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“THE PURPOSE OF OUR LIFE IS NOT JUST TO OBTAIN HAPPINESS FOR OURSELVES, NOT JUST TO SOLVE OUR OWN PROBLEMS; THE PURPOSE OF OUR LIFE IS TO BE USEFUL FOR OTHERS, TO BE BENEFICIAL FOR OTHERS, TO FREE NUMBERLESS OTHER LIVING BEINGS FROM ALL THEIR SUFFERINGS AND TO LEAD THEM TO HAPPINESS. THIS IS THE PURPOSE OF OUR LIFE.”


–LAMA ZOPA RINPOCHE
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EDITOR’S PREFACE


TO COMPLETELY and spontaneously wish to become omniscient in order to benefit every single living being — that is the mind of enlightenment, bodhichitta. When I first heard that definition I was awestruck and a little terrified. This is what I’m supposed to be aiming for! It is a very daunting task, but when led by Lama Zopa Rinpoche we are in the very best of hands. There are few who can bring the subject of bodhichitta to life like Rinpoche.


It has been my privilege to have worked on Rinpoche’s teachings since 2008 when I started with the Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archive (LYWA), where I collected and edited Rinpoche’s teachings on the topics of the lamrim (the graduated path to enlightenment). The archive is huge, with transcripts of almost all the teachings Rinpoche has given over the last forty years, and so the task was not a small one.


Anybody who has sat in front of Rinpoche will know that he rarely teaches in a straight line. A discourse on emptiness can morph into one on impermanence, suffering, karma, or any other subject, but underlying it all is bodhichitta. And so, to compile this book I have had to trawl the archive, finding and arranging the subjects within the teachings on bodhichitta in the order used by most of the great Tibetan masters, specifically Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo in Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand and Lama Tsongkhapa in Lamrim Chenmo (The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment).


In general, quotes in this book have been taken from published texts such as Shantideva’s A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life and have been cited accordingly, but some are Rinpoche’s own translations, which I’ve taken from the transcripts. As Rinpoche very often investigates the words within a verse thoroughly, what I have often ended up with is more a paraphrase.




I can’t begin to thank all those who have worked so hard to make this book a reality. Not just Laura Cunningham at Wisdom, who has been a joy to work with, but the many volunteers and workers, those who painstakingly recorded Rinpoche, those who transcribed and checked the audio files, and the team at LYWA who have archived and managed the files and transcripts. Most of all, however, I want to thank Rinpoche for creating such a wealth of Dharma gold to inspire us. Sometimes when I’m trawling the archive looking for a particular topic and I work through many hundreds of files of Rinpoche’s courses, I feel I’m swimming in an ocean of his holy words. It is a wonderful feeling.


I apologize for any errors found in this book; they are 100 percent mine. May this book inspire people to turn away from self-interest and develop the altruistic wish for enlightenment. May whatever merits gained from the creation of this book be dedicated to peace in this troubled world, to the long life, well-being, and fulfillment of the wishes of all our holy teachers, especially His Holiness the Dalai Lama and Lama Zopa Rinpoche, and to the flourishing of the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition and of the Dharma throughout the world.


Gordon McDougall
 Bath, England











INTRODUCTION


WE ALWAYS WANT the best. When we go shopping we always look for the best quality. We know the shops that sell the best fruit, the best pizza, the best ice cream; we make sure we buy food with the best flavor, the most delicious taste. If we know where to get the very best, we make sure we do. Those who accept inferior things do it because they either can’t afford the best or don’t know about it, not because they don’t want the best there is.


In the same way, all sentient beings are looking for the best happiness. According to the Mahayana Buddhist tradition, the very best happiness is enlightenment, and the only way to attain enlightenment is through the incredible mind of bodhichitta. If people knew about this they would definitely try to achieve this mind, but because very few know about it, very few take the path to enlightenment.


Just as many of us can’t buy top-quality things because of our limited budgets, sentient beings don’t all embrace the Dharma because of their limited understanding. Everybody wants the best-quality happiness, but most people seem to think this is a mundane sense pleasure; they don’t realize this is in fact a form of suffering. Similarly, nobody wants any suffering at all, but most people see suffering as only being gross sufferings such as relationship problems, unemployment, hunger, or illness. Their understanding of suffering is very limited. Because they have no idea about the entire suffering of samsara, they have no wish to be free from it.


Suffering, in this context, refers to the suffering and the origin of suffering that are the first two of the four noble truths, the first teaching the Buddha gave after he became enlightened. Without fully understanding these, sentient beings cannot understand that there can be an end to all suffering and that there is a definite path that leads to that end: the truth of cessation and the truth of the path, the second two of the four noble truths. Everybody wants happiness and to avoid suffering, but without these vital understandings they mistake their goal, seeking only a temporary alleviation of some of their suffering rather than the complete elimination of it.


Therefore the greatest benefit we can offer sentient beings is to be able to show them what true happiness is and to be able to lead them to that true happiness, to full enlightenment. But there is no way we can do this if we ourselves don’t realize bodhichitta, which is the mind that wishes to achieve enlightenment in order to lead all other sentient beings into that same state. This is why listening, reflecting, and meditating on the entire path to enlightenment, on all the preliminary subjects that lead to bodhichitta and to the subjects within the teachings on bodhichitta itself, are of utmost importance.


In A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, the great eighth-century Indian master Shantideva said,


Since the limitless mind of the Sole Guide of the World


has upon thorough investigation seen its preciousness,


all beings wishing to be free from worldly abodes


should firmly take hold of this precious Awakening Mind.1


The Sole Guide of the World is, of course, an epithet for Guru Shakyamuni Buddha,2 the perfect leader, the one to lead all sentient beings from suffering to full enlightenment. The Buddha is omniscient; he has the ability to faultlessly perceive infinite objects of knowledge simultaneously. He sees every single existence of all three times: past, present, and future. There is no way we can comprehend the scope of his understanding. If we tried to explain all the qualities of the Buddha’s mind, we would never be finished; this is something we cannot know until we ourselves attain enlightenment.


