm heart to help others may look the same, 
but I would call it unstuck anyway.

Oh, and Shantdeva is a great advocate for mono-tasking

5.43 When something has been planned and started on,
Atenton should not drif to other things.
With thoughts fxed on the chosen target,
That and that alone should be pursued.

And if I had listened to this advice I would have been able to write down this talk with 
enough editng tme to ft the whole chapter into one talk. However, this way you only 
get about half of Shantdeva’s vigilant introspecton today!

Defnitons

Twelve-fold chain of causaton (short version :-)

Also, twelve nidanas or twelve-linked chain of dependent originaton. An early doctrine 
of Buddhism showing the causal relatonship between ignorance and sufering. The 
Sanskrit word nidana means cause or cause of existence. Shakyamuni is said to have 
taught the twelve-linked chain of causaton in answer to the queston of why people 
have to experience the suferings of aging and death. Each link in the chain is a cause 
that leads to the next. The frst link in the chain is ignorance (Skt avidya ), which gives 
rise to (2) acton (samskara) (also, voliton or karmic acton); (3) acton causes 



consciousness (vijnana), or the functon to discern; (4) consciousness causes name and 
form (nama-rupa), or spiritual and material objects of discernment; (5) name and form 
cause the six sense organs (shad-ayatana); (6) the six sense organs cause contact 
(sparsha); (7) contact causes sensaton (vedana); (8) sensaton causes desire (trishna); 
(9) desire causes atachment (upadana); (10) atachment causes existence (bhava); (11)
existence causes birth (jat); and (12) birth causes aging and death (jara-marana).The 
twelve-linked chain of causaton is seen in two ways: the way of transmigraton and the
way of emancipaton. From the viewpoint of the way of transmigraton, ignorance gives
rise to acton, acton causes consciousness, etc.; fnally, birth causes aging and death as 
explained above. Thus one is caught in the cycle of delusion and sufering. On the other
hand, from the viewpoint of the way of emancipaton, if ignorance is wiped out, so is 
acton; if acton is wiped out, so is consciousness, etc.; fnally, if birth is wiped out, so 
are aging and sufering. In short, if one eliminates ignorance, which is the source of 
sufering, one becomes free from the cycle of delusion and sufering, or atains nirvana.
The Great Commentary on the Abhidharma, a text of the Sarvastvada school, views the
twelve-linked chain of causaton as operatng over the three existences of life, meaning
one's past, present, and future existences. (1) Ignorance and (2) acton are together 
interpreted as the causes created in a past life; (3) consciousness through (7) sensaton,
as the efects manifest in the present life; (8) desire through (10) existence, as the 
causes created in the present life; and (11) birth and (12) aging and death, as the 
efects manifest in the next life. Aging and death in this life are thus the results of 
causes formed in a previous life.

The six paramitas

In Mahayana Buddhism, the Lotus Sutra (Saddharmapundarika), lists the Six Perfectons
as (original terms in Sanskrit):

1. Dāna paramita: generosity, giving of oneself (in Chinese, 布 施 波 羅 蜜; in Wylie 
Tibetan, sbyin pa)

2. Śīla paramita : virtue, morality, discipline, proper conduct (持 戒 波 羅 蜜; tshul khrims)

3. Kṣānt (kshant) paramita : patence, tolerance, forbearance, acceptance, endurance (忍
辱 波 羅 蜜, bzod pa)

4. Vīrya paramita : energy, diligence, vigour, efort (精 進 波 羅 蜜, brtson ’grus)

5. Dhyāna paramita : one-pointed concentraton, contemplaton (禪 定 波 羅 蜜, bsam 
gtan)

6. Prajñā paramita : wisdom, insight (智 慧 波 羅 蜜, shes rab)

In the Ten Stages (Dasabhumika) Sutra, four more Paramitas are listed:

7. Upāya paramita: skillful means



8. Praṇidhāna (pranidhana) paramita: vow, resoluton, aspiraton, determinaton

Bala paramita: spiritual power

9. Jñāna paramita: knowledge

10. Bodhicita

Bodhicita (Ch. 菩 提 心, pudixin, Jp. bodaishin, Tibetan jang chub sem, Mongolian бодь 
сэтгэл) is the wish to atain complete enlightenment in order to be of beneft to all 
sentent beings -- beings who are trapped in cyclic existence (samsāra) and have not yet
reached Buddhahood. One who has bodhicita as the primary motvaton for all of their 
actvites is called a bodhisatva.

Etymologically, the word is a combinaton of the Sanskrit words bodhi and cita. Bodhi 
means 'awakening', or 'enlightenment'. Cita may be translated as 'mind' or 'spirit'. 
Bodhicita can therefore be translated as 'mind of enlightenment' or 'spirit of 
awakening'. Bodhicita may also be defned as the 'Union of Compassion and Wisdom'. 
While the Compassion and Wisdom aspects of Bodhicita are actually highly dependent
on each other, in the Mahāyanā traditon they are ofen referred to as:

Relatve Bodhicita, in which the practtoner works for the good of all beings as if it 
were his own. Absolute, or ultmate, Bodhicita, which refers to the wisdom of 
shunyata (śunyatā, a Sanskrit term ofen translated as 'emptness'). The concept of 
"śunyatā" in Buddhist thought does not refer simply to nothingness, but refers, loosely,
to freedom from atachments (partcularly atachment to the idea of a statc "self") and
fxed ideas about the world and how it should be. The classic text on śunyatā is the 
Prajñāpāramitā Hrdaya Sūtra, a discourse of the Buddha commonly referred to as the 
"Heart Sūtra."

So, the term bodhicita in its most complete sense would combine both:

· the arising of spontaneous and limitless compassion for all sentent beings, and

· the falling away of the atachment to the illusion of an inherently existent "self."

Some bodhicita practces emphasize the absolute (e.g. vipaśyanā); others emphasize 
the relatve (e.g. meta), but both aspects are essental to develop on the path to 
enlightenment. The Relatve without the Absolute can degenerate into pity and 
sentmentality while the Absolute without the Relatve can lead to nihilism and lack of 
desire to engage other sentent beings for their beneft. The cultvaton of both the 
relatve and absolute aspects of Bodhicita is an important part of all Mahāyāna 
practces, including in partcular the Tibetan Mind Training practces of tonglen and 
lojong.


