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PERHAPS THE CHIEF difference between Buddhism and the world's other major faith traditions lies in its presentation of our core identity. The existence of the soul or self, which is affirmed in different ways by Hinduism, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, is not only firmly denied in Buddhism; belief in it is identified as the source of all our misery. The Buddhist path is fundamentally a process of learning to recognize the essential nonexistence of the self, while seeking to help others to recognize it as well.


A mere acknowledgment of the nonexistence of any core self will not free us from our difficulties. We must cultivate a profound mind by deepening our understanding and strengthening it through contemplation and logical study.


And for this profound mind to evolve into the omniscient mind of a Buddha capable of effectively directing others on their paths to enlightenment, it must be motivated by more than a wish for our own peace.


In 2003, Khyongla Rato Rinpoche, founder of Kunkhyab Thardo Ling (“Land Pervaded by



Seekers of Liberation,” otherwise known as The Tibet Center), joined with Richard Gere and his charitable organization Healing the Divide to invite His Holiness the Dalai Lama to New York City. They asked the Dalai Lama if he would speak in particular on the Buddhist view of selflessness, as expounded in Root Verses on Indian Philosophies—The Lion's Roar, a seventeenth-century Tibetan text by Jamyang Shepa, a scholar distinguished for his knowledge of the different philosophical views extant in India in Buddhism's heyday. In order that His Holiness's lectures include a practical aspect, they also asked that he speak on the meditative technique outlined in Seven Point Mind Training, a brief work composed in the twelfth century by the renowned Tibetan practitioner Chekawa Yeshe Dorje.


A few years later, in 2007, Khyongla Rato Rinpoche and Richard Gere again invited His Holiness to New York, this time to present a teaching on the Diamond Cutter Sutra, a classic discourse by the Buddha on the emptiness of inherent existence of all that exists. The Dalai Lama also included in this visit an exposition on Seventy Verses on Emptiness, by Nagarjuna, the second-century Buddhist philosopher considered by many to be the greatest single explicator of the Buddha's often challenging and seemingly paradoxical teachings on emptiness.


Throughout all these talks His Holiness sought not only to



lead his listeners through the complexities of the Buddhist doctrine of selflessness, but to show them how to bring these teachings actively into their own lives. It is by actually living these teachings that we allow them to bring about a genuine transformation in our perception of ourselves and our lives.


This book comes out of those talks, all wonderfully translated by Geshe Thupten Jinpa. It is offered in the earnest hope that it may further the understanding in the West of the Buddhist doctrine of selflessness and its usefulness in living a more meaningful and happy life.


I would like to extend my profound thanks to all those who have helped me in the preparation of this volume, and to assure the reader that any errors he or she may find within are purely my own.


Nicholas Vreeland
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IT IS MY hope that in this book we can explore the true beliefs of Buddhism so that misconceptions might be dispelled. I also hope that for those of you who are practitioners of another religion, this book might help you come to understand the beliefs of a fellow religious tradition. If there is anything you wish to incorporate into your practice, I hope that you will do so.


We will look at some of the philosophical interpretations of the teachings of Lord Buddha over 2,500 years ago and will examine topics such as emptiness and dependent origination. We will then discuss how to cultivate these as well as the altruistic mind of enlightenment that in Sanskrit we call Bodhicitta.


As we progress, we must apply what we learn. There is a Tibetan saying that there should be no gap so large between our mental state and what is being taught that we could fall through it. As you read, I hope that you will relate what you are hearing to your own personal experience; as I teach, I try to do the same.


If the material that I am trying to impart



remains opaque to me, how can I possibly convey its meaning to others? Though I can't claim to have great mastery of the sub-jects we are discussing here, with subject matter as important as I feel this is, even a mediocre understanding is much better than none at all. However, as a result of your reading a book that stems from my mediocre understanding, you can only hope to gain an understanding that will be half knowledge and half ignorance. But this, too, is much better than no understanding at all!











CHAPTER 1


DIVERSE SPIRITUAL TRADITIONS
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BUDDHISTS BELIEVE THAT we are responsible for the quality of our lives, our happiness, and our resources. In order to achieve a meaningful life we must transform our own emotions, as this is the most effective way to bring about future happiness for ourselves and for all others.


No one can force us to transform our minds, not even the Buddha. We must do so voluntarily. Therefore Buddha stated, “You are your own master.”


Our efforts must be realistic. We must es-tablish for ourselves that the methods we are following will bring about our desired results. We can't merely rely on faith. It is essential that we scrutinize the path we intend to follow to establish clearly what is and what is not effective, so that the methods of our efforts may succeed. This, I believe, is essential if we wish to find any true happiness in life.


