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Introduction


A dewdrop poised delicately on the tip of a blade of grass. It looks so real and “solid,” but how long will it remain there? As soon as the sun rises, it will be gone. Where did it go? Where did it come from? While it was here, was it as real as it appeared?


Perhaps this image of the dewdrop on the cover of Insight into Emptiness drew you to pick up this book. Although all of us—you, me, and everyone around—appear so real and truly existent, we are as illusory and transient as that sparkling dewdrop. What is the actual way in which we exist?


With clarity, precision, and grace, Khensur Jampa Tegchok Rinpoche will explain this to us. Insight into Emptiness is about the nature of reality—both our ultimate and conventional natures, for the two are inseparable. Through contemplating what he compassionately teaches us in Insight into Emptiness, we will come to understand that dependently arising appearances and their emptiness of having an inherently existent nature are non-contradictory and mutually supportive. We live in the midst of these two; they are our nature.


Khensur Jampa Tegchok Rinpoche had the idea for this book in his mind for many years before conditions became suitable for him to give the Dharma teachings that led to this publication. Rinpoche knew that his Western and other non-Tibetan students sought deeper teachings on emptiness, explained in an easily understandable way, so that they could discern the important points for meditation. Of course, when I heard of this idea I instantly volunteered to edit the teachings into a book. This was not entirely altruistic on my part, for having edited Khensur Rinpoche’s book Transforming Adversity into Joy and Courage, I knew how much I would learn by doing this work. In addition, there is a certain joy that arises in the heart from offering service to our teacher when we know that teacher’s motivation is to benefit all sentient beings. So editing a book is an offering to my teacher and to sentient beings at the same time.


This book is designed for people who have some background in Buddhism—those who have heard teachings on karma and its effects, the four noble truths, and the altruistic intention of bodhichitta. With this foundation, such people become interested in liberation from cyclic existence and naturally seek the method to cultivate the wisdom realizing the ultimate nature. They are appropriate students who will benefit from learning, reflecting on, and meditating on reality—the emptiness of inherent existence.


This book presents the essential concepts to facilitate our investigation into how things actually exist. When learning about the nature of reality, we will encounter some technical vocabulary as well as concepts that are new to us. The philosophical terms are explained, and a glossary can be found at the end of the book. The new concepts are also unpacked in a clear manner. Thus this book is an excellent, in-depth introduction to the topic of emptiness that will help prepare the reader for the study of translations of the great Indian and Tibetan works. This clear explanation also includes instructions on how to reflect and meditate on emptiness.


While an excellent teacher is essential, understanding this material also depends on our own enthusiasm and diligence. Emptiness is not a simple topic; if it were easy to realize, we would have done so many lifetimes ago. Because our minds are obscured by ignorance, we need to make effort to familiarize ourselves with a new way of thinking. What is challenging in this process is that we are so familiar with the view painted by ignorance that when we hear the correct view, we may become confused. But if we persevere, continuing to question whether things exist in the way they appear to us, progress is inevitable and enlightenment will come.





AN OVERVIEW


We begin our journey into the nature of reality by cultivating the altruistic intention of bodhichitta and by learning the benefits of understanding the emptiness of inherent existence. This is the essence of chapter 1. Chapter 2 sets the stage for the commentary to come, presenting the three levels of capacity of spiritual practitioners and the importance of taking refuge in the Three Jewels as our spiritual guides. We then examine our current situation of being born again and again in cyclic existence under the control of afflictions and karma. We trace the root of this predicament to ignorance, the mind that not only doesn’t know reality but also actively misapprehends the way persons and phenomena exist. We then come to understand that the wisdom realizing emptiness is in direct opposition to ignorance and leads to liberation from cyclic existence.


Chapter 3 expands upon the importance of realizing emptiness and the benefits of exerting ourselves to do so. Just having a doubt, thinking that perhaps things are empty of inherent existence, begins to challenge samsara. In chapter 4, we are introduced to the four seals, the various levels of selflessness, and the importance of using reasoning to uncover them. Here we learn that emptiness is an obscure object—not something that will just pop into our awareness as we sit quietly and still our minds.


Chapters 5 and 6 continue this theme, examining, “What is a person?” Are we permanent, unitary, and independent entities? Is there a self-sufficient, substantially existent person? What is an inherently existent person and do we exist that way? Chapter 7 continues to explore what the I is and examines both the valid apprehension of the conventionally existent I and the erroneous grasping at a truly existent person. Chapter 8 presents selflessness in terms of the four schools of philosophical tenets in general and the two Middle Way schools in particular. We come to see that the I exists by mere imputation, by mere name, but not from its own side.


Chapter 9 leads us into a continuing exploration of the view. Here we look at the well-known example of a fluid appearing differently to a human, a celestial being, and a hungry ghost. Chapter 10 encourages us by explaining that our afflictions are adventitious and not the nature of the mind. Therefore they can be eliminated, and all sentient beings can attain the enlightenment of a buddha.


Chapter 11 reviews some of the important points covered so far and then presents various ways of apprehending phenomena. This chapter sets the stage for the vital topic of dependent arising explained in chapter 12.


