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Foreword


THE Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lamrim Chenmo), composed by Tsongkhapa and explained here by Geshe Lhundub Sopa, is a commentary on the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment by Atiśa. The primary goal of these teachings is to discipline and transform the mind. These texts have their source in the sutras and the other teachings of the Buddha himself, but their special virtue is that they convey the thought of the Buddha in a format that is easy to apply in actual practice.


The authors of these wonderful texts composed them in order to help all living beings. Since they developed the altruistic attitude to benefit mother sentient beings, we too should follow their example, irrespective of our own weak situation.


The Buddha and the great teachers who followed him gave clear instructions on how to proceed from a state of suffering to a state of peace and happiness. Following such teachings of the great masters of the past, Atiśa summarized them in his famous text, the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment. It is a wonderful text, and Atiśa’s disciples such as Dromtonpa and Potowa put what it teaches into practice. It was then transmitted through the Kadam lineages, finally coming down to Tsongkhapa.


He was an unparalleled scholar, who composed the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, the marvelous text explained here in the manner of the great masters of Nālandā monastic university. We are indeed fortunate after so much time to have access to such a great work and to be able to read and think about what it contains. With this publication of Geshe Sopa’s commentary, Tsongkhapa’s words are brought to life and illuminated for a modern audience, continuing the lineages of scripture and realization that the Buddha set in motion more than 2500 years ago.


The two principal aspects of practice described here are a proper understanding of emptiness and the awakening mind of bodhicitta. A correct understanding of the view of emptiness is very important, for whether you are taking refuge, or cultivating the awakening mind of bodhicitta, all other practices are enhanced by such an understanding. At the same time, it is extremely important that our insight into the ultimate nature of reality is supported by compassion and the awakening mind of bodhicitta.


In my own case, regardless of my limited capacity, I try my best to develop these two minds: the wisdom understanding emptiness, and bodhicitta—the wish to achieve enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings. Merely trying to approach and cultivate these two minds brings greater peace and happiness. The development of these two minds is really the heart of Buddhist practice. It is the essential meaning of this Stages of the Path to Enlightenment. If we were to examine all the sutras and words of the Buddha, along with the subsequent treatises that are commentaries to them, we would find that they can be summed up in these two practices. Therefore, we should study these teachings motivated by an aspiration to achieve enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings.


Today, Buddhism is spreading throughout the Western world, encountering new cultures and new languages. During such a period of transition it is very important that the Dharma be transmitted by scholars and practitioners who possess a deep and vast understanding of the teachings, because that is the only way to protect the authenticity and purity of the teachings.


Atiśa exemplified this role by bringing the pure teachings from the great monastic centers of North India and establishing them in Tibet in an authentic and complete form that was, at the same time, suitably adapted to the Tibetan personality. He reestablished monasticism in Tibet and emphasized ethical conduct as the heart of Buddhist training. He dispelled the many misconceptions and erroneous customs that had entered the practice of the Dharma in Tibet. In this way he reestablished the pure Buddhadharma in many places where it had been lost, and enhanced it where it survived.


Requested by Jangchub Ö to give a teaching that would be beneficial to the Tibetan people in general, Atiśa composed the Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment, which condensed the essential points of both sutras and tantras into a step-by-step method that would be easy to follow. This text inaugurated the grand tradition of the study and practice of the stages of the path method in Tibet. Atiśa also worked with his Tibetan students on the translation of many texts from Sanskrit into Tibetan and so made a rich contribution to the flourishing of Buddhism in the Land of Snows.


Geshe Sopa, the author of this commentary on the Lamrim Chenmo, was one of the several good students of Geshe Lhundrub Tabke and was therefore chosen to debate with me during my final examination. Geshe Lhundrub Tabke, who became the abbot of Sera Je, was in turn one of the several good students of Geshe Tsangpa Lhundrub Tsondru, who was a renowned scholar at the time of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama and later ascended the throne of Ganden Tripa. Geshe Sopa is therefore the third generation of high-quality scholarship commencing from Geshe Tsangpa Lhundrub Tsondru and he continues the excellent tradition today.


He is an exemplary heir of Atiśa’s tradition conveying the pure Dharma to a new world in an authentic and useful way. He has been a pioneer among those bringing Buddhism to the West. He left for America in 1962. In due course, Geshe Sopa was invited to the University of Wisconsin, where he became one of the first Tibetan language instructors at an American university. He later rose to become a tenured faculty member, and his career as a Professor of Buddhist Studies eventually spanned more than thirty years.


All Tibetans should feel honored and proud that Geshe Sopa, a man from far away Tibet, could rise to the highest levels of Western academic attainment largely on the basis of his Tibetan monastic education combined with his own brilliance and personal qualities. Publication of this excellent series of books is a fitting tribute to an illustrious career.


Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama




Editor’s Preface


ONE OF THE DISTINGUISHING FEATURES of Indian religions is a belief in karma and rebirth. In this worldview, the material world is fully integrated with the spiritual or ethical plane, and the key element in this integrated system is karma. In Buddhism, Jainism, and Hinduism, the action of karma is seen to control the process of rebirth and to determine the quality and length of one’s life as well as the nature of one’s experiences within that life.


The theory of karma pervades every aspect of the Buddhist tradition—the ethics, the metaphysics, the soteriology, the ontology—to such an extent that no comprehensive understanding of Buddhism as a philosophy, as a religion, as a worldview, or as a practical method of self-transformation can be complete without an accurate picture of the Buddhist view of karma. And yet, despite many decades of translation and scholarly studies of the sources, doctrinal development, and philosophical implications of Buddhist karmic theory, there has been no single volume where the reader could find a truly comprehensive picture of karmic theory. Now, here in Geshe Sopa’s commentary on Tsongkhapa’s encyclopedic Lamrim Chenmo, the Buddhist law of karma is laid out with an unprecedented thoroughness.


The word karma is derived from the Sanskrit root kṛ, “to do,” and literally means “action.” Understood as a causal principle, the law of karma states that happiness arises from virtuous actions and suffering arises from nonvirtuous actions. This is a completely natural process, immune to error, which is why Buddhists speak of the “law” of karma. In fact, Buddhists define virtue as those actions that lead to happiness and nonvirtue as those that lead to disappointment, pain, and suffering. Understanding which actions—which karmic causes—lead to which type of results is essential to any practice of the Buddhist path—the path leading to the ultimate cessation of suffering.


Understanding how the karmic law of cause and effect operates, and gradually developing the confidence that it is, in fact, a natural law that reliably determines the nature of our experience, is the foundation of all Buddhist ethics. Ethical conduct is the necessary condition for the most ordinary forms of happiness in the future, as well as for the realizations that bring about liberation and buddhahood. In other words, from the Buddhist point of view, we can achieve neither temporary nor lasting happiness if we do not come to terms with the cause and effect of karma.


This understanding and confidence in the processes of karma is called right view, the first component of the Buddha’s noble eightfold path. As Geshe Sopa explains in chapter 1, we can distinguish two kinds of right view: conventional right view and ultimate right view. “Ultimate right view—the correct view of the ultimate nature of things—is the realization of emptiness (śūnyatā). Conventional right view is correct understanding of the cause and effect of karma and its results.” Conventional right view, in other words, comprises both the understanding that positive karma will definitely produce happy results and that negative karma will definitely produce suffering, and the confidence that these karmic processes will certainly occur.


The Buddhist theory of karma contains profound implications for the way we view our world, ourselves, and the interconnected web of mind, body, and environment. Understanding those implications must begin with accurate knowledge of what that theory entails. The tools for gaining that knowledge were collected and assembled by Tsongkhapa from the explanations of such great Indian masters as Asaṅga, Vasubandhu, Nāgārjuna, and Śāntideva, and they have been elucidated here in the most accessible, straightforward terms by Geshe Sopa. Understanding the Buddhist teachings on karma that are presented in this volume is the first step for anyone who wishes to practice the Buddhist path, or for anyone who merely seeks to know what the Buddha taught concerning who we are and how we should live our lives.


This book is the second volume of a five-part series that will make available the commentary on Tsongkhapa’s Lamrim Chenmo that Geshe Lhundub Sopa taught over many years at Deer Park, his Buddhist Center in Madison, Wisconsin. Geshe Sopa himself received the entire commentary on the Lamrim Chenmo from his teacher in Tibet, Ganden Trisur Lhundrub Tsondru. All who have contributed to this project have worked from a deep appreciation of the unique combination it represents: Tsongkhapa’s unparalleled presentation of the Mahayana Buddhist path to enlightenment, opened up for the modern student, in its entirety by one of the greatest scholars and teachers ever to come out of Tibet. Recently I had the opportunity to offer a copy of volume 1 of Steps on the Path to Enlightenment to His Holiness the Dalai Lama. He looked down at the book on the table, tapped it with his fingers and said, “Authentic. Authentic.”


Since I first proposed this series, everyone associated with it has grown a good bit older and grayer. Geshe Sopa has retired from his many years as a professor at the University of Wisconsin, traveled the world to give teachings, and lately has focused some energy on plans to build a beautiful new temple at Deer Park—an undertaking for which his students have worked tirelessly to raise funds. I remember so vividly how we built, with our own hands, the current wood-frame temple in 1981 to host the first Kālacakra initiation ever offered by the Dalai Lama outside of Tibet or India. That temple, which is still splendid in its simplicity, has been consecrated by a great many holy teachers, and its walls have absorbed a great many rare and precious teachings. But like all constructed phenomena, it is impermanent; it is doomed to decay and dissolution. The new temple, on the other hand, is a reminder of the optimism, the great possibilities for the future, that lie at the heart of the Buddha’s message. Things change, all of us who have turned gray will sooner or later be gone, but the authentic Buddhadharma survives and continues to offer the means to peace and happiness for every being.


No one has done more to make the theoretical possibilities of the Dharma take shape in the world than Lama Zopa Rinpoche. Among his seemingly limitless projects he provides the financial support for this series of books. His faith in the lineage of Tsongkhapa, his respect for Geshe Sopa, and his devotion to carrying out the grand vision of his teacher, Lama Yeshe, have inspired all who have worked on this project.


The staff at Wisdom Publications, headed by Tim McNeill, have created the patient and appreciative context in which this work could be done, and they have done all they could to make these books the best they can be. David Kittelstrom has combined the refined editorial judgment and interpersonal skills that mark every great editor in supervising the editorial process. It has been a special treat and a privilege to work with Jon Landaw as the copyeditor on this volume. He has brought his poet’s feel for the language and his vast knowledge of the Dharma to every page in this book, and I learned a great deal from his input. The entire project grew out of discussions I had with Nick Ribush, one of the founders of Wisdom Publications.


Beth Newman’s massive editorial effort on volume 1 contributed greatly to determining the style and format for these books. I look forward to volume 3, on bodhicitta and the first four perfections, which she is editing. Volume 4, on the cultivation of single-pointed concentration, will be edited by Jim Blumenthal. Tenzin Dechen Rochard has already been working for a long time on the last volume, dealing with the realization of emptiness, and it is destined to be a major contribution to Madhyamaka literature in English.


A number of old friends in Madison have assisted me in large and small ways over the years. These include John Haggarty, Rod and Karen Stevenson, Sharon Van Sluijs, and Bob Victor. At Deer Park, David Farrell was always available to solve problems with tapes and technology; Geshe Sopa’s secretary, Ani Lhundub Jampa, has been supportive and helpful in countless ways; and Venerables Lobsang Thapkey and Lhundrup Sherab have invariably bestowed impeccable Tibetan hospitality and good cheer.