With his infallible wisdom, through thorough investigation, the Buddha has checked and seen how precious bodhichitta is. He has seen that bodhichitta is the source of happiness of all beings: worldly beings, those who have transcended worldly existence, and even fully awakened beings. There is no happiness that does not arise from bodhichitta. Every single pleasure we worldly beings have ever experienced, even a gentle breeze on a hot day, has arisen from bodhichitta. This is not talking about transcendental happiness, which comes once we have achieved one of the great Mahayana paths and which requires bodhichitta; this is simply talking about ordinary worldly happiness.


We can see this quite simply when we consider karma. All happiness comes from virtuous actions; it is impossible to experience happiness from nonvirtue. How are virtuous actions created? Only by practicing the Dharma, which means following the guidance of enlightened beings, the buddhas. Where do buddhas come from? From bodhisattvas, and bodhisattvas are born from the wonderful mind of bodhichitta.


As the only source of all happiness, we should strive to attain bodhichitta, and when we have it we should firmly take hold of it, never letting it degenerate in the slightest. Nothing on earth can compare to the mind of bodhichitta — no phenomenon, no experience, no pleasure. There is no material object, no jewel, no achievement that compares. Everything else is utterly worthless in comparison.


We need to begin to develop this mind right now, this very moment. We simply don’t know how long we have before we leave this body and take another. And unless we can take the mind of bodhichitta with us into the next life, we have no way of knowing when we can ever even try to develop it again — let alone attain it.


WHAT IS BODHICHITTA?



Bodhichitta is such an incredible mind. It is the thought to benefit every single sentient being, without exception, without excluding one single hell being, one single hungry ghost, one single animal, one single human being, one single demigod, one single god.3 It is the thought to benefit every being on the ground, in the ground, in the sea, in the air — every ant on every mountain, every fish in every ocean, every bird and insect in every field, every single sentient being in all the six realms.




Bodhichitta is a Sanskrit word that means the mind of enlightenment or the awakening mind: bodhi, meaning “awakened” or “awakening,” and citta, meaning “mind.” The Tibetan for bodhichitta is jangchup sem: jang, meaning the “elimination,” as in the destruction of all gross and subtle obstacles; chup, meaning “development,” as in fully developing or perfecting all the mind’s positive qualities or realizations; and sem, meaning “mind.” This mind that strives for enlightenment completely, spontaneously, continuously works at nothing other than benefiting all living beings. A person who possesses such a priceless mind is called a bodhisattva.


Before we reach that spontaneous altruistic mind, we must consciously think of reasons to induce this state, and so that type of bodhichitta is called effortful bodhichitta or contrived bodhichitta. When the uncontrived and spontaneous wish for enlightenment always manifests, then it is effortless bodhichitta.


Effortful bodhichitta relies on reasoning, using logic and quotes from the scriptures to reinforce our wish to benefit others. We logically understand all the arguments, and in meditation we feel we must attain enlightenment for all other beings. But that state of mind is not integral yet, and so we slip out of it when we are not analyzing the reasons or meditating on it. Without relying on reasoning, we are still not able to transform our mind into a totally altruistic one. This is why effortful bodhichitta is also called created bodhichitta.


Effortless, uncontrived, or uncreated bodhichitta, on the other hand, does not rely on reasoning. We no longer have to dwell on how all sentient beings are suffering, how they are devoid of happiness and incapable of lifting themselves from this state, and how we alone are able to help them. Even without reasoning, that deep wish to help is naturally there.


Effortful bodhichitta is compared to licking sugarcane skin; by meditating on bodhichitta through reasoning, we might get a strong feeling for the suffering of sentient beings — the taste might be there — but after the meditation that feeling does not remain. On the other hand, the actual mind of bodhichitta that arises through continuous training is like licking the actual sugarcane pulp. Whereas the skin might have a little sweetness due to the pulp inside, the actual pulp is so sweet, so delicious. That is what we actually want to eat. This mind of effortless bodhichitta is so precious, so wonderful.


To understand just how powerful bodhichitta is, we must understand that it is not just a feeling, like love or compassion, but an actual main mind, one of the six principal consciousnesses. What does that mean?


I haven’t read any Western psychology books completely, but many years back I was given what was supposed to be a very good book on the mind. Looking through it, however, I was unable to find a clear, concise definition of mind. It discussed things about the mind at great length, but there was very little on what the mind actually was. This is something we learn at a very young age in Tibetan monasteries. Everything we learn in a monastery is in order to lead us to liberation and enlightenment, and it is considered important that we know exactly what the mind is in order to transform it from its deluded state to a perfect one. Just as somebody must learn everything there is to know about a computer in order to be able to build and program it, we need to know everything about the mind.


We have body and mind. The body has color and form, whereas the mind is colorless and formless. The mind’s nature is clear and perceiving. Like a mirror unobscured by dust, it has the power to reflect back an object of the senses. Within the mind there are many different minds, divided into the principal or main consciousnesses and the secondary mental factors. There are six principal consciousnesses: a direct perception for each of the five senses — seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and touching — and a mental direct perception. The principal consciousness perceives the object directly without any embroidery or overlay. It is like the boss. The mental factors, the minds that accompany each principal consciousness, are like the employees who work for the boss. Traditionally there are fifty-one mental factors divided into different types: positive minds such as love; delusions such as anger and pride; and changeable mental factors, minds that can be positive or negative, such as sleep.4


The mind called bodhichitta is made up of two aspirations — the wish to free all sentient beings from suffering and the wish to attain enlightenment in order to do that. But bodhichitta is not a mental factor; it is a principal consciousness accompanied by these two intentions. Thinking of the suffering of others and developing the wish to free them from it is all part of conceptual thinking, as is developing the wish to attain enlightenment to do that, but the actual mind of bodhichitta is spontaneous, a state of mind beyond reasoning, something we feel from our heart. This is effortless bodhichitta.


