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The Four Universal Vows of a   
          Bodhisattva – “I vow to liberate 
boundless sentient beings”. 

To cultivate Buddhist conduct, one way is to 

directly get rid of our attachments and establish 

the insight for liberation by contemplating 

that all external objects, events and people as 

well as our internal body, feelings, emotions 

and thoughts are impermanent, that they arise 

from causes and conditions, and that they are 

emptiness in nature. Another way is to first open 

up our mind by generating the four universal 

vows of a Bodhisattva, and at the same time 

accumulate virtuous thoughts and virtuous acts 

as the assets for liberation, before getting rid 

of our attachments. The four universal vows 

of a Bodhisattva refer to the vow to liberate 

boundless sentient beings, the vow to eradicate 

the inexhaustible afflictions, the vow to learn the 

immeasurable Dharma practices, and the vow to 

realize the unsurpassed Buddha Way. On this, 

Patriarch Huineng has the following interpretation: 

I vow to liberate the boundless sentient 

beings of my own mind.

I vow to eradicate the inexhaustible 

afflictions of my own mind.

I vow to learn the immeasurable Dharma 

practices of my own nature.

I vow to realize the unsurpassed Buddha Way 

of my own nature.

These vows are able 

to break the “me 

ego” and open up our 

minds.

From sentient 

beings with forms to 

abstract and formless 

thoughts, we vow to 

liberate all of them.

What do we mean 

by vowing to liberate 

sentient beings and 

how do we avoid 

falling into the 

desire realm and 

being influenced 

by sentient beings? 

Read more on our 

main articles “Vow 

to liberate boundless 

sentient beings”, 

“Stories on vowing 

to liberate boundless 

sentient beings” and 

other related articles.

 By Venerable Fa Liang

 Translated by Wu Xin
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I vow to liberate boundless 
sentient beings 
 
 There are two pertinent points concerning 

“I vow to liberate boundless sentient beings”. 

“Boundless sentient beings” refers to the infinite 

sentient beings, and “to liberate” refers to 

transforming their mind so as to reach the other 

shore of liberation.

 Since there are infinite sentient beings to 

be transformed, how long does it take to liberate 

or save all of them? In addition, as each of them 

is endowed with differing degree of ability, it 

may not be possible to save all of them even if 

one has the intention to do so. As such, when 

will “the vow to liberate all sentient beings” ever 

be accomplished? Of course, one can argue that 

it takes numerous rebirths to save all sentient 

beings. In that case, we need to generate another 

vow, i.e. the vow “to practise the path of a 

Bodhisattva in successive lifetimes”.

 Buddha said the world is an ocean of 

suffering. We can seek liberation either by 

gradually realising this fact, or by generating the 

vow to liberate all sentient beings upon realising 

it. The latter is the teaching of the Mahayana 

Buddhism. Sentient beings clinging on to their 

attachments are emotional. They can adopt the 

method of generating the great vow to liberate 

all sentient beings as the first step of cultivation 

as it connects easily with their emotion. There 

are two reasons for doing this. Firstly, it uses the 

virtuous thought to benefit others as a basis of 

cultivation. Secondly, while the direct approach 

to seek liberation by realising the fact of 

suffering is expeditious, one may become selfish 

if this method of cultivation is not carried out 

properly. By generating the great vow to liberate 

all sentient beings, we get to expand our heart 

and become less selfish.

When we “focus on the present” and pay attention 

to each of our thoughts, they are the 

sentient beings we are attempting to liberate.

 The vow “to liberate boundless sentient 

beings” can be based on specifics or principles. 

“To liberate sentient beings based on specifics” 

refers to individual events, i.e. saving the 

sentient beings in the six realms of cyclic rebirth 

individually. “To liberate sentient beings based 

on principles” refers to the principles of saving 

sentient beings, i.e. the event of “liberating 

sentient beings” and the object named “sentient 

beings” are both impermanent, and they both 

arise from causes and conditions. They are also 

unreal in substance, and emptiness in nature. As 

expounded in the Diamond Sutra, “The Buddha 

liberates all sentient beings, but in reality, there 

is not one sentient being to be liberated.” This is 

the meaning of “liberating sentient beings based 

on principles.”