For help during the final stages, I owe a debt of gratitude to Roy Li for invaluable contributions to the footnotes and bibliography; and to Robert Kulik for his proofreading and other editorial assistance. Bill Waldron has always been available to offer helpful suggestions. My own contribution to this endeavor would not have been possible without the unwavering support of my wife, Mary Christine Lauppe.


If there are errors in this book they are certainly mine. The benefit received by those who read it is purely the result of the wisdom and compassion of Geshe Sopa. I speak for everyone connected with this publication, and for many, many others, when I express how deeply grateful I am to have had the opportunity to know Geshe Sopa and to learn from him. May his teachings long abide in this world. Sarvamangalam!




Technical Notes


REFERENCES



All works mentioned are referenced by their titles in English. Although there are many ways to render a particular title, we have employed the versions used in Cutler’s translation of the Lamrim Chenmo—The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment—to make it simple for the reader to use both works.


At the first mention of a particular work we provide the title in its language of composition. Again, although scholars may find some irregularities, for the ease of the general reader we have followed the Sanskrit titles as they appear in The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment. The bibliography allows readers to find an English title and see the same title in Sanskrit (if applicable) and/or Tibetan.


PRONUNCIATION



Terms from Sanskrit and Tibetan that have become part of the English language appear without diacritic marks or Tibetan spelling.


Tibetan technical terms and names are spelled phonetically for ease of use of non-Tibetan speakers. Sanskrit technical terms that are not commonly used in English appear in this work with diacritic marks. These terms appear in the glossary in English alphabetical order.


The following rough guide to Sanskrit pronunciation is from The Wonder That Was India, by A. L. Basham.


The vowels ā, ī, ū, e, ai, o, and au are long and have approximately the same pronunciation as in Italian, or as the vowels in the English words calm, machine, rule, prey, time, go, and cow, respectively. The vowels a, i, and u are short and equivalent to the vowels in the English words cut, bit, and bull. Ṛ is classed as a short vowel and pronounced ri as in rich.


The aspirated consonants th and ph are pronounced as they are in the words pothole and shepherd; they are never pronounced as the English thin or photo. C is pronounced ch as in church. Ś and ṣ are both generally pronounced as English sh as in shape. The distinction between the other subdotted retroflex consonants (ṭ, ṭh, ḍ, ḍh, ṇ) and the dentals (without subdots) is not important to the general reader.


STYLISTIC NOTE



Steps on the Path to Enlightenment is based on an oral commentary on Tsongkhapa’s Lamrim Chenmo that Geshe Sopa gave to his students over the course of more than a decade. In turning Geshe-la’s presentation into a series of books the editors have chosen to use an informal second-person voice. In contrast, the Tibetan language generally leaves person understood and is often rendered with an abstract third person: “one can do this” or “one should do that.” We chose the second-person style in order to preserve something of the oral nature of the original and to create a more intimate bond between the author and the reader. The intent of Tsongkhapa and of Geshe Sopa was to give those who wish to embark on the path to enlightenment advice on how to proceed. This advice is offered here in the direct address of a teacher to his students.


STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK



The outline of headings in this book is drawn from Tsongkhapa’s own outline of the Lamrim Chenmo. The chapter breaks and the format of the outline correspond to The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, the English translation of the root text. Chapter 1 of this book corresponds to chapter 13 of volume 1 of that root text translation. The full outline for this volume is reproduced in Appendix 1 below, beginning on page 439.




Introduction


IT IS A FUNDAMENTAL TRUTH of life that everyone is searching for some kind of happiness. That is the central purpose in the mind of every being. You can watch people wandering from this experience to that experience, and what they are always looking for is something that will make them feel better. But no sooner is one craving satisfied than another desire arises demanding attention. This is the way beings spend their whole lives: trying to sustain some form of happiness and trying to avoid unpleasant conditions.


Unfortunately, the actions of most beings lead them in the wrong direction, because they do not know how to look for happiness or how to free themselves from misery. Their floundering efforts to find happiness actually become causes for more trouble and misery. Śāntideva says in Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds (Bodhisattva-caryāvatāra):




Although their mind wants to be rid of misery,


They rush straight for misery itself.


Although they wish for happiness, due to ignorance


They destroy their own happiness as if it were an enemy.1





Beings do not understand the actual root of their troubles; they do not see the ultimate goal; and they have no conception of the method to achieve that goal. Without understanding these essential aspects of the path to happiness they can only seek short-term solutions. These solutions take the form of temporary worldly pleasures, which distract them from their pain for a short time and provide the illusion of happiness. But attachment to these pleasures only leads them deeper and deeper into the cycle of suffering and dissatisfaction. They behave like children, who do all sorts of dangerous things because they seem fun at the time, without understanding the potentially harmful consequences of their actions.


Most beings never think about the cause and effect of their actions. They are unaware that the root cause of the unhappiness at the core of their lives is ignorance of their own true nature. This kind of ignorance is not merely a  lack of knowledge: it actually perceives things in the wrong way. Out of that ignorance develops self-centered thinking along with many other afflictions (kleśa) such as desire, anger, jealousy, and pride. From these afflictions all kinds of contaminated actions arise. Those actions, called karma in Sanskrit, may be virtuous or nonvirtuous, but because they are rooted in the afflictions, they can only lead to further experiences within cyclic existence (samsara). Contaminated karma, which is based on afflictions, only leads to samsaric suffering.


Once trapped in this cycle we are subject to many painful diseases, some of which lead to death. But no physical illness can compare to the disease of samsaric life itself. The disease of cyclic existence is a mental disease, a disease caused when the mind is infected by karma and afflictions. It is a disease that has produced incalculable suffering because it has infected numberless beings since beginningless time. No ordinary medicine can cure this kind of deep sickness. The only remedy for the disease of samsaric suffering is the powerful medicine of wisdom, which comes from the study and practice of the Dharma teachings. This medicine is dispensed by buddhas, bodhisattvas, and teachers who have already cured themselves of samsaric sickness by their own practice of the teachings.


Because beings are obscured by so many different kinds of afflictions, the Dharma consists of many different antidotes. First we need to determine which mental states need to be eliminated, how they are caused, and how they can be purified. Then we need to learn what the specific methods for purifying them are. Then we need to put them into practice. It is not enough merely to put this knowledge into your head or tell someone else about it. You have to put the teachings into practice by training your mind in the antidotes to the afflictions; only then will you be cured. Apart from that sincere effort there is no way of curing this deep disease.


Of course, these teachings can be very difficult to put into practice because they are antithetical to our usual way of thinking and behaving. Most of the time our perceptions and actions proceed under the power of the afflictions. We align ourselves with the side of ignorance; though ignorance is our most powerful inner enemy, we agree with it because we do not recognize it as the enemy. Instead we look outside ourselves for the source of our troubles and blame all our problems on external conditions. But the truth is that all the causes of our problems are inside ourselves, in the qualities of our own minds. The purpose of the Dharma teachings is to provide the skillful methods to transform those mental qualities. First you have to learn those methods, then practice them with concentrated effort over a long period of time.


Because this disease of samsara is so deep and manifests on so many levels, many different levels of teaching are required to cure it. That is why the teachings in this lamrim tradition, these steps on the path to enlightenment, are structured in progressive stages. Each step leads us along a gradual path back to health. The Buddha’s original teachings were collected in many different sutras, tantras, and other scriptures. The various remedies for the afflictions were not presented systematically, all in one place. But here, in the Lamrim Chenmo, Tsongkhapa has gathered together the methods that were scattered throughout the scriptures and organized them into a format that can be practiced step-by-step. Basing his presentation on the work of Atiśa,2 he has given us a method to transform our minds that is easy to learn and easy to practice.


The organizing principle into which all of these stages fit is the concept of the three levels of the path, based on three types of practitioners. The path of the being of small scope consists of the trainings that must be practiced by an individual whose main goal is to attain a high rebirth in his or her next life. The path of the being of intermediate scope includes the practices for an individual who seeks complete emancipation from all of cyclic existence, but mainly for himself or herself. The ultimate goal of the lamrim system is perfect buddhahood, or enlightenment. The trainings that can achieve that goal of perfect enlightenment are included on the path of the being of great scope, which is the Mahayana path, the path of the bodhisattva. This is the path for beings who seek complete liberation not merely for themselves, but in order to lead all other sentient beings out of samsaric suffering and to their enlightenment. This is the bodhisattva’s motivation: the determination to attain enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings. It is called the Mahayana path: Mahayana means great vehicle, and it is called that because it is a vehicle that can carry all beings to liberation. It is the practice of beings of great scope because Mahayana practitioners take responsibility for all beings rather than just themselves.


It is important to understand that all the trainings of the being of small scope and the being of intermediate scope are common to the being of great scope, the Mahayana practitioner. In order to develop the renunciation and the compassion that are the foundation of Mahayana practice, it is necessary to realize all the teachings that are laid out in the earlier stages of the path. This is the reason the student is led through all three of these levels.3 Though individually each of these three paths is directed toward a different goal and has a different emphasis, they all fit together in an integrated system that ultimately leads to the Mahayana path.


This second volume in our series emphasizes the practices of the being of intermediate scope. It begins with the cause and effect of karma, which we must understand in order to build a firm foundation of ethical conduct. The training in ethical conduct is the indispensable cause of achieving the goals of the being of small scope, which is to have a higher rebirth in the future, and forms the basis of all future progress on the path. The goal of the being of intermediate scope is to escape from all samsaric suffering by attaining liberation from cyclic existence. To do this a practitioner must realize the four noble truths, and in this volume we focus particularly on the first two truths: suffering and the cause of suffering. We meditate on the general sufferings of samsara, bringing to mind the reasons why cyclic existence is completely enmeshed in suffering and why only complete emancipation can bring us true happiness. In this section only the sufferings of the higher realms are discussed, because the sufferings of the lower realms were previously treated in the first volume in this series.


We then meditate on the twelve links of dependent origination, which analyze the truths of suffering and the cause of suffering in still more detail. We examine how cyclic existence evolves, and how this process can actually be deconstructed and put into reverse by meditating on these twelve links.


Finally, we turn to the last two noble truths: the truth of cessation and the truth of the path that can lead us out of suffering. This path is embodied in the three trainings of ethical conduct, meditative stabilization, and wisdom. The latter two are treated at great length in subsequent volumes, but here we focus on ethical conduct, which forms the basis of everything we are trying to build and accomplish in our practice. It is the training of wisdom that finally brings about the cessation of suffering, and in order to achieve that level of realization we must focus the mind with the training of meditative stabilization. But we cannot attain either one of these goals without the firm foundation of ethical conduct. Whether we want to achieve a better rebirth in our next life, personal liberation from cyclic existence, or perfect buddhahood for the sake of all sentient beings, we must begin with the training of ethical conduct. The meditations in this volume will give us the means to build that solid foundation.


