
LIving by Vow, Sunday evening talk

Shohaku Okumura writes, in Living by Vow:
All Mahayana practice is based on the bodhisattva vow. The vow has two aspects: 
becoming a buddha and helping all beings become a buddha. These two cannot be 
separated. We vow to become buddhas together with all beings. The bodhisattva vow is 
an essential point in Mahayana teachings and practice.

and later, he says, 

Vow is essential for all bodhisattvas. In fact, part of the definition of a bodhisattva is a 
person who lives by vow instead of by karma. Karma means habit, preferences, or a 
ready-made system of values. As we grow up, we learn a system of values from the 
culture around us, which we use to evaluate the world and choose actions. This is 
karma, and living by karma. In contrast, a bodhisattva lives by vow. Vow is like a magnet 
or compass that shows us the direction toward the Buddha.

So here is the image that came to me, when I thought about sitting here with you this 
evening. Hearing these words, and seeing this image, just notice how this feels for you. 

High in the mountains, the sun warms the frozen snow, sending little rivulets of water 
seeping out and meandering down the slopes. Some of these little rivulets branch off 
and peter out, others plunge down through the boulders and find channels worn down 
to gravel, ancient pathways that bring rivulets together to make a little brook. As the 
brook tumbles down through scrub and trees, joined by other streams, it grows 
stronger, gains depth and power, drops down waterfalls and rushes over rapids and 
then slows around bends to become a river. The river eases and becomes wider and 
calmer as the terrain smooths out, but its movement is now unstoppable as it gathers 
other rivers, flowing through farmlands and cities and parks, quenching and refreshing 
everything on its path. It becomes mighty and wide where it pours into the boundless 
ocean at last. 

Our vow is like that, a tiny rivulet trickling out of what Joko called the “frozen mass of 
emotion-thought,” warmed by the care and support of the Buddha (our own Buddha 
nature, the historical Buddha, and all the Buddha nature that surrounds us); the 
dharma, the teachings about the nature of reality; and the sangha, the community of 
practice that supports our spiritual path. We find ourselves uncertain, splashed up 
against boulders of our own, tumbling down this mountain we call “my life,” but as we 



are joined by others our vow gains more coherence, depth, and power. It becomes an 
unstoppable force in our lives, quite beyond our own conscious intentions. In the 
“Merging of Difference and Unity,” Sekito Kisen wrote: The spiritual source shines 
clearly in the light,
branching streams flow in the darkness. The vow takes us places we never 
imagined we could go, and becomes a resource that nourishes all that we 
encounter on the journey. What is that vow? I doubt we could ever put it into 
words. Believe me, I’ve tried. We might express it as “the vow to become 
enlightened,” or “the bodhisattva vow,” but those are paltry substitutes for the 
vital, dynamic, living force that carries you with increasing urgency, and despite 
your own self-doubts and changing circumstances, toward the horizonless ocean 
of infinite, tireless, compassionate and creative intelligence, or as Longchenpa 
puts it, pristine awareness. You are not other than that. 

So even though you struggle, think of yourself as a hapless, novice, intermittent Zen 
practitioner, sitting without a clue, and missing one opportunity after another through 
your own confusion, this whole process continues unhindered. It is not dependent on 
your beliefs, will, ideals, fears, hesitation, denial, distraction. You are inescapably part 
of its flow. We are all, without exception, active participants in the healing of our world, 
the ending of suffering, the invitation to liberation. Zen practice is simply about waking 
up to that reality and cooperating with it. And that is what we mean by “vow.” 