 When we “focus on the present” and pay 

attention to each of our thoughts, they are the 

sentient beings we are attempting to liberate. 

When we “live in the present”, we maintain our 

awareness and do not let these sentient beings 

(our thoughts) affect us. When we “apply the 

present”, we realise that we need not confront 

the sentient beings (our thoughts) rigidly, but 

need to be flexible instead. When we “return 

to the present”, we remain in an alert state in 

relation to the sentient beings (our thoughts). 

Neither do we reject nor accommodate them, as 

all we need to do is to have discerning realisation 

of the true nature of these sentient beings (our 

thoughts), i.e. that they are impermanent, arising 

from causes and conditions, and emptiness in 

nature. Eventually, we will realise that these 

sentient beings (our thoughts) are the ones that 

help us to attain enlightenment. By now we 

should have a different understanding of the vow 

of Kshitigarbha, the vow “to become enlightened 

only when all sentient beings have been saved”.
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 Deliverance by doctrine: the mental 

states of the three times (past, present and 

future) are ungraspable

 Zen Master Deshan Xuanjian of the 

Tang Dynasty was famous for expounding the 

Diamond Sutra. He had written a book, Blue 

Dragon Commentary on the Diamond Sutra 

based on his research and was known by the 

name “Diamond Zhou”. He heard that Master 

Hui Neng in the south also used the Diamond 

Sutra as his teaching for “Sudden Realization 

to Buddhahood” and was unimpressed, so he 

brought his “Blue Dragon Commentary” to the 

south looking to challenge him. He reached the 

border of Hunan Fengyang and felt hungry. He 

wanted to buy some biscuits but he faced some 

difficulties with the old lady selling the biscuits. 

The old lady said, “I have a question. If you can 

answer it, I will give you the biscuit, if you can’t, 

bring your sutra and go elsewhere! The Diamond 

Sutra expounded, ’neither the past, the present 

nor the future mind can be found’, Master, which 

mind are you pointing to?” Master Deshan was 

stumped.

 Let’s talk about awareness. To be aware 

of the past, the present and the future mind 

 Deliverance by events: The old lady 

from the east of the city

 During the time of the Buddha, there was 

an old lady who lived in the east side of the city. 

The Buddha tried all ways and means to enlighten 

her. Not only did she not appreciate it, she went 

out of her way to avoid the Buddha and even 

got angry at him. The Buddha observed her past 

karma, and discovered her affinity with his chief 

disciple, Ananda. He sent Venerable Ananda 

to enlighten her and she joyfully received his 

guidance.

 There are instances of “the superior man 

does not teach his own son”, especially for very 

bright children whose parents feel they are not 

capable of teaching, and the parents would 

engage teachers for them. When we meet people 

whom we have “no affinity” with, we should 

not look down on them, instead, we should 

wish for them to meet wise teachers whom 

they have affinity with. At the same time, we 

should be ashamed that our own practice is not 

advanced enough, and should strive to practice 

and improve ourselves, so that we can influence 

others.

Stories on Vowing 
          To Liberate Boundless Sentient Beings

 By Venerable Fa Qian

 Translated by To Kuo Ling

 There are boundless sentient beings, if we are limited by 

our own knowledge and experience and are not able to liberate other 

sentient beings, at least we should reflect and liberate the sentient beings 

in our own minds, so as to fulfill our vows.
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(thoughts), all three minds are actually thoughts, 

they are illusory and have no material existence, 

therefore, neither the past, the present nor the 

future mind can be found. This is the truth of 

the sentient being within our mind that we must 

liberate.

 We have unknowingly cultivated the 

habit of having random thoughts, whatever 

thoughts they are, they are thoughts of the 

past, the present or the future, as well as good 

thoughts, evil thoughts and thoughts that are 

neither good nor evil. Usually our thoughts 

(mind thoughts) fall into dualism. We indulge 

in our good thoughts which corresponds to 

greed, feel aversion towards evil thoughts which 

corresponds to anger and we are not aware that 

these reactions are the source of our suffering, 

instead we view it as natural, which corresponds 

to ignorance.