TAKING THE INITIAL STEPS ON A SPIRITUAL PATH


The decision to engage in a spiritual practice begins with an appreciation of the unusual opportunity we hold in our hands at this very moment. Śāntideva says in Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds:




Although countless buddhas have passed by


With the purpose of helping all sentient beings,


Due to my own faults,


I was not the object of their curative care.4





We have been cycling up and down in samsara since beginningless time. During that time innumerable buddhas and bodhisattvas have appeared in the world and their only purpose has been to help sentient beings, and countless beings have received their aid. Some of them have already achieved their own buddhahood; some have reached the bodhisattva stage; some have attained emancipation from cyclic existence; and many many more beings are still progressing along the path. But if the buddhas have already led so many other beings to higher realizations, it might lead us to wonder, “Why am I still here? The buddhas who came into the world are perfect teachers who help all beings without partiality. I have been in this miserable condition through so many lives, but I have nothing to show for it. Why were all these other beings cured by the buddhas, but I have been left out?”


If you ask yourself these questions, Śāntideva has the answer. It is because of “my own faults” that I have not received their care. We describe the Buddha as the perfectly skillful, compassionate doctor. He administers the perfectly powerful medicine, in the form of his teachings, which definitely cures all sickness and misery. And yet, even though the perfect doctor exists and gives patients what they need, sometimes the patient does not take the medicine. In that case there is no hope of a cure. That is the reason we have not benefited from the Buddha’s curative power. We did not pay attention to the teachings that were there; we did not take them seriously or practice them carefully. We have behaved like a sick person who throws his medicine into the garbage. These most useful teachings can definitely cure suffering, but because of our own faults we have not derived benefit from them.


In other words, we have senselessly wasted many lives in the past, accomplishing almost nothing that would free us from suffering. We are still under the power of karma, ignorance, and the other afflictions. Until now we could not see an end to this aimless wandering because we had not found a reliable path to happiness. But now, in this lifetime, we have found the beneficial medicine of the buddhas; we have met their teachings and we have the opportunity to follow their instructions. Therefore, during this lifetime it is most important to at least begin our journey on the path. If we can just reach the beginning of the Mahayana path, we will have grasped the highest purpose of this most distinctive human life; we will have used this life in a meaningful way.


A human life has the power to accomplish many different things. If we use that power in a senseless way, for nonvirtuous activity, we will build up a storehouse of negative karma as vast as the earth. On the other hand, if we use this life properly we can create a vast accumulation of positive potential and develop our inner mental life to perfection. In the Mahayana system you can actually achieve buddhahood in one short lifetime by using the powerful means of tantric practice. Although this is not easy, you certainly can place yourself firmly on the path that will lead to enlightenment in a few lifetimes from now. At the very least, you can assure that in future lives you will be able to progress higher and higher, and in this way you will not waste the potential of the precious life you hold in your hands right now.


So right now we have no excuses. We live in a free country where we can do what we like. Of course, if we go too far with our freedom—if we become wild—that freedom itself can become a fetter. We must use our freedom in a healthy way. When we think about the external conditions that we possess in this life—the general prosperity, personal security, physical condition, diet, opportunity to exercise—these are actually superior to those of many past buddhas and bodhisattvas. When those beings began their spiritual journeys they were not born with special bodies, nor did they live in some special place. We have the same kind of bodies they had, our minds are the same kind of minds. The only difference is the way they used their bodies and minds. They trained and sacrificed and spent their entire lives in a meaningful way. There is nothing to prevent us from doing exactly the same thing. Once we take control of our life and live it in a meaningful way, we can bring our next life—and each of our subsequent lives—into alignment. We can ensure that with each life we progress further and further along the spiritual path.


Not only do we have these exceptional outer conditions, we also have access to innumerable Dharma teachings. The complete teachings of the Buddha, both Sutrayana and Tantrayana, still survive. There are still fully qualified teachers surviving in the world who can explain these teachings. There are still many people all over the world who are seriously practicing the path. If you study and learn from these teachers; if you follow these practitioners by engaging in a sincere practice; if you come to understand the higher purpose of this life—then you will know what you are supposed to do.


In the beginning, the most important thing is to rely on a teacher who can show the way to emancipation and enlightenment. It must be someone who has studied, practiced, and experienced the meaning of the teachings. It must be a person you regard with the highest respect, so that you will take his or her teaching seriously. It should be someone who is not only qualified to teach the Dharma, but who helps you in every respect, even in the small aspects of your life.


In this lamrim tradition of teaching the steps on the path to enlightenment, different teachers use different methods for guiding their students. Some teachers point directly to the final goal at the beginning. They begin by pointing out the city you are heading toward, the goal you are trying to reach. They then work backward, explaining that in order to reach that glorious city you need to get to this point, and before that you need to reach this point, and so forth, until they get to the very beginning of the path: relying on a fully qualified spiritual teacher.


On the other hand, you can follow the steps from the beginning up to the end, which is what Tsongkhapa has done here in the Lamrim Chenmo. You begin with the topic called “relying on a spiritual teacher” because in the beginning you need to find out what needs to be learned and who can teach it to you. From the spiritual point of view, at the beginning you are like a child. Like a child you need to rely on someone who knows the things you need to learn, someone whose primary interest is to guide you carefully and properly.


This is why it is important to know what makes a qualified teacher. Once you have found such a teacher, you need to know what your relationship with that teacher should be, how you should rely on the teacher both mentally and practically. You are not just seeking some pleasant experience for a few days or a few years. You are embarking on a quest for the highest possible goals. You are heading toward unknown destinations, and the journey may take a very long time. For such a journey it is essential that you have a close relationship with your guide.


As Śāntideva indicates, “In the past I was not a suitable disciple, so I did not receive any benefit from the buddhas and bodhisattvas who passed through this world. But now, this time, I have met this kind and wonderful teacher, who has such wonderful teachings! This time I must derive as much benefit as I can in this life; I should become a son or daughter of these buddhas and bodhisattvas.” This kind of determined mental attitude is most important at this stage of your practice.


CONSIDERING THE UNSTABLE NATURE OF LIFE


One of the key practices for leading the mind toward the Dharma and a more virtuous way of life is meditation on the impermanence of life and the inevitability of death. It may seem ironic, but by concentrating on the inevitability of death you can finally take control of your life. It will naturally cause you to reduce actions that harm other beings because you will see that there is no benefit in committing negative actions for the petty purposes of this short life. Recollecting death and impermanence is truly one of the most effective types of analytical meditation for beginners.


Most people indulge in all sorts of negative thoughts and harmful actions. They do this out of selfishness and for the sake of this temporary life. They have the feeling that this life will stay forever, so all of their energy goes toward seeking happiness in this life. This is the most common obstacle to spiritual practice. This is why recollecting death is the very first meditation for the being of small scope, the first step on the path to enlightenment. Death is definite. No one escapes.


The second thing to remember about death is that the time of death is uncertain. It may come many years from now, or it could be next month. It could come tomorrow, or even in the next hour. We have all seen how others are taken by sudden, unexpected death. It does not make any difference if people have riches, power, fame, youth, or great erudition—none of these will help when the Lord of Death arrives. The only thing that will make a difference at that moment will be the force of their karma—the causes they created by their past deeds, which will ripen into their future birth.


Great practitioners always consider death to be right in front of them, as if it were there in the next moment. In fact, there is no logical reason why you or I will not die within the next hour. No one can swear, “I will not die today.” There is no logical reason to say that. Since death is always close by you need to consider, “If I die, what will happen next?”


Pure Dharma practitioners are mainly concerned with what will happen in the life after this one. We cannot see what that life will be; it is a dark and frightful area. If we fall into an unhappy rebirth, what kind of misery and pain will we face? If we fall into a downward spiral of more and more miserable situations, the great opportunity we now have—with our good health, keen intellect, and the rare chance to practice—will be utterly lost because we did not make the effort to prepare.


Of course we need to eat and drink and protect this body so that we can do the long work of seeking the higher goals of spiritual practice. But we should not be distracted and apply all our energy toward the comforts of this life. We should not behave like an animal who looks for nothing but food, sex, and a comfortable place to sleep. Humans have far greater vision: they can think and learn, study and research, and find methods that lead to much higher goals than the temporary pleasures of this life. Even in this single short life many great things can be achieved. Therefore, we should not waste even one moment, but work constantly for the benefit of the future. If you do this your life will be meaningful and useful. Otherwise, if you waste this life by spending it senselessly, death will come before you know it.


CONSIDERING THE SUFFERING STATES OF EXISTENCE


After death, what lies in the future? There is the possibility of a higher rebirth in the blissful worlds of devas, or as a human being in a high state. There are also three kinds of lower rebirths: among the animals, hungry ghosts, or the hell beings. Human life can also be extremely painful; we know that many human beings live in misery and deprivation that can be like hell itself.


In order to fully appreciate the importance of the precious opportunity we have right now, we need to give some thought to the kinds of things that may happen to us in the future. For that reason we need to meditate on the sufferings of the lower realms. But when we think about this we should not have the attitude: “Those beings are somewhere else. They live in other realms. Their suffering has nothing to do with me.” Thinking like that when you do these meditations will not help. To do this practice properly you have to imagine yourself actually being in these lower rebirths. You must ask yourself, “If I were born in that lowly existence, what would my situation be like?”


You may find this hard to do. You may listen to descriptions of the lower realms and say to yourself, “They are just making this up. And anyway, I am not born there now. I am still human.” But that will not resolve the real question: Have you created the cause to be born into one of these miserable conditions in the future? First you have to learn what the causes of suffering rebirths are. Then you need to honestly examine whether you have those causes within yourself. The point is that when you meditate on the sufferings of the lower realms you have to relate it to yourself. That is what leads you in the proper direction, to proper thought, proper action, and proper practice.


Proper practice means realizing that this precious opportunity of a human life is brief and can come to an end at any moment. When death comes, if we are not prepared we will be cast out of this comfortable life to wander helplessly among the desperate beings of the suffering realms. That being the case, there is one overriding question: “Where can I find protection from such a miserable future? Where can I find a refuge from the limitless sufferings of cyclic existence?”


FINDING A RELIABLE SOURCE OF REFUGE


At this stage of the path we begin to realize the methods that can actually bring happiness in future lives. The first of these methods is taking refuge in the Three Jewels: the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. Taking refuge is described as “the sacred gateway for entering the teachings.” Once you pass  through this door you have put yourself on the path that leads away from perpetual dissatisfaction and toward true happiness in the future.


As the Lamrim Chenmo makes clear, there are different levels of spiritual goals with different methods to achieve them. But all of these have their roots in the practice of taking refuge in the Three Jewels. In fact, the entire Buddhist path can be included in the practice of taking refuge.


This practice begins with recognizing the causes for seeking a refuge. The two fundamental causes are fear and faith. A refuge is a source of protection, and it is obvious that if you are not afraid of something there is no need to seek protection. In other words, you seek a refuge because you have some kind of problem, and that problem is causing you anxiety or fear. There are worldly refuges providing temporary protection from common problems, such as a house or a cave that provides protection from the elements, or a charity that distributes food when people are hungry.


But here we are not concerned with these common, temporary types of refuge. In this case we are concerned with the fear of suffering in cyclic existence. We are seeking a spiritual refuge, an ultimate refuge that can protect us from all forms of samsaric suffering. In this sense, the first motivation for seeking this kind of ultimate refuge is fear of the infinite miseries sentient beings experience within cyclic existence.


Once we recognize the danger we are in, we naturally look for a person or a method that can protect us from it. But first we need to be convinced that that person or method actually has the ability to save us from the suffering that we fear. We need to develop trust that the refuge can solve our problem. This trust—which we often call faith—that the object of refuge can protect us from all of the fearful sufferings of cyclic existence is the second cause of going for refuge.