It is worth thinking about a life without vow. The Buddha’s term for people caught in 
such a life was “uninstructed worldling.” I like this term because it is not judgmental, 
and it doesn’t create an “us/them” split. It describes a person who has not yet 
encountered the teachings, the dharma, and therefore doesn’t know about the four 
noble truths, the eightfold path, or “interbeing,” as Thich Nhat Hanh puts it, a person 
who has no operating manual for living, and  who is still caught up in the life of 
samsara, the things of the world. A life like this is a tiny boat adrift in a chartless sea. 
We can all probably recall what it is like to be the slave of our impulses, caught up in 
meaningless activities, craving something we can’t even name, and haplessly reacting 
to our changing, unpredictable circumstances. Should I go here? Eat this or not? What 
can I do about my crazy boss, my alcoholic sister, my friend who has cancer? Should I 
move to another city, take up a hobby, try to save the whales, go to the mall and buy 
something, or just change the channel and see what’s on tonight? Am I kind enough, 
smart enough, friendly enough, hard working enough to get by? Should I take a class, a 
workshop, a cruise to Alaska? Without vow we are oblivious even to our deepest 



aspiration, unable to set an intention or hold a direction, and stumbling badly at our 
most critical moments. We long to be opened to something magical, holy, larger than 
ourselves, but we have no idea how to begin to find such a thing. We don’t trust 
ourselves to know the way, and we don’t much like the traditional paths we’ve seen. 

The transformation of the uninstructed worldling to full bodhisattva and Buddha cannot 
be measured or scheduled. It is not a result of heroic, epic acts of self-sacrifice or sheer 
spiritual prowess. It does not require advanced degrees or monastic living or an iron 
determination. It is conveyed, in our tradition, in the radically simple act of sitting in 
stillness and silence, sometimes alone, sometimes with others. To support you in this 
supremely difficult undertaking, there are teachers and spiritual friends, dedicated 
places, forms, ceremonies, and teachings. All of this is provided to challenge and 
inspire you, encourage you and hearten you. Use it well. Once you have encountered 
the dharma, you forever face the moment to moment choice, between living as a 
captive of your impulses and conditioning, a slave to karma, or living your deepest vow. 
You are no longer an uninstructed worldling, but a liberated being on the path of 
discovery. From that moment on, you have full responsibility for your life. 
So what does such a life require? 

It seems to me that first of all it requires presence. We show up. And in showing up, we 
pay attention. We are aware and mindful of what is, both inside and outside of us. 
Presence is the quality of clearly seeing what is, without adding anything extra: our 
stories, our fixes, our fears, our doubts.The willingness to be present is relatively rare 
and intermittent at best in our culture. We have so many distractions, and there is so 
much that is disturbing or distressing, that we tend to check out, hide, or surrender to 
confusion and overwhelm. Just to stay present is an achievement, and an expression of 
our vow.

Second, it seems to me that the life of vow requires power, real power. If we are not 
committed wholeheartedly to the full use of our power as a human being in this time 
and place, we lose our capacity to realize our vow. This does not mean epic acts of 
heroism and valor. It means connecting with the undeniable life force, the creative 
intelligence that we are always expressing in our lives. What are we doing with that life 
force? Our practice is to cultivate it and fully express it in ways congruent with our 
aspiration. Don’t imagine that you are powerless, that is just trying to escape your 
responsibility to your own life. Acknowledge your power, the power of vow, and discover 
how to use it skillfully. 



Some of you have heard the story of this stick, so please forgive me for repeating it, but 
I think it illustrates this point. You might think it is a bit strange, a rough old stick with 
satin ribbons tied about it. In January, 2006, I organized the first Right Use of Power 
training with Cedar Barstow, here at the house. It was a great workshop, and I was 
delighted with what I was learning about power and influence. But then she had to 
wreck the whole mood. She talked a bit about native American traditions, and then said 
we would be having an hour to create a power stick, something that represents our own 
power. She set out all kinds of craft items, glue, feathers, glitter, beads, and bits of 
leather and bone. Participants had brought with them materials to use as well. I brought 
nothing because, well, I live here, and furthermore, this is the kind of thing that makes 
me absolutely crazy. I sat there looking at this bare stick, while everyone happily 
swapped glue and yarn with each other, totally absorbed. For a long time I just sat in a 
profound state of disgust, with myself, with this stupid activity, with the whole enterprise. 
Maybe a bare stick would be the best thing to represent my non-power, I thought. But 
about ten minutes before the end of our time, I realized something. I went back to my 
room and opened a very special box. There I found a black satin ribbon that had been 
used to wrap my priest robes at my ordination. I simply wrapped it around and tied it in 
a bow. The source of my power is my vow. It was a kind of power Cedar had not talked 
or probably even thought about, because it was nowhere in her voluminous materials 
about the right use of power. Much later, after the profound experience of the teacher 
recognition ceremony with Flint, I added this blue ribbon, which reflects the power of 
the teachings, in the service of vow. So power is the second requirement in living our 
vow. 