  “Fear not of the rise of thoughts, fear only 

the delay of awareness.” Maintain our awareness 

and do not indulge in greed, do not feel aversion 

towards evil thoughts, be clear and discerning and 

not fall into ignorance. Only when we perceive 

the illusory nature of thoughts would we be able 

to let go of our attachment to thoughts. The 

random thoughts that we are used to will also be 

the accumulation of merits for completing the 

vow to liberate boundless sentient beings.

 If we are limited by our own knowledge 

and experience and are not able to liberate other 

sentient beings, at least we should reflect and 

liberate the sentient being in our own minds.
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 You can add fertilizer, provide them with 

sunshine and water, and even change the soil.

 A four year-old child asked his mother, 

“Why is an airplane able to fly?”

 The mother replied, “This is because an 

airplane has wings.” She then pretended to fly 

with her stretching arms.

 Since then, the child would imagine 

transforming into an airplane anytime he likes, 

pretending to fly or stop flying as he wishes. This 

is how accidents usually happen – when children 

thought they were airplanes gliding downward 

from tables and chairs.

**~-~**       **~-~**  **~-~**       **~-~**  

 A mother told her child, “The ‘granny 

moon’ would slice your ears if you lie.”

 Since then, the child did not dare to lie. 

However, he was also afraid to stare directly at 

the moon, especially when the moon is crescent 

shaped as that is when it is at its sharpest.

**~-~**       **~-~**  **~-~**       **~-~**  

Daily Chan Ref lection

Remember to Change   
   the Soil

 A child was not afraid of darkness. He used 

to make his way to the toilet alone in the dark. 

Worried that he might get hurt, his mother lied to 

him, “There are ghosts hiding in the dark.” She 

even mimicked the face of a ghost to scare him.

 Since then, the child would request his 

parents’ company whenever he wants to go toilet. 

The mother was relieved, but the child had learnt 

to be afraid of darkness.

**~-~**       **~-~**  **~-~**       **~-~**  

 In reality, is it possible to use grand 

philosophies when reasoning with a young child?

 No, you can only provide different forms of 

guidance at different stages of their development. 

You can sow all kinds of seeds in their mind. 

When the seeds start to germinate, you can add 

fertilizer, provide them with sunshine and water, 

and even change the soil or the pot to provide a 

bigger space for it to grow.

 As the saying goes: “It takes decades to 

grow a tree, but it takes hundreds of years to 

mould people.” Educating children is the process 

of “moulding people”.

 By Venerable Fa Liang

 Translated by Wuxin
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Yeo Hwee Tiong      Steve Wan
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 One of the student came up to me and 

asked, ‘Will I go to hell for lying?’ and I said 

‘maybe’. I could see a freeze in his face and I 

continued, ‘if you do not go to hell for lying, do 

you think it is good to tell a lie? You will not get 

trust from your friends and lose your friendship.’ 

However, I can see a slight relief in his face but I 

know next time when he wants to tell a lie, he is 

more aware of the consequence and hope he can 

choose to avoid lying.

 Our teacher, the Buddha teaches us karma, 

the karmic effect, the ten wholesome and ten 

unwholesome actions. The teachings’ purpose 

is not to build fear in us but to create a greater 

awareness of the consequences of our body, 

speech and mind. An unwholesome mind that is 

frequently angry, greedy, fearful, anxious, guilty 

and jealous are no different from the 10 Courts of 

Hell at Haw Par Villa. If we can constantly remind 

ourselves to live in peace and harmony with our 

mind and people around us every single moment, 

and apply the antidotes the Buddha teaches us; 

practice the six Paramitas (Perfections) whenever 

we face difficulties in our mind, there will be no 

fear even when we enter the 10 Courts of Hell.

 Every moment that we experience is the 

only moment we have and thus we should live 

with as much awareness as possible so that we 

will not live with regret.

 On a recent outing with the children from 

the Children Dharma Class, we chose to visit the 

Haw Par Villa, a very much forgotten place of 

interest in Singapore. In the 1980s, Haw Par Villa 

used to be a place where most families will go as 

a family trip over the weekends alike Gardens by 

the Bay today.