Now we have to consider what kind of object actually has the power to protect us from such all-pervasive problems. First of all, the object of refuge must itself be free of all suffering, all types of faults, and free of fear. It must have the capacity to actually give us the protection we seek. And the object of refuge must also be willing to help; it must be someone who is completely impartial and willing to help anyone who seeks protection. Worldly protectors, like kings or armies, may help you when they think you are on their side, but if you haven’t supported them in the past they will have no interest in aiding you. That is not the sort of refuge you can rely on, because you never know if that kind of refuge will help you or not.


Buddhas have all the qualities of a reliable refuge. They possess perfect compassion for all beings without partiality. Buddhas have perfect knowledge: They understand the causes of suffering and they know the best methods to  lead us out of our predicament. Together with their perfect knowledge and perfect compassion they have the power and ability to lead each and every being to a state of liberation from all suffering. Because they possess these three qualities of perfect knowledge, compassion, and power, buddhas are the highest possible objects of refuge.


Once we trust in the Buddha based on this understanding, we naturally trust his teachings, the Dharma. The Dharma is, in fact, the very expression of his transcendent knowledge coupled with his impartial compassion. The Dharma emerges from the Buddha’s own experience of the path that leads to enlightenment. He offers it as the method that can actually protect us from the fears of cyclic existence. It is by taking the Dharma as a refuge, by practicing what the Buddha teaches us to practice, that we gain actual protection from samsaric suffering.


Based on this understanding of the qualities of the Buddha, together with the direct experience of the benefits of the Dharma, we gradually gain trust in those who are following the Buddha’s teachings according to his instructions. This is the Sangha refuge: those followers who become good friends to our practice and accompany us on the path. Without virtuous companions to assist us along the way we could wander off in the wrong direction.


Once we have identified these three as reliable sources of refuge, we must discern how to take them as our refuge. Since each of the Three Jewels plays a different role in protecting us from suffering, there is a difference in the way we take each one as a refuge. The Buddha is the supreme teacher, the guide who leads us to the teaching. The Dharma is the teaching itself, the actual refuge, the spiritual path that was taught by the Buddha. Just as the Buddha is the perfect doctor, the Dharma is the perfect medicine: the direct cure of suffering. The doctor understands our condition and can show us the medicine that will work, but the doctor cannot enter our body and destroy our sickness directly. What actually fights the disease is the medicine he or she prescribes, but in order for the medicine to work we have to take it—we have to actually do the practice, cultivating our own mental development step-by-step. That is what actually fights the disease of samsaric suffering.


Taking refuge in the Sangha means placing trust in a slightly different kind of object. The Sangha is constituted by those people who understand the Dharma and are practicing it seriously. They are the companions of all those who seek to follow the Buddha’s path. By virtue of their own practice they are able to support the practice of others and help those who encounter problems. They are like nurses who are able to help in the healing process because they understand the remedy that the doctor has prescribed. Because they are taking the medicine themselves, they are able to show others exactly  how to follow the instructions of the perfect doctor, the Buddha. Because they are on the right path, if we follow them and emulate them we will be led toward emancipation. This is why the Sangha, the community of spiritual friends, is a proper refuge.


Once we possess those three types of protection, all of the external conditions necessary to cure samsaric suffering are fulfilled. What do those who are ill with a serious disease require to be cured? First they need a skillful doctor who is familiar with that sickness, who knows how to cure it, and has the compassion to do all he or she can to help. But beyond the willingness to help, that doctor must also have the medicine that can actually produce a cure. Once patients have found the right doctor and have been given effective medicine, they will need friends who can help them to take the treatment and nurse them back to health. No matter how sick people may be, if those three elements are there, they have all the external conditions they need to be cured of their illness. Then all they need to do is to take the treatment as it is prescribed by the doctor. If they do that, they will be cured.


So it is for disciples who go for refuge to the Three Jewels. The Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha provide everything we need to cure the disease of cyclic existence. All we have to do is take the medicine of the Dharma according to the instructions of the Buddha. This is the most important point about taking refuge in the Three Jewels. Taking refuge does not mean seeking protection from something outside, over there. It does not mean looking at some statues on a table and bowing down and saying some special words. That is not enough. We can recite, “I take refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha” a million times, but if there is no sincere mental commitment it will not do much good. There may be some small benefit from the words of the recitation, but there will be no actual refuge.


When we take refuge in the Buddha we must feel in our heart, “You are the teacher, the guide who shows me the way. You are like a doctor who gives me the treatment that will cure my pain.” When we take refuge in the Dharma we must feel in our heart, “If I take this treatment in accordance with the Buddha’s instructions, I will definitely be cured of samsaric suffering.” When we take refuge in the Sangha we must feel in our heart, “These are my true friends. If I accompany these spiritual friends and make them my example, I will stay on the path to happiness.” If we practice that way everyday, from now until we obtain perfect enlightenment, we are really taking refuge in the Three Jewels. In the end, the whole practice of the Buddhist path is included within taking refuge. You cannot separate taking refuge from the practice of the Dharma. The entire path unfolds from refuge in the Three Jewels.


The famous Gungthangpa said in The Advice for Meditating on Impermanence (Mi rtag bsgom tshul gyi bslab bya):




The Dharma is the guide for those who don’t know their way.


The Dharma is the provisions for a long voyage.


The Dharma is the leader for an arduous journey.


So fix your three doors [of body, speech, and mind] on the Dharma from now on.5





The pathways of cyclic existence are roads we know only too well. We have been traveling those roads for many millions of lifetimes. But the spiritual path, the journey toward buddhahood, is a path we have never walked before. What is the best guide to lead us down this unfamiliar road? It is the teachings of the Dharma.


Since the city of enlightenment may be a long way off, we have to prepare by gathering the supplies for the long journey. The provisions we need for this journey are not food and warm clothing. They are gathered by practicing the teachings, accumulating virtues, and cultivating inner mental development. The actual Dharma is the practice of the teachings, and this practice provides us with everything we need to reach the goal of liberation.


Because the path is hazardous and beset with obstacles, we will require an escort to protect and lead us through the difficulties. The Dharma is the most qualified spiritual escort, the best protection for this hazardous path. The Dharma is an inner companion leading us in the most powerful way, by turning our heart and mind in the right direction.


Since human beings do not have a definite life span, we do not know when death will come. If we lack the provisions of the Dharma, after death our journey will be dark and hopeless, without any guidance or protection. If we do not begin to prepare for that journey now, when the time of death arrives it will be too late. We will have no freedom to choose, no opportunity to change the future. Under the power of karma and afflictions we will be hurled into the unknown in complete darkness. Therefore, Gungthang Rinpoche says that if you want to practice Dharma, you must begin from right now.


Fortunately, right now we have everything we need to accomplish our goal. The Dharma is right here in our hands, and we have the leisure and the opportunity to practice. The kind of body and life we have right now has been compared to a wish-fulfilling jewel, because if you recognize its capacity you can accomplish anything you desire. All the past buddhas, great arhats, and famous bodhisattvas began with exactly the same kind of body, the same kind of mind, the same potential that we have right now. What distinguishes them is that they followed the teachings, they practiced seriously, and so they were able to reach the highest spiritual levels.


If we spend our lives according to the guidance of the Dharma, we can accomplish exactly the same thing. First, we need to learn how to practice—what to engage in and what to leave behind. Then we need to relate what we have learned to our own life and our daily actions of body, speech, and mind. We try to bring our behavior and thoughts into conformity with the guidelines of the teachings. We try to get rid of negative tendencies and cultivate positive qualities.


As Candrakīrti says in his Commentary on the “Middle Way” (Madhya-makāvatāra):




For ordinary individuals, for śrāvakas who arise from the Buddha’s teachings, for pratyekabuddhas who will definitely obtain realization on their own, and for the bodhisattvas, the sons of the conquerors, the cause of both higher rebirth and the “definite good” is none other than ethical conduct.6





Regardless of the spiritual level we are on now, whether the goal is the temporary benefit of a higher rebirth or the “definite good” of liberation, the singular cause of all happy results is the practice of ethical conduct. This does not mean that there is no other cause, but without the solid foundation of ethical behavior nothing positive can be achieved. Practicing ethical conduct means understanding the law of karma and then directing body, speech, and mind to those actions that will produce happiness in the future.


Nāgārjuna says in his Friendly Letter (Suhṛl-lekha):




You must make faultlessness, open-mindedness, mental clarity,


And purity the basis of ethical behavior.


Ethical conduct is said to be the foundation of all good qualities,


Just as the earth is for the animate and inanimate worlds.7





Pure ethical conduct is the most important practice. Without that firm foundation nothing else can be achieved. We must understand the cause and effect of karma so that we know what kind of results our virtuous actions will bring and what results will follow from nonvirtues. We begin by studying the Buddha’s teachings on karma, which are laid out in great detail in this volume. Think about the way wholesome actions lead to positive results and unwholesome actions lead to suffering. Meditate on it. Cultivate the mental discipline to control your behavior. Subdue harmful activities and  develop beneficial practices. You gradually purify past negative karmic seeds and build up a storehouse of positive potential. As understanding of karma and the practice of virtue deepens, you develop an unshakable confidence that the Buddha’s teaching on karma describes the cause and effect of the moral universe just as it is. This faith in the teachings on karma is the root of all future well-being. The conviction that virtue leads to happiness and nonvirtue leads only to suffering is the indispensable foundation of all the future benefits you will obtain on the path to enlightenment.


As Śāntideva says in Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds:




So when I have found leisure such as this,


If I do not attune myself to what is wholesome,


There could be no greater deception


And there could be no greater folly.8





Now is the time. The teachings are in our hands. We have the body, the mind, and the method to transform this life; we only need to grasp the opportunity. To practice the Dharma right now means to begin with those things we can do right now. Some of the steps will be easy, some a little harder, some will be quite difficult. We start with those steps we can apply right away. Gradually we work toward the harder stages, taking on each one as it becomes manageable. For the hardest changes we begin with an aspiration, the prayer that declares, “One day may I be able to engage in these practices.” If we aim for those higher goals and build a solid foundation, gradually we will progress until we master them.


Practicing the Dharma does not mean that we have to shut off everything that we usually do. We can engage the practice at so many different levels. Human beings are so intelligent, so powerful, so adaptable. We have so much ability and such a great opportunity; we can accomplish a great deal in a single short life. Therefore Gungthang Rinpoche advises us, “Fix your three doors on the Dharma from now on.”


The fact that you are holding this book in your hands means you already have some interest in these teachings. You are trying to learn something, and more than just learning, you may be interested in actually doing something to change your life, in taking at least one small initial step. That is the most important thing: at least make a small start before death cuts short all possibilities. There is no way of knowing when that will be; you should expect it any time. If you keep the reality of death in your mind, it will naturally lead you to prepare for the next life. You should think, “If I have done even one small thing today that will serve as a provision for that future journey, that will be helpful.”


On the other hand, if the thought of death never crosses your mind, then your only concern will be the aims of this life. From the morning when you rise until you lie down at night your only thoughts will be for the desires of this life. From that state of mind all the mental afflictions and negative actions will spin out of control. When your only concern is the pleasure of this life, even actions that look like Dharma practice become worldly activities. The pure practice of the Dharma requires a pure motivation.