This is the mind we must aspire to. To practice the Dharma only on the meditation cushion doesn’t work. In reality we don’t spend so much time in meditation. Most of our day is spent in mundane activities such as eating, sleeping, and so forth, so if we only create virtue for the short time we are meditating, then we will make little progress. Therefore we need to integrate our Dharma practice into our daily life so that each second becomes most beneficial for all sentient beings. With bodhichitta there is never any confusion; we see what is most beneficial, and we naturally and spontaneously do it. Whatever we decide to do is only for the benefit of others, never for our own benefit. That wish is there, no matter what we are doing. Whatever activity we do, our heart constantly spontaneously wishes to achieve enlightenment for all other sentient beings. Moreover, we take on the sole responsibility for this.


This mind is compared to how a mother feels about her beloved only child when that child is sick. The mother loves the child so much, seeing them as the most precious thing in the world. When her child is sick, regardless of what else she is doing — washing, cooking, shopping, or whatever — she is always so concerned, wishing them to be free from that sickness.


Say a family at a picnic sees a young baby fall into a fire. While the other relatives are shocked — they cannot do anything to help the child — the mother, without a second’s thought, plunges into the fire to save her baby. There is no hesitation, no thought of her own safety; she has to save her precious child. This is the attitude we hold for all sentient beings, this 100 percent determination to liberate them all and lead them to enlightenment.


This feeling for all sentient beings comes from first reflecting on how unbearable it is that we ourselves are trapped in the endless cycle of suffering called samsara, how cyclic existence is nothing but suffering. Finding it so disgusting, so terrifying, we want to be free from it immediately. But then we see how all other sentient beings are also suffering in this way and they too want to be free from it, and so we generate compassion for all of them. From this, the spontaneous sense of responsibility for them all arises, the special attitude that just precedes bodhichitta.


THE IMPORTANCE OF BODHICHITTA



The great masters such as Lama Tsongkhapa5 explained that bodhichitta is the heart of Mahayana Buddhism. If we are living with loving-kindness, with compassion, with the precious thought of enlightenment, then we are practicing the essence of the Mahayana. The whole purpose of whatever we do within Mahayana Buddhism is to develop the good heart, and so whatever we do that helps bring this about helps us on the path to enlightenment. Then all temporary and ultimate happiness and all realizations come easily, with hardly any effort at all.


Because of that, whether sitting to meditate or doing an everyday action such as driving to work, it is so useful to begin every action with a bodhichitta motivation. We should check everything we do to see whether the action is worthwhile or harmful, and we should cultivate the former and abandon the latter. If we are about to do a negative action, no matter how small, we should think that it is of no benefit and will only bring suffering and so determine not to do it. Then we can transform our mind into the loving, compassionate thought of enlightenment. In that way, we can train our mind, ensuring that any action we do is free from self-cherishing, only benefiting others and bringing us closer to enlightenment.


For that, of course, we ourselves have to understand that only the top-quality happiness of enlightenment is good enough, and so we must renounce the whole of samsara, which we do by seeing that the nature of samsara is suffering. That involves having a firm understanding of all the elemental subjects of the path such as perfect human rebirth, karma, impermanence and death, and so forth.


Furthermore, the minds of loving-kindness and compassion are vital in bringing happiness to ourselves and to all other sentient beings. Developing compassion toward others, whether it is one sentient being or countless, is the path that leads us there. In fact, this is the heart of the entire Buddhadharma: of the Hinayana teachings, the Mahayana Paramitayana teachings, and the secret Vajrayana teachings.6


The Vinaya, the teachings on ethical discipline and vows, says that what differentiates Buddhism from other religions is the emphasis on compassion for all other sentient beings. And so compassion is at the heart of the entire Buddhadharma and without question at the heart of the Mahayana, because without compassion and loving-kindness there is no way to transform our mind into bodhichitta. And without bodhichitta we are unable to gain the higher realizations and to completely destroy both the disturbing-thought obscurations and the more subtle obscurations to knowledge that block us from full enlightenment.7


Therefore, feeling compassion for even a few seconds when we see two insects fighting is part of our path; it brings us a little bit closer to enlightenment. The stronger the compassion we generate, the more our mind is purified of negativities, and the easier and quicker it is to complete the work of accumulating merit.


If we think of the benefits, we realize this practice is unbelievably precious. The benefits are like the infinite sky, so vast we can never finish explaining them; they lead us all the way to enlightenment, causing us to achieve the infinite qualities of a buddha’s holy body, holy speech, and holy mind. Then, even after that, we continue to benefit all sentient beings, and so the results of that moment of compassion are never finished.


Even before we attain bodhichitta and become a bodhisattva, by no longer working for the self, we stop harming others and instead only ever work for them. In that way we completely turn our life around. From beginningless lifetimes we have been continuously working solely for our own well-being, only to obtain happiness for ourselves alone. Now, developing our compassion and loving-kindness, we start working for others until we reach the stage where we no longer have the slightest thought for our own welfare, and every thought is purely to benefit others. Although there might be some possibility of falling back into self-concern when we have just attained bodhichitta, as we advance that possibility lessens until we can never act selfishly again. Our route to full enlightenment is ensured. This is the greatness of bodhichitta.


THE ROUTE TO BODHICHITTA



First we need to understand how vital it is to develop bodhichitta, and then we need the techniques to do that. This is what we will explore here.


When we understand that the selfish mind chasing samsaric pleasure is a mind of dissatisfaction, we can start to renounce it and work toward the happiness of future lives — and then the renunciation of the whole of samsara. This involves understanding the various topics of the lamrim, or graduated path to enlightenment, such as perfect human rebirth, death and impermanence, karma, and the various sufferings of samsara. These are all part of ripening our mind so that it is ready to develop bodhichitta.


For bodhichitta, we need to see that all other sentient beings are suffering in samsara too and that it is our responsibility to help them. We cannot do that while we are following the self-cherishing mind. Only by renouncing a selfish life can we recognize that all happiness comes from others, that everything in our life that brings us happiness has come from the kindness of other sentient beings.




Whether an action is virtuous or nonvirtuous depends on the motivation we have, on whether it is the result of a selfish mind or a selfless one. Aside from committing any of the ten nonvirtues,8 even simple acts such as eating, walking, sleeping, or drinking coffee can be nonvirtuous if our motivation is selfish, if we are clinging to the happiness of this life. The more cups of coffee we drink, the more nonvirtue we create; the bigger the mug we use, the bigger the negative karma. Therefore we need to see how important the correct motivation is with every action we do. And the best motivation is the bodhichitta motivation, the wish to attain enlightenment for the sake of all other sentient beings. This stems from seeing the suffering of all other beings and developing first compassion and then great compassion for them all, even those who harm us.