I hesitate to tell you about a spiritual tradition that is not your own. There exist many fine religions that have, over centuries, helped their followers attain peace of mind and happiness.



There may, however, be aspects of Buddhism that you could bring to your spiritual practice.


Also, some of you have put your religion aside and are looking elsewhere for answers to your deeper inquiries. You may have an inclination toward Eastern philosophies with their belief in karma and past lives. A few young Tibetans have similarly discarded their Buddhist origins, finding spiritual solace in Christianity and Islam.


Unfortunately many of us from the various traditions of Bud-dhism, including Chinese, Japanese, Thai, and Sri Lankan, simply call ourselves Buddhists without really knowing the meaning of Buddha's word. Nagarjuna, one of Buddhism's greatest scholars and practitioners, wrote many explanatory works on Buddhist thought and practice that reflect the need to know Buddha's teaching well. In order to develop our understanding we must study those teachings. If deep understanding were not so crucial to our practice of Buddhism, I doubt that the great scholars of the past would have bothered to write their important treatises.


Many misconceptions about Buddhism have arisen, particularly around Tibetan Buddhism, which is often depicted as mysterious and esoteric, involving the worship of wrathful, bloodthirsty deities. I think that we Tibetans, with our fondness for ornate ceremonies and elaborate costumes, are partly



responsible for this. Though much of the ritual of our practice has come to us from Buddha himself, we are surely guilty of some embellishment. Maybe the cold climate of Tibet became a justification for our sartorial excesses. Tibetan lamas—our teachers—are also responsible for misconceptions. Each little village had its own monastery with a resident lama who presided over local society. This tradition has mistakenly become identified as Lamaism, suggesting that ours is a separate religion from Buddhism.


In this time of globalization it seems to me particularly important that we familiarize ourselves with the beliefs of others. The great cities of the West, with their multicultural flavor, have become veritable microcosms of our planet. All the world religions live side by side here. For there to be harmony between these communities it is essential that we know about each other's beliefs.


Why is it that there are such diverse philosophies with so many varied spiritual traditions based upon them? From the Buddhist point of view we recognize the great diversity in the mental inclinations and dispositions of human beings. Not only are we humans all so very different from one another, but our tendencies—which Buddhists consider to be inherited from past lives—vary greatly as well. Given the diversity this implies, it is



understandable that we find such a vast spectrum of philosophical systems and spiritual traditions. These are an important heritage of mankind, serving human needs. We must appreciate the value of philosophical and spiritual diversity.


Even within the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni we find a variety of philosophical positions. There are times when Buddha explicitly states that the physical and mental parts that constitute each of us can be likened to a burden carried by a person, suggesting that the person exists as an autonomous self—“me”—possessing and ruling over “my” parts. In other teachings the Buddha refutes any objective existence at all. We accept the diversity of the Buddha's teachings as a reflection of his skillful ability to address the great variety of mental inclinations of his diverse followers.


When we examine the spiritual traditions extant in the world, we find that all agree on the importance of ethical practice. Even the ancient Indian Charvakas—nihilists who denied any kind of afterlife—stated that since this is our only life, it is important to lead it morally, by disciplining our minds and trying to better ourselves.


All spiritual traditions aim to overcome our temporary and long-term suffering and to achieve lasting happiness. No religion seeks to increase our misery. We find compassion and wisdom to



be fundamental qualities of God described in the various theistic traditions. In no faith tradition is the divinity conceived as the embodiment of hatred or hostility. This is because compassion and wisdom are qualities that we humans naturally and spontaneously regard as virtuous. Intuiting these qualities as desirable, we naturally project them onto our conceptions of the divine.


I believe that if we are truly devoted to God, our love for God will necessarily be expressed in our daily behavior, particularly in the way we treat others. To behave otherwise would render one's love for God futile.


When I spoke at an interfaith memorial service at the National Cathedral in Washington, DC, in September of 2003 to commemorate the victims of the tragedy suffered on September 11, 2001, I felt it important to express my fear that some might view Islam as a belligerent religion. I warned that this would be a grave mistake because, at its core, Islam has the same ethical values as all the other great world faith traditions, with a particular emphasis on kindheartedness toward others. I have always been impressed with Islam's attention to social justice, especially its prohibition of financial exploitation through charging interest and its injunction against intoxicants. According to my Muslim friends, there is no way for a true practitioner of Islam to justify inflicting harm on another human being. They emphasize that anyone who harms



a fellow human being in the name of Islam is not a proper Muslim. It is important to ensure that we not fall into the temptation of criticizing Islam for the faults of individuals who have so misrep-resented one of the world's great religions.