It is said that if the Buddha had a slogan, it would be “dependent arising.” Realizing that everything—ourselves, others, our environment, even the nature of reality itself—arises dependent on other factors is the key to understanding the nature of reality. Thus this topic is presented in depth and is put forth as the foremost reasoning to prove the lack of inherent existence.


Chapter 13 presents another important reasoning to negate inherent existence—the four essential points. These points encourage us to identify what exactly we think we are by examining the strong feeling that there is a solid I inside of us somewhere. We then try to find this I. Chapter 14 explains another important reasoning that proves emptiness by encouraging us to question how things come into being. Do they arise from themselves, from things that are other than themselves, from both, or without any causes whatsoever? Is arising in any of those four ways actually possible? Usually we take for granted that a sprout grows from a seed or that a human being arises from a fertilized egg. But how does that actually happen?


Chapter 15 presents the three turnings of the Dharma wheel and illustrates the immense skill that the Buddha had as a teacher in teaching selflessness in ways that are appropriate to various audiences. In doing so, he presented a wide variety of views, and we must scrutinize these carefully to see which is the most accurate. Chapter 16 tells us that all persons and phenomena are empty, yet they exist nominally, on the level of appearances. They are falsities in that they do not exist inherently in the way they appear, yet they still appear and function. Emptiness does not mean nothing exists.


Chapter 17 contains some beautiful similes illustrating the transitory and empty nature of our five aggregates—the components that form the basis of designation of the I. This chapter continues by disproving both our body and our perceptions being truly existent. We are then warned of extremist views of reality—those that negate too much and fall to nihilism, and those that negate too little and fall to absolutism. In other words, emptiness does not mean total nonexistence, and conventional existence does not entail inherent existence.


Chapter 18 explains the two truths—conventional and ultimate—while chapters 19 and 20 consist of an in-depth explanation of a verse from the Diamond Cutter Sutra. The nine similes in this verse poetically explain the relationship and compatibility of dependent arising and emptiness from diverse angles. Chapter 21 again reminds us of our fortune in learning about emptiness and encourages us to continue on with the search for the ultimate nature of reality, the realization of which will free us from the bonds of cyclic existence.





THE ORIGINS OF THIS BOOK


This book is a compilation of talks on emptiness given by Khensur Rinpoche at Land of Medicine Buddha, a Buddhist center in Soquel, California, from October 2006 to December 2007. The Buddhist monk Steve Carlier, who studied with Khensur Rinpoche both at Nalanda Monastery in France and at Sera Je Monastery in India, was the interpreter for these teachings. They were faithfully recorded and transcribed by students there, after which Steve rechecked the translations. The transcripts were then given to me to edit.


Working with the material in the transcripts, I could often feel Khensur Rinpoche’s compassion in giving these teachings. He was amazingly patient, repeating points again and again to make sure that the audience understood them correctly. He would speak about a topic from different angles to give a broader perspective. He continually stressed the importance of thinking about the teachings deeply over a period of time, and in this way encouraged us to persist with joyous effort and confidence in ourselves and in the Dharma.


Khensur Rinpoche believes in his students. He believes that we can not only benefit from hearing these profound teachings but also gain a correct understanding of them. I heard that in the 1970s, when Lama Thubten Yeshe first asked Khensur Rinpoche to go to England to instruct Westerners in the Dharma, Rinpoche wondered why people who knew nothing about the Dharma would need to be taught by geshes, the most learned of the monastic scholars. It seemed to him that the geshes were needed to teach the monks in the monasteries in India and that someone else could go to the West to teach people simple beginning topics. But after a year or so of teaching in the West, Rinpoche apparently said, “Now I know why geshes are needed to teach here! These people have received a good secular education; they know how to think and they ask probing and complex questions!”


The nature of reality is not easy to understand and realize. So this book is not a “one-read” book, where we receive some useful information and go on to something else afterward. The topic of emptiness entails great effort in study and contemplation, and thus rereading this book will enable us to derive more and more benefit. Each time we read the material, new understandings will develop in our mind, even though the words are the same. This happens due to the mental purification and accumulation of merit that we have done between one reading and the next.





A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY


Some Sanskrit and Tibetan terms do not have a corresponding English word that correctly conveys their meaning. This fact means that, depending on the situation, a translator may use different words to translate the same Sanskrit term. It also means that the reader must be aware of the Buddhist meaning of certain English words.


For example, the Sanskrit term duhkha is usually translated into English as “suffering.” This often leads people to incorrect conclusions, such as thinking that the Buddha says that all life is suffering, when we clearly do experience times of happiness. When used in phrases such as “the truth of suffering,” duhkha has the connotation of “unsatisfactory.” In our present state, although we are not in a constant state of suffering, we can say that our lives are unsatisfactory and we lack complete security and fulfillment. However, in the discussion of the three types of feeling, duhkha means pain or suffering. For our purposes here, I will differentiate these two meanings by using “duhkha” or “unsatisfactory” when referring to the first meaning and using “pain” or “suffering” when referring to unpleasant feeling.


Selflessness (nairatmya) is another confusing word. In Buddhist usage it refers to the absence of a certain type of fantasized way of existence. The usual English meaning of putting others’ needs first does not apply here.