There is no other way. To lead all sentient beings to peerless happiness, we must know all the levels of mind and what methods will best suit them — and that requires having an omniscient mind, perfect power, and fully developed compassion, so that we can work perfectly for all beings without the slightest mistake.


Developing this incredible mind brings many benefits for ourselves and others. Traditionally they are listed as ten, which we will look at, including entering the Mahayana and becoming a bodhisattva, accumulating unbelievable merit and purifying so much negative karma with everything we do, and finally completing the path and becoming enlightened.


Then, based on equanimity, we train in one of the two ways of attaining bodhichitta, or a combination of the two. The first is the seven points of cause and effect: (1) We see that all beings have been our mothers countless times, (2) we recall how kind they have been as our mothers, and (3) we determine to repay that kindness. From that we develop (4) loving-kindness, (5) compassion, and then (6) the special attitude that takes responsibility to free them from suffering. These six causes produce the one result, (7) bodhichitta.


The second way is equalizing and exchanging self and others, a more advanced technique where we see how we and all other sentient beings are equal and, recalling the disadvantages of harboring the self-cherishing mind and the advantages of cherishing others, we exchange ourselves with others. Of course, this does not mean physically exchanging our body for theirs but exchanging our selfish concern for cherishing them and doing whatever is needed to bring them from suffering into happiness. We do this through the wonderful mind-training practice of tonglen, taking and giving, where we take the suffering of others on ourselves in order to destroy the self-cherishing mind, and we give them all our happiness and merit.


This requires a lot of effort and understanding, and there are many meditations we can do to help us. Some are included here, such as meditations on equanimity, the seven points of cause and effect, and tonglen.


In The Jewel Lamp, Khunu Lama Rinpoche9 said,


The thought desiring to dispel


every mistake from every sentient being


and to bring every being to full knowledge is bodhichitta.


Of all wonderful things, this is the most wonderful.10


In his book there are many verses that tell us how bodhichitta is the best, the supreme mind. Of course it is! It is the mind that wishes every single being to be completely free from all suffering. What greater mind can there be than that?


Among all the thoughts we can have, the most wonderful thought is bodhichitta. Why is that? Because it has incredible benefit for ourselves and for all others. It is the thought of wanting to free every sentient being from every delusion, from every suffering. Can there be anything superior to that? Of this Shantideva said,


If even the thought to relieve


living creatures of merely a headache


is a beneficial intention


endowed with infinite goodness,




then what need is there to mention


the wish to dispel their inconceivable misery,


wishing every single one of them


to realize boundless good qualities?11


The wish to free somebody else from a headache is a very beneficial mind, so the wish to free all beings from all headaches is a mind of incredible virtue. But if we extend that not just to one kind of temporary problem of all beings but to all the possible sufferings all beings can experience, gross and subtle, physical and mental, then that mind is unimaginable, incredible, the supreme among the supreme.











PART I


THE SUPREME MEDICINE


By depending on the medicine of bodhicitta


all the diseases of the all-rising delusions are cured.


Therefore, there is no question at all


that there is no better medicine in samsara than bodhicitta.


— KHUNU LAMA RINPOCHE, THE JEWEL LAMP, VERSE 286












1  :BODHICHITTA IS THE GATEWAY TO THE MAHAYANA



W HEN WE EXPLORE the ways we have to help ourselves and others, we will see that nothing compares to bodhichitta. This is what Khunu Lama Rinpoche said in The Jewel Lamp and what Shantideva said in A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life. According to Shantideva,


It is the supreme ambrosia


that overcomes the sovereignty of death;


it is the inexhaustible treasure


that eliminates all the poverty of the world.


It is the supreme medicine


that quells the world’s disease.


It is the tree that shelters all beings


wandering and tired on the path of conditioned existence.12


In the West, when a new medicine is discovered that cures a particular disease, long articles are written about it in scientific journals and television programs are made about it. Then commercial companies patent it, and it becomes a big commodity that everybody talks about. That is only for one medicine that can cure one disease for a few people. Bodhichitta can cure every disease, both mental and physical, for all beings. This is what Guru Shakyamuni Buddha and the other thousand buddhas of this fortunate eon, with their unfathomable concern for the welfare of all beings, have seen. So why don’t we have endless television programs telling people how beneficial bodhichitta is? Shantideva also said this,




All the buddhas who have contemplated for many eons


have seen it to be beneficial;


for by it the limitless masses of beings


will quickly attain the supreme state of bliss.13


Of the many realizations we can develop in order to progress on the path to enlightenment, such as equanimity, the wisdom of how things exist, an understanding of karma, and so forth, the greatest realization we can strive for is the peerless mind called bodhichitta.


Generating bodhichitta means systematically cultivating the mind that increasingly cares for all sentient beings, that is, developing the will to benefit others. This is what Maitreya explained in his Ornament for Clear Realizations,14 the philosophical text that shows the whole path to enlightenment. At first, when we are consumed with self-concern, even thinking about such an attitude is difficult. But the more we see the advantages of such a mind, the stronger our determination to have it becomes, thus increasing our capacity to benefit others.


For countless rebirths until now, we have only ever done things for our own happiness, often at the expense of others. With bodhichitta we put self-interest aside and work solely for others. The “happiness” our self-cherishing mind has sought for us has, in fact, been a fantasy. We can see when we study subjects such as the four noble truths that any mental state poisoned with attachment to sense pleasures — what we would normally consider worldly happiness — is suffering in that there is an underlying dissatisfaction, one that will lead to future grosser suffering.


On the other hand, when we put that selfish mind aside and start working for others, as a byproduct we effortlessly attain a real sense of happiness that will not let us down. Not only that — we are developing our mind toward its ultimate potential, the fully awakened mind of enlightenment. As I often say, real happiness begins when we start cherishing others.