It heartens me to have met devoted Christian monks and nuns, as well as Jewish rabbis, who, while remaining profoundly faithful to their religious tradition, have adopted certain Buddhist practices they find beneficial. When Shakyamuni Buddha first taught Buddhism, introducing a new philosophy and spiritual practice to the world 2,500 years ago, it was not without incorporating helpful elements that had their origins elsewhere. In doing so he included many existing beliefs and practices, such as the acceptance of past lives and the cultivation of a single-pointed mind.


In our quest to learn more about other faiths and the ideas they hold, it is important that we remain true to our own faith. In my opinion it is much safer and wiser to remain within one's own faith tradition, as we often become overly excited about a new possession, only to become dissatisfied with it later. There is a danger that we approach our initial interest in Buddhism with the enthusiasm of a novice and then become disenchanted. On my first visit to India, in 1956, I met a European Buddhist nun who seemed particularly devoted to her practice of her newly



adopted religion. After returning to India as a refugee in 1959, I asked about this person and was told that though she had initially been fervent in her practice, upon returning to her home country she had become extremely critical of Buddhism.


I also remember a Polish woman who had become a member of the Theosophical Society in Madras in the 1940s. She was very helpful to my fellow Tibetans in setting up an education system for our refugee children. She became deeply interested in Buddhism and at some point appeared to have become a Buddhist. Later in her life, however, when she was in her eighties and approaching the critical time of her death, the concept of a creator being seemed to consume her, causing her much confusion. I therefore advised her to think of God, to feel love for God, and to pray to her idea of God. It is for this reason that I stress the importance of keeping to our own traditions. Changing religions without seriously analyzing what we are adopting will not lead to the happiness we all seek.


WHAT IS THE MEANING OF LIFE?


Though wealth may be important to our happiness, I do not believe that it is supremely so. Mere wealth fails to bring us deep inner satisfaction. We are all aware of the unhappiness that often



accompanies affluence. I also believe that good companions are secondary. Though a spouse may provide temporary solace from the pains of life, I don't think that family and friends can ultimately provide the true inner happiness we seek. Loved ones often bring more anxiety to our lives, while a calm and peaceful mind imparts a profound happiness that can even affect our physical state.


An intelligent mind, with a certain quality of calm and compassion, has the potential to be developed into a truly peaceful mind, one that brings happiness to us and to those around us. How can we bring about a calm, peaceful mind? Intoxicants are not the answer. We may think that simpleminded animals have the solution, but their mental state is limited and cannot be further enhanced.


I consider compassion to be a mental quality that can bring us true lasting inner peace and inner strength. We cultivate it by using our intelligence to transform our emotions. We reduce our selfishly induced destructive emotions and increase our selfless constructive ones, bringing about happiness within ourselves and others.


We are born with a basic potential for compassion that is essential for our continued existence. Though emotions such as fear and hatred can also be vital to our survival, our sophisticated minds are easily swayed by a false confidence that anger



can instill in us. We neglect our more positive emotions and overlook our sense of respect for others, our civic responsibilities, or our wish to share others’ problems. With such false feelings of independence we feel that we have no need for others. This inflated sense of self leads away from the inner peace and happiness we seek and affects those around us in an equally negative way.


THE BUDDHIST NOTION OF SELF



Humanity has evolved various faith traditions, some of which believe in a creator being—a God—and others do not. Of the nontheistic religions, only Buddhism and Jainism are still practiced today. Though the ancient Indian Samkya philosophy had both a theistic branch that believed in Brahma, the creator, and a nontheistic division, I haven't met any of its adherents, and wonder whether any still exist.


Among these three nontheistic views, the Jains and nontheistic Samkyas propound an independent self or “I,” which they call atman. The existence of this independent self is denied by Buddhists. The differentiation between Buddhist and non-Buddhist philosophical schools of ancient India is therefore determined by whether or not an eternal, enduring, permanent self is accepted.


Though in Buddhism we do speak of a self, we hold any



concept of “I” to be merely designated, or identified, in dependence on the body and mind that make us up.


All of the three nontheistic views share a conviction in the law of causality—karma—that is responsible for all that might otherwise be attributed to a creator.


DEPENDENT ORIGINATION



A radical difference that exists between Buddhists and non-Buddhists concerns the principle of dependent origination—pratityasamutpada. On a coarse level, dependent origination refers simply to something's dependence on causes and conditions, and explains the origination of everything in terms of cause and effect. It is due to dependent origination, for example, that spiritual practice is effective and brings about inner changes. According to Buddhists, such changes do not happen due to God's wish; instead they happen as a result of our implementation of proper causes. This is why Buddha stated that we are our own masters. Given that our future well-being is in our own hands, it is we—by our own behavior—who determine whether or not our future will be happy.
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