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Advance Praise for


Nāgārjuna’s Advice for Buddhists


“One of the great classics of Buddhism, Nāgārjuna’s Letter to a Friend has inspired generations of Buddhist practitioners for almost two millennia. Lucidly translated by Dr. Beth Newman, what distinguishes this from other translations of the Letter is Geshe Sopa’s commentary. One of the most renowned scholars of his generation, Geshe-la taught this text slowly and carefully over many years, bringing Nāgārjuna’s words to life for his students. Listening to Geshe-la’s lectures was, without a doubt, one of the highpoints of my own student years in Madison. Beautifully introduced and edited, with useful explanatory notes and appendices, this book is a wonderful tribute both to Nāgārjuna’s original Letter, and to Geshe Sopa’s exceptional teachings on that work.”


—José Ignacio Cabezón, Dalai Lama Professor of Tibetan Buddhism and Cultural Studies, UC Santa Barbara


“Geshe Sopa trained many of the leading scholars and practitioners of Tibetan Buddhism today. He conveys the inner logic of traditional teachings with tremendous precision and care, helping us develop a thorough understanding that inspires and informs all our practices. Most impactful is how he embodies every part of what he is teaching, exerting a power of awakened compassion and awareness that comes through his words to the heart and mind of the reader.”


—John Makransky, professor of Buddhism and comparative theology, Boston College
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A contemporary commentary by a beloved Tibetan teacher on a classical Indian Buddhist text, with a foreword from Lama Zopa Rinpoche.


“These words have come from a great, authentic teacher, one who really embodied the method and wisdom lineage of Nāgārjuna. Geshe Sopa was a lineage holder of our time, and having this teaching on Nāgārjuna’s Letter in his words will be a great benefit for us. Reading Nāgārjuna’s text through the lens of Geshe-la’s wisdom and compassion is an unbelievable opportunity for readers to gain realizations. I am deeply amazed, and I hope we all don’t take it for granted.”


—YANGSI RINPOCHE, president, Maitripa College


“This text is a fount of useful advice on both secular and spiritual matters, and Geshe Sopa’s clear and detailed explanation of it has been luminously rendered by one of our finest editors and translators, Beth Newman. Nāgārjuna’s Advice for Buddhists is an excellent resource for anyone who wishes to understand how Buddhists think, speak, and act—and how the Buddhist vision was articulated two thousand years ago by one of the tradition’s most esteemed thinkers.”


—ROGER R. JACKSON, John W. Nason Professor of Asian Studies and Religion, emeritus, Carleton College
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EVEN BEFORE GOING INTO EXILE from Tibet, Geshe Sopa Rinpoche was known as a learned teacher in the three great monasteries of Sera, Ganden, and Drepung and their colleges — he was famed not only in Sera Mey and Jey, but also in Ganden Shartse and Jangtse, and Drepung Loseling and Gomang. He had the three qualities of being learned, strict in vows, and good-hearted. Despite having all those qualities, Geshe Sopa never showed arrogance. He was very humble. That is an incredible quality. Often when people become learned, they develop arrogance and pride, but Geshe-la was not like that. Even though he was extremely learned, whenever I took lamrim teachings or oral transmissions from him, at the beginning he would say that he may have forgotten the teaching. This was an expression of his humility — it didn’t mean that in reality he was unable to remember.


Geshe Sopa was an unbelievable teacher, not only to me, but also to my guru Lama Yeshe. Geshe-la had a special way of teaching, especially when teaching philosophy. He learned this from his teacher at Sera Jey, Geshe Thabkyé. Geshe Thabkyé was one of the most famous geshes preserving Lama Tsongkhapa’s lineage and spreading his profound, secret, and unmistaken knowledge throughout all the Gelukpa monasteries. Geshe Thabkyé received the lineage of teaching from his teacher, Geshe Lhundup Tsöndrü, a famous Ganden Tripa from Sera Jey’s Tsangpa Khangtsen. Through this lineage, Geshe Sopa received a very clear way of understanding the teachings. In addition, he had an extremely kind way of guiding students. Geshe-la taught many learned geshes inside and outside Tibet. Due to Geshe-la’s kindness, many sentient beings were brought onto the path to enlightenment, instead of continuing to experience the ocean of samsaric suffering, which has no beginning.


When His Holiness the Dalai Lama was being examined for his geshe degree at the great monasteries, Geshe-la was one of the main teachers who debated with him at Sera. From that time, His Holiness the Dalai Lama regarded Geshe Sopa as very close to him. Many years later, Geshe-la invited His Holiness many times to Deer Park outside Madison, Wisconsin, to give various teachings and commentaries. It was there that His Holiness gave the Kālachakra initiation for the first time in America, in 1981.


I want to mention an amazing story to show the capacity of Geshe-la’s memory. When a Tibetan family that lived in Chicago went to Mustang, in Nepal, their plane crashed and they died. Other members of the family came from Chicago to Deer Park to ask for prayers. Geshe Sopa called together everyone who was there at that time to join in the prayers, which were led by Geshe Sherab Thabkyé. I was also there, attending one of the summer courses at Deer Park. Geshe Thabkyé began with a recitation of one mala of the mantra Om Mani Peme Hung, and then recited the eight prayers for the dead. Geshe Sopa Rinpoche said he wasn’t sure if he would remember these prayers, since he had memorized them when he was in Tibet, which meant forty or fifty years before. After we did the prayers, Geshe-la said, “Oh, I remembered them.” In my view, his ability to remember all the prayers, even though he hadn’t recited them for such a long time, shows that Geshe-la had lived a very pure life.


Because this book is a commentary on Ārya Nāgārjuna’s Letter to a Friend, I feel it is important to say a few words about the author of that text. Nāgārjuna generated bodhicitta and accumulated the two collections without interruption for an incalculable eon. While he was performing deeds to actualize the aims of countless living beings in an inexpressible number of worlds, by choice he came into this world, his field of salvific activity. He held the tradition of the Bhagavān Buddha and was one of the two reopeners of the path.


There are ways that Nāgārjuna was prophesized. The Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra says:


In the southern land of Vedali


a monk famed as Śrīman




will be called the name Nāgā.


He will destroy the philosophical positions of existence and nonexistence.


After explaining my teachings of the unsurpassed


great vehicle throughout the world,


he will attain the first bodhisattva bhumi


and go to the pure land Sukhāvatī.


It is said that Nāgārjuna was born about four hundred years after the Bhagavān Buddha passed beyond sorrow, in a place called Vidarbha in southern India. A diviner said that the child would not live more than seven years. His parents could not bear to see their child die, so they sent him off to another place accompanied by servants. Eventually they reached the largest monastery in Maghada, Nālandā. There he met the master Brahman Saraha and requested a longevity ritual. In addition, he studied much secret mantra Dharma — the Guhyasamāja and so forth. Before the preceptor Rāhulabhadra he received monk’s vows and the ordination name Śrīman. At Nalanda he studied all the ways of explaining the tripiṭaka and four branches of tantra. Primarily he heard all the holy Dharma of sutra and tantra from the bodhisattva Ratnamati.


Then a great famine occurred. In accord with the advice of the Sthavira Rāhulabhadra, he was appointed monastery manager. From another region he acquired alchemical elixirs and transformed a large quantity of base metal into gold. With that he amassed all the necessities of life — rice, other grains, and so forth — from areas not affected by the famine. For twelve years he provided the sangha’s livelihood and kept them from want. Someone then said, “It contradicts the Dharma discipline to bring together the means to live by engaging in commerce without permission from the sangha.” So, he was cast out of the monastery.


Then he went to the large cities of Maghada, Śrāvastī, and so forth and established many temples and stupas. He extensively taught the Dharma as an antidote to Bhikshu Śaṅkara’s many treatises that were composed to criticize both the view and practice of the Great Vehicle. At the invitation of the nāga king Takṣaka he went to the land of the nāgas and extensively taught the Dharma, and he brought the 100,000 line Perfection of Wisdom Sutra back from there and taught it to his disciples. At Bodhgaya he had a stone balustrade erected encircling the bodhi tree. He encircled the splendid Dhānyakaṭaka stūpa with an iron fence and established 108 temples. He went to Uttarakuru and performed deeds to achieve the aims of migrating beings. In the latter part of his life, he resided at Śriparvata in southern India and extensively set in motion the Dharma wheel of sutra and tantra. He conclusively taught the definitive-meaning sutras of the Victor such that no one could give them another meaning.


When he was extensively engaging in deeds like that for the teachings, evil maras influenced the mind of Prince Nudan, the son of Nāgārjuna’s friend King Dechözangpo. The prince asked for Nāgārjuna’s head. The master assented, and the prince cut off Nāgārjuna’s head and he passed away. It is said that at that time blood came forth as milk, and from the mouth of that severed head came the words, “I am going from here to Sukhāvatī. Later I will reenter this body.” The prince worried that the head would reconnect to the body so he threw it about a league away. The master had previously accomplished the elixir of longevity, so his body and head turned to stone. Subsequently, neither the body nor head deteriorated and gradually each year the two came closer and closer together. It is said that eventually, they will reattach, and the master himself will be just as he was when he was in the world, before and he will extensively work to accomplish the goals of the Teaching and migrating beings.


In the hagiographies it is taught that this Master proclaimed the words of the Dharma three times. The splendid protector Ārya Nāgārjuna composed the six-fold corpus of texts on reasoning to definitively establish the explicit teaching of the perfection of wisdom sūtras — the exposition of emptiness — via limitless varieties of reasoning. And he also compiled the Sūtrasamuccaya to definitively establish the scriptural foundation for the teaching of emptiness. The treatises this master composed were translated into Tibetan during the period of the Tibetan great king Tri Songdetson and exist in the Tengyur. Chief among Ārya Nāgārjuna’s many disciples are Śākyamitra, Nāgabodhi, Āryadeva, Mātaṅga, Buddhapālita, Bhāviveka, Ācārya Śūra, and so forth.


There are two ways to explain the lifespan of this master, who is like the second Teacher, Buddha Śākyamuni: one says he lived for six hundred years, the other says he lived for three hundred years. However, Tāranātha’s History of the Dharma in India says both systems of calculation are the same — one referring to half his lifespan, the other the full span.