 When we arrived at the destination, some 

of the children were very eager to visit the ‘10 

Courts of Hell’ that was supposed to be our last 

point of visit. While at earlier points of the visit, 

they did not show much interest in the other 

exhibits on display. Every few minutes during the 

tour, ‘When are we going to hell?’ could be heard 

from these eager students. Having finally visited 

the ’10 courts of Hell’, slight disappointment 

could be seen on some of their faces like, ‘is that 

all there is?’

 Looking back in life, we often focused on 

our own perceived goals of the future, building 

up high expectations and overlooking the 

present moment, wishing for the future to come 

quickly. Sometimes we even hope we could bring 

forward the present moment so as to escape from 

our perceived uninteresting circumstance. When 

we finally arrive at the ‘dream’ goal in the future, 

it may not be as exciting as we expected and then 

we wish we could have treasure the moments 

that passed us by.

Living with awareness; 
                                      living without regret.

 Lee Shiow Tyng / Larry Hui
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Haw Par Villa Outing 
22 July 2018

Snack time.

Viewing the exhibits.

Ten Courts of Hell.

Group Photo.
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Parents are welcome to register their children who will 
enroll for Primary / Secondary school next year. 
 
Registration  : Sagaramudra Buddhist Society
    Level 4 reception counter
Closing Date   : 31 December 2018
Commencement Date :   20 January 2019 (Sunday)
Time  :  10 am to 12 noon

Fee*  :  $4 (Member - Parents / Guardians); 

    $40 (Non Member - Parents / Guardians)
New applicants for the Teenage Dharma class will be required to undergo a selection interview.

*Kind donors have offer sponsorship for Year 2019 Dharma Courses in recognition of Sagaramudra Buddhist 
Society’s Dharma Education Program. The sponsorship includes textbook, practice books and course fee of 
$50 per child.

4

2018 12 31

2019 1 20

10 12

$4

$40

2019

$50

5 Lorong 29 Geylang Singapore 388060  Tel: 6746 7582    www.sagaramudra.org.sg

: 12 7 30 9 5

Office Hours : Tuesday to Saturday : 12 noon – 7.30 pm Sunday : 9.00 am – 5.00 pm
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Q Why is it necessary to observe 
noble silence?

A The problem lies in our state of mind, which 

is used to being restless and constantly having 

thoughts. Without a calm mind, we are unable 

to see the source of a problem. Imagine there are 

jewels in a bowl of water, but if the water is murky, 

would you be able to see the jewels? Certainly not! 

Similarly, if the water is being stirred, we would not 

be able to see the contents in it clearly. Instead, if 

we allow the water to become still, we can then see 

what’s in it clearly.

 To observe noble silence does not mean that 

speech is prohibited, but refraining from making 

idle speech. The objective is to train ourselves 

to focus on the present moment and look inward 

whenever we are faced with problems or in vexation. 

If we let our mind stay calm, like the murky water 

settling down, we would be able to see the rise of 

our emotions and thoughts clearly. By listening to 

our mind, we can then see the crux of our problem 

and resolve it with the best solution.

 When we settle down and become calmer, 

we would be less affected by our emotions and 

thoughts, and be able to see things more clearly. We 

would be more perceptive and more empathetic, 

and as such we would be more effective in helping 

others by understanding their problems.

 Hence, the observance of noble silence 

allows us to focus on the present moment, stay calm 

and reflect upon ourselves, so that we can assess the 

situation clearly, say only what needs to be said, and 

do what needs to be done. In this way, not only can 

we benefit ourselves but others as well.

Yeo Hwee Tiong
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Walnut Cocoa Drink

½

[Ingredients]
 Water 1 liter, Lightly Roasted 

walnut 100g (30mins 110c), Pure cocoa 

powder 50g, Molasses powder 40g, 

Instant rolled oat 20g, Rock salt ½ tsp

[Method]
 Heat to light boil (do not overboil), 

blend for 3mins until smooth.