APPRECIATION
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CHAPTER ONE


The Benefits of Learning about and Meditating on Emptiness





MOTIVATION


Having the right mental approach to whatever we do is of utmost importance. A positive motivation is crucial, because it determines the long-term value of our actions. When we listen to the teachings and reflect and meditate on their meaning for our own purposes alone, the benefit is very small. Each of us is only one being, while the number of sentient beings in cyclic existence is countless. Considering the welfare of others to be equally important to our own, let’s cultivate the best possible motivation, which is, “I must accomplish the welfare of all sentient beings. The best way to do that is by taking into account their various dispositions, attitudes, and values, and benefiting them in accordance with those. To accomplish this, I must attain the state of a buddha.”


Some people may think, “There is no need to consider all sentient beings. Each of us is responsible for himself or herself; it is not necessary for me to be concerned with others.” This way of thinking does not take into account one very important point—all sentient beings have been kind to us and will continue to be kind to us lifetime after lifetime. Our lives today depend on others. Without the food they grow, the clothes they make, the buildings they construct, and the medical care others provide, we would not be able to stay alive. Everything we know—from our ability to use language, to our athletic and artistic abilities, to academic and Dharma knowledge—we have learned from others, who have taught us out of kindness. Although we think of ourselves as independent beings who can take care of ourselves, in fact we are dependent on others to provide everything we need to stay alive. Once we develop a strong awareness of this, we will automatically want to repay their kindness and feel that it is imperative to accomplish their welfare. To do so, we choose to progress on the path to buddhahood, the state of full enlightenment in which our wisdom, compassion, and ability to benefit all beings will be fully developed.





THE SOURCES OF THIS TEACHING


My explanation will not follow a single, specific text but will elucidate the points that are most important for you to understand based on a variety of sources. In general, I follow the interpretation of Je Tsongkhapa Lobsang Dragpa, the founder of the Gelug tradition of Tibetan Buddhism. As preparation, over the years I have read, studied, and contemplated Je Tsongkhapa’s five major treatises on the Middle Way: (1) Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path, (2) the insight section of Medium-Length Exposition of the Stages of the Path, (3) Elucidation of the Thought (his commentary on Chandrakirti’s Supplement to the Middle Way), (4) Ocean of Reasoning (his commentary on Nagarjuna’s Treatise of the Middle Way), and (5) Essence of Good Explanations: Discriminating the Definitive and Provisional Meanings. These great texts are very important from beginning to end. No point they make is unimportant.


Furthermore I have studied various stages of the path (lamrim) and mind training (lojong) texts, and other important texts by great lamas. I have listened to the teachings and commentaries of many learned lamas, especially His Holiness the Dalai Lama, from whom I have received many teachings.


As I read and contemplated these texts, certain passages strongly struck me clearly as important, and I was able to understand them clearly as well. You may have had that experience yourself—you’ll be reading a text, something is clear to you, and you think, “Wow! This is really important!” Over the years I wrote these points down, and my explanation of emptiness here is based on these points. Because they are clear to me, I will be able to explain them clearly to you! In addition, I will explain the various levels of emptiness, starting with the coarser levels and progressing to the subtlest and most profound levels.


Emptiness is the actual way in which each and every phenomenon exists. We can understand this only by eliminating all mental superimpositions and deprecations. Superimpositions are thinking that something exists when actually it does not, and deprecations are thinking something does not exist when in fact it does.


Although some of you are new to the topic of emptiness of inherent existence and the teachings explaining it, I believe that your education has prepared you well to understand this topic. Your secular education has trained your analytical mind, so that now it is as if you have a sharp knife with which you can dissect ideas and cut through misunderstandings regarding any topic you investigate in depth. For this reason, I don’t think you will have much trouble understanding emptiness.





THE BENEFITS IN GENERAL


The time and effort we put into an undertaking is directly correlated with the benefit we believe we will receive from doing so. For example, people have the energy and willingness to study hard at university because they understand the many ways in which having a good education will help them attain their goals in life. It’s the same for people who work hard in business. Once they are convinced of the value of a certain enterprise, they will be prepared to work day and night to achieve it. When we put our energy wholeheartedly into an activity, we will naturally progress toward our goal.


What follows are some passages from the sutras in which the Buddha extolled the importance and value of learning, thinking about, and meditating on the nature of reality—that all phenomena lack inherent existence.





ADMIRATION FOR THE PROFOUND


In Ocean of Reasoning, Je Tsongkhapa quotes a passage from Nagarjuna’s Compendium of Sutras (Sutrasamucchaya):


Through aspiration towards the profound Dharma all merits are accumulated, because it accomplishes all mundane and supra-mundane benefits until one attains enlightenment.1


What is the profound Dharma? It is the ultimate nature, the selflessness of persons and phenomena, the emptiness of inherent existence.


Why is it called “profound”? We say that the correct view is profound because emptiness is a profound object to realize. Just as we have to peel away the top layers of a lettuce to reach its heart, so too do we have to work our way through the more superficial descriptions of emptiness to arrive at the subtler ones. This means we should first work to understand the “outer” layers of explanations of the lower Buddhist tenet schools until we can finally understand the “innermost,” subtlest emptiness as described by the Prasangika school.