Of course, each day you may have many obligations, many things you need to do to prepare for living today. But you should never completely forget the long journey that lies ahead. Each morning when you wake up you should think, “I have survived another night, but who knows whether I will wake up tomorrow morning. If I die today I will begin a long journey to some unknown destination. Therefore, I must do something to prepare for that journey today.” That thought in the morning will draw out a pure motivation to make Dharma practice a part of your day.


Then in the evening, before you go to sleep, it is important to think, “I have survived this day. How have I used this precious life that I possess here and now? What have I done with my life during this day that is now past?” While it is still fresh in your mind, you can weigh the nature of that day by recalling the thoughts and actions you engaged in. If there is nothing you can recall that will prove beneficial for a future life—if no spiritual provisions have been gathered; if there is nothing but selfish, worldly, negative attitudes to be found—then of course you have to worry. There is no way to tell when you go to bed what your life will be like when you wake up in the morning.


Of course, if there is no rebirth—if there is complete nothingness after death—then you have nothing to worry about. It doesn’t matter what you do because it will all be past and gone. But that is not the view of the Buddha. The entire structure of his teachings is based on his direct knowledge that there is a future life, and that your next life will be either happy and comfortable or immersed in suffering, depending on your actions, on your karma. Because of the energetic force of your previous actions, after you die another body will be created. It is the wholesome or unwholesome nature of your previous karma that will determine the type of existence and the conditions you will meet in your next life.


That is the teaching of the Buddha. If you want to achieve real, stable happiness—if you want to progress at all on the spiritual path—you must understand and practice the cause and effect of karma. You must study, learn, think about, and meditate on the law of karma until you develop an unshakable conviction that this teaching of the Buddha truly describes the world in which we live.


All the tools you need are right here in this volume. This is the gift of the great teacher Tsongkhapa. There is no need for me to praise him. If you take these teachings to heart, try to understand them, make the effort and deal with them in your daily life, you will realize for yourself the greatness of the teacher and the greatness of this teaching. You do not need someone else to tell you this is good; you do not need to rely on the praise of others. If you rely on your own experience, the praise will come from within. You will realize for yourself the nature of the perfect teacher and the truth of the perfect teaching. Slowly, you will also realize their effects in your own life.
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The General Characteristics of Karma




b' Developing the faith of conviction that is the root of all well-being


1' Contemplating karma and its results in general


a" The actual method of contemplating karma and its results in general


1" The certainty of karma


2" The magnification of karma


3" If an action is not performed, its results will not be met


4" Actions that are done do not perish
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THE ROOT OF ALL VIRTUE, happiness, and bliss within cyclic existence and beyond is trust in the cause and effect of karma, and faith in the Three Jewels based on knowing their perfect qualities. Trust in karma develops from a solid understanding of how it works, knowing what kind of results arise from what kinds of actions. When you develop a clear and deep understanding of these causal relationships, trust in the action of karma naturally grows, and that trust is the main root of all well-being.


Though the way in which karma operates is a profound topic and a difficult one to understand in all its complexity, it is essential to gain a clear picture of how karma works. It does not matter whether you are only seeking higher rebirths within samsara, or whether you are striving for complete emancipation—an understanding and appreciation of karma is absolutely essential. Why? Because if you fail to observe the principles of karma, all the roads leading to a higher rebirth and on to liberation will be blocked. It is the key that opens the door to happiness.


In the previous volume of this Lamrim Chenmo commentary we began the discussion of the methods for finding happiness in future lives. The first such method is taking refuge in the Three Jewels: the Buddha, the Dharma, and  the Sangha. Going for refuge was described as the sacred gateway for entering the teachings. We discussed the causes for taking refuge, the nature of the objects in which we take refuge, the reason those objects are worthy of refuge, and the ways in which we go to them for refuge.


The topic we will be discussing in this second volume—generating the faith of trusting in karma and its results—is the second of the methods for finding happiness in future lives. According to the way the Lamrim Chenmo presents the sequence of the stages that lead to enlightenment, after taking refuge in the Three Jewels come teachings dealing with which practices and behaviors are to be taken up and which are to be rejected. It is not enough to merely say the words, “I take refuge in the Buddha,” and so forth. It is engaging in the practices described in the lamrim, and leaving behind the negative actions that are repudiated, that actually constitutes the practice of the Dharma.


If the root of all happiness is faith in the Three Jewels and trust in the cause and effect of karma, how do we produce that trust? This question is taken up in three parts:


1' Contemplating karma and its results in general


2' Contemplating the particulars of karma and its results


3' After contemplating karma, how to engage in virtuous actions and avoid nonvirtuous ones


1' CONTEMPLATING KARMA AND ITS RESULTS IN GENERAL



This discussion is divided into two parts:


a" The actual method of contemplating karma and its results in general


b" Contemplating specific categories of karma and its results


a" THE ACTUAL METHOD OF CONTEMPLATING KARMA AND ITS RESULTS IN GENERAL



This subject has four parts:


1" The certainty of karma


2" The magnification of karma


3" If an action is not performed, its results will not be met


4" Actions that are done do not perish


1" THE CERTAINTY OF KARMA



All happiness is the maturation of virtuous karma. Every pleasant feeling—from a cool breeze passing through the hot hells up to the highest bliss of the  arhat—all arises from previous virtuous action. There is not even the smallest enjoyable experience that ripens from nonvirtue; there is no way that this can happen. Without previous virtue, happiness cannot arise.


In the same way, whether you look at ordinary individuals or ārya beings, all painful or unpleasant feelings are the result of nonvirtuous karma that was previously performed. Although arhats have completely removed all the obscuring afflictions and have achieved liberation from the causes of cyclic existence, they sometimes continue to suffer from small pains and discomforts until they die, because their body was produced by previous karma. Even these subtle forms of suffering can only result from negative karma. There is no way that any kind of unhappiness can ripen from virtuous action.


You may have certain questions about this—for example, special cases in which a certain kind of pain contributes to a pleasurable feeling. But here we are talking about the result of a particular action: when you perform a virtuous or nonvirtuous action it is like planting a seed having a particular kind of potential to ripen into a particular type of result. What is definite is that a virtuous action can only produce a pleasant result, and a nonvirtuous action can only produce an unpleasant or suffering result.


Nāgārjuna says in his Precious Garland (Rāja-parikathā-ratnāvalī):




From nonvirtues come all sufferings,


And likewise all bad migrations,


From virtues, all happy migrations


And the pleasures of all lives.1





In other words, happiness and misery do not arise without cause, nor do they arise from causes that are discordant or contradictory with the result. If suffering could arise without a cause, it could arise all the time; there would be no need for particular conditions to enable it to appear. It would just come or not come on a totally arbitrary basis.


Furthermore, the cause must be concordant with the result. For example, light does not arise from darkness. Tsongkhapa refers here to concepts from the Sāṃkhya school of Indian philosophy, which holds that there is a single, permanent cause, called primal matter, which is the seed from which everything arises. Some also hold that a supreme creator god, who is permanent, manifests all of creation out of this primal matter, or fundamental nature. These are discordant causes, because the great variety of different results—of misery and enjoyment—are all impermanent, and impermanent results cannot arise from a permanent cause. Equally, a permanent result cannot arise from an impermanent cause.


In general, happiness arises from virtuous karma and suffering arises from nonvirtuous karma. The various particular instances of misery or happiness arise from particular instances of virtuous or nonvirtuous action. There is not the slightest inconsistency in this natural process. You should grasp this law of karma and its results clearly and with certainty.


All the buddhas have praised this right view as the basis of all white dharmas, meaning that all positive, happy, and blissful experience arises from that right view. We can distinguish two kinds of right view: conventional right view and ultimate right view. Ultimate right view—the correct view of the ultimate nature of things—is the realization of emptiness (śūnyatā). Conventional right view is correct understanding of the cause and effect of karma and its results. Another way to look at this is in terms of the two truths, phenomenal and absolute truth. The right view of the absolute truth is the realization of emptiness. The right view of phenomenal truth is a proper understanding of karma and its results.


Conventional right view, the correct view of phenomenal truth, is just this understanding that positive karma will definitely produce happy results and negative karma will definitely produce suffering results. When you gain understanding and confidence in the certainty of this process of cause and effect, that is conventional right view.


An illustration of the way in which karma is certain is the story of a monk called Nyanpa Zangdan.2 He was born with a repulsive appearance because in a previous life he had developed an extremely disrespectful attitude toward a stupa, or reliquary monument, he was working on. However, because he rejoiced in the stupa when it was complete, and offered a lovely golden bell to adorn the completed monument, he was also born with an enchanting singing voice. This story illustrates how karma is certain and how its results are never mixed up or inconsistent. Virtuous karma invariably brings happy results; nonvirtuous karma brings only suffering. Each action brings its own definite, distinct result. The details of this topic, with other illustrative examples from the sutras, will come later.


2" THE MAGNIFICATION OF KARMA



Karma increases greatly. Even a small virtue can bring a very great blissful result, while a small nonvirtuous action can produce great suffering. Either way, the result can be greatly magnified in terms of size, amount, duration, or intensity from the original action that was the cause.


As an example of this increase you can look at the actual seed of a tree. From that very small seed will grow a huge tree with its fat trunk and its  many limbs, branches, and leaves. As the sutra describes it, from that tiny seed grows a tree so large that five hundred horse-drawn wagons could be parked beneath the spread of its limbs. This shows how the cause and effect relationship produces a great result from a small cause in the physical world.


But this amount of increase is small compared to the increase of the results from inner, karmic seeds. The increase of effect that grows from an inner cause is incomparably greater than what you see from an outer cause like the seed of a tree. As an example we have a story from the sutras in which the Buddha was offered a small amount of grain by a woman. He then prophesied that this woman would someday obtain buddhahood. The woman’s husband was agitated to hear this and with a negative attitude he demanded to know how such a small gesture as offering a handful of grain could possibly produce such a huge result. The Buddha took that occasion to give a detailed explanation of karma and its results. He explained how a seemingly insignificant act—a small karma—increases and produces a very great result. As it says in the Collection of Indicative Verses (Udāna-varga):




Performing even a small misdeed


Will bring great terrors and disaster


In future lives,


Like poison that has been ingested.


Performing even a small meritorious action


Will lead to great happiness in the next life,


And great purposes will be accomplished,


Just as grain ripens into bounty.





Even a small negative action can produce many unhappy rebirths, and during those lifetimes you will meet many unbearable experiences. It can bring great disaster, like poison that has already reached the stomach. In the same way, a small virtuous action will bring great joy in the future and lead to accomplishing great purposes, just as a single healthy seed can produce a tree full of abundant flowers and fruit.


The details of this relationship between karma and its results is extremely profound and subtle; they are much more difficult to understand fully than emptiness. Until you are freed from all the subtle obstacles to knowledge,3 you cannot know all these details. Even arhats are not completely free of these obstacles to knowledge. Although they have freed themselves from rebirth in samsara and from experiencing samsaric suffering, they still have obstacles to knowing certain things, so they cannot perceive all the details of karma and  its relationships. Therefore, the details of karma are fully known only to the omniscience of a perfect Buddha.