Nāgārjuna’s Advice for Buddhists is an incredible book. Geshe Sopa Rinpoche’s commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Letter to a Friend is so good to study. For example, in one verse we learn that until nonvirtuous karma is exhausted, life cannot be separated from suffering. If you create the negative karma to be born in hell, there will be no time to practice Dharma. No matter how many eons it takes, you will have to experience that hellish suffering without choice. And the most excruciating human suffering is peace compared to suffering in hell. In that one verse from Letter to a Friend, Nāgārjuna tells us that we can’t ignore the ten nonvirtues, or negative karmas, in our daily life. He is advising us, with so much compassion and care, that everything comes from the mind: hell and enlightenment, samsara and nirvana, and even each day’s problems and happiness come from the mind. Therefore, we really have to watch our mind and not just blindly engage in negative karma all the time. We must put effort into not creating negative karma. And we must be careful from now up to the attainment of enlightenment. In other words, we must be careful in all our future lives. It’s not just being careful in one or two lives so as not to be reborn in the lower realms. Advising us to be careful is incredible guidance. You yourself have the whole responsibility for this every year, every month, every week, every day, every hour, every second. Even though some people may know this intellectually, they don’t put it into practice.


Reading this book by Geshe Sopa gives us the most practical advice about how to live our life. This advice is not for those with high tantric realizations. Nāgārjuna’s down-to-earth advice was given to a busy king. It is advice about the Dharma practice to do when there is no time to meditate or do many practices. People in the West today don’t easily recognize the great value of life and how to make their life meaningful. Because people think life is meaningless, they are unhappy and depressed. Studying this book and practicing its advice will help so much to alleviate this. Nāgārjuna advised the king that there are three very important things to practice: bodhicitta, rejoicing, and taking refuge in Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. No matter how busy we are, we should practice these three too.


I hope that the precious teachings of Buddha, especially those on philosophy, that Geshe-la has taught will last for a long time and spread in the world.


Lama Zopa Rinpoche
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THIS BOOK was made possible by the wise and comprehensive teachings of Geshe Lhundub Sopa. The kind instruction of my other teachers contributed greatly to my understanding of the material so that I could bring Geshe Sopa’s commentary into print. This book is dedicated to all of these teachers.


John Newman shared his expertise in research, translation, and teaching to make this work better for the reader. Rodney Stevenson worked magic to improve the audio recordings. Alex Gardner of Wisdom Publications asked questions and made suggestions that improved this book. Many other friends offered encouragement that helped me throughout the composition.
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BUDDHIST LITERATURE is vast. The Buddha taught many things to a variety of audiences based on their individual needs and abilities. After the Buddha passed into nirvana, it is said that his followers convened to collect his teachings. To help those trying to practice the Buddhist path, many Buddhist teachers and scholars composed explanations of the founder’s words and also wrote independent works to further elucidate his ideas. Soon there were commentaries on these works as well. Scholarship and composition have continued over the last two and a half millennia.


How should someone who wants to learn about Buddhism approach this enormous quantity of ideas and texts? Those willing to dedicate a great deal of time and effort can take university classes, enter a monastery, or sit at the feet of a teacher and engage in intensive study for many, many years. Even in such situations certain topics and texts have to be singled out for study and practice. But Buddhism is not just for those who have left society behind for a life dedicated solely to religious pursuits. It is a religious system of thought and practice that can benefit people still active in the world. So how can an ordinary person with an interest in Buddhism, but limited free time, get an overview of Buddhist religious practice and ideas? Simply picking a text or two from the corpus of specialized Buddhist literature will not be effective. This has been the case almost from the very beginning of the tradition. To solve this problem Buddhist teachers from early on have written works that summarize the entire system of Buddhist practice.




One of the earliest Buddhist teachers we know to have addressed this issue was the great Indian Buddhist philosopher Nāgārjuna. Two of his works, The Precious Garland and Letter to a Friend are comprehensive and practical summaries of Buddhist practice. The book you have in your hands is Geshe Lhundub Sopa’s explanation of Letter to a Friend.


The Tibetan Buddhist tradition, following the Indian tradition, says that Nāgārjuna lived 400 years after the passing away of the Buddha. Etic scholars — in other words, those studying Buddhism as outside observers — tend to think that this master lived circa 150–225 of the common era. In fact, this dating is largely dependent upon the identification of Gautamīputra Śatakarṇi, a Sātavāhana king of Andhra, in Eastern India, for whom Letter to a Friend was written.1


While there is no historically verifiable biographical information about Nāgārjuna, there is a great deal of legend. His life and activities were prophesized in various sutras and tantras, including the Laṅkāvatāra, Mahāmegha, Mahāberī, and Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa Tantra.2 According to a composite picture drawn from these sources, Nāgārjuna was born into a brahmin family in South-Central India in an area that is now within the state of Maharashtra. The Chinese and Tibetan traditions differ about why the boy entered monastic life. The Tibetan accounts say that a soothsayer prophesized the child would die young unless he entered religious life, whereas the Central Asian scholar and translator Kumārajīva (344–413) says that Nāgārjuna entered Nālandā monastery in order to escape punishment for indiscreet behavior at a royal court.3 The traditional accounts of his life attest to many travels, miraculous deeds, the establishment of temples, composition of texts, and so forth. He is most famous for obtaining the Perfection of Wisdom — Prajñāpāramitā — texts from the nāgas and subsequently writing philosophical treatises to explain the doctrine contained within them. These works that explicate Madhyamaka philosophy and the Mahayana path are the most famous, and often considered the most important of Nāgārjuna’s writings.


Nāgārjuna is one of the earliest and most important Mahayana scholars. He wrote on a wide variety of topics for varied audiences. The Tibetan tradition separates his works into three categories: a collection of works of formal philosophy, a collection of didactic discourses, and a collection of hymns.4 Letter to a Friend is included in the collection of didactic discourses. Many other texts on the topics of the Guhyasamāja Tantra, alchemy, medicine, and even eroticism have been attributed to this master. In order to accommodate single authorship of all these texts, which even with the minimal dating possible for Indian Buddhist literature were clearly written over a period of centuries, the Buddhist tradition, based on a prophesy from the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa says that the lifespan of Nāgārjuna was more than 600 years.5 Etic scholars have said that it is reasonable to assume that a number of later scholars with the same name have been conflated with the great Madhyamaka philosopher and author of Letter to a Friend.6


Letter to a Friend stands out among Nāgārjuna’s works because of its minimal philosophical content and limited discussion of Mahayana practices. Letter to a Friend is a comprehensive yet brief summary of the basic ideas and practices that form the substrate for all forms Buddhism: in other words, the text outlines the practices common to the Hinayana — more respectfully called the Śrāvakayāna — and the Mahayana in both its Sutrayana and Vajrayana forms. In that regard, it can be seen as a very early precursor of the presentation of the graduated path to awakening in a single text developed centuries later by Atiśa (circa 982–1055), and expanded in Tibet by the master Je Tsongkhapa (1357–1419).


Because of both its form and content, Letter to a Friend is included in the category of didactic letters (lekha, spring yig)7 in the Tengyur (bstan ’gyur).8 This type of text was often composed for elite lay sponsors, and presents Buddhist doctrine in a form accessible to those patrons. Although neither the author nor the addressee of Letter to a Friend are specifically mentioned within the text, the author uses an honorific form of address when exhorting the reader to behave in a certain way. Further, the content of this work suggests that it was meant for a king, an educated and powerful layperson. The Buddhist tradition has long accepted the attribution in the colophons of the Tibetan and Chinese translations that state that the author was Nāgārjuna and he wrote this for his friend, the Sātavāhana monarch. Although some modern scholars have questioned whether Nāgārjuna wrote this text,9 the colophon in the recently discovered Sanskrit manuscript supports the traditional ascription of the text to Nāgārjuna and that he wrote it for a king of the Sātavāhana dynasty.10


Letter to a Friend has enjoyed widespread popularity. It was translated into Chinese three times, twice in the early fifth century.11 The Chinese pilgrim and writer Yijing (635–713) wrote that the text was taught early in the course of a Buddhist education and that many devotees continued to work with the text throughout their lives.12 Although only translated once into Tibetan, many Tibetan scholars wrote commentaries on the text and it is quoted many times in other independent works.13 In recent years the root text, often with an accompanying commentary, has been translated into English and other languages multiple times from Tibetan and Chinese sources. The Tibetan and Chinese translations were used because until August of 2020, when the Tibetan scholar Dngos grub tshe ring published a monograph in Tibet that includes the original Sanskrit of this text found in a manuscript hoard in Tibet, it was thought that the Sanskrit text no longer existed.14 The reason for Letter to a Friend’s renown across continents and over the centuries lies in its concise explication of the common path of Buddhism. In other words, the 123 verses of the text present the reader with the basic Buddhist teachings common to both the Śrāvakayāna and Mahayana.


The text can be divided into three broad sections: (1) advice regarding the practice of virtue; (2) developing renunciation through seeing the faults of samsara; and (3) advice on practicing the path to emancipation. Of course, each of these has many subtopics. After a brief three-verse introduction advising the reader to study the text, the first main section of the text (verses 4–64) presents fundamental doctrines, such as the cultivation of faith, how to counteract negative propensities, and how to practice ethical behavior in order to have a good rebirth. This section also includes a discussion of wisdom and the dispelling of wrong views, because it is asserted that only when ethical behavior is combined with wisdom can freedom from samsara be achieved. The second general section of the text (verses 65–103) outlines the various types of existence found in samsara. The general types of suffering as well as the particular nature of the suffering in each realm are presented so that the reader will develop renunciation — a disgust for samsara so strong that one turns away from all forms of rebirth controlled by ignorance and karma. Here we find a discussion of death, impermanence, and the opportune conditions needed for the practice of religion. The third section of the text (verses 104–123) shows the reader why liberation from samsara is to be valued and presents the path to emancipation from samsara as well. Only in the final verses of the text (119–123) is the Mahayana discussed. There the nature of the goal — perfect buddhahood — is described and the reader is exhorted to become a buddha in order to benefit other living beings through dedicating the merit accrued from practicing the methods outlined earlier in the text.