Everything we do in our daily life is for happiness, whether for our own happiness or for the happiness of others. The definition of Dharma is that which keeps us from suffering and hence leads us to happiness, particularly the happiness of liberation and full enlightenment. The very essence of the Dharma taught by the kind, compassionate Guru Shakyamuni Buddha is bodhichitta. This altruistic thought to achieve enlightenment for all other sentient beings lies at the heart of everything he taught.


BODHICHITTA AND THE WHOLE BUDDHIST PATH



The Buddha said in the Sutra of Individual Liberation (Pratimoksha Sutra),


Do not commit any nonvirtuous actions,


perform only perfect virtuous actions,


subdue your mind thoroughly — 


this is the teaching of the Buddha.


The Kadampa geshes15 explained that the whole Buddhist path comes down to this advice — to not harm others and to benefit others, and in order to do those, to pacify the mind.


The compassion toward all beings that is the essence of Buddhism entails not harming them, which means not committing nonvirtuous actions. This encompasses all beings, even those who have harmed us. For that, we need to develop equanimity, to see all beings as equal in deserving our nonharm, not partially seeing one as deserving help and another as deserving harm. Even for somebody who has harmed us or who hates us, even for strangers or nonhumans, our fundamental Buddhist practice is nonharm.


Additionally, in Mahayana Buddhism the emphasis is not only on not harming but also on helping in any way we can. We subdue our mind and train it in order to be able to offer perfect service to other sentient beings, without mistake. That means leading them away from all suffering and its causes and toward the peerless happiness of full enlightenment. To be able to do that, we ourselves have to be fully qualified, which means having attained full omniscience. Then, with perfect power we can reveal whatever method suits every sentient being according to their level of mind, their karma.


Developing bodhichitta comes into the teachings on the graduated path of the higher capable being. In the forty years from his enlightenment to his parinirvana, the Buddha gave 84,000 teachings, all of which are included in the Tripitaka, the three collections, or baskets, of the teachings: the Vinaya basket on morality and discipline, the Abhidharma basket on philosophy, and the Sutra basket, the other teachings of the Buddha.


In Tibetan Buddhism, and particularly the Geluk tradition, all these teachings are incorporated into the lamrim, the path to enlightenment that entails the graduated path of the lower capable being, the graduated path of the middle capable being, and the graduated path of the higher capable being.


The graduated path of the lower capable being is the path of a being trying to attain a fortunate rebirth. It includes subjects such as the perfect human rebirth (its usefulness, how difficult it is to find again, and so forth); impermanence and death; the sufferings of the lower realms; refuge; and then karma. The entire graduated path of the lower capable being is contained in the first piece of advice in the verse above, to not harm others.


The graduated path of the middle capable being is the path of a being trying to gain not just a fortunate rebirth but also liberation from the whole of samsara. The meditations here are on the general sufferings of samsara and the twelve links of dependent origination,16 which show why we circle in samsara. It also includes the shortcomings of delusions, practicing the antidotes to all that, and the three higher trainings of morality, concentration, and wisdom. The graduated path of the middle capable being is also included in the first piece of advice, to not harm others.


The third level of the path, the graduated path of the higher capable being, includes all the Mahayana teachings, including all the Vajrayana, or tantric, teachings. The graduated path of the higher capable being is included in the second piece of advice, to benefit others.


So within these two pieces of advice, to not harm others and to benefit others, is the entire Buddhadharma. This is what is taught in the great Tibetan Buddhist monasteries such as Sera, Ganden, and Drepung, the Geluk monasteries of Lama Tsongkhapa’s lineage, which study the vast Nalanda tradition developed by the great pandits such as Nagarjuna, Atisha, and so forth.


From a very young age, Tibetan monks and nuns study the extensive philosophical subjects within the Buddhadharma, in both the sutras — the Buddha’s own words — and the commentaries written by the great pandits such as Lama Tsongkhapa. They not only learn these texts but also put them into practice, integrating everything within the lamrim into their lives.


If we too do this, if we live our life with this attitude, then we will work only to benefit others, without sectarianism, without discrimination, whether a sentient being seems beautiful or ugly, whether they help us or harm us. We work to free everybody from the oceans of samsaric suffering and bring them to full enlightenment.


If we have this goal, if this is the main purpose of everything we do, then so many problems disappear. The selfish mind is the major obstacle to developing compassion and causes all our problems. On the other hand, cherishing others is the source of all happiness, for ourselves and all others, and so working for all other beings is the fastest route to destroy all our problems. This life’s parents gave us this life’s body and nurtured us, fed us, protected us, and educated us; therefore we can easily see how we need to show love and compassion to them. But, as we will see when we discuss the seven points of cause and effect, all beings have been our kind mothers and so we need to show the same concern for all of them.


The Four Ways of Clinging


In the Sakya tradition, there are four things that block us from attaining the three paths of lower, middle, and higher capable beings. They are the four desires or the four clingings:




1.If you cling to this life, you are not a Dharma practitioner.


2.If you cling to future lives’ samsara, your mind is not in renunciation.


3.If you cling to cherishing the I, that is not bodhichitta.


4.If you cling to the I, that is not the right view.17


The Nyingma and Kagyü traditions have the four aspects of the transformed mind, which refers to much the same thing. The “transformed mind” of their teaching is the mind that has firstly renounced this life, then renounced all samsaric perfections and happinesses, then totally renounced self-cherishing and so cherishes others with bodhichitta, and finally renounced the wrong view that holds the I and phenomena as inherently existing. This corresponds to the three principal aspects of the path in the Geluk tradition, where renunciation of this life and of the whole of samsara are combined. We will look at that later.


Clinging to this life, we are trapped in the thought of the eight worldly dharmas18 — being happy when having material possessions and unhappy when not having them, wanting happiness and comfort and not wanting unhappiness and discomfort, wanting praise and not wanting criticism, wanting a good reputation and not wanting a bad reputation — and so nothing we do can become the Dharma. It is impossible for any action to be both a worldly action and a Dharma action, so while we are wrapped up in the affairs of this life, we cannot be a Dharma practitioner.