Third, the life of vow requires deep compassion. After all, that is what our Mahayana 
vows are all about. The world and its beings are suffering, they are in need of our 
mindful care, and yet we hardly know how or where to begin. The best place to begin, 
of course, is with all of the beings right around you, the ones you encounter every day, 
and the best way to begin is to turn toward what you have been running away from for 
so long: genuine connection and mutual liberation. But, you might ask, what if I say the 
wrong thing? What if I get in trouble? What if I am unskillful? Better to bite my tongue, 
better to get busy with my to-do list, better not to notice the suffering beings so close at 
hand. And certainly these strategies have allowed us to seek our own comfort and 
ease, even if that comfort does carry an undercurrent of anxiety, sadness, and dread. 

About ten years ago, I was preparing to be ordained as a priest, and reflecting a lot 
about this concept of vow. I wrote about it in this way:



In my experience there are three aspects of vow, and you might characterize these as 
Buddha, dharma, and sangha dimensions of vow. The Buddha dimension is the vow 
that is lived through you as your life unfolds. It's not something you choose or 
consciously decide, but the great unnameable life that you are immersed in, like a vast 
river. When you are at ease, following the course of the river, in harmony with life itself, 
there the vow is realized. Sometimes, though, you can feel yourself struggling against 
the current, trying to go in some different direction, and everything is difficult and tiring; 
this is a signal that we are at cross purposes with the great vow. 

The dharma dimension of vow is familiar to us from such teachings as the precepts. It is 
an attempt to articulate and transmit in language some inherent, ineffable qualities. 
Here we discover for ourselves our deepest aspirations. They are not ideals to be met 
or strived for, or rules to follow, so much as descriptions of our original nature. Our 
practice path is not reaching for some perfect expression of our vows so much as 
recalling who we really are. This is a deeply personal, felt experience, not a promise to 
be a better person. 

The sangha dimension of vow is where we publicly acknowledge our aspiration and give 
voice to our commitment, held so deeply and personally, so that we can support each 
other in its realization. It is profoundly democratic, providing a level playing field for our 
practice, whether newcomer or long-time member; lay person, priest or abbot; teacher 
or student. No one is "more special." Everyone together avows their "ancient twisted 
karma," everyone expresses their aspiration to live and be lived for the benefit of all 
beings. This gives us courage for the challenges of practice, both in the zendo and in 
the world. 

In one sense we may say that our vows are not to be taken lightly. But we do not take 
these vows; they take us. We make no promises, but it is only through us that all 
promises are kept. In breathing we vow to be alive, in every movement we vow to 
participate in the river of life, in every perception we vow to experience life itself. There 
is no escape from the life of vow, only the particular performance of it in our own way. 
It's our piece to play in the great orchestra, as the music rolls on and on.

Katagiri Roshi wrote: 
The wholehearted practice of zazen is itself living by vow. In zazen many things come 
up: thoughts, emotions, sometimes anger and hatred. But all you have to do is take care 
of zazen in eternal possibility. It’s completely beyond good or bad, right or wrong, so put 
aside all kinds of imagination fabricated by your consciousness. Don’t attach to thoughts 



and emotions, just let them return to emptiness. Just be present there and swim in 
Buddha-nature. This is living the bodhisattva vow to help all beings. Then the great 
energy of the universe supports you and you take one step toward the future with all 
beings. 

Now it is your turn. 

Sometime tomorrow, find or make some time to do some writing, reflecting on your own 
vow, your deepest aspiration. You may not be quite able to express your vow in words, 
but that’s OK. It is more important to capture your thoughts about it. It doesn’t have to 
be very long, maybe a page or so, but you may find yourself exploring this idea in more 
depth, and that’s OK too. 