Thus, although Letter to a Friend clearly presents the practices for an individual to attain their own liberation from samsara, it should not be forgotten that these same practices are the foundation of the Mahayana path. The goal of the Mahayana path is to attain perfect buddhahood because that is the only way to help other suffering beings end their misery. In other words, through practice of the Mahayana path a practitioner will attain their own liberation from samsara and in addition develop superior abilities and wisdom that enable them to truly assist others. It is within this context that Venerable Geshe Sopa explained this text.


Over the course of the last few years of twentieth century, Geshe Sopa gave an oral exposition of Nāgārjuna’s Letter to a Friend. This was a continuation of his Sunday morning Dharma class that began in 1975.  Starting in his living room, Geshe Sopa began to teach a small group of students. As time went on and the number of students increased, he taught first in a remodeled basement and then in the temples of Deer Park, the monastery he established in Oregon, Wisconsin. In addition to Sundays, Thursday evening classes and intensive multiweek summer courses on the great works of the Mahayana tradition from India and Tibet were added. Although many other great teachers came to Deer Park Monastery to teach, Geshe Sopa himself gave teachings on Sundays whenever he was able to do so. By the 1990s Geshe Sopa had many commitments all over the world; it took a long time for him to complete his teachings on Letter to a Friend because he often left Wisconsin to teach in other locations.


Geshe Sopa was an exemplary Buddhist monk practitioner as well as a superlative scholar. His quiet and compassionate traditionalism drew people in; he did not blast people with charisma. He was a recognized master of his tradition and also knew how to reach a contemporary audience. His teachings on Letter to a Friend roughly follow the commentary written by Rendawa Shönu Lodrö (1349–1412). However, he added much, much more. He brought in additional material from many sources: the sutras, other texts by Nāgārjuna, works by great Indian masters such as Śāntideva, Āryadeva, Candrakīrti, Vasubandhu and others, and from multiple works by Je Tsongkhapa.15 Although Nāgārjuna’s text primarily teaches the common path with little emphasis on philosophy, Geshe Sopa’s explanation supplements it to teach the Mahayana path and Madhyamaka philosophy. Further, his explanation took into account the lives of the students in his audience. He made a text written almost two thousand years ago applicable to modern Buddhist lay practitioners.


I was privileged to be a student of Geshe Sopa, both at Deer Park and at the University of Wisconsin, from 1975 until his death in 2014. His teachings and example have shaped my life. His clear explanations of Buddhist thought and practice have influenced many others’ lives too. I feel very fortunate to have been able to help spread his wisdom by transforming his oral teachings into written format. I hope that this condensation of his teachings on Nāgārjuna’s Letter to a Friend conveys to you, the reader, the wisdom and loving compassion of Geshe Sopa and provides a template for your practice of the Buddhadharma.











1. Why Read This Book?
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WHY SHOULD YOU read this book? It is because you have a great opportunity to use your life to achieve something very special. You can develop your understanding of the Dharma and with that wisdom you could ensure that you and others will have positive experiences in the future. Or, your actions could be self-centered and egoistic. You could use what you have solely for your own enjoyment. Many people just want to enjoy life as much as possible. I’ve had people tell me they don’t want to become a buddha because it’ll be too lonely and dry. Attraction to the sensory pleasures of life is so powerful that Buddhist teachers spend quite a lot of time showing their students the disadvantages of ordinary life. The teachings give you a framework to contemplate the faults of samsara so that you come to feel deep disgust with any type of rebirth. Only when you feel great sorrow about having to be reborn again and again will you want to get out of that situation. If you really don’t want any more samsaric suffering, you have to know what causes it. With that knowledge you can stop creating the causes that result in misery.


There is an alternative to suffering in samsara. Nirvana is emancipation from suffering; it is the permanent cessation of rebirth controlled by karma and the mental afflictions. Not only must you know that liberation is possible, you also need to learn how to achieve that state of permanent cessation. First you learn about the practices common to both the Hinayana and Mahayana. Finally, you learn about the unique goal of the Mahayana path and the practices particularly designed to achieve the state of buddhahood.




As a human you have intelligence. You can think about many things: the past and the future; what you experience; what you fear or worry about; what you want; and how to use your body, speech, and mind to get that. In general, from time without beginning up until now you have used your intelligence to work for pleasure in samsara. You have used up hundreds and thousands of lives; it looks like forever. But now you have come in contact with spiritual teachings. In short, you have a fortunate life. Fortunate doesn’t mean that you have a lot of money, prestige, or power. It means that your life can be utilized for long-term future benefits. What you do in this life affects your next life. Through practicing the Dharma, you can block a lower rebirth. Then during one higher rebirth after another you can engage in spiritual practice. Through that you can attain freedom for yourself. And if you enter the Mahayana path you can attain enlightenment for the benefit of other sentient beings.


What happens to you, whether you will go upward or downward after your death, depends only upon you. According to Buddhism there is no one outside you that has permanent and total control over you. Your mindset and actions determine your future. Thus, when you have all the necessary internal and external conditions for religious practice, you have a great opportunity. A human life only lasts a short time. If you don’t use it, or use it in the wrong way, there is no question that the result after death will be an unpleasant rebirth. You can stop that from happening by developing your positive potential.


A spiritual teaching is a method of training your mind. The purpose of a Dharma teaching is to transform your impure mind into a pure one, to make your imperfect mind become perfect, and develop your inferior mind into a superior mind. If you follow the instructions from the beginning, you will proceed to the intermediate level and then to the highest level. This training can be difficult. But if you understand its value you can joyfully accept any hardships you encounter.


The text called Letter to a Friend by the great scholar Nāgārjuna contains the advice you need to train your mind. The friend for whom Nāgārjuna composed this text was a ruler of the South Indian Sātavāhana dynasty during the second century of the common era. Because this king was a layperson, the advice in this short text is slightly different than that found in many other religious works. A king is the leader of a country; he is active in society and governance. If he acts well with a good motivation he can benefit many people. If he acts selfishly and cruelly he can do great harm. Therefore, Nāgārjuna shows the king how to incorporate the practice of Dharma into his responsibilities in the world. Thus, in this text the encouraged mode of practice is often directed to someone living and working in society. In that regard, these instructions apply equally to contemporary laypeople who are involved with many people and activities. However, this advice is applicable to all practitioners: laypeople and those who have renounced lay life and taken ordination. No matter who you are, if you put the instructions in this short text into practice, you can use your life in a wholesome way.


In the first three verses of Letter to a Friend, Nāgārjuna tells you why you need to take the time to study this text.


1.It is right for someone naturally suited to virtue


to study this short text that I have composed.


These special verses will lead you to aspire to the virtues


which arise from the teachings of the Sugata.16


Nāgārjuna begins by addressing the recipient of his letter as “someone naturally suited to virtue.” The king, and by extension all of us, is given this appellation because we have the opportunity and ability to practice the Dharma. As a result of prior virtuous actions, we have a human life. We have the intelligence to listen to religious teachings and put them into practice. It is quite wonderful when, in addition to this ability to practice, there is a special karmic seed that ripens as an opportunity to meet a spiritual teacher and the teachings. This doesn’t always happen. Sometimes people have created good karma in the past that leads to a high rebirth, but it is just an ordinary worldly rebirth. For example, a king is at a high level of society and has wealth and temporal power. However, when that kind of rebirth is finished, there is the possibility to be reborn poor, or even into a lower realm. But in this case, in addition to his superior worldly status the king has the opportunity and ability to practice the Dharma. If the king had not created a particular type of good karma in the past he wouldn’t have this opportunity. So what kind of karma is necessary to obtain this kind of good life? You must be habituated to merit or virtue, things like patience, generosity, and good conduct. The nature of these virtues is that they are causes for becoming a suitable vessel for listening to the holy Dharma. The roots of virtue accumulated earlier are the cause for your current good situation.


Nāgārjuna assures us that this is a short text with succinct verses. This is important because ancient kings and contemporary Dharma students are very busy people. Kings had many obligations involving the rule of their kingdom. You have many responsibilities too: jobs, families, community, and so on. Neither the king nor most people today have much leisure time to study extensively. So Nāgārjuna offers us a brief text to show us the method to attain positive spiritual goals.


There are two kinds of spiritual goals: one is temporary and one is final. The final spiritual goal has two parts: nirvana and enlightenment. Nirvana can be described in a number of ways: it is one’s own permanent cessation of ignorance; permanent liberation from uncontrolled rebirths caused by the mental afflictions; permanent freedom from suffering; and peace. In addition to these qualities, the even higher goal of enlightenment has the qualities of omniscience, perfect love and compassion, and the intention and ability to help others attain liberation. Attaining nirvana or enlightenment isn’t easy; it takes a lot of effort over a long time. Most of us are not able to attain those goals in this life. So what should we do? We need to create the causes for a good rebirth in our next life, and our lives thereafter, during which we can continue to work toward the attainment of the permanent states of nirvana or enlightenment. So, our temporary spiritual goal is a high rebirth. Here high doesn’t just refer to a human life, a life as a god, or a level of status. It indicates a life suitable for the practice of virtue and the elimination of the mental afflictions. A high rebirth is a temporary goal because it does not last. But by using this good temporary situation to study and practice, we can work toward our definite goal without much interruption. If you have that type of life for rebirth after rebirth, eventually you will never fall to a lower rebirth and you will attain your long-term permanent goal. Or, if you do go down to a rebirth in the lower realms, it is for a short time.


If the method you employ to reach your goal is incorrect, or if you have the right method but don’t understand it properly, everything goes wrong. In the world, people do many things to attain a variety of goals. We need an infallible method to achieve our spiritual goals. The complete and error-free methods to attain a higher rebirth and the permanent spiritual goals are taught extensively in the Buddhist scriptures. The teachings of the Buddha show us these positive goals and the actions that lead to them. They also show us the negative things that prevent us from attaining our desired goals and lead to undesirable results. These teachings are vast and complex. We need a summary of the methods that we can understand and then apply with accuracy. In brief, the method is to engage in the practice of virtue so that we attain our spiritual goals and avoid engaging in nonvirtue that only leads to suffering. Therefore, the first thing we have to learn in order to attain our spiritual goals is: What is virtue? What is nonvirtue? What is merit? And, what is not merit? Then we can get more specific. Certain actions create the potential for their main result to be a good temporary experience within samsara; others create the potential for the definite or permanent result of emancipation or enlightenment.


