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What does a Bodhisattva do:
An Analysis of the “Thirty-Seven Factors of Enlightenment”
as Described in the Mahaprajiiaparamitasastra

ZHONG Zezhe

Summary

Since the rise of Mahayana Buddhism, the discussion regarding the similarities
and differences between the Sravakayana, also referred to as the Hinayana, and the
Mahayana Bodhisattvayana has been intense and continues to this day. The important
Mahayana text, the Mahaprajiiaparamitasastra, provides a concentrated discussion
on this matter, directly comparing and elucidating the understanding of the thirty-seven
factors of enlightenment (Skt. saptatrimsad-bodhi-paksika-dharmah,; Ch. =L )
as found in both the Mahayana and Sravakayana, indicating that the Mahayana
path is inclusive yet transcendent of the Sravakayana.

The text argues that the Sravakayana understands the thirty-seven factors of
enlightenment as driven by world-weariness, aiming for the eradication of defile-
ments through the diligent practice of these factors, resulting in attaining nirvana,
which is liberation from worldly existence. However, it posits that this approach
does not lead to genuine liberation. On the other hand, bodhisattvas practicing
the Mahayana, such as bodhisattva mahasattvas, first recognize the true nature
behind the appearances of the thirty-seven factors of enlightenment, insightfully
discerning the essence of their dependent origination, emptiness, non-arising,
and their illusoriness.

By understanding the interconnectedness between these ultimate and con-
ventional truths (i.e., their “non-duality”), bodhisattvas can skillfully use the
thirty-seven factors of enlightenment as expedient means, fulfilling the task of
liberating sentient beings while simultaneously completing their own spiritual
journey, attaining genuine liberation without departing from the world. In this
way, the thirty-seven factors of enlightenment are primarily viewed by bodhisattvas
as the “dharma of ultimate reality ,” as well as the “dharma of expedient means” and

“dharma of liberating sentient beings,” while also serving as genuine “antidotal
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dharmas” and “dharmas of liberation.” The Mahdaprajiiaparamitasastra precisely
elucidates this matter to posit the legitimacy and superiority of Mahayana Buddhism.
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