The Buddhist philosophical systems of Vaibhashika, Sautrantika, Chittamatra, Svatantrika-Madhyamaka, and Prasangika-Madhyamaka all accept selflessness, but they differ as to what they mean by it. As we progress through these philosophical systems, beginning with the Vaibhashika, the meaning of selflessness becomes more subtle and more profound. It is only when we reach the last system, the Prasangika-Madhyamaka, that we arrive at a completely correct explanation. Nonetheless, the explanation of selflessness that we find in the Vaibhashika system helps us to understand the explanation in the Sautrantika system, and that helps understand the explanation in the Chittamatra system, and so on. The tenets of the philosophical schools are like steps of a staircase, each leading up to a subtler view, until finally we arrive at the subtlest view.


“Through aspiration towards the profound Dharma all merits are accumulated” means that if we have admiration and faith in emptiness as well as the aspiration to realize it, we will try to understand it. By exerting effort to understand emptiness, we will gather immeasurable merit. Since even a cursory idea of emptiness creates so much merit, there is no need to mention the merit created when we actually understand it!


Explaining the value of familiarizing ourselves with emptiness, a sutra says that some bodhisattvas may diligently practice just the first five of the six perfections—giving, ethical conduct, fortitude, joyous effort, and meditative stability—for hundreds and thousands of eons. But the merit of even an ordinary practitioner who listens to the topic of emptiness, reflects and meditates on its meaning, writes it out, or explains it to others—even with some hesitation or indecision—is far greater than that. Therefore, imagine the merit if we listen to teachings on emptiness without the doubt that thinks, “I can’t say whether everything is empty or not.” Then, think of the merit accumulated if we have an accurate and firm conviction, “This is what emptiness means,” or if, clearly understanding emptiness, we explain it or discuss it with others, write it out, confer oral transmissions, and so on. The merit would be truly amazing! For that reason, practice of the first five perfections that is reinforced by the wisdom realizing emptiness is called “a practice accompanied by skillful means,” while a practice that lacks an understanding of emptiness is known as “a practice unaccompanied by skillful means.”





THE THREE DOORS OF LIBERATION


The Questions of Rashtrapala Sutra says:


Due to not knowing the modes of being empty, peaceful, and unborn, beings wander.


The one endowed with compassion causes them to enter [an understanding of those three doors] with hundreds of methods and reasonings.


The three doors of liberation as taught by the Buddha are empty, peaceful, and unborn. Because sentient beings do not understand these, they wander in cyclic existence, engaging in many destructive actions that lead them to experience unfortunate rebirths as a result. Even when they have fortunate rebirths, they are still trapped in cyclic existence, where they experience so many problems and sufferings. The root of this can be traced to their ignorance of the ultimate nature of phenomena—the emptiness of inherent existence.


To help them understand these three doors of liberation, the Buddha, in his wisdom, taught many scriptures and explained hundreds of lines of reasoning that would enable people to gain access to that understanding. He was moved to do so by his great compassion for all sentient beings (a compassion that finds their suffering unbearable) and by his great love for each of them (a love more intense than a mother feels for her only child).


The three doors of liberation apply to functioning things—conditioned things that arise due to causes and themselves yield results. Functioning things are singled out because it is mainly due to grasping the I and the aggregates2—which are functioning things—as truly existent that sentient being wander in cyclic existence.


The three doors of liberation are connected to the conditioned things’ natures, their causes, and their effects. In terms of their nature, they are empty of inherent existence. In terms of their causes, all signs of true existence of their causes are pacified—in the sense that such signs do not exist. That is, their causes are empty of true existence. In terms of their results, no truly existent results arise—that is, truly existent results are not produced. We should not wish for results within thinking of them as truly existent.


Sometimes the three doors of liberation are said to be emptiness, signlessness, and wishlessness. Emptiness correlates with the nature of functioning things being empty; signlessness with their causes being pacified or free from true existence, and wishlessness with their results being unborn or not arising.


Through becoming familiar with these three doors of liberation, we cease grasping conditioned things—specifically the I and the aggregates—as truly existent. Since grasping at true existence is the root of our duhkha, understanding of the three doors of liberation is essential for attaining our spiritual goals.





BENEFITS ACCORDING TO THE SUTRAS


In the Diamond Cutter Sutra (Vajracchedika Sutra), the Buddha teaches that if any man, woman, or virtuous being were to take the number of worlds equal to the particles of sand in the River Ganges3 and completely fill them with the seven types of precious substances—gold, silver, and so on—and offer this to all buddhas, bodhisattvas, and others worthy of worship, the offerings made would be immeasurable, and the merit created would also be immeasurable. Still, the Buddha says, the merit of reflecting on the meaning of emptiness would be even greater. Although making magnificent offerings creates great merit, this practice alone cannot cut the root of cyclic existence. However, reflecting on emptiness even for a little while begins the process of demolishing the ignorance that keeps us bound in cyclic existence.


Meditating on selflessness and emptiness purifies a tremendous amount of destructive karma. An Abhidharma sutra called The Tathagata’s Treasury Sutra (Tathagatakosha Sutra) says:


If one who has done all of the ten destructive karmas engages in the meaning of selflessness, has faith in and admiration for the primordial purity of all phenomena, he or she will not be born in the unfortunate realms.4


Of the ten destructive karmas, three are done physically (killing, stealing, and unwise sexual behavior), four are done verbally (lying, divisive speech, harsh speech, and idle talk), and three are done mentally (covetousness, maliciousness, and wrong views).