The methods derived from the Buddha’s teachings are without error because the Buddha completely eliminated his own ignorance and only wanted to benefit others. This is not to say that all other religions and spiritual teachings are wrong. But many of these traditions do not advocate practices that purify the karma that will cause rebirth in the lower realms or encourage other practices that lead to being reborn in the upper realms. An example of an incorrect method is the practice of various forms of asceticism. For example, some religious practitioners never cut their hair, eat very, very little, burn their body, self-flagellate, and so on. However, hardship alone isn’t a cause that leads to high rebirth. Others think that taking a bath in a certain kind of water will purify them. Even today in many parts of the world some religions encourage their followers to sacrifice animals if they want to go to heaven or attain a higher rebirth. According to Buddhism, killing living beings as a religious act simply creates the negative karma of killing. The results of that action will be to be reborn in a lower rebirth and experience being killed. Now, making offerings to the upper realm — gods and buddhas — and being charitable to the lower realm — people, animals, and other living beings — is good karma. But they should be proper offerings and gifts to those in need. The result of such generosity is to naturally possess wealth and not be distressed by any scarcity.


Therefore, Nāgārjuna emphasizes that the correct method comes from the teachings of the Buddha. He says that he wrote these verses so that the king will study these instructions, come to admire them, and engage in their practice. The wisdom that comes from study and practice is invaluable.


Āryaśūra wrote,


Hearing the teachings is the lamp that clears away the darkness of ignorance.


Study is the best form of wealth: it cannot be stolen or destroyed.


It is a staunch comrade even if you become impoverished.


Instruction on the method is your best friend.


[Garland of Birth Stories, 31.32]


Ordinary wealth can be lost, stolen, or destroyed by various factors. When you are rich in an ordinary way you may have friends cluster around you. But if you lose that affluence they may give you up and go away. But the wisdom that you gain from studying can’t be lost. That knowledge brings you great benefit. In that regard, Nāgārjuna confesses that even though his own verses may not be very eloquent, they are worthy of your attention because their meaning comes from the teachings of the Buddha.


2.The wise venerate statues of the Sugata


no matter their quality, even those made of wood.


Likewise, this poetry of mine may be poor


but do not scorn it for it expresses the holy Dharma.


You may think that unless a text is well written it isn’t worth reading and considering. But a composition should be valued in the same way that a wise person honors a statue of the Buddha. It doesn’t matter if a statue is made of clay or gold. It doesn’t matter if the statue is well made and attractive or crudely made and of poor quality. Because it is an image of the Buddha, because of what it represents, it is worthy of veneration. Similarly, these stanzas’ literary quality is not important; they are valuable because they contain instructions on the method to attain our spiritual goals.


This parallel between visual images and written compositions can be taken further. There are many types of statues and paintings: images of meditation deities may look wrathful and powerful; images of bodhisattvas and buddhas may appear peaceful; some have many arms; some have just two arms. Each figure’s posture, hand positions, and implements have symbolic meaning reflecting the spiritual attainments that the figure has attained. You need to understand the symbolism and realize that you can and should attain these qualities too. It is the subject matter — what is symbolized — that is worthy of our respect and interest. When we don’t know this, we may throw away or make fun of an unattractive image. That is negative karma. It doesn’t hurt the statue or painting; but it does hurt the person who creates the karma. This also pertains to the subject matter of a written text. It is wholesome karma to have respectful interest. In Tibet it was very common for people, even those without a religious education, to pick up a fragmentary piece of statue or scrap of a page of scripture they found on the ground. Even though they didn’t have a deep understanding of Dharma, out of respect for what this seeming bit of detritus represented, they would touch it to their head and put it in a high place. Therefore, for the purpose of accruing merit please consider these verses that contain teachings that come from Buddha.


Śāntideva says something similar at the beginning of the Introduction to the Practice of Bodhisattvas.17


There is nothing here that has not been explained before


and I have no skill in the art of rhetoric.


[Introduction to the Practice of Bodhisattvas, 1.3 ab]


Both Nāgārjuna and Śāntideva are obliquely referencing the four types of reliance. The Buddha explained to his disciples that when you want to learn something of great importance you need to be sensible. There are four levels on which to exercise prudence. First, you should not rely upon the person; you should rely upon the teaching. Just because a person is from a good family or famous, don’t assume that everything they say is reliable. Second, do not rely upon the words; rely upon the meaning. Words can be beautiful and not mean much; or they can be awkward and have great import. Third, do not rely on the provisional meaning but rely on the definitive meaning. This is more difficult to understand. Here you need to discern whether the meaning is in the context of phenomenal reality or ultimate reality.18 And finally, do not rely on conceptual understanding; you should rely upon wisdom. To properly understand ultimate reality you first need to understand it with logic. This is inferential knowledge and it is necessary to gain this type of understanding first. But don’t rely just on that. You need to meditate on your conceptual understanding so that it becomes a direct realization of ultimate reality. In short, both of these great masters are saying that although their compositions may not be beautiful, they have great meaning and so they should be relied upon.


All the subjects covered in this text have been taught before. But even if you have heard them elsewhere, it is still good to study what is presented here. It will bring more clarity to what you have understood. It certainly won’t hurt you to hear it again! The third stanza is an exhortation to pay attention employing an analogy. When the moon is high in the sky and its light shines on a house that has an exterior of white plaster, the house looks even more white. The plaster is naturally white, but it looks even lovelier in the moonlight.


3.The words of the Great Sage are exquisite.


Even if you have understood them,


doesn’t something made of white plaster


become even whiter in winter moon-light?











2. General Advice


[image: images]


NOW WE BEGIN the actual instruction with instructions on cultivating and practicing virtue. The practice of virtue can be examined from the point of view of who is practicing and from the perspective of the goal of the practice. Nāgārjuna addresses both. He begins with general advice that pertains to both laypeople and the ordained. That is the subject of this chapter. In subsequent chapters we will look at the advice he directs primarily to laypeople, and then his advice for both laypeople and the ordained regarding pursuit of a higher rebirth and the states of definite, permanent liberation.


Nāgārjuna’s general advice regarding the practice of virtue for both householders and those who have left home life behind follows ancient Indian organizational models that are probably unfamiliar to most people today: (1) advice on developing faith through contemplating the six recollections; (2) advice on exerting yourself in the practice of ten virtuous actions; and (3) advice on practicing the six perfections. Although the framework may not be what you are used to, I will attempt to make the content and intent clear as we go along.


DEVELOPING FAITH


Any type of endeavor requires that a person have faith in the value of the goal and trust in the efficacy of the path of action necessary to reach that goal. Without this you won’t strive for the goal. If you don’t engage in the method you won’t get anywhere. So, faith is the foundation, seed, or root of the practice of virtue. In short, religious faith is to have trust in a spiritual goal and method to reach that goal.


A sutra found in the Heap of Jewels collection of sutras says,


Faith is the best vehicle


to carry you to liberation.


Therefore, those who are wise


rely upon and are led by faith.


Just as green sprouts do not grow


from seeds scorched by fire,


good qualities will not arise


in people who lack faith.


[Ten Teaching Sutra]


From the Buddhist point of view faith requires understanding. For example, faith in karmic causality is based on at least some appreciation of the type of causes that result in suffering and the type of causes that result in pleasant experiences. Faith in the Buddha is based upon some knowledge of a buddha’s qualities, what a buddha can do, and the connection between a buddha and oneself. There are sequential levels of faith based on the nature of its underlying understanding. The first is called clear faith. Here you simply trust the religious goals and the path that leads to them without much thought about it. It is just following along, believing what someone else says about reality, the qualities of the goal, the reasons for practice, and spiritual experience. This is almost like blind faith because it isn’t based on an in-depth rational understanding of the goal or the methods to reach the goal. However, it isn’t completely blind. Even though you don’t understand all the reasons, you have a good attitude and a pure sense of trust in the object. It can be an emotional feeling of trust, but it is correct.


The second type of faith is based on logic. From studying and learning you eliminate any doubts that you may have had. You develop an understanding based on methodical reasoning. So, this second type of faith comes from wisdom. You know about the object in which you are placing your faith; you don’t just simply trust. This type of faith is almost irreversible; it is confident faith. Even if someone tries to tell you that you are wrong, you have firm confidence in your understanding. The second type of faith brings about the third type: faith that is imbued with the desire to achieve that goal. Faith based on understanding develops into strong admiration. You want to obtain the qualities that you have faith in; you want to embody them in yourself. Thus, this is no longer faith in something external, you really want to be that yourself. This faith is such a strong appreciation for the value of the goal and the method that you enthusiastically practice.


You start with the first type of faith and gradually develop the second type of faith. Dharma practice doesn’t mean just sitting somewhere. You need to do lots of things, starting with study. You learn what the goals are: both the temporary goal of a high rebirth and the definite final goal of complete emancipation from suffering. Then you learn the value of the goals and the methods to achieve them. The methods involve your body, speech, and mind. You need to build confidence in these things in the beginning. Once you have confidence, you will be more and more comfortable about proceeding. Then, even if hardships and difficulties arise, you will not be daunted.


Just as all plants grow from earth, all spiritual attainments, good qualities, or virtues must be grounded in faith. Faith is like a mother who gives birth to those good things. Without a mother they cannot be born. The ideal mother nourishes her children, teaches them, and helps them to grow. Faith is similar. Your practice of virtue is as strong as your faith. If your faith is shaky, your practice is shaky and you won’t achieve your goal. If you don’t know what you are doing or why you are doing it you will lack confidence. You will be uncomfortable, worried that you can’t do something correctly, or that you are doing something wrong. This is good discomfort! It is foolish not to be uncomfortable when you lack understanding. This discomfort can be alleviated by gaining understanding. If your faith is based on strong understanding, you will joyfully engage in meritorious behavior. That is the practice of Dharma.


OBJECTS OF FAITH


What should you have faith in? What do you need to learn about? Nāgārjuna explains that there are six topics that both laypeople and the ordained should constantly bear in mind throughout their daily lives. These are called the six mindfulnesses, the six reflections, or the six recollections.19 Through remembering these important subjects you will have faith and confidence in spiritual practice. What are these six foci of faith? They are faith in: (1) the Buddha, (2) the Dharma, (3) the Sangha, (4) generosity, (5) morality, and (6) the gods. First, we have the set of the Three Jewels: Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. Next are the practices of generosity and the pure moral conduct of avoiding negative actions of body, speech, and mind. The last one is literally the gods or the divine. Of course, in the highest sense, the divine are buddhas. On the ordinary level it is a high rebirth as a god in the desire realm, the corporeal, and noncorporeal realms.20 Here the point is that you need to have accumulated virtue or merit to be born there.