Overcoming the eight worldly dharmas corresponds to the graduated path of the lower capable being. When we have renounced this life and no longer work for the unsatisfactory happinesses of this life, we can call ourselves a Dharma practitioner because our life and our Dharma practice are equal. This pure mind of letting go of attachment is a peaceful, free, happy mind. Letting go of clinging to this life is the fundamental practice, the most basic level of Dharma practice.


In retreat or in our daily life, we need to watch our mind carefully all the time to see that attachment to the eight worldly dharmas does not creep in. If we see a mind such as attachment to comfort or reputation or aversion to criticism arising, we need to destroy it, to apply whatever remedy is appropriate, such as meditating on impermanence and death or on love.


Until now we have given freedom to our desire, allowing the thought of the eight worldly dharmas to flourish, causing us all our problems, but now we give freedom to ourselves. We break our slavery to the eight worldly dharmas that have constantly abused us, bringing us one problem after another, one suffering after another. Now, always watching our mind, always destroying the mind of attachment when it arises, we have incredible freedom and happiness. Having renounced this life, we have relinquished the first clinging, and we can consider ourselves a Dharma practitioner.


After we have renounced this life, the next level of practice is when we can renounce the whole of samsara. This is the second clinging. As long as we cling to samsaric happiness, to samsaric perfections, there is no way we can generate a mind renouncing samsara and so no way we can attain liberation. The door to the path to liberation is through seeing the whole of samsara as suffering and therefore renouncing it. We need this next step for liberation.


The third of the four clingings is clinging to the self-cherishing mind. As long as we cherish ourselves, there is no space to cherish others, no way to develop bodhichitta, and no way to attain enlightenment. Just as renouncing samsara is the door to liberation, attaining bodhichitta is the door to enlightenment. Whether a normal daily action or one we consider a Dharma activity such as reciting mantras or doing retreats, whatever we do actually becomes an obstacle to achieving enlightenment if we are still clinging to the self.


The last of the four clingings is clinging to wrong view. As long as we don’t renounce the wrong view that sees all things as inherently existing, there is no way we can realize the absolute nature, the right view that sees the emptiness of the inherent existence of all things. Most importantly, there is no way we can realize the absolute nature of the self.


Perhaps we have a good intellectual understanding of emptiness, but as long as we cling to an instinctive sense that the I is truly existent, that it exists from its own side, then we cannot say we are holding the right view of emptiness. We perceive emptiness directly when we have reached the path of seeing, the third of the five paths, and only then do we stop creating new negative karma that produces future samsara. This is a very advanced mind. All other minds can help us toward this realization, but it is only here that we are totally free from the entire suffering of samsara; then we have everlasting happiness, liberation.


The Five Paths and Tantra


Both the Hinayana and the Mahayana traditions talk about the five paths through which we must progress to attain our goal:


1.the path of merit


2.the path of preparation


3.the path of seeing


4.the path of meditation


5.the path of no more learning


There is a slight difference in how the paths are described within the Hinayana and the Mahayana, and the goal is slightly different: individual liberation and enlightenment, respectively. In the Mahayana tradition, the first path, the path of merit, refers to the period in which we accumulate merit by listening to the Dharma, reflecting on its meaning, meditating, and so forth, in order to fully realize the teachings within our mindstream in the future.


With the path of preparation we gain a penetrative insight on emptiness, one in which the conceptual understanding of emptiness is conjoined with a very deep meditative experience. But we have yet to realize it directly, so we are still an ordinary being.


Then, through continual meditation on emptiness, we enter the path of seeing. Before, our understanding of emptiness was mixed with conceptualizations, but now it is a direct realization. We become an arya being. Having attained this path we have a spiritual body — as opposed to our worldly body — that is different from the body of the arya being of the Hinayana path. Because we no longer have to go through death, we don’t have to experience rebirth, old age, sickness, and yet another death.


With the path of meditation, our direct realization of emptiness becomes stabilized and continuous. Even on the fourth path, there are still very subtle residual defilements, and so during that time we work on slowly destroying even these.


From the time of realizing emptiness directly on the third path until the last path, we progress through stages called the ten bhumis, or grounds. The first bhumi is on the path of seeing, the second to seventh bhumis are during the path of meditation, and the eighth to tenth are during the path of no more learning. It is when we achieve the tenth bhumi, while on the fifth path, the path of no more learning, that we attain enlightenment.


In the Hinayana tradition, when we have completed all five paths, we achieve the cessation of the whole of samsara and attain the sorrowless state called nirvana or liberation. From a Mahayana perspective, although such a state is amazing, it is not sufficient. Even if we can free ourselves completely from all suffering, our journey is not complete without continuing on to try to free all sentient beings. We need to enter the Mahayana path and actualize bodhichitta. Then, as a bodhisattva, we go on to practice the bodhisattva’s activities, the six perfections, or paramitas — the perfections of patience, morality, generosity, enthusiastic perseverance, concentration, and wisdom — and the four means of drawing disciples to the Dharma — giving, speaking kind words, teaching to the level of the student, and practicing what we teach. Then, having worked through the five paths and attained the path of no more learning — enlightenment — we can work perfectly for the welfare of all sentient beings.


This is the path according to the Paramitayana, the nontantric aspect of the Mahayana. But it is also possible to attain enlightenment extremely quickly by entering the Vajrayana, or tantric path, once we have actualized the common path of renouncing samsara, attaining bodhichitta, and realizing emptiness.


There are four levels of Vajrayana: kriya, or action tantra; charya, or performance tantra; yoga tantra; and highest yoga tantra. Only with highest yoga tantra can we attain enlightenment within one brief lifetime of this degenerate time. Having received an initiation from a qualified vajra master, the mind is ripened and we can practice the generation stage and the completion stage. When we attain the final part of the completion stage, called the union of clear light and illusory body, we achieve the unification of no more learning, the fully enlightened state.