Because we cannot directly see the functioning of karma at this stage of our spiritual development, the Buddha told stories that illustrate the principles of how karma works. After he attained enlightenment at the age of thirty-five, the Buddha spent his life teaching until he passed away at eighty. Since he had such profound knowledge, his disciples liked to ask him questions about various good and bad events that happened to themselves or to others they knew. The questions were often provoked by miraculous deeds or other unusual events that transpired at that time. In such a case, one of the chief disciples would ask the Buddha why this event had happened. The Buddha, with his radiant smile, would reply, “You are welcome to ask this question and I am happy to answer,” and he would go on to tell the story of the chain of karmic causation that led up to those events. Some of these stories are long and convoluted, carrying on over the course of many lifetimes, until they result in the events that the questioner had inquired about.


In this way the Buddha taught karma and its results by means of personal stories, which are collected in various sutras and in the Vinaya, that section of the Buddha’s teachings dealing with rules of monastic discipline. Tsongkhapa mentions three texts which collect many stories relating to the workings of karma: the Bases of Discipline (Vinaya-vastu), the Sutra of the Wise and the Foolish (Dama-mūko-nāma-sūtra), and the Hundred Actions Sutra (Karma-śataka-sūtra).


By reading the stories told by the Buddha which describe how certain events developed from certain causes, skillful people can come to understand how karma works. The Sutra of the Wise and the Foolish was given this name because when wise or skillful people read it they can gain a realization of karma and its results. However, when those who are foolish read it nothing happens—they will not realize anything. You could say that reading this sutra is a test of which one you are!


The stories in the Bases of Discipline are accounts of how the rules of the Vinaya, which govern the behavior of monks and nuns, came to be made. Each of the Vinaya rules is accompanied by an explanation of the events that led the Buddha to establish that particular rule. This enables the members of the Buddhist order to understand the reasons for all of the commitments that accompany their ordination. These stories recount the place, who was present, who asked the question, what was the purpose, and why that particular rule was made. This is why the Bases of Discipline contains so many stories related to karma. By hearing and reading these stories you gain an understanding of how karma works.


Tsongkhapa mentions a few of these stories and it would be too much to go through them all here, but let us look at one of them as an example. It is the story from the Sutra of the Wise and the Foolish that tells of a child named Golden Gem.4 This baby was born with his fist tightly closed, and when his parents opened his fingers they found a golden coin. No matter how many times they took the coin from his hand, another one would appear in its place. Amazed by this miraculous event, the family went to the Buddha and asked what it meant.


The Buddha explained that many millions of years earlier, at the time of the previous Buddha, Kāśyapa, a rich and noble family invited that Buddha and his followers to their home where they wished to honor him with offerings. Living nearby was a young boy from a poor family who had nothing to offer. Every day he walked into the hills to gather a small amount of firewood to sell in the market, and from that hard work he earned a meager living.


When the poor boy heard that this noble family had invited the Buddha, he gathered up his meager savings and went off to watch the grand event. Clutching a few pennies in his hand the boy thought, “I am just a poor woodcutter. It is because I did not create sufficient merit in the past that I am so terribly poor now and have nothing to offer. The people in this great family have such wealth that they are able to invite the Buddha and all his followers, and by their generosity they are creating great meritorious karma. How wonderful it is that they have obtained this precious opportunity!”


Feeling pleased in this way, he rejoiced in the merits of others. And with that attitude he offered his hard-earned pennies to the Buddha. The Buddha accepted his offering with a smile. As a result of that act of generosity toward the Buddha, together with his rejoicing in the virtue of others, that woodcutter was born into human rebirths for many, many subsequent lives, and in all of those lives he was born with a golden coin in his hand and lived a life of wealth. The woodcutter’s good karma was still not exhausted, for once again in the present life he was born as this baby with a gold coin in his hand.


When the woodcutter made his gift he also offered a special dedication prayer in which he expressed powerful faith in the Buddha and respect for his disciples, and he rejoiced in all the merits they were creating. As a result of that heartfelt prayer, when the boy with the golden coin in his hand got older he was ordained as a Buddhist monk and eventually attained the highest spiritual result.


This story demonstrates how karma increases, because we see how the small offering of few pennies resulted in obtaining wealth for many subsequent lifetimes until finally he was able to attain arhatship. This is the kind of story we find in these sutras, in which each event is explained by karmic  potentials accumulated in previous lifetimes. There are stories of good events caused by virtuous actions and unhappy events caused by nonvirtue. As we discuss this topic of karma other stories like this will come up.


Tsongkhapa identifies four facets of spiritual activity that are important for a religious practitioner: ethical conduct, ritual, livelihood, and view. These four elements should be harmonious and in accordance with the teachings of the Buddha. Here, view refers to the correct view of karma and its results. What the following sutra says is that if you have right view concerning the relationships of karma, but you degenerate in one of the other three elements of a pure religious life, the result will be birth as a nāga. But if you hold wrong view concerning karma, you will be born in a far worse lower realm. Being born as a nāga is a lower rebirth, but it is the best of the three lower realms. Nāgas are generally included as part of the animal realm, but their existence is often similar to that of low-level devas. In the Questions of the Nāga Kings of the Ocean (Sāgara-nāga-rāja-paripṛcchā), the leader of the nāgas inquires of the Buddha:




Bhagavan, in the early stages of this world system, when I resided in the great ocean and the Tathāgata appeared in the form of Buddha Krakucchanda, at that time the nāgas and their sons and daughters were fewer, and my retinue was smaller. But now, Bhagavan, there are so many nāgas with their sons and daughters that you cannot count them—their numbers are inconceivable. Bhagavan, what is the cause of this, what are the conditions that brought this about?


To this the Buddha replied: “Lord of the Nāgas. In the past there were those who took ordination, going forth into the discipline of the well-spoken Dharma, but they did not fulfill their vows of ethical conduct. Their performance of religious rituals deteriorated; their ways of gaining livelihood fell short of the standards of the teachings; their ethical conduct degenerated. In these ways they did not fulfill their commitments. Nevertheless, because their view was correct they were not born into the hell realms, but rather, when they passed away they were born as nāgas.”





The period of time in which we live is called a fortunate eon because during it a thousand buddhas will appear to set the wheel of Dharma teachings in motion. Each of these buddhas has his own particular religious teachings setting forth different levels of lay and monastic vows. Of those who entered into the teachings of the Buddha Krakucchanda, the first of these one thousand, there were nine hundred and eighty million lay and ordained followers  whose ethics, ritual life, and livelihood degenerated, and who were subsequently born into the realm of the nāgas. Of those who entered the teachings of Kanakamuni, the second Buddha of this eon, six hundred and forty million were born into that realm. Of those who entered the teachings of the third Buddha, Kāśyapa, there were eight hundred million. And of those who have entered into the teachings of the fourth and present Buddha, Śākyamuni, nine hundred and ninety million have been or will be born as nāgas because of the degeneration of their ritual practice, their means of livelihood, or their ethical conduct. Even since Śākyamuni Buddha’s parinirvāṇa, members of the fourfold community—consisting of nuns, monks, laywomen, and laymen—whose ethics have degenerated and who perform nonvirtuous actions will be born as nāgas.


Nevertheless, although their actions were impure, because they never lost faith in the teachings and their view remained correct in that they had trust in the action of karma, following their birth in the world of the nāgas they will take rebirth in higher realms. Eventually they all will attain nirvana by following the teachings of the buddhas of this fortunate eon, with the exception of those who have entered the Mahayana path.5


Therefore, you need to gain a firm understanding that even the tiniest karma follows you like a shadow follows the body, and it produces great happiness or great suffering. Once you have confidence in this process, you should pursue virtue even in the smallest deeds that you do, and avoid by all means negative actions. Do the very best you can to behave in this way. This subject of karma is one of the fundamental teachings of Buddhism. It is a cornerstone of all the paths that lead to higher rebirths and to enlightenment. These paths are all based on understanding and practicing karma and its results as established in various sutras and as taught here in the Lamrim Chenmo.


As we discuss this subject you may find that certain ideas make you uncomfortable, or are not so easy to follow. Other areas may seem clear and understandable. You should begin by concentrating on those areas that make sense to you, and let yourself be influenced by those teachings, so that your own behavior comes into harmony with what the Buddha is suggesting.


When you come to ideas that are not so comfortable, not easy to understand, or which seem unbelievable and beyond your mental scope, the important thing is that you should not automatically deny them. You should leave your mind open. Think, “I will not flatly reject these ideas. Maybe eventually I will understand them.” Even when you find statements that are difficult to accept, it is not good to immediately take a negative view; that can be dangerous. Leave the question open and take it as a basis for further investigation.  Meanwhile, you should base your behavior and your practice on the teachings about karma that make sense to you now.


We have been born as humans, with the capacity to learn from the instructions of others, from our own experience, from our own scientific research. By these means we are able to discern these processes of cause and effect. Once we gain this discriminating understanding of how things work, we must make a great effort to act accordingly. Human effort can have tremendous power and can make a great difference in the path that our life takes in the future.


The action of karma is illustrated by several stanzas from the Collection of Indicative Verses:




Just as their shadows accompany


Birds who dwell in the sky,


Good and evil actions


Follow those who commit them.


Just as travelers with insufficient provisions


Will meet hardship on the journey,


Beings who do not perform good karma


Will go to bad migrations.


Just as those with well-prepared provisions


Will be happy on their journey,


Beings who do good karma


Will go to happy migrations.





To make a long journey through a desolate land you need to gather the necessary provisions. If you do not take along what you need you will face difficulties; you could even die from hunger and thirst. In the same way, if those sentient beings who are wandering up and down in cyclic existence—from the lowest hells up to the highest formless world called the Peak of Existence—are not prepared for this journey, if they have not collected the provisions of good karma, they will meet with the disaster of miserable rebirths.


Another stanza from Collection of Indicative Verses says:




Do not discount even a tiny misdeed,


Believing it will do no harm.


By collecting water, drop by drop,


A large vessel is gradually filled.





Do not think that small unwholesome actions will do no harm or make no difference. Day by day, hour by hour, such small negative karmas accumulate, until you are filled with the potential for unpleasant results.


Another set of stanzas expresses a similar thought:




Do not think, “The small misdeeds


Will not follow me later.”


Just as a large pot is filled


By water falling drop by drop,


The immature being is completely filled up


By misdeeds accumulated a bit at a time.


Do not think, “The small virtues I do


Will not follow me later.”


Just as a large pot is filled


By water falling drop by drop,


The stable practitioner is completely filled up


By virtues accumulated a bit at a time.





This last stanza looks at the positive side of the situation. Do not think that small virtuous actions will not help you because they are too small. Just as dripping water accumulates until it fills a great vase, little by little virtuous karma will fill up a person who is well established and steadfast in his or her practice.


The power of habitual action is addressed in this stanza from the Garland of Birth Stories (Jātaka-mālā):




By performing virtuous or nonvirtuous actions habitually,


It becomes the nature of a person,


So that in future lives, without intending it,


They continue to do them, as if in a dream.





If you continuously behave in a certain way it becomes your habit, your nature, to act that way. When a particular type of action becomes that ingrained, you will just continue to act in the same manner, right on into your future lives. Habits like this are performed helplessly. Without your intending to do so, the actions seem to happen by themselves, the way things happen in a dream. We all know from experience that if you do some activity very intensively during the day, you may continue doing that action at night in your dreams.