4.The Jina21 taught six recollections:


Buddha, Dharma, Sangha, generosity, morality, and the gods.


You should be mindful of the good qualities


of each one of these.


Whether you are a layperson or are ordained as a monk or nun, you need to live your life remembering these six. How do you remember them? There are sutras and commentaries that explain how to be mindful of each of these six in detail. Let’s look at each one in brief.


Recollecting the Buddha as an Object of Faith


Dharmakīrti, an influential Indian Buddhist philosopher who flourished in the sixth or seventh centuries CE, discusses the qualities of a fully enlightened buddha in a lot of detail in the second chapter of the Commentary on Valid Cognition. In summary, a buddha’s qualities can be discussed from the point of what they have abandoned and what they have realized.22 A buddha is a sugata — “one who has gone to bliss” — because a buddha has both abandoned all flaws and realized all that is to be known. In terms of abandonment, buddhas have gotten to a state where they are rid of all suffering and the causes of suffering. This has three aspects. First there is the cessation itself. Second, the cessation is complete; it isn’t a partial cessation. Everything that should be eliminated, even the subtlest mental afflictions, is removed. And third, this cessation is permanent. Some things can be gotten rid of temporarily, but then they reoccur. Here the mental afflictions and obstacles cannot return. They are removed from the root; it is an everlasting abandonment.


From the perspective of realizations, buddhas have gone to a state where they have perfect wisdom. This also has three qualities. The first quality is that a buddha’s wisdom is constant: nothing is ever forgotten. In contrast, we ordinary people sometimes know things, sometimes we forget. We can know something in this life but have to relearn it in the next. Second, a buddha’s knowledge is complete. Since all ignorance has been removed from the root, a buddha is omniscient. They are a tathāgata, one who has thus gone. In other words, buddhas know the ultimate nature of all things exactly as they are.


A buddha’s wisdom is complete and as such it is in contrast to the realizations of an arhat. This Sanskrit word can be glossed etymologically as “destroyer of the enemy.” By practicing the Hinayana path one can become an arhat — become completely free from samsara by destroying the enemy, meaning the mental afflictions. From the Mahayana perspective, an arhat has permanently removed the gross mental afflictions — desire, hatred, ignorance, and so forth — but subtle predispositions remain as limitations. Arhats haven’t removed the knowledge obstacles that prevent the complete omniscience of buddhahood. So compared to a buddha’s knowledge, an arhat’s knowledge is more limited. Although in some Buddhist scriptures a buddha is called an arhat, this refers to the arhatship of a completely enlightened being; a buddha has conquered the enemy — both the mental afflictions that are the obstacles to emancipation and the subtle knowledge obstacles to omniscience. The analogy for this is cleaning a piece of cloth that has been wrapped around a really smelly, rotten object for a long time. First you throw out the foul thing and wash the cloth; this is analogous to eliminating the mental afflictions. But even though you’ve completely gotten rid of the gross level of dirt, there is a subtle smell left in the cloth. You have to do more to eliminate the odor. The residual odor is analogous to the knowledge obstacles. In other words, an arhat is free of the mental afflictions; arhats’ minds are far superior to ordinary living beings. But they still have knowledge obstacles in their mental continuum. A buddha has eliminated every obstacle.


Finally, a buddha’s knowledge is firm. It is never reversed. Some yogis can do practices that temporarily remove the mental afflictions, but unlike in the case of a buddha, the root of ignorance and the mental afflictions is still there. Their attainment is like cutting off a poisonous plant at ground level; it is gone for a while but because the roots remain it will grow back.


Buddhas are often described as truly, completely perfect awakened ones. There is nothing left for them to do. They have cleared away all the obstacles and their knowledge is perfect and unlimited. This epithet can also be understood to mean “having woken up from the sleep of ignorance.” Not only have they woken up, they also know the two modes of reality: the nature of both phenomenal and ultimate reality. They possess the base, or foundation. This can be understood two ways. One connotation of the base is pure ethical conduct. Moral conduct is the foundation for all mundane and supramundane spiritual attainments. Just as the earth is the foundation for all animate and inanimate things, all higher spiritual qualities are based on pure conduct. Without pure conduct you cannot have higher spiritual qualities. Another way to understand the base is as a meditative concentration where you can stabilize your mind on an object for as long as you wish. A buddha has both these types of bases.


A buddha is a knower of the world. Here world refers to the entire universe — in other words, both external and internal domains. The external world consists of different environments, the elements, the different realms of rebirth, and world systems. The external world is like a vessel that holds the internal world: this refers to the bodies and minds of sentient beings. The word world more specifically refers to ordinary things that are impermanent, existing in dependence upon parts, causes, conditions, and so forth. In short, this is the samsaric world of the twelve links of dependent origination. I won’t go into that topic here because an extensive explanation of dependent origination comes later in the text. But in brief, from the combination of karma and the mental afflictions you take rebirth, then due to ignorance you create more karma, and then you die and take rebirth again. The Buddha  explained this completely. If he didn’t know this complex progression perfectly, he could not have explained it in a way that others could understand.


An experienced driver of a horse-drawn wagon knows how to control his horses and the correct way to go to the destination. Buddhas are similar because they show sentient beings the wheel of the Dharma and the path to liberation. They know when someone is ready to be trained and when they should be left alone. They know the capabilities of different beings: some are ready for the Hinayana but not the Mahayana; some are ready for the basic Mahayana but not the more advanced Vajrayana. Buddhas do not have different attitudes towards these different people; they have compassion for all of them and the wisdom to see how each individual can be benefitted at the present time. The main way buddhas benefit sentient beings is to teach them what they themselves have realized. A buddha has mastered the process and attained the goal that we want too.


Buddhas are unsurpassable in their ability to train sentient beings in accordance with the nature and ability of each individual. In general, there are six different types, or realms, of sentient beings in the desire realm. Although a buddha has compassion and wants to liberate every living being, some — such as animals, hungry ghosts, and hell beings — have such heavy karma that they cannot be taught at present. You may have an adorable dog that you love very much. You want the best things for your pet. You can give them good food, a nice bed, and a comfortable life. But more than that you can’t do. You can’t teach them about spiritual practice. For the time being they are left out. The most suitable disciples are humans and some of the gods. However, many people do not have the ability and propensities to benefit from the buddhas and spiritual teachers who have come into the world. Their own karma keeps them from being a disciple. So, from a Buddhist point of view the opportunity to develop spiritually is a very rare and fortunate situation. In that regard, when we praise a buddha as lord we are saying that they are the best teacher. We are not using the term lord in the sense of a ruler or master who can keep you somewhere, block you from doing something, or make you do things.


These are the qualities you should recall when you say, “I go for refuge to the Buddha.” In order to trust the Buddha and follow the path to buddhahood you must learn about these qualities. When you properly understand them, you will have irreversible faith when you hear the term Buddha. You will know that the Buddha isn’t someone or something way up in the sky. You will take the Buddha as your object of refuge because you realize that you have problems and Buddha can teach you how to resolve them without error. That is the way a buddha can save you. That is why a buddha is compared to a trainer, a doctor, or a guide.


The second-century Indian Buddhist poet Mātṛceṭa summarizes this:




You urge people to benefit others;


discipline those who steal and do wrong;


place the dishonest in steady earnestness;


and awaken inspiration in the lazy.


You connect disciples to the path;


you make the ruthlessly vicious have equanimity.


Thus, you are the unsurpassable trainer


of sentient beings who are to be tamed.


[One Hundred and Fifty Verses of Praise, 102–03]


When you have a serious problem and don’t have the ability to alleviate it yourself, you look for someone who can provide a solution. We are suffering in samsara and cannot find the way to liberation on our own. We need a perfect guide: someone who is already free from their own suffering and the cause of that suffering; someone free from all internal and external obstacles; someone with perfect wisdom, so that their advice contains no mistakes regarding the goal, the purpose, the path, and the obstacles; someone who has universal compassion and love for others without any type of discrimination. A buddha has all these qualities. They are like an excellent physician who knows how to diagnose every type of sicknesses and is able to precisely prescribe the medicine and course of therapy to cure them.


Śāntideva makes this analogy:


When I am anxious about an ordinary sickness


I follow a physician’s prescription.


So what needs to be said about being wracked constantly


by the disease of the afflictions, desire and so forth?


[Introduction to the Practice of Bodhisattvas, 2.54]


When you have an ordinary illness, you are in some pain and discomfort. You try to care for yourself: you search for someone who can treat your sickness; you investigate the best methods of treatment; and then you do exactly what the experts say. Even if a medication is bitter, you have to drink it if the doctor says it is necessary. You may have to give up a favorite food if the doctor says you should not eat it. It doesn’t matter how hard, how difficult, or how much you dislike it, you must do it. You have to follow the treatment plan precisely if you want to recover. Taking medicine or changing your diet is relatively simple, but if you want to be free from your disease you have to take it seriously.


You have a much deeper type of sickness; this is not a temporary illness dependent upon environmental or internal physical conditions. You suffer continuously from the disease of the mental afflictions: hatred, desire, jealousy, pride, disappointment, discouragement, and so forth. These faults are in your mind all the time. First one is dominant and then another, without any break. These mental problems lead you to act in many different ways as you try to make yourself safe and happy. Hatred makes you do certain things; jealousy makes you do certain things; and so do all the other mental afflictions. Many of your actions of body, speech, and mind harm others. You may get some small advantageous return for yourself in this life, but the consequences of your actions will be greater in future lives. These actions will make you suffer for a long, long time. They throw you into a lower rebirth. Life after life you suffer.


This disease of the mental afflictions is terrifying. An ordinary sickness cannot compare to the sickness of the mental afflictions from the perspective of duration, nature, and pain. But there is a treatment for this disease. There is a way to eliminate the mental afflictions and permanently recover from the misery of repeated rebirth. The treatment to completely cure this mental disease is the spiritual practice taught by the Buddha. In this regard, the Buddha is far superior to an ordinary doctor.