Imagine the karma of someone who has done all ten destructive actions. It’s pretty bad, isn’t it? Nevertheless, if this person “engages in the meaning of selflessness”—that is, if he reflects that nothing is established as a self and contemplates the meaning of emptiness—and if he “has faith in and admiration for the primordial purity5 of all phenomena,” their selflessness, he will not be born in the unfortunate realms as a hell being, hungry ghost, or animal. This is how powerful meditation on emptiness can be. It will purify all this destructive karma.


How does that work? The objects of the ignorance grasping true existence (true-grasping) mistakenly appear to be truly existent. On that basis, afflictions such as attachment and anger arise, and these afflictions motivate us to engage in destructive behavior. Given that we accumulate the ten nonvirtues based on the assumption that these objects are truly existent, if we were instead to think that these objects are not truly existent, we would harm the grasping at true existence. Harming the grasping at true existence harms everything that is based on it. Thus, self-grasping ignorance, the afflictions, and the destructive karmas are all harmed. It is similar to destroying the canvas on which a picture has been painted; doing so destroys the picture as well. The Subduer of Demons Sutra (Maradamana-paripriccha) says:


The monastic who understands that all dharmas are completely pacified, and who understands the emptiness of nature of the extreme of the origin of the infractions, who atones for the infractions committed and expiates them, nullifies even the actions with immediate results. So, what is a minor breach of propriety or a ritual omission?6


Someone who has committed the five actions with immediate results—sometimes called the five uninterrupted karmas or the five heinous actions—and who meditates on their emptiness will be able to purify those karmas. The five karmas with immediate results are: (1) killing one’s father, (2) killing one’s mother, (3) killing an arhat, (4) maliciously causing a tathagata to bleed, and (5) causing a schism in the sangha. Because these actions are so severely destructive, under normal conditions the person who does them cannot attain liberation in that same life, and after death that person will immediately be reborn in the hell realms. This is why these five are said to be actions with immediate results. If such brutal destructive actions can be purified by meditating on emptiness, surely lesser ethical faults can be as well.


The Ajatashatru Sutra relates the account of King Ajatashatru, who killed his father King Bimbisara, thus committing an action with immediate results. The king also abducted the nun Kapilabhadra, who was an arhat, and forced her to have sex with him, which is a secondary uninterrupted karma. When the Buddha talked with the venerable nun afterward, she reported that she had not experienced a single moment of lust, pleasure, or joy during the entire episode. She said that for her the experience had been like having a stick pushed into her. The Buddha confirmed that she was therefore still a pure bhikshuni. Nevertheless, the evil karma the king had done was very heavy. The Buddha then said:


I would not even call the karma of those who have committed the acts with immediate results but who listen to this holy Dharma, engage with it, and aspire to understand it a “karmic obscuration.”7


Here the Buddha speaks about a person who has committed uninterrupted karmas. If this person later listens to teachings on emptiness, admires emptiness, and reflects on its meaning, the Buddha says that the karma may no longer be a karma that prevents, or “obscures,” liberation. The Buddha still considers the king’s actions to be destructive; killing one’s father is horrible, as is raping a nun. However, purifying karma by meditating on emptiness changes the situation. After such purification, it would be difficult to say that the karma from killing his father would still bring such a terrible, suffering result.


There are more sutra passages that teach the benefits of learning about emptiness. From time to time I will quote one and explain it so we can encourage ourselves to keep going in our endeavor to understand this topic. The meaning of these quotations comes to the same point: The main purpose of understanding emptiness is to understand how we are born in cyclic existence and how we are able to leave cyclic existence and attain liberation and enlightenment.
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CHAPTER TWO


Why Realizing Emptiness Is Important





BACKGROUND


I would not feel comfortable talking about emptiness without first explaining the context of the practices that lead up to the teaching on emptiness. If I neglected the foundational practices, my explanation would be incomplete. Some of you may already have a solid background in the initial topics, so you do not need much explanation. But some of you may not be as familiar with them, so I would like to give you some background to help you understand where the study and practice of the wisdom realizing emptiness fits into the overall structure of the stages of the path to enlightenment. Without understanding a little about cyclic existence (samsara) or nirvana (the state beyond the sorrow of samsara), these teachings on emptiness will not mean very much to you. Although I will not go into great detail about these now, this explanation will provide you with an adequate base, and you can explore these initial topics more elsewhere.


According to the stages of the path literature from the tradition of Lama Atisha, there are three capacities of persons who practice the path. These capacities are not predetermined, fixed, or eternal but rather represent a person’s spiritual capacity and level of practice at this particular time. A person of initial capacity contemplates the preciousness of the human life, its purpose, and its rarity, as well as impermanence and death and the possibility of taking an unfortunate rebirth after death. These meditations stimulate him to aspire to have a fortunate rebirth, and he implements this aspiration by taking refuge in the Three Jewels and observing the law of karma and its effects.


