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Buddhism calls itself a "non-theistic" religion. The historical
Buddha taught that believing in and worshipping gods was not
useful for those seeking to realize enlightenment. Due to this,
many Buddhists consider themselves to be atheists. Yet Buddhist art
and literature are richly stocked with god-like beings, many of which
are known as bodhisattvas. This is especially true of Mahayana
Buddhism. Mahayana temples are populated by statues and paintings
of many characters and creatures, some beautiful, some demonic.
After buddhas, the most important beings in Mahayana iconography
are bodhisattvas. The word bodhisattva means "enlightenment being."
Very simply, bodhisattvas are beings who work for the enlightenment
of all beings, not just themselves. They vow not to enter Nirvana
until all beings enter Nirvana together.The bodhisattva is the ideal
of all Mahayana Buddhists. The bodhisattva's path is for all of us,
not just the beings in the statues and pictures. Mahayana Buddhists
take Bodhisattva Vows to save all beings.
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