Śāntideva said,


The omniscient physician’s advice


will alleviate all misery.


The thought to not take it


is deluded and disgraceful.


[Introduction to the Practice of Bodhisattvas, 2.56]


Every enlightened being used to be like us; they experienced suffering and were enmeshed in samsara. However, they learned how to cure this disease. They recognized the correct method, followed it, and achieved perfection. You can call this person an enlightened being, a buddha, or a god, it doesn’t matter. Buddhas recognize the problems that we face in samsara and they know how to eliminate them through the spiritual path. They have mastered every aspect of the method. If they hadn’t, they could not have reached the perfect result, and they would be unable to explain the path to freedom to others. Because they are omniscient, they tell you precisely how to reach your goal. Out of love and compassion they show you how to do it.


Recollecting the Dharma as an Object of Faith


There are many different kinds of spiritual training. This is because sentient beings have many different levels of ability and capacity. Some teachings are advanced, some are intermediate, and some are for beginners. But all of them are equally important. Equally important here means that each kind of instruction is essential at a certain level of development. This is common sense. We know this about ordinary secular education. Books and techniques must be simple for beginners; complex textbooks aren’t helpful to a child in kindergarten. When starting out, picture books with simple text are more important than great books. As you master easier material you add more complexity based on your ability. Thus, some teachings are aimed at those with the lowest level of mental capacity; some are for those at a medium level, and others with the highest level of ability. Some teachings are for laypeople, some are for novices, and some for fully ordained monks and nuns. Some teachings are only for bodhisattvas who have the capacity to sacrifice themselves for the benefit of others. Some special tantric teachings are designed for those who have even higher mental abilities.


However, most people don’t want to follow any of these instructions. They want the result, but not the difficulty of practice. This is extremely childish. Children are addicted to short-term pleasure; they do not see the long-term implications of their actions. Most people think they are enjoying themselves; they are attached to limited temporary pleasures. Even if a buddha were to appear and give every instruction necessary to reach freedom, most people would probably ignore them because they do not understand their value. Even if you were to understand that this is good advice, you’d think, “this isn’t for me.” Even if you decided to try the method, you probably wouldn’t want to do anything too difficult or unpleasant. Samsaric pleasure is like honey on the blade of a knife. It is sweet on the surface, but you will cut your tongue if you lick it. Not seeing this is ignorance.


Wisdom, the opposite of ignorance, has to be awakened; you have to cultivate your mind to gain wisdom. Dharma teachings given by holy beings will nourish your mind this way. You have a human mind. You have the capacity to follow the prescribed instructions. They are difficult, but you can do it. You can see what is right, what is wrong, what to get rid of, and what to achieve. You must train in the methods yourself; no one, not even a buddha, can simply give you liberation from suffering. To attain freedom, disciples must follow the Buddha’s instructions. Through practice they gradually progress and slowly recover from their problems. As their knowledge grows, they become more peaceful and more free. There is no other way to cure your deep sickness than to take the medicine prescribed by a perfect guide.


So, when you have faith in the Buddha you will have faith in the Dharma, the second of the six recollections. The Sanskrit word Dharma refers to two things: conventional Dharma and actual Dharma. The words of the scriptures, which record the discourses of the Buddha and other teachers, are the conventional Dharma. The actual Dharma is an individual’s realization of the meaning of what was taught. Thus, part of taking refuge in the Dharma is knowing how to attain the cessation of the mental afflictions as taught in the scriptures. In that sense, Dharma practice means virtuous activity, faith, and so forth. But the actual refuge when you say, “I go for refuge to the Dharma,” isn’t something external. It is faith in your own personal knowledge and the cessation of your mental afflictions. For the purpose of attaining that realization you study, learn, and meditate. So there is the causal Dharma — the teachings — and the resultant Dharma — your own realization of the cessations. Another way to understand this is that there are the things to be gotten rid of and their abandonment.


What you want to get rid of is your suffering. Your suffering is caused by negative karma, which in turn is caused by the mental afflictions. Even when these mental afflictions are not manifest there can be predispositions toward them in your mind. Until you remove them, there is no possibility of liberation. The Buddha taught that we have 84,000 — a number traditionally used to indicate an enormous amount — mental afflictions. Sometimes one is stronger; another time a different one is stronger. Sometimes a particular mental affliction is absent, but later it arises again. In order to become free of all samsaric problems you have to remove all your mental afflictions. You do this step by step, not all at once. You start with the big, most obvious ones, and work to subtler levels from there. When you permanently remove a mental affliction you attain a cessation. In other words, that mental affliction has definitely and permanently ceased. This reality, or the reality of cessation, is the real Dharma — it is the third reality for āryas.23 A cessation is the result of the reality of the path — the fourth reality for āryas.  Attaining even the smallest cessation is progress along the path to freedom. To say this in ordinary words, all definitive and unalterable spiritual attainments — in other words, any cessation of ignorance and the mental afflictions — is the result of practicing the methods to purify the mind. When you attain nirvana you have the knowledge, or realization, that you have attained perfection and have terminated the afflictions. When you attain full enlightenment you have completely terminated the afflictions and the obstacles to omniscience. Things like the major and minor marks and pure lands just come along with this complete cessation.


Just as the Buddha can be described in various ways, we have many ways to describe the Dharma. First, the conventional aspect of the Dharma is said to be well proclaimed. The Buddha taught incomparably valuable things, he taught them well, and his speech has special positive qualities. You listen to what was said and try to understand it. Then you develop your understanding so that it is firm. Your understanding will remove some aspect of your uncertainty; it will temporarily ease a certain problem. Then you concentrate, or we can say, meditate, on that firm understanding. As you understand more deeply and strongly you develop an unshakable understanding. Finally you will have a direct realization. A direct realization permanently removes a mental affliction. That particular affliction ceases to exist in your mind.  In short, attainment of liberation begins with study.


The other ways to describe the Dharma refer to the actual Dharma that protects you from further suffering. The actual Dharma is the direct realizations that cause the cessation of the mental afflictions.  What is a direct realization? It is nonconceptual understanding of reality. It is comprehension that is beyond ordinary thought. Ordinary understanding is indirect; it is knowledge based on logic, thoughts, and concepts. You need concepts for understanding to first arise in your mind. For example, right now you can imagine your room: you know where the furniture is, what books are there, where the windows and doors are, and so forth. You can truthfully tell someone what your room is like. But you are not seeing it directly; you call up an image in your mind. The appearance in your mind and the actuality of your room are mixed together. It is correct, but it isn’t totally, vividly clear. In the same way, you can have an intellectual understanding of impermanence or the ultimate nature of reality. You may understand correctly, but it is indirect; you know it through logic, concepts, images, and so forth. By becoming habituated to this understanding through repeated meditation, you can make it so customary and familiar that you know it without engaging in a thought process. At that point you have attained a direct realization. A direct realization is knowing unmediated by thought. Direct realizations eliminate the poisonous tree of ignorance by cutting out its roots.


The reality of cessation isn’t something physical that you can see, nor is it some aspect of mind. It is a kind of negation: through the practice of meditation you have permanently blocked and gotten rid of an obstacle so it can never arise again. However, a cessation isn’t a functional thing. It is simply a negation that occurs through the power of the antidote. It is freedom from certain obstacles reached through an individual’s internal direct realization. The other terms used to describe the Dharma refer to this: it is seeing completely and perfectly; it is lacking all faults and is the antidote of faults; it is permanent; it is the path through which practitioners are led to their goal; it is clear understanding like a lamp that enables you to see; it is experiential direct realization. The final descriptor means that the Dharma is known to practitioners through their own experience.


Maitreya — the bodhisattva who will be the next fully enlightened buddha to teach in our world and whose teachings Asaṅga transcribed as The Five Treatises of Maitreya — expresses these qualities of the Dharma in the Higher System of the Mahayana.24


The Dharma cannot be examined in terms of existence, nonexistence, both, or as something other than existence or nonexistence; nor can it be expressed in words; it is realized by an individual; and is knowledge that is peace. I bow to the holy Dharma: the sun with illumining rays of stainless wisdom that destroys all greed, hatred, and ignorance toward every object.


[Higher System of the Mahayana, 1.9]


The opening clause of this quotation is a bit difficult to understand. Often a direct realization specifically refers to a realization of emptiness, the ultimate nature of reality. When talking about the emptiness of a particular phenomenon, we often discuss that thing in terms of four things that it is not: it is not existent; it is not nonexistent; it is not both existent and nonexistent; and it is not neither existent nor nonexistent. These four are the only ways things could possibly exist, and nothing really exists in any of these ways. Thinking that things really exist in any of these ways is incorrect. Direct perception of the lack of existence — the emptiness — of these four is a direct realization of emptiness. The Dharma is analogized to the sun because the sun has many powers: it illuminates, heats, and causes things to grow. The realization of the Dharma is to see ultimate reality; it causes many other good qualities, all the way up to enlightenment, to grow.


In summary, you have to remember these qualities of the Dharma when you say, “I go for refuge to the Dharma.” The Dharma is the main essence of your refuge. The Buddha is like a spiritual doctor, a perfect teacher who can show you the way, but the genuine treatment to cure your disease of suffering is the actual Dharma. The actual Dharma isn’t a book or someone’s elegant speech — yes, those are parts of the Dharma, but they don’t directly help you. Changing your mind, developing your own direct realizations of wisdom, love, compassion, altruism, and so forth, is the real Dharma. Concomitant with the development of realizations is the abandonment, or cessation, of the afflictions. So, taking refuge in the Dharma is to want these things, trust in them, and have faith in them.


Recollecting the Sangha as an Object of Faith


The Sangha, the third facet of the Three Jewels, is the third recollection. In the most general sense, the Sangha is the spiritual community. It is people who are relying on the practice of the Dharma and helping each other along the path. We talk about both an ordinary sangha and a superior sangha. The ordinary sangha is comprised of people who understand at least some of the Dharma, who hold a lineage of the teachings, who have faith in the Dharma, are practicing it themselves, and assisting others who want to practice. They may not have achieved a high level of wisdom, but they have an interest in the spiritual teachings. They try to study and practice as much as possible. They try to live according to the Dharma, not harming others mentally, physically, or verbally. They may not be completely pure, but they are trying. Their emphasis is on training themselves in order to attain a spiritual goal. So far, this description applies to laypeople as well as monks and nuns. Monks and nuns differ from the laity because they have taken vows of ordination. Engaging in ethical practice with a vow is more powerful than simply acting that way without a vow. A group of at least four people who have complete vows and are trying to live in accord with the Dharma is the ordinary sense of sangha. The superior or best sangha is the ārya sangha. This refers to even a single person who has a direct realization of ultimate reality. A Hinayana ārya has directly realized the four realities for āryas; a Mahayana ārya — an ārya bodhisattva has a direct realization of emptiness and bodhicitta.