Further passages from the Garland of Birth Stories point out that when it comes to securing happiness in the future, a high social status and the like are not important:




No matter how excellent their lineage, their form, or their vigor,


How great their power or wealth may be,


No one can gain happiness in the next life


Without having trained in generosity, ethical conduct, and such.


Though their lineage and such may be lowly, if they are not attached to nonvirtue,


If they posseses such virtues as generosity and ethical conduct,


In the next life their happiness will surely increase,


As the monsoons of summer flow down to fill up the sea.


Those who have gained certainty that the happiness or suffering


Of future lives depends on virtuous or nonvirtuous karma


Avoid negative actions and strive energetically for virtue.


Those who lack faith do whatever they please.





You may possess all sorts of excellent qualities such as noble birth, physical beauty, power, and wealth; all such good qualities come as a result of previous virtuous actions. But if you do not create good karma during this present life, you certainly will not obtain happiness in the next life. Conversely, even if you have been born into a low caste, poor and ugly, as long as you are not attracted to negative actions—as long as you maintain good ethics and a generous heart—in future lives your happiness will definitely grow greater and greater. In short, regardless of who you are now, your experience of happiness or suffering in future lives will depend on whether you do virtuous or nonvirtuous actions during this life. This is something you should clearly understand.


The point of this discussion can be stated as follows: while you have the opportunity of this life you should be preparing yourself for the time of death, and for what lies beyond. Imagine that you had to weigh your positive and negative karma at the time of death: will your positive actions be greater than the negative ones? If you can achieve just that much in this life—if you can be certain that your positive deeds outweigh the negative—that would be a great accomplishment. But if you look back and see that your negative karma is much greater than the positive, you should know that you will feel great fear at the time of death. You will be facing a terrifying darkness and you will go into that darkness with deep sorrow.


Therefore, you should make every effort to produce virtue and to avoid all nonvirtue. You should confess whatever negative actions you have already done and purify them by applying the antidotes, and the way to do this will be discussed in detail later.6 But if, from the very beginning, you do not have faith in the certainty of karmic cause and effect, how will you be able to experience desirable results?


3" IF AN ACTION IS NOT PERFORMED, ITS RESULTS WILL NOT BE MET



If you do not perform an action, you can never experience the result of that action. If you do not perform an action that serves as the cause of a pleasant or unpleasant experience, then you cannot have that experience. The corollary of this is that you cannot experience the results of karma created by someone else.


Then a question arises: If it is true that you cannot meet the results of karma that you did not perform yourself, how do you explain the case in which the Buddha’s enlightenment created great happiness for countless other beings? As a bodhisattva, the Buddha accumulated countless merits for many eons, until he finally attained the highest goal of buddhahood. But when he attained enlightenment he was not the only one who benefited from his actions. Many other sentient beings have experienced many good results by virtue of his vast accumulation of merits.


Another example is the case of Buddha Amitābha, who resides in the pure land of Sukhāvatī. When he was a bodhisattva he dedicated all of his virtue to other sentient beings with a powerful vow: until sentient beings were able to be born into his pure land, he would not become a buddha. Because of that bodhisattva’s vow—that pure motivation to benefit all other beings—and his creation of virtue over many lives, countless beings have been able to be born into Amitābha’s pure land. Is that contradictory to the law of karma that says you cannot experience the results of actions performed by another?


Tsongkhapa says that those who experience good results by virtue of the actions of a buddha or bodhisattva do not need to have accumulated all of the merits and virtuous karma performed by those exalted beings, but they do need to have performed some portion of those positive deeds themselves. In other words, there must be an appropriate relationship between their own virtuous karma and the results they experience.


Without creating any of the virtuous actions that can act as the cause for such a happy result, you will not be able to meet that experience—you will not be born in that pure land. No matter how much a bodhisattva may pray  and dedicate his or her merits, such a being will not be able to place just anyone in that happy state. It is the combination of the bodhisattva’s powerful prayer, together with the meritorious actions of the individual being benefited, and the dedication of merits by that individual toward the achievement of what the bodhisattva has prayed for, that creates the relationship and the cause for such a happy result.


The importance of making such expansive dedications explains why Tibetans frequently recite the following verses from the Prayer of Samantabhadra (Samantabhadra-caryā-praṇidhāna):




Just as heroic Mañjuśrī knew how,


Just as Samantabhadra also knew,


I dedicate all this virtue so that


I may learn to follow all their ways.





When you dedicate your merit in this way, you make a connection with the unlimited activities of these two great bodhisattvas, which they have dedicated to the welfare of all sentient beings. The karmic relationships are subtle and difficult to comprehend, but making this connection can bring about very great results. If you don’t do anything at all from your own side, and if you don’t make any connection to these bodhisattvas, you will not attain the benefit of their actions. This is what Tsongkhapa means when he states that a person must at least create some portion of the merits of a buddha or bodhisattva in order to partake in the benefits of their unlimited merits.


The general point here is that if you do not perform any action that can produce a particular result, you will never experience that result. There are many stories in the sutras that illustrate this point. One such story tells about a group of nobles who went for a walk in the forest. They came upon the hut of an arhat who was in retreat. Not caring who was inside, they burned down the hut, killing the arhat. One particular maidservant objected to this action and refused to have any part in it, but she had no power to stop the others. Many lifetimes later, at the time of the Buddha, a hermitage where Buddha’s nuns were residing caught fire. Since most of the nuns there were arhats, they had supernatural powers and were able to fly. They used this power to escape the flames but, as they were rising up in the sky, they saw their previous karma and realized that they had been the nobles who set fire to that hut and caused the death of the hermit. With that realization their miraculous powers failed them and they fell back into the fire, where they all died. However, one simple nun who had no special powers was able to escape the fire through a tunnel, and she was the only one who survived. The Buddha  explained that this nun had been the maidservant who objected to burning the hut.


When the time comes for the maturation of karmic causes—when it is time to experience the result of previous actions—there is no way to escape those consequences. This is true even for those nuns who had attained the exalted level of arhatship. But the one simple nun who had not created the cause to be burned in the fire was the one who escaped.


We frequently hear accounts of similar situations: in car accidents, in plane crashes, in house fires, we hear about one or two people who survive in a seemingly impossible way when most of the others are killed. Sometimes, in a seemingly impossible way, most survive but one is killed. These are examples of not meeting results when you have not created the karmic cause. That is the Buddhist way of interpreting these situations.


4" ACTIONS THAT ARE DONE DO NOT PERISH



Once you create a karma, its potential will never be lost until it ripens and yields fruit. The only thing that can prevent it from ripening is destroying the karmic seed by means of an antidote. Otherwise, even if it takes many, many millions of eons, the result of that karma will eventually occur. It is inevitable that those who perform virtuous actions will experience attractive results and those who perform nonvirtuous actions will experience unattractive results.


In his Praise of the Exalted One (Viśeṣa-stava), Udbhaṭasiddhasvāmin7 says:




The brahmins say that virtues and misdeeds


Are transferrable, like giving and receiving gifts.


You have taught that karma created is never lost,


And what is not created will not be met.





The author of these praises was himself a brahmin who later became a follower of the Buddha, and after developing tremendous devotion he composed this text of praises for the Buddha and his teaching. Here he is pointing out that in some brahmanical systems it is taught that one person can take on another’s karma and experience the results of actions performed by that other person, or that one can give one’s virtue to a friend. However, the Buddha teaches that once someone performs a karma it will never be lost and its results must be experienced by the person who created the karma. If you do not create a karma, you can never experience its results.


The King of Concentrations Sutra (Samādhi-rāja-sūtra) contains a similar statement:




And once an action is done, there is no circumstance where the results will not be met.


When another has done an action, you cannot experience the result.





Illustrating this we have the story of Maudgalyāyana, who was renowned among the Buddha’s disciples as the one with the greatest miraculous powers.8 In one of his previous lives he quarreled with his mother, and in a fit of anger he said to her, ”I wish your head was beaten like a piece of clay.” Many lifetimes later he became a direct disciple of the Buddha and attained arhatship. At that time he saw with his supernatural knowledge that the teacher of a band of ascetics who were opposed to the Buddha had been born into hell for teaching his students to practice animal sacrifice. Maudgalyāyana went to these ascetics and tried to persuade them not to kill for the sake of performing these sacrifices, but his interference only made them mad. So one day they descended upon him in his meditation hut and beat him to a pulp with clubs. It was, of course, a great shock to the Buddha’s disciples that such a great arhat could come to such a violent end. The Buddha explained that Maudgalyāyana met this experience as a result of the harsh words he had spoken to his mother; the karmic result of using those hurtful words was that he was beaten to death by this band of ascetics.


As the Bases of Discipline concludes:




Even in one hundred eons,


Karma will never be lost.


When the time comes and they meet the conditions,


Beings surely will experience the results.
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The Varieties of Karma




b" Contemplating specific categories of karma


1"  The principal teaching of the ten karmic paths


2" Establishing karma and its results


(a) Nonvirtuous karma and its results


(i) The actual nonvirtuous karmic paths


(ii) Distinguishing heavy and light karma


(a') The heaviness and lightness of the ten karmic paths


(b') An ancillary presentation of a selection of some of the heaviest karmas


(1') Powerful in terms of the field


(2') Powerful in terms of the actor


(3') Powerful in terms of the substance


(4') Powerful in terms of the attitude


(iii) A presentation of the results


(a') Fruitional results


(b') Results corresponding to the cause


(c') Environmental results


(b) Virtuous karma and its results


(i) Virtuous karma


(ii) The results of virtuous karma


(c) A presentation of other classifications of karma


(i) The distinction between projecting and completing karma


(ii) Karma whose result will definitely or not definitely be experienced





2' Contemplating karma and its results in detail


a" The qualities of the eight fruitions


b" The effects of the eight fruitions


c" The causes of the eight fruitions
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b" CONTEMPLATING SPECIFIC CATEGORIES OF KARMA



This topic is taught in two parts:


1" The principal teaching of the ten karmic paths


2" Establishing karma and its results


1" THE PRINCIPAL TEACHING OF THE TEN KARMIC PATHS



In the previous chapter we established four principles of how karma works: first, that happiness and suffering are invariably the respective results of virtuous and nonvirtuous karma, and there is never any inconsistency in this relationship; second, that karma increases, so that the results may be much greater than the cause; third, that you cannot meet results of karma you have not performed; and fourth, that once karma is created it is never lost, until it yields its result or it is purified by applying the antidote.


The person who understands these four principles will naturally wonder, “How can this knowledge be put into practice? Which actions need to be avoided and which need to be cultivated?” These are the questions we shall address in the following section.


The human mind has countless thoughts, and out of those thoughts arise countless actions. In order to formulate this virtually infinite variety of actions into a system that we can easily understand, learn, and practice, the Buddha condensed all actions into ten general categories. These he taught as the ten virtues to be cultivated, or the ten nonvirtues to be abandoned. If you have a basic understanding of these ten actions and their results, you can begin to practice.


All actions, whether positive or negative, are performed exclusively by the three doors of body, speech, and mind. There is no other way to perform an action. Although all physical, verbal, and mental actions have been condensed into these ten karmic paths, it does not mean that every conceivable action is subsumed by these ten. The Buddha has taken the most important types of actions—the most powerful, the ones that most easily occur, those that bring the heaviest results—and he has established them as the ten karmic paths that need to be considered. In this sense, this grouping is not exhaustive. But in order to practice ethical conduct successfully, we need to recognize these ten, learn the details of their karmic consequences, and then apply this knowledge in our daily lives.


