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Dedication

This study is dedicated to four of my teachers: to Venerable Wattegama Dhammawasa Mahathero, who offered me a spiritual home and showed me the meaning of a consecrated life; to Venerable Peradeniye Sujatha Thero, who shared the heart of the Dharma with me and encouraged me to help Westerners hear its beat; to Bernard Lonergan, S.J. (1904-1984), who taught me to notice and appreciate the subtleties of the Western mind; and to Dr. Otto Weininger (1929-2005), who taught me to listen compassionately to children until I could hear the wisdom hidden in their fantasies.






Foreword

It is axiomatic that the teachings of the Buddha have found their integrity and authenticity in each generation in the lives as well as interpretative efforts of a handful of practitioners and thinkers. At no time have these interpretations been more visible or thoughtful (or numerous) as we have seen in the West in the last twenty or thirty years. This is the first time in the history of this 2,500-year-old tradition that all various major and secondary schools have come together under a single roof, so to speak. The religious pluralism of North America, in conjunction with a number of other historical factors, has shaped the landscape of Buddha’s teachings on these shores like no other time in history. Accordingly, Buddhist practitioners and thinkers have been forced to compete in a marketplace of ideas, to work in a more demanding and more sophisticated environment than the simple ethos of Buddhist missionaries and preachers in ancient and medieval Asian societies. These teachers have had to deal with the impact of modernity on Buddha’s teachings and have had to find their own new voice in negotiating an unexpectedly new terrain.

Rishi Sativihari’s is one of these new voices and it’s a pleasure to sit back and listen to it. His book remains focused on the Four  Noble Truths and his interpretation of these truths in the light of our contemporary understanding of psychological and biological processes is a rewarding experience. He makes the historically correct argument that, in all his forty-five years of teaching ministry, the Buddha himself remained focused on the Four Noble Truths. Anything he said in those forty-five years was but a variation on the first sermon he ever gave, the Dhammacakkapavatana Sutta in Pali (Turning the Wheel of Dharma), after his great awakening experience. To come back to the contents of that first sermon is to recover the authenticity of that awakening experience as well as the integrity of its expression. Sativihari’s argument that “the four truths were given in a certain order, not only for the sake of creating a logical system of thought, but because experientially they emerged in that way in the Buddha’s life, building progressively on one another” never rang more true.

If there is any “system” at all in the Buddha’s teachings, the Four Noble Truths are that system. These truths (or reflections, if you will) are secular, etiological, and universally human. They are free of the ontological promiscuities and speculative metaphysics in which so many religious systems get bogged down. Unlearning the Basics remains impeccably faithful to these orientations of the Four Noble Truths and this orientation is what makes his book an exciting read.

This book is in many ways a model for how the teachings of the Buddha could and should be talked about in a psychologically mature and sophisticated manner, in a way congruent with recent findings in brain research and cognitive science. Sativihari touches upon these researches and findings to supplement his own innovative insights into what the Buddha was trying to convey to his audience in his explication of the Four Noble Truths. Sativihari’s commitment to using Pali and Sanskrit words as his  primary frame of reference, rather than their often garbled and confusing English translations, lend a much-appreciated gravitas to his presentation.

This is an important book and I hope it gets the wide audience it deserves. It adds much to the current discourses and also brings us much closer to a more nuanced understanding of the Buddha’s own thought processes.

 



Mu Soeng

Barre Center for Buddhist Studies






Preface

The language of Dharma conveys a sense of spiritual truth—that relates fundamentally to the art of living. To be real Dharma language, it must thus contain wisdom regarding the nature of this human life, its promise and its predicaments, and how that human life may best be lived. In this way, Dharma is akin to both philosophy and religion in the deepest sense of these words—in terms of “loving wisdom” (the etymological root of philosophy) and “reconnecting” to a greater whole (the root of religion). Dharma asks key questions about life and suggests answers to those questions.

When the Buddha began teaching his Dharma in India two and a half millennia ago, he taught it in a simple four-part form that came to be called the Four Noble Truths. In his forty years of teaching, he expressed these same essential truths in a variety of ways and a variety of contexts. When the word Dharma is used in the Buddhist context, it refers primarily to the body of teachings that has evolved around the core of these four truths.

But what actually are the four truths? What is their nature? In an important way, in the four truths, the Buddha is essentially communicating himself to us. He is describing his own spiritual  quest: the journey of his life and the path that he followed to liberation. From the process of describing his own quest, a comprehensive philosophy of life unfolds; and the Buddha goes on to teach truths grounded in his personal experience yet also embedded in the very nature of reality.

In another way, we can look at the four truths as a kind of sacred poem. Indeed, this poetic sense of the four truths at the heart of their wisdom remains as yet in important ways largely unexplored in the West, where we are instead more focused on technical philosophical and psychological interpretations of the Buddhadharma. In my own experience hearing Buddhist sermons in Sanskrit-based languages, they often have a power that is not paralleled in English Buddhist talks. And that power is the power of poetry. The poetic vision at the core of the four truths opens the minds of listeners to the person of the Buddha and to his vision of the spiritual quest as both transcendent and profoundly human. This poetic apprehension requires us to feel the living heart that is still beating within these truths and to find ways to give voice to what that heart—and indeed our heart—is saying now.

My aim in this volume is an imperfect effort to move in that direction. I aim at telling the story of the four truths—the story of the Buddha’s spiritual quest—using images and metaphors that are, I hope, accessible and resonant to the poetic imaginations of the reader. In the telling of the story, Buddhist philosophy and psychology are woven in, as reflection and commentary, around the poetic core of the four truths.

In so doing, I will necessarily be taking a certain amount of poetic license, even as I try to hew closely to the essence of the teachings. As I present my own views and interpretations, the best I can do is put forward what I have tested in my own life and  found to be true, what I have found to be helpful in my own quest for greater virtue, self-awareness, and wisdom. And of course, my hope is that when readers test it in their own lives, they will also find something of real value.

The four truths can be summed up each by a Pali word: dukkha, tanha, nirodha, and magga. These words translate roughly as “suffering,” “thirst,” “cessation,” and “path”—but any single-word English translation is, I feel, inadequate. For this reason, I will be using the Pali throughout this work. Four of the first five chapters of this volume are devoted to exploration in depth of one of these four truths and these four terms.

The Buddha presented the four truths in a certain order, not only for the sake of creating a coherent system of thought, but because experientially they emerged in that order in the Buddha’s life, building progressively on one another. Understand the truth of dukkha well, and you will find the illusions of tanha at its core. See into the illusions of tanha, and you will discover the mystery of nirodha. Once enveloped by that mystery, even if only for a moment, you will have a clear grasp of the entire journey of life, as the Buddha experienced it and as you too can experience it. When you understand the journey described in the first three truths, if that understanding indeed resonates with your own experience of your journey, you will see your need for refuge, and embrace the pragmatic path that will guide you through the intricacies of this journey in your everyday life.

Yet the description of the path really only makes sense in relation to the journey itself, just