A person of middle capacity builds upon the previous stages by meditating on the four noble truths. By understanding (1) the truth of the duhkha of cyclic existence and (2) the true origins and how these can be eliminated so that one attains (3) the true cessation of duhkha and its origins by practicing (4) the true path, she generates the motivation to attain liberation from cyclic existence. This in turn motivates her to practice the three higher trainings—the higher trainings in ethical conduct, concentration, and wisdom. Within the higher training in wisdom, the student learns about emptiness, the methods to realize it, and the crucial role this realization plays in the personal attainment of liberation from cyclic existence.


Subsequently, the practitioner becomes a person of advanced capacity. Here, he meditates on one or both methods of generating bodhichitta—the aspiration to attain enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings. The two methods of cultivating this altruistic intention are the seven-point instruction of cause and effect and equalizing and exchanging self and others. Both are based on cultivating equanimity for friends, enemies, and strangers.8


Having generated the altruistic intention to attain enlightenment, a practitioner now actualizes that aspiration by practicing the six perfections: (1) generosity, (2) ethical conduct, (3) fortitude, (4) joyous effort, (5) meditative stability, and (6) wisdom. The practice of the perfection of wisdom includes the generation of the subtlest wisdom realizing emptiness, the chief means to free oneself from the obscurations preventing omniscience and to attain full enlightenment.


Thus, whether we seek liberation from cyclic existence for ourselves or enlightenment for the benefit of others, the single realization that has the capacity to cut all the obscurations is the wisdom realizing emptiness. As we delve into emptiness in subsequent chapters, it is good to bear the structure of the path in mind so that we will remember the context in which we are pursuing the realization of emptiness.





TAKING REFUGE


The great masters advise that all activities we embark on should be reinforced by the two attitudes of taking refuge and generating bodhichitta. In this way, whatever we do becomes worthwhile. This is particularly important during the activity of listening to or studying the Dharma. For this reason, at the beginning of oral teachings, we recite the following four-line verse, which includes both of these practices:


I take refuge until I am enlightened


in the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha.


By the merit I create by practicing generosity and the other perfections,


may I attain buddhahood in order to benefit all sentient beings.


The first two lines of this verse encompass taking refuge, while the last two are to generate bodhichitta.


Taking refuge means entrusting our spiritual guidance to the Three Jewels—the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. The Tibetan word for buddha, sangye, and the Tibetan word for enlightenment, jangchub, have the same meaning. The first syllable of each, sang and jang, refer to the quality of having purified or abandoned all afflictions, negativities, and defilements. Gye and chub refer to the quality of having developed all excellent qualities to their full extent and having attained total knowledge of phenomena. When we understand the meaning of these syllables, whenever we say them we will remember their great significance.


The Buddha is the fully enlightened one who gives the spiritual teachings and instructions. The Buddha does this by first explaining, “I practiced in the same way the great beings of the past have practiced, over a long period of time, in order to attain the result of enlightenment, which is free of all faults and possesses all knowledge and qualities. If you would like to become like me, this is how to do it.” And then he gives the teachings.


This is a really nice way of teaching, isn’t it? The Buddha says the path he followed is one that many beings in the past have followed. The fact that so many beings have attained enlightenment through this path proves that it works. Therefore, if our disposition, attitudes, interests, and values are similar to those of the Buddha, we too can become enlightened by practicing in the same way he did. Having thus inspired confidence in us, the Buddha then teaches us how to practice the path.


The Dharma is the advice or teaching that the Buddha gives. On a deeper level, the Dharma is the last two noble truths—true paths and true cessations. Actualizing these two in our own minds is the real refuge from all unsatisfactory circumstances and suffering.


The Sangha is the “supreme assembly.” This refers both to the aryas—those who have practiced as the Buddha instructed and realized emptiness directly—as well as to the monastic community that practices the teachings and advice of the Buddha. In other words, the Sangha includes those people who have practiced according to the Buddha’s advice and already achieved their goal as well as those who are in the process of following his instructions right now.


We call the Three Jewels “objects of refuge” because they protect us. Among them, the Dharma Jewel is the actual protection, because if we follow the instructions given by the Buddha and practice accordingly, our minds will gradually transform into the Dharma Jewel—the true path and true cessation. This internal Dharma Jewel that is the realization of the Dharma in our own minds protects us from the misery of unfortunate rebirths and the misery of all of cyclic existence.


Contemplating the verse above will enable us to develop the right motivation and right attitude toward what we do. The way generating bodhichitta creates a good motivation is pretty straightforward. From the beginning of learning the Mahayana teachings, we imbue our studies and practice with the bodhichitta motivation, “I must attain enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings. Therefore I am going to engage in this action.” This ensures that the ensuing action will be a very powerful virtue, even if the action is one that is seemingly insignificant, such as sweeping the floor.


You might wonder how that works with refuge; that is, how does taking refuge enable us to have a good motivation? To truly develop the wish to take refuge in the Three Jewels and to entrust our spiritual guidance to them, first we must contemplate the suffering of the three unfortunate realms and the drawbacks and difficulties of cyclic existence as a whole. We must realize that there is no lasting and secure happiness to be found in cyclic existence no matter where we are born. Thinking in this way, we will naturally generate thoughts of renunciation, the determination to be free from cyclic existence. We will determine to renounce all the unsatisfactory conditions of cyclic existence as well as its causes and seek the more stable peace and happiness of liberation and enlightenment. When an action is held by or sustained by refuge, it is also reinforced with the motivation of wanting to be free from cyclic existence, renunciation. In this way, refuge changes our orientation from a worldly one to a spiritual one. This is a general outline of the practice of taking refuge. Please follow up on it and bring the practice to its culmination.