BODHICHITTA WITHIN THE THREE PRINCIPAL ASPECTS OF THE PATH



In The Foundation of All Good Qualities, Lama Tsongkhapa said,


Having become a pure vessel by training in the general path,


please bless me to enter


the holy gateway of the fortunate ones:


the supreme vajra vehicle.19


The tantric path is entered through attaining the general path, meaning the three principal aspects of the path: renunciation, bodhichitta, and the realization of emptiness. This makes it very clear that we need these three realizations before we can enter the Vajrayana, otherwise any tantric practice we do will not even be the cause for liberation. Without renunciation we can never free ourselves from attachment; without emptiness we can never eliminate the root of samsara; without bodhichitta we can never develop the cause of enlightenment. The three principal aspects of the path are indispensable for the Vajrayana; they are what make it a special shortcut to enlightenment.


His Holiness the Dalai Lama explains that just as the special holiday food made of butter and cheese that Tibetans love exists due to the kindness of the cheese — I suppose we would say our beloved ice cream exists due to the kindness of the milk — so the Vajrayana being a shortcut to enlightenment is due to the kindness of the three principal aspects of the path. We could practice tantra for eons without them, and we would still be unable to attain enlightenment.


Therefore whatever we do should be imbued with renunciation, bodhichitta, and emptiness. Even just saying a mala20 of a mantra should have this special quality. Just knowing is not enough. Especially if we do a daily sadhana,21 we must meditate on the deity based on renunciation, bodhichitta, and emptiness. It is vital not to miss this, otherwise there is little flavor to our practice. With the three principal aspects of the path, on the other hand, whatever we do will have great taste; it will have very deep meaning, and every moment of our life will be oneness with the path, oneness with the deity.


Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo, the author of Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand, was the root guru of two of His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s tutors: His Holiness Ling Rinpoche and His Holiness Trijang Rinpoche. He said that people can spend their whole lives concentrating on watching the mind, but without renunciation, bodhichitta, and emptiness, all their efforts have little meaning. Even the strongest concentration can only lead to different, more subtle levels of existence, such as in the form or formless realm.22


We might have great concentration but will still be in samsara. We need to understand how this is not enough. The Hindu and other traditions in India, for instance, have incredible concentration practices, but while they do have single-pointed concentration (samadhi), they do not have penetrative insight (vipashyana) that realizes the absolute true nature. They have their own explanations of ultimate nature that are actually the opposite of reality, presenting impermanent things as permanent.


In the lamrim texts, calm abiding and special insight come after bodhichitta. Meditating on emptiness through great calm abiding based on bodhichitta can never become the cause of samsara. On the contrary, it becomes the cause that eliminates the very root of samsara and leads to enlightenment.


The most important of the three principal aspects of the path is bodhichitta. Without bodhichitta, even if we have fully renounced samsara and realized emptiness, we can enter the Hinayana path and attain nirvana, but we will still be unable to attain enlightenment. Maybe after having stayed in great bliss for many, many eons we will be awoken from our concentration and will move toward enlightenment, but that is such a long way away. We should aim to attain enlightenment now, in everything we do, and for that we need bodhichitta. That is what makes life highly meaningful.


Even if we are unable to attain bodhichitta before we die, there is nothing to be upset about. Our life will have still been highly meaningful, because we have spent it trying to develop bodhichitta. Each time we meditate on bodhichitta, by making our life the cause of happiness for all sentient beings, we purify our mind so much that we get closer and closer to enlightenment. This is why, among the hundreds of practices we can do, such as Vajrayana deity practice or meditating on emptiness, the principal practice should always be bodhichitta. When we keep bodhichitta as our main practice, we can be assured we are obtaining the most meaning from our life. To do extensive purification, to accumulate extensive merit, the best way, the infallible method, is to train in bodhichitta.


While we are trapped in self-cherishing, there is no way to realize emptiness, and bodhichitta is the mind that frees us from self-cherishing. With the self-cherishing mind there is no renunciation, and so again developing bodhichitta is the key. But specifically, even though we might be able to develop incredible concentration and possibly realize emptiness without bodhichitta, without it there can never be enlightenment.


Somebody with bodhichitta is considered the most fortunate of the fortunate. Even a new bodhisattva who has yet to realize emptiness is more fortunate than an arhat — those transcendental beings on the Hinayana path who have completely removed all disturbing negative thoughts, have a full realization of emptiness, and are totally free from suffering and its causes. Therefore, of the three principal aspects of the path, bodhichitta is considered the most important.




Attaining Bodhichitta Is Impossible without Renunciation


To train in bodhichitta we need to have renounced samsara. Some people think that it is possible to actualize bodhichitta without this, that we can be kind to others but still hold on to attachment to this life. Of course, being kind to others is wonderful, but if we want more than that, if we want the peerless mind of bodhichitta, we need to turn our back on worldly concerns. To think that bodhichitta is attainable without renouncing samsara is to misunderstand what bodhichitta is, thinking it is a light and easy practice. We need a mind that has fully renounced the trivial pleasures of this life, and that can only be obtained through thoroughly understanding our own suffering in all its levels of subtlety. Then we can see how all other beings are also suffering.


In The Foundation of All Good Qualities, Lama Tsongkhapa said,


Just as I have fallen into the sea of samsara,


so have all mother migratory beings.


Please bless me to see this, train in supreme bodhichitta,


and bear the responsibility of freeing all migratory beings.23


This is a request to the merit field, the guru-buddhas, to grant blessings so that we are able to see that, just like us, all other sentient beings are suffering in samsara in many different ways. Seeing that, we make the request that we can train in bodhichitta in order to be able to bear the burden of freeing them from all suffering and leading them to enlightenment.


This verse shows clearly how in order to generate great compassion and develop bodhichitta, we must relate our understanding of suffering to all beings, seeing how they have been friend, enemy, stranger, father, mother, brother, sister, wife, husband, child — every possible relationship. This requires thinking about past lives, seeing the continuity of the mind and how it has continued from one life to the next and how all the karmic imprints travel with the mind, bringing all the different types of suffering.




The sufferings of this life are many, but we can summarize them as birth, old age, sickness, and death. The suffering of birth is behind us, the sufferings of old age and sickness are with us now (or will be soon), and we have death waiting for us in the future. We are helpless not to experience these.