The Sangha has numerous positive qualities. The first three traits are related to the practice of the three higher trainings: ethical discipline, meditative concentration, and wisdom. These will be explained in depth later in the text. Here I will just summarize them. First, the Sangha has entered into the practice of the training of ethical conduct or morality. They behave purely. Their conduct of body, speech, and mind is virtuous. They stay away from nonvirtuous physical, verbal, and mental actions. Why is this referred to as a higher training? It is high or superior because it is a cause leading to a permanent goal that is definitely good. The second good quality of the Sangha is that they are straight or correct. This means that their minds are free from wandering about; when they meditate they can focus continuously on a virtuous object. Their minds do not veer off under the power of wrong views or afflictions. Stabilization of the mind on a virtuous object is the second of three higher trainings. The third quality of the Sangha is that they have wisdom. They correctly understand the ultimate nature of reality and accurately phenomenal reality too.


Why are the Sangha’s main activities the practice of the three higher trainings? Without ethical conduct you are distracted; your mind is wild, chasing after sensory pleasure and being repulsed by unpleasant experiences. With a mind like this you cannot concentrate peacefully on an object for as long as you wish. Only when your senses are subdued can you train the mind to be stable. So, the Sangha’s ethical conduct is designed to reduce both desire and disgust with objects of the senses. When someone’s primary focus is no longer sensory, they have the foundation for spiritual development. The techniques to attain meditative concentration can only be practiced on the basis of ethical conduct. Meditative concentration is necessary for developing the wisdom of direct realization of ultimate reality. Without wisdom you will have no permanent peace, cessation, nirvana, or enlightenment.


Another way to describe the Sangha’s practice of the three higher trainings is in terms of their harmony with wealth, conduct, view, and action. Being harmonious with wealth means that they do not place great emphasis on money or possessions. They are satisfied with simple things; they want only enough food, clothing, housing, and so forth that are necessary for survival. They are happy to wear old patched clothes and to sit on a straw mat rather than a soft silk cushion. They don’t covet a fancy house or crave lavish meals. They don’t worry about getting things and maintaining them. In contrast, most people worry about their possessions; instead of their things serving them, they are the servants of their possessions. Next, the real Sangha are harmonious with the laws of ethical conduct. Following the Vinaya is to avoid all wild uncontrolled actions of body, speech, and mind. Even if the Sangha is in harmony with these first two, they need to be in harmony with correct views regarding karma, future lives, the possibility of attaining buddhahood, and so forth. They need to avoid views that are antithetical to spiritual practice: nihilism, eternalism, and rejection of moral causality. The last type of harmony, harmony of action, is to be in accord with a virtuous manner of doing things. The Sangha’s actions are in harmony with positive actions of body, speech and mind.


Sangha having those qualities is worthy of worship. In this context, this means that the Sangha is worthy of both material offerings, and reverential attitudes of honor, respect, and devotion. Sangha members who have the above qualities don’t need your offerings; things and praise don’t matter to them. But making offerings to them makes a big difference to you. It is analogous to removing rocks and tilling a field. The field doesn’t care what a farmer does, but by doing these things the farmer will get a good harvest later. A buddha doesn’t want or need flowers, water bowls, or fruit. But when you make these offerings it creates great merit. It is the cause for you to be rich in a virtuous way in the future.




Worship also has the sense of acting in a way that pleases those on a high spiritual level. They look at you as if you are their child. They want to help you. In turn, you want to please them. That doesn’t mean giving them all your money. They will be pleased if you avoid doing negative things and do positive virtuous things. It pleases them when you are charitable, praise the buddhas, practice morality, or engage in any positive action.


In addition to pure conduct, the ārya Sangha has the mental qualities that will remove the cause of suffering. Direct realization of the nature of reality on the foundation of meditative concentration is the antidote to uncontrolled suffering rebirth. Showing reverence to those with high realizations will lead to your own realizations. Therefore, the Sangha is even more worthy of circumambulation than a stupa, a commemorative memorial of the Buddha. (Circumambulation is to walk clockwise around an object; it is an ancient way of showing respect and veneration.)25 Another way to show reverence to the Sangha’s possession of meditative concentration and wisdom is to put your palms together as in prayer. The Buddhist way of doing this is to fold your thumbs in between your palms so your hands are not empty of an offering. Pay attention to the culture you are in; if a certain hand gesture has a rude meaning in a culture, don’t do it even if in a Buddhist context we say that it is virtuous,


Taking refuge in the Sangha means that you want to and will associate with these spiritual friends. You no longer desire to be the companion of someone who does harmful things, no matter how attractive that person may seem. Associating with those who act purely and strive to help others will assist you to become a better person. In the beginning of your practice of the Dharma, taking refuge in the Sangha is very important.


Following the medical analogy in which Buddha is like a physician and the Dharma is like medicine, the Sangha are like nurses or therapists. Sangha members assist the spiritual doctor by helping patients — those attempting to follow the path — act in accord with the doctor’s prescription. The doctor, a buddha, may be distant; practitioners may not be able to be in direct contact with them. But the Sangha, these helpers, stay close to the patients all the time. They directly assist others in their practice.


To summarize, developing faith in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha is very important. It is through faith based on recollecting their various qualities, and how each one protects you in a different way, that you come to take refuge. There are different ways to think of refuge. A refuge can be temporary protection from a particular problem: if you are hot you take refuge in the shade of a tree; if you are hungry, food is your object of refuge; if you are persecuted politically you take refuge in another country. But none of these provide real, permanent freedom from all worry, fear, and problems. The real objects of refuge liberate you entirely; they provide permanent peace. The Buddha said in the Vinaya,


Most frightened people in the world


go to find refuge in mountains, forests


religious temples, or even tree shrines.


But these are not the primary objects of refuge;


these are not superior objects of refuge.


Depending on those objects of refuge


will not liberate you from all misery.


Taking refuge in Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha


is what will definitely liberate you


from misery and the causes of suffering.


[Minor Precepts of Religious Discipline]


Recollecting the Practice of Generosity


The fourth recollection is to remember to be generous. There are many types of generosity: you can give material things; you can donate your body; you can offer your merit; you can give spiritual teachings; and you can provide others with protection. The best thing to give is sharing what you know of the Dharma because this can lead others to both temporary and permanent higher goals.


Generosity is a cause; it is a seed for future results; it is a way to accumulate merit. Without the accumulation of merit — in other words, without having created positive causes — you will not obtain a good result. Generosity will bring you good results now, in your next life, and all the way up to the attainment of buddhahood. If you are generous now, in your next life there is no possibility that you will lack food, clothing, and other necessities. Thus, generosity is necessary from a temporary point of view; it is a cause for good conditions in samsara. An excellent life, a human life, is the result of ethical conduct; but the good conditions you experience in that life are the results of generosity. So generosity is the way to prepare for your next life.


You can give material things to two different spheres. These are referred to as upper and lower fields of generosity. The upper field consists of the Sangha, bodhisattvas, arhats, and buddhas. Animals and ordinary people in need are the lower field. Corresponding to these two fields are two types of generosity: making offerings and charity respectively. You make offerings to the upper field because they have superior qualities. Their function is to benefit sentient beings, so giving to them creates merit. When you understand causality and the concept of merit you make offerings. People who don’t understand causality may think your offerings are a waste of good food. The lower field are those who are in need, who are suffering, and who need support. Giving them what they need is charity. Charity practiced with good motivation, with a delighted mind, also creates merit.


How wonderful it is to have the opportunity to be charitable and make offerings. Being happy to give is generosity. You should be generous in a respectful manner. You should not feel that you are superior to others because of your generosity. Giving just a morsel of food with a good attitude is better than making huge offerings with a poor attitude. After you give you should feel joyful. You shouldn’t regret having made a gift or an offering. Don’t think, “Oh, I shouldn’t have done that. If I hadn’t given that away I wouldn’t be poor now.” You should rejoice that you were able to have done that. This is an especially wonderful attitude because we live in a world where so many are motivated by greed, miserliness, and avarice. Taking delight in finding the opportunity to make offerings to the upper field and to be charitable to the lower field is the bodhisattva attitude.


The nature of generosity is to abandon the stain of stinginess in your mental continuum. We’ll examine this in more detail later in the course of a discussion of the six perfections. But even here it is important to note that the essence of generosity is to joyfully give without stinginess. Generosity isn’t giving away all your material possessions; it is the mind being joyful and wanting to give. It is making an effort to give; it is going out of your way to be able to do it with your own hands.


Lay people in particular can practice generosity. Engaging in meditation and other practices may be difficult for a lay person. When you see people who are tied up in stinginess and miserliness it is a good to help them to loosen a little bit and see the benefits of generosity. You don’t need to tell them about future lives, or Buddhism, in any way at all. It doesn’t matter if they have no belief in karmic causality. Causality functions whether you understand it or not. You should explain that everybody wants other people to like them. If they use their wealth to please others, they will be appreciated and that will bring them joy. In this way you can lead others to practice generosity.


In conclusion, mindfulness of generosity is to remember the nature of generosity, the benefits of generosity, and the undesirable results of the opposite of generosity. You recollect this until you attain Buddhahood. The twelfth-century Indian master Dhārmika Subhūtighoṣa said,


The wise praise those who practice generosity.


Ordinary people prefer to accumulate things:


but no matter how they hold on, there is nothing that isn’t lost.


But giving things away always brings excellent results.