Benefits: 
 Provides good fats, promotes 

hormonal balance and rejuvenate the 

brain. 
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01/08/2018

01/11/2018

01/03/2019

01/08/2019

800-

1000 350-600

enquiries@

 sagaramudra.org.sg

The gift of Dharma excels all gifts — 

Dhammapada verse 354

 Share the words of the Buddha, be part of a pure 

motivation. Give the gift of Dharma through your 

kind contribution to this journal. 

Lee Foundation

Buddhist Fellowship

Eddie Lee & Family

Kent Kong

Low Peng Koon
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5 Lorong 29 Geylang Singapore 388060  Tel: 6746 7582    www.sagaramudra.org.sg

: 12 7 30 9 5

Office Hours : Tuesday to Saturday : 12 noon – 7.30 pm Sunday : 9.00 am – 5.00 pm

 

1 18

2 4

2019 2 22

7.15 pm - 9.15 pm

$10 $30

4

2019
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Wed 7.15 pm - 9.15 pm

Fri 7.15 pm - 9.15 pm

12–01
Closed on Monday     enquiries@sagaramudra.org.sg

Tue 7.15 pm - 9.15 pm Thu 7.15 pm - 9.15 pm Sun 

25th-2 Intake Fundamental 

Dharma Course (Ch)  - Module 1

Ven. Fa Xuan     

28/08/18 – 08/01/19

7th Intake Progressive Dharma 

Course (Ch) - Module 4

 Ven. Fa Liang     

04/09/18 – 01/01/19

6th Intake Progressive Dharma 

Course (Ch) - Module 6

 Ven. Fa Qian     

04/09/18 – 01/01/19

13th Intake Fundamental Dharma 

Course (Eng) - Module 1

 Ven. Fa Zun     

04/09/18 – 15/01/19

24th-1 Intake Fundamental 

Dharma Course (Ch) - Module 3

 Ven. Chi Guo     

06/09/18 – 17/01/19

12th Intake Fundamental Dharma 

Course (Eng) - Module 4

 Ven. Fa Zun     

06/09/18 – 17/01/19

5th Intake Progressive Dharma 

Course (Ch) - Module 8

Ven. Fa Qian     

06/09/18 – 03/01/19

25th-1 Intake Fundamental Dharma 

Course (Ch)  - Module 2

Ven. Fa Yin     

05/09/18 – 16/01/19

2nd Intake Discussion Dharma 

Course (Ch) - Module 4

 Ven. Fa Liang     

05/09/18 – 02/01/19

Introduction to Meditation (Ch)

Ven. Fa Qian   

7.00 pm - 8.30 pm  

07/10/18 – 9/12/18 (2018-2)

17th Intake Teenage Dharma Class

23th Intake Children Dharma Class

Ven. Fa Xuan     

10.00 am - 12.00 noon

28/01/18 – 09/12/18 

Samadhi Water Repentance

Venerable 

9.30 am - 4.15 pm      

02/12/18, 06/01/19 

Prostration to 88 Buddhas

1.30 pm - 3.00 pm   

09, 16/12/18

Birthday Blessings & Offerings to 

the Buddhas

Ven. Fa Rong 

10.00 am - 12.00 noon 

16/12/18

 2
01

8-
 1

9

23rd-2 Intake Fundamental Dharma 

Course (Ch)  - Module 5

Ven. Fa Yuan     

07/09/18 – 18/01/19

8th Intake Progressive Dharma 

Course (Ch) - Module 2

Ven. Fa Liang

07/09/18 – 04/01/19

Taiji Class

7.30 pm - 9.15 pm 

Mr Ng Heng Lai
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10/02/2019 

9.30 am – 5.15 pm

   5/02/2019 

6/02/2019 

11 am 

   9 am 6 pm 3

4 4/2/2019 6/2/2019

$100

$10 (

$28 ( ) 

$168 (

)

$1,000 (

)

5 Lorong 29 Geylang Singapore 388060  Tel: 6746 7582    www.sagaramudra.org.sg

: 12 7 30 9 5

Office Hours : Tuesday to Saturday : 12 noon – 7.30 pm Sunday : 9.00 am – 5.00 pm