CYCLIC EXISTENCE: THE FIVE AGGREGATES AND SIX REALMS


We take refuge in the Three Jewels in order to be free from the duhkha of cyclic existence in general and unfortunate rebirths in particular. Cyclic existence involves taking on one set of mental and physical aggregates after another, continuously, without any fixed order. “Without any fixed order” means that there is no predetermined order of rebirth such that we will continuously have increasingly better rebirths. In fact, we’ve been born into each realm countless times, with no fixed order and without choice. This circling is due to afflictions (destructive thoughts and emotions) and karma (physical, verbal, and mental actions). After living one life with its set of aggregates, we die and take another set of aggregates.


The five aggregates are form, feeling, discrimination, volitional factors, and consciousness. Together, they are the basis of a person. In the context of a person, the form aggregate is the physical body. The feeling aggregate consists of pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral feelings, and it accompanies all of our consciousnesses. The aggregate of discrimination identifies different features of an object and distinguishes one object from another, without mixing them up. The aggregate of consciousness refers to the six types of consciousness of a person, the five sense consciousnesses and the mental consciousness. The five sense consciousnesses correspond to the five types of sense objects and sense powers. One quality of the mental consciousness is that it thinks. The aggregate of volitional factors includes everything not included in the other four: all the various mental factors—emotions, attitudes, views, and so forth—as well as qualities such as being impermanent and being produced depending upon causes and conditions.


Cyclic existence refers to the six types of sentient beings who are born under the control of afflictions and karma. They are also called migrating beings because they migrate from one realm to another as they take successive rebirths and samsaric beings because they circle under the power of afflictions and karma.


Of the six realms of existence that sentient beings are born into, the three unfortunate realms are those of hell beings, hungry ghosts, and of animals. Literally translated, the term we render as unfortunate realms is “bad-gone realms.” They are so called for two reasons. First, we experience those rebirths as a result of having engaged in “bad” actions, heavy destructive karma. Second, those rebirths are “bad” in the sense that they are infused with pain and undesirable experiences.


The unfortunate realm with the most intense suffering is the hell realm. In one type of hell realm, the beings suffer from extreme heat and fire, while in another they suffer from unbearable cold. The temporary and neighboring hells also encompass their own particular miseries. In the hungry ghost realms, beings predominantly experience the suffering of hunger and thirst, unbearable cravings that are never sated. In the animal realm, the suffering is principally being preyed upon by other animals, used by human beings for work, and killed and eaten by either human beings or other animals.


The three fortunate realms are the realms of the human beings, demigods, and gods. Beings of these realms are still in cyclic existence, and thus their situation remains unsatisfactory. But because they are temporarily experiencing the result of virtuous actions done in the past, they have much more happiness than those beings inhabiting the unfortunate realms. The term “gone-to-happiness” is used to describe them, because they have gone to an abode of happiness and because in that lifetime, it is easier to go from happiness to happiness, instead of from suffering to suffering as in the unfortunate realms.


The form and formless realms, into which beings are born as a result of having attained various levels of meditative absorptions, are included in the fortunate realms.


In terms of the comparable number of beings in these realms, it is said that the greatest population by far exists in the hell realms, in comparison to which the population of the hungry ghost realm fades into insignificance. The population in the hungry ghost realm is huge compared with that of the animal realm. Similarly, when we compare the population of animals to the population in the fortunate realms of human beings and gods, the number of sentient beings in the fortunate realms is tiny in comparison.


In cyclic existence, we could be reborn in the human realm with human aggregates—that is, a human body and mind. After passing away from that rebirth and leaving the human aggregates, we could then be born in the animal realms with the aggregates of a bird, and after that life, we could be born in the hungry ghost realm or the celestial realm. We could say that we take one body after another in any of the six realms of samsaric rebirth. However, it is more accurate to say that we take one set of aggregates after another, because in the formless realm there is no body, only mental aggregates are present. As long as we are under the influence of afflictions and karma, this process continues without interruption.


In terms of having the opportunity to practice Dharma, the best rebirth by far is that of a human being, with its eighteen freedoms and fortunes,9 where we have all the internal and external conditions that enable us to learn and practice the Buddha’s teachings. Such a life is so amazing, the opportunity we have is indescribable.





IGNORANCE, AFFLICTIONS, KARMA, AND LIBERATION


Reflecting on the suffering of sentient beings in the unfortunate realms helps us to develop an aversion to those rebirths and the wish to be free of them. This in turn inspires us to seek a refuge that can protect us from that suffering—the Three Jewels—and to devote effort to following the Buddha’s advice in order to avoid such rebirths. Furthermore, reflecting on the disadvantages of being born in cyclic existence in general under the control of afflictions and contaminated actions, we develop intense aversion to cyclic existence and turn to the Three Jewels of refuge to guide us from the state of uncontrolled and repeated rebirth to the state of either an arhat—a being who has attained liberation from cyclic existence—or a buddha—one who has eradicated all defilements and seeks to benefit all beings most effectively.