Furthermore, because we are controlled by karma and delusion, whenever our senses encounter any sense object, various disturbing thoughts arise: attachment to an attractive object, aversion to an unpleasant object, and so forth. Every day, every hour, hundreds and hundreds of karmic imprints are placed on our mental continuum due to disturbing thoughts, each creating the conditions for future lives in samsara. Unless we apply the meditations that are antidotes to our attachment, anger, and ignorance, this process will go on forever, each day bringing hundreds of thousands of samsaras with these suffering aggregates.24 This is terrifying.


Seeing this, we can develop deep renunciation for the whole of samsara, and feeling our own samsara to be unbearable, we look at all others and see they are in the same tragic situation, trapped in samsara. We then naturally feel that their suffering is also unbearable. With this thought strong compassion arises and then strong bodhichitta grows. The stronger the bodhichitta, the quicker we achieve realizations and attain enlightenment. We are then able to become the perfect guide to quickly lead all sentient beings to enlightenment.


A bodhisattva has a stronger renunciation of samsara than an individual-liberation practitioner. Without completely turning our back on self-interest, how can we hope to cherish all other sentient beings? This essential renunciation, which will lead to strong compassion and loving-kindness, the causes of bodhichitta, will not come from reading a few books about the Mahayana and having a nice feeling for bodhichitta. That does not automatically make us a Mahayanist practicing bodhichitta.


Another common misconception is that because bodhisattvas choose to remain in samsara to best help sentient beings, bodhisattvas have not given up samsara, that they have not been released from it. In the sutra texts there are many references to bodhisattvas wishing to be born in the lower realms in order to suffer for the sake of other sentient beings. This shows the great courage of the bodhisattva, not the wish to enjoy samsara. To think that we can hang on to the attachment to sense pleasures and attain bodhichitta at the same time is a total misunderstanding.


Bodhisattvas fully comprehend that the nature of samsara is total suffering. To us it seems a pleasure grove, but to them it is like standing in the middle of a raging fire. Because of their great love for all sentient beings, in order to release all sentient beings from that suffering, they are willing to remain in samsara. However, that does not mean they are in their own samsara; they have totally renounced all attachment, and so although they live in the samsaric world, they are not in samsara. Without renouncing samsara, how could a bodhisattva help others extensively? Even with a lot of love and compassion, with limited wisdom the help they could give others would be limited.


Buddhism talks about two bodhichittas, conventional bodhichitta and ultimate bodhichitta. As we will see, conventional bodhichitta is the mind wishing to become enlightened in order to benefit all sentient beings, and ultimate bodhichitta is the wisdom that realizes emptiness in the mind of a superior bodhisattva. Both are needed for enlightenment, and neither is possible without renunciation. So renunciation, wisdom, and bodhichitta are all needed.


Each of the Three Aspects Reinforces the Others


Each of the three principal aspects of the path reinforces the other two. There is a practice you can do where you focus on one of the aspects for a certain period — say, a day — and then move to the next.


Let’s start with renunciation. You determine that for the whole of that day you will make your project renunciation. You still do what you would normally do — go to work, go shopping, or whatever — but instead of the usual motivation of gaining the maximum pleasure for yourself, try to see that the nature of everything is suffering, which it is. So, when you go to a shop, don’t buy things in order to increase your attachment and dissatisfaction but to see how involved you are with the affairs of this world. Do the same with your work or watching a movie.


Look around you at all the activities going on in your city, how busy everybody is and how, really, almost all of it is about attachment and ignorance and so has the nature of suffering. Specifically, it all has the three types of suffering: the suffering of suffering, the suffering of change, and pervasive compounding suffering. Look at those on the streets who are obviously suffering. This is the first of the three types of suffering, the suffering of suffering. But also look at those who think they are enjoying themselves shopping, eating, drinking, having a good time. They are experiencing the suffering of change, the second type of suffering, which we would normally regard as pleasure. Because of its transitory nature, it is bound to let us down and so is also a form of suffering. On top of that, everybody is experiencing pervasive compounding suffering, the third of the three types of suffering. Because our five aggregates are controlled by karma and delusion, their nature is suffering.


No matter where you look, you see all three types of suffering. There is not one tiny part of the city that is free from suffering. No matter who you see — the very rich, the very poor, whatever lifestyle, whatever job — they are still continuously suffering. Whether they are experiencing pleasure, pain, or indifference, they are still suffering.


This is what you should look out for, looking below the surface of all the busy activities. Just hanging around on a street corner can be a whole lamrim teaching. If you watch the people and animals around you with this lamrim awareness, then everything becomes advice to you and becomes the cause to strongly generate the thought of the renunciation of samsara, the first of the three aspects of the path. It causes you to renounce the causes of suffering, the very things that the other people are chasing. Furthermore, you see how all these things are in fact empty of existing independently, and you develop deep compassion for those around you, which leads to bodhichitta.


On another occasion, do the same thing but this time focus on practicing bodhichitta, the second aspect. Use everything you see to generate bodhichitta within your mind. Rather than seeing the different types of suffering that others around you are experiencing as a means of generating the thought to renounce samsara, see how all these things tie these beings into suffering, creating the cause to circle in samsara, and so develop great compassion for all of them. Whoever you see, use that person to develop compassion: a blind person, a poor mother with many children, a busy executive, a police officer, a criminal. They are each suffering in their own way, each experiencing the results of the previous negative karma they have created, and so each is deserving of compassion. And because you rely on them to develop compassion, they are offering you a great kindness, so remember their kindness and do tonglen for them, the practice of taking all their suffering and offering them all your positive qualities. Doing this, everything becomes a lesson in bodhichitta.


Finally, you can do the same with an understanding of emptiness, the third of the three aspects of the path. Leave your house determined that everything you do and see that day will be done with the motivation of seeing everything as an illusion or as an example of dependent arising, arising in dependence on causes and conditions. Whatever you see — every shop, every car, every person, every dog, every tree — be aware that to your senses it appears as existing from its own side, but that is completely untrue. In fact, everything is completely empty of existing from its own side.


Using the three principal aspects of the path like this, you can use every experience in your normal day to lead you further toward enlightenment.
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