[String of Lights: A Compilation of Bodhisattva Practices]


Recollecting the Practice of Morality


Mindfulness of ethical conduct is the fifth recollection. Ethical conduct, or morality, refers to positive actions of body, speech, and mind. The actions themselves and how to engage in them will be discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. Here the point is to recollect that pure ethical conduct is praised by superior practitioners because it leads to the accomplishment of meditative concentration. Realizations and the attainment of high goals depend upon a stable and focused mind; meditative concentration depends upon ethical conduct. So good conduct is the foundation or basis of all good qualities whether mundane or supramundane. Thus, ethical conduct is like the earth in that it supports both animate and inanimate things.


Recollecting the Gods


The final recollection is to be mindful of gods or deities. What gods are we talking about here? The reference is to the gods of the desire realm. The desire realm has six levels: hells, hungry ghosts, animals, humans, demigods, and gods. Together these six are called the desire realm because all the beings therein are dominated by desire for the objects of their senses: visual objects, smells, tastes, touch (particularly sexual), and sounds. The gods of the desire realm have more enjoyable lives than any other type of desire realm being. There are six different levels of desire realm gods: on each higher level the gods have a longer life, a more pleasant environment, and the sensual objects to which they are attached are more subtle and better quality. The two lowest levels of the desire realm gods are the realm of the Four Guardians and the Heaven of the Thirty-Three. These two realms are connected to the ground on the top of Mount Meru, the mountain that is the central axis of the universe. The next four levels are not connected to earth; they are only connected to the sky.


To be mindful of the gods is to reflect upon the good qualities of such celestial rebirths in the desire realm and the causes to be born there. Even though a rebirth as a god is within samsara, they are very peaceful and pleasurable rebirths. Yes, these high rebirths are a temporary result, but enlightenment or nirvana are far away. In the meantime you want to have a good rebirth and some of the gods of the desire realm have an opportunity to practice the Dharma. If you fall to the lower realms you lose your opportunity to practice for a long, long time. The causes for being born as a desire realm god are virtue — not killing, not stealing, not lying etc. — and the practice of generosity. Wholesome virtuous practice, generosity, with the addition of effortless and flexible single-pointed concentration can have the result of being born in the corporeal and noncorporeal realms.


This completes the discussion of the six recollections in connection to the development of faith.


KARMA: THE TEN VIRTUOUS ACTIONS


Next, Nāgārjuna introduces the topic of karma. His particular focus is on acting well — in other words, engaging in the ten virtuous actions of body, speech, and mind. Every positive action can be categorized as one of these ten. Every negative action can be categorized as the opposite of one of these ten. These ten are very important and powerful actions. We do the ten negative actions easily and on a daily basis. We should try to do ten virtuous actions.


5ab.You should always adhere to the ten paths:


the ten virtuous actions of body, speech, and mind.




Nāgārjuna uses two words to refer to karma: “actions” and “paths.” You can say that actions themselves are a path. Virtuous actions are a path that leads upward to a positive result. Nonvirtuous actions are a path to lower rebirth. Some commentaries say that karma is an action itself whereas the path is the cause for an action. In other words, the path is the basis, or the motivation for an action. It is usually one of the three poisons of desire, hatred, and ignorance. We will discuss later how even virtuous actions can come from these three poisons.


If you set out on an ordinary hiking trip without enough provisions — money, clothes, food, and so forth — you will have many problems along the way. Similarly, good actions are spiritual provisions. Creating good karma is like amassing provisions for the long journey after this life. It is preparation for the future. Those who have done good actions will joyfully traverse the path to higher rebirths. If instead you create a lot of negative karma, then after you die you travel on a path to a bad migration. All of us want our futures to be pleasant and wholesome. In order for that to happen you have to know what is virtue and what is nonvirtue. You have to know the results of virtuous actions and nonvirtuous actions.


Śāntideva said,


Misery arises from evil actions.


How can you become free from misery?


You should continually, all day and all night,


think only about its cause. This is right.


[Introduction to the Practice of Bodhisattvas, 2.62]


There are many sorts of suffering in the world. There is the misery of birth, aging, sickness, death, not getting what you desire, coming in contact with what you don’t want, and so forth. You don’t have the freedom to decline these experiences; they all happen even if you wish for the contrary.


Why do we suffer? Is our misery accidental? Do unpleasant experiences occur without a cause? No. Each problem we face has a primary cause along with surrounding conditions. These causes and conditions can be summarized as the ten nonvirtuous actions. There are hundreds of subdivisions within these ten broad categories. These nonvirtuous actions are the source of our suffering. The undesirable experiences you unwillingly endure in this life arise from the negative actions you engaged in during your previous lives or earlier in this life. Negative actions you do in this life will cause you misery in the future. Omniscient buddhas can see in precise detail how and why each specific problem arises. A buddha knows every variety of suffering, the causes of suffering, and how to become free from suffering. This is what the Buddha taught to us. You can study logical explanations of karmic causation in the sutras and commentaries. You may not have direct and precise knowledge of the past and the future like a buddha, but you can think about your present experiences and understand in general the causes for it. When through study and contemplation you are convinced about causality, you will have the best type of faith. You are confident that your actions, positive or negative, influence your future lives, not just this life. This conviction about causality enables you to you better control your actions. That is why Śāntideva says that it is right to think about this. You should worry about the negative things you have done and may do. You should be joyful about the positive things you have done. Later in the same text, he said,


The Buddha taught that


the root of all virtue is aspiration.


And, the root of that aspiration


is constant recollection of the results of karma.


[Introduction to the Practice of Bodhisattvas, 7.40]


How do you create positive wholesome actions? The source of positive activity is your mental attitude. For example, you think, “From now on, I will not kill, I will not steal, I will not lie. I will resist these and all other negative actions for they are the enemy of my future well-being. I regret and want to purify any negative actions that I have done. I will always do wholesome actions. I will always take joy in doing virtuous actions. I wish to do those virtuous actions that I have not yet done.” This aspirational attitude naturally leads you to want to do wholesome actions and to dislike unwholesome actions. Where do you get this inspiration? The Buddha taught that the root of this aspiration is to be familiar with the main results of karma. Through logical reasoning, analogies, and examples you must come to understand the results that occur when an action comes to fruition.




The Power of Actions


There are four types of karmic results. The primary result, often called the fruition, or maturation result, is a rebirth in a specific realm. We distinguish two types of karmic causes for a maturation result: projecting karma and actualizing karma. Projecting karma, or a projecting cause, is like planting a seed. The analogy here is that when you plant an apple seed the full maturation of that seed will be an apple. It is called a projecting cause because the seed does not necessarily sprout right away. It will sprout in the future when it meets the proper conditions. It remains dormant until the conditions are right; if the conditions never come together the seed will never sprout. The actualizing cause is the coming together of all the other conditions. It is like the moment of a seed’s germination; all the conditions are there so the seed is ready to produce the sprout. When the cause and conditions come together the result — a life — will definitely arise.


The quality of this life and the pleasant or unpleasant experiences you have during that life are the results of other lighter, or incomplete actions. Of these there are two types of results that are similar to their cause, which are the second and third type of karmic results. Experiential results similar to their cause are occurrences within a rebirth. For example, as a result of stealing you may lose your wealth or thieves may steal your property. The other type of result similar to its cause is behavioral; you tend to act in a manner that you have before. For example, one child may instinctively share with others; another child always steals from others.  The fourth type of karmic result is environmental. Your negative actions may result in your rebirth in a filthy place, a place plagued by fire, or an area with unfertile land. Going back to our apple seed example to analogize these other results, prior to the maturation of that seed into an apple a sprout grows from the seed, then a stem, a trunk, leaves, branches, and flowers. The trunk could be strong or weak. The tree could be tall or stunted. The fruit could be wormy or perfect.


From the point of view of when a karmic result will arise, there are three divisions of karma: karma that will be seen in the present life; karma that will be experienced in the next life; and karma that will be experienced in the third successive life or sometime thereafter. The first category doesn’t mean that the entire karma will totally ripen in this life. The result of a very powerful action may start to be seen in this life, but its main maturation, a future rebirth, will come in the next life. The second type of karma’s result will occur in the next life. The third type of karma will mature sometime in the future after your next life.


All actions go through one of three doors: body, speech, or mind. You need to know when to open these doors and when to shut them. It is most important for you to open the door to the ten basic virtues and shut the door on their opposites, the ten negative actions. What makes an action nonvirtuous? If an action harms another being it is unwholesome. What are the ten basic actions that harm others? Three are created through physical activity: killing, stealing, and sexual misconduct. Four are created through speech: lying, divisive words, harsh words, and senseless speech. And three are related to your mind: desire, malice, and wrong views. The practice of virtue is to control yourself by understanding what these are and avoiding them. There is no other list of actions more essential to Dharma practice.


Not every action is equally powerful. In other words, not every action causes a result of equal intensity. What makes a particular action, say telling a lie, heavier or lighter than another instance of lying? The difference is whether the action is complete. There are four necessary factors for an action to be complete: (1) an afflicted state of mind, (2) an intention, (3) undertaking the action, and (4) completing the action. All samsaric karma, or activity, whether positive or negative, is influenced by the mental afflictions. (Buddhas engage in action, but their actions are not samsaric because they are not influenced by the three poisons.) In addition to an underlying mental affliction, to complete an action you have to have the intent to do that particular action. There are two parts to an intention: (1) your conscious thought to do an action and (2) a clear and accurate perception of the object of action. The object, or base, of an action is whatever is acted upon. For example, if the action is killing, the object is a living being; if the action is stealing, the object is the thing that you take. An accurate perception of the object means that you must correctly identify the object at the time you engage in the action. Let’s say you want to kill a deer based on the mental affliction that hunting is fun and a good sport. You decide to hunt a deer. Then, you go outside, see a deer, and shoot it. In this case, you have the underlying mental affliction of ignorance, the intention to kill, and you clearly identified the object of your intent. But it is possible to misperceive an object at the time of the action.  Continuing the above example, let’s say you shoot a dog because you didn’t clearly perceive the animal in the bushes; you thought it was a deer, but it wasn’t. Or let’s say your intent is to kill a particular buck but you kill a doe; you have killed a deer but not the right one. Another example of an incorrect perception of the object is to step on a bug without knowing you have done so. You didn’t see the insect and had no plan to kill it, so there was no clear perception of the object and no conscious intent. In all of these cases of inaccurate perception you haven’t perfectly completed the action. Of course, you have created a negative action: you killed an animal or an insect. But it isn’t as heavy a karma as it would been if all the factors were complete.
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