Now, wandering in cyclic existence, being born again and again in the six realms, is not something that we have any choice about. It is not as if we make up our minds, “I think I will be born here this rebirth,” or “I want to be reborn in that family during this rebirth.” It doesn’t work like that. We are born in the various realms of cyclic existence as a result of karma. Due to destructive karma created in the past, we are born in the unfortunate realms; due to constructive karma we are born in the fortunate realms.


This karma was created by our afflictions—disturbing thoughts and emotions. Clearly, if we had a choice, we would be born as human beings life after life; we would not choose to be born in suffering abodes with unfortunate bodies. And if we were really wise, we would not be satisfied with a human rebirth at all but rather seek liberation from the round of existence altogether.


There are 84,000 afflictions described in the Buddhist scriptures. These can be summarized into the six root10 and twenty auxiliary afflictions.11 All of these can further be condensed into the three poisons: attachment, anger, and confusion. But the root of all afflictions and karma, the foundation upon which all of cyclic existence rests, the one cause of all rebirths, is self-grasping ignorance, also called the ignorance grasping at true existence.


Thus, if we want to be free of all duhkha and rebirth in cyclic existence, we need to eradicate their root—ignorance. The way to do that is through the direct and nonconceptual realization of emptiness. This realization can free us. Now we see the importance of learning, thinking, and meditating on emptiness. Our very well-being and happiness depend on this.


The steps leading us to the direct realization of emptiness must be cultivated gradually, over time. Through learning about emptiness, we get a general idea of the important points. By thinking about what we have learned, our understanding becomes more refined and accurate. When we meditate on emptiness, we first realize it conceptually and later nonconceptually. As we become more familiar with emptiness, we gradually are able to harm and then eventually completely eliminate the self-grasping ignorance, the root of cyclic existence. In this way we become free of duhkha altogether.


If we want to remove a tree, we must do so by destroying its root. Just trimming the branches won’t achieve our purpose. In the same way, if we want to get rid of cyclic existence once and for all, we must eliminate its root, self-grasping ignorance. Once we eliminate that ignorance, all the afflicted thoughts and emotions derived from it—such as attachment, anger, jealousy, and pride—will also be eliminated. If we remove these afflictions, it is no longer possible to create karma motivated by them. Without afflictions and karma, rebirth in cyclic existence is no longer possible.


The entire structure on which our continued misery is built can be abolished by means of the wisdom realizing the emptiness of inherent existence. It is vital to cultivate this wisdom, because there is absolutely no other way of attaining liberation. It is very important to understand this; otherwise we will have little interest in learning about emptiness and little energy to practice the teachings that lead to realizing it.


The state of freedom from cyclic existence is called liberation. We will also actualize true cessation and nirvana. What is the difference between these three? Liberation is posited from the viewpoint of being free from the duhkha of cyclic existence and unfortunate realms. True cessation is posited from the viewpoint of ceasing the causes that impel us to experience the duhkha of cyclic existence and unfortunate rebirths. Nirvana is posited from the viewpoint of having gone beyond the duhkha of samsara and unfortunate realms along with their causes. Nirvana is translated as “the state beyond sorrow,” sorrow referring to the afflicted thoughts and emotions as well as the duhkha of cyclic existence.


Having taken refuge and seen the disadvantages of cyclic existence, we cultivate admiration and appreciation for the state of liberation, which is free of duhkha, and the aspiration to attain that state. Such an attitude will naturally inspire us to practice Dharma, which is the means to eliminate duhkha. As we practice the Dharma, we will gradually become free from duhkha. In this way, the Dharma will truly protect us.


The direct nonconceptual realization of emptiness is known as the “actual” refuge because it completely eliminates the root cyclic existence, the self-grasping ignorance. When the foundation of cyclic existence has been destroyed, everything that depends on that foundation—the afflictions and karma—also crumble.





RENOUNCING DUHKHA AND ITS CAUSES


The first step in the process of attaining liberation is to generate renunciation, the determination to be free. The Tibetan term for this state is ngejung, which literally means “definite emergence,” indicating the wish to definitely emerge from cyclic existence. Renunciation does not mean giving up happiness; it means renouncing duhkha—all the unsatisfactory conditions that constitute cyclic existence—and its causes. It is an attitude of mind; it does not necessitate living unhappily in a cold cave! When our renunciation is strong, Dharma practice becomes much easier because our minds are focused on liberation, not on all the seemingly interesting distractions that cyclic existence offers us.


How do we cultivate renunciation? We begin by asking ourselves, “Where will I be reborn after I die?” In answer, we see two possibilities: in one of the three unfortunate realms or in one of the three fortunate realms. Although suffering is great in the unfortunate realms, there is a lot of misery in the fortunate realms as well, as we know from our own experience. Whichever of the six realms of cyclic existence we will be born in, duhkha awaits. Since all rebirths in cyclic existence are full of duhkha, let’s abandon all of them without exception. Understanding that it is impossible to find lasting happiness in cyclic existence, we become disillusioned with it. We think, “Wherever I am born under the control of afflictions and karma, there is nothing but unsatisfactory experiences and problems.” This makes us feel really fed up with cyclic existence.
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