In other words, the Buddha focused on these ten powerful negative karmas as a compassionate and skillful method to teach his disciples. Saying that there are only ten negative actions to be avoided makes it seem possible—much  more so than if he catalogued every detail of every conceivable misdeed. When you hear that there are only ten you think, “Ten is not too hard. I can do that.”


The Buddha also explained the opposite of these ten nonvirtuous karmic paths, in their positive aspect, as the ten virtues. If you are able to rid yourself of these ten harmful actions, you will replace those harmful deeds with positive behavior, and that positive karma will lead first of all to temporary good results within samsara, and ultimately to the highest result of liberation from samsara. Practicing in that way will be enormously effective. The Treasury of Knowledge (Abhidharma-kośa-kārikā) says:




By collecting the most prominent,


The karmic paths were taught as ten:


Virtuous and nonvirtuous respectively.





And a Vinaya text, the Exegesis of the Discipline (Vinaya-vibhaṅga), says:




Guard the speech and control the mind;


Do not perform nonvirtues with the body.


When you purify these three karmic paths,


You will attain the path taught by the Sage.





It is clear that the nonvirtues of body and speech are dependent upon the mind. If you practice by controlling the actions that come from all three of these doors—if you keep them pure and do not let them slip to the negative side; if you purify whatever negative actions you have already done—then you will obtain the path that leads to emancipation and enlightenment. This is the path that the great Sage, the Buddha, himself followed, and this is the path he taught.


You need to begin with a certain level of knowledge. First of all you need to recognize that one type of action is positive and another is negative. You need to understand the cause and effect, as well as the faults and the benefits, of these two types of actions. Then, based on that understanding, you need to take control of your physical and verbal actions. You begin by cultivating your knowledge and understanding because actions of body and speech always have the mind in the background. The Dharma, the teaching of the Buddha, is based on this practice.


The bodhisattva Śāntideva often says that in the past harmful actions have controlled your mind; now your mind must control these actions. In the past your physical and verbal activities have contributed to a wild and  heedless attitude. Now, as a spiritual practitioner, you must come to know which actions are harmful to yourself and to others, how cause and effect works, and what the temporary and ultimate results of your actions will be. Once you understand how all of this works, you rely on wisdom and good judgment to take control of your physical, verbal, and mental actions. When you do that seriously you are called a religious practitioner. That effort has the real practice within it.


Of course, this is a difficult area, especially at the beginning, because the cause and effect of karma is so subtle, so far beyond the understanding of ordinary people. The long-term results of our actions, which may ripen many lifetimes in the future, are unknown. Although the detailed workings of karma may be difficult to grasp at the beginning, and you may have to spend a long time studying these teachings on cause and effect, it is worthwhile to learn this account of karma and its results. As your understanding deepens you will gradually develop the confidence that will enable you to incorporate these teachings into your practice and your life. Getting a good grasp of this topic is extremely important because the whole Buddhist structure—from the beginning up to emancipation—is built upon this attitude of trust in the action of karma. If your practice is not built upon that trust, you cannot reach the highest goal.


The subject matter now under discussion concerns what is called the conventional right view, and this is the most important view to cultivate right now. Later, when you attain the path of the ārya beings—those who have gained insight into the ultimate right view—you will realize the four noble truths directly, and will therefore have no difficulty in seeing how cause and effect work. But until you reach that level of insight—while you are still an ordinary being—it is very difficult to gain a full appreciation of karmic cause and effect. As with other things you want to learn, in order to understand karma you need to study, to listen to teachings, and to investigate the subject. You need to use the wisdom that arises from hearing, the wisdom that comes from analyzing and examining, and you need to apply your intelligence in the form of inferential understanding.


Nevertheless, when it comes to this topic of karma there are certain aspects which do not lend themselves to inferential knowledge. Many of the details of the action of karma can be known only by an omniscient mind, by a buddha. For the time being there is no way to apply any form of logical reasoning to prove these things; they are simply beyond our ordinary knowledge. The only way to gain access to this kind of information is by means of proper teachings, which you receive from a kind and wise teacher in whom you have placed your trust. It is by means of your trust in the teachings and in your teachers  that you begin to establish an understanding of the details and the overall meaning of karma. Once you begin to establish this understanding, you can begin to spend your life pursuing the goals of the Buddhist path, and gradually your knowledge will become deeper and your practice will become easier. In this way, little by little, everything will come naturally.


So don’t be discouraged or develop a negative mind if you find that you cannot agree with everything that is taught on the subject of karma. Ordinary beings like ourselves need to struggle to cultivate this conventional right view, but once it has been grasped, we will have placed ourselves firmly on the ground of the Buddhist teaching, and will have set out on the path. The teachings on karma and its results that follow are the foundation of that path.


The important thing is that once you begin to understand this process of karma, and you see the disadvantages of negative actions, you should not leave this understanding as mere intellectual knowledge. You should put it into practice by trying to avoid what you now understand to be harmful. You should not only avoid the harmful actions themselves, but you should resist even the mental temptation to perform them; you should reject even the inclination to engage in the negative side. Of course you cannot change all of your habits overnight. It is, unfortunately, not the case that as soon as you understand the workings of karma all of your actions will suddenly become pure. But you begin trying to correct your behavior, and through these teachings you have the knowledge on which to base your efforts.


For example, there are many ways of using speech in a negative way. You should look into the motivation that lies behind your speech, and try not to mix any of the harmful forms of speech into your daily language. This is not something you can accomplish all at once because ordinarily your speech is completely mixed with negativity. But from this point on you gradually try to reduce your negative use of language until finally you achieve pure speech. It is the same way for physical action. You gradually reduce nonvirtuous actions until finally your behavior is not mixed with any negative deeds at all.


The practice here is to understand the motivation that lies behind your actions of body and speech, and to make the effort to refrain from these ten nonvirtuous karmas. What is most important here is the mental aspect, because the mind controls the body and speech. The determination that grows out of a clear understanding is a form of wisdom, and if your understanding is firm enough to stand up against doubt and confusion, then your body and speech will be easy to control. On the other hand, if your mind is weak—if you have not built stability and confidence through learning and meditation—it  will be difficult to gain control over your physical and verbal actions.


That is why it is important to study and then to practice meditation. In order to build the solid foundation that comes from meditation, it is good to stay in a quiet place, to get away from distractions and temptations that entice you to engage in negative actions. The early stages of practice are a time when your resolution is weak and the afflictions of attachment and aversion are always ready to arise. When tempting objects are close by, you will not have much self-control. Therefore, at the beginning, it is often better to go to a place of solitude where you will not have any contact with objects that cause the obscuring afflictions to arise.


Later, when the mind is strong—when your understanding and correct view are well established and can stand by themselves—you can go wherever you need to go. You can have close contact with objects of desire without any danger, because now your actions are controlled by the mind. Your trust in the action of karma governs your mind, and your mind has control over your actions of body and speech.


We say that this is the foundation of the path because without pure ethical conduct there can be no inner spiritual development. All of the three vehicles of the śrāvaka, pratyekabuddha, and the bodhisattva are based on keeping your pure behavior uncontaminated by any of the ten negative actions. This practice is the indispensable basis of accomplishing the two human goals: benefiting oneself and benefiting others. Without this foundation of ethical conduct none of these three vehicles or two goals can be achieved. Therefore, again and again, in many different ways, the Buddha advised those who wanted to follow his path that this practice was fundamental, and he recommended this kind of practice to all.


The Questions of the Nāga Kings of the Ocean says:




What are called the “virtuous elements” are the basic root of all the perfections of devas and humans. They are the basic root of the enlightenment of śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas. They are the basic root of unsurpassed, perfectly complete enlightenment. What are these basic roots? They are the ten virtuous actions.





And the same text continues, with the Buddha addressing the nāga king Sāgaramati, as follows:




O Lord of Nāgas: All villages, cities, towns, provinces, countries, and the palaces of kings; all grass, shrubs, medicinal herbs, and trees; all  worldly endeavors; all the seeds and the growth of all crops, the plowing, harrowing, and production—all are based on the earth, have as their foundation the earth. In the same way, O Lord of Nāgas, these ten virtuous karmic paths are the foundation of birth as a deva or a human; the foundation of the achievement of the fruit of the spiritual life—the stage of “learner” or of “no-more-learning”—of the enlightenment of a pratyekabuddha, of the deeds of a bodhisattva; and they are the foundation of all of the qualities of a buddha.





Here the Buddha tells the nāga king that just as the earth is the foundation of all things that exist upon the earth, practicing the ten virtuous actions is the foundation of all worldly and supermundane goals. Worldly goals are higher rebirths in future lives in the human and deva realms. In terms of spiritual goals these ten virtues are the foundation of the attainment of the āryan path, the direct realization of the nature of reality. This realization is referred to as the “fruit of the spiritual life.” By means of this realization the inner afflictions are removed from the root. The cessation of these afflictions, together with the knowledge that arises when you are freed from those obscuring afflictions, are also the fruit of the spiritual life. Specifically, there are four levels of realization on the paths of the śrāvaka and pratyekabuddha that constitute the fruit of the spiritual life: the stream-winner, the once-returner, the nonreturner, and the arhat.


The highest fruit of the spiritual life on the Mahayana path is buddhahood, or enlightenment. In buddhahood there are a great many perfected qualities of body, speech, and mind because a buddha is completely purified of all the afflictions and all the subtle remnants of these afflictions. The details of those perfected qualities of a buddha are explained in the sutras, and we discussed them in the first volume of this series.1 The point here is that the foundation of all of these higher results is the practice of maintaining pure virtuous conduct. Without these ten virtues at the beginning, none of these results can be realized. It would be like trying to build a huge building without first laying down a foundation.


In its discussion of the perfection of ethical conduct, the Sutra on the Ten Levels (Daśa-bhūmika-sūtra) extols the practice of eliminating nonvirtue and maintaining pure behavior. This explanation of the benefits of ethical conduct is summarized in the following quotation from Candrakīrti’s Commentary on the “Middle Way”:




For ordinary individuals, for śrāvakas born from the Buddha’s speech,


For pratyekabuddhas who will definitely become self-realized,


And for the sons of the buddhas, the cause of the definite good


And of higher rebirths is none other than ethical conduct.2





This stanza is referring to the practitioners of the three vehicles: those “born from the Buddha’s speech” are the śrāvakas, which literally means hearers; they are speech-born because they achieve their attainment as a result of listening to the Buddha’s speech. The next line refers to the pratyekabuddhas or solitary realizers, who are called that because they retreat to a solitary place where they attain their realizations in isolation. Within one hundred eons they will definitely attain their goal, so it says they will “definitely become self-enlightened.” The “sons of the buddhas” are the bodhisattvas.


The “definite good” refers to the higher of two spiritual goals. The first goal is a higher rebirth within cyclic existence; this is the goal of the being of small scope. The second goal, the definite good, includes both emancipation from saṃsāra (the goal of the śrāvaka and the pratyekabuddha) and the complete enlightenment of buddhahood (the goal of the bodhisattva). Once you obtain the definite good you can never lose it; you can never fall back into a lower rebirth. This achievement is definite and cannot be lost; in contrast, a higher rebirth is only a temporary achievement, because you have not eliminated the obscuring afflictions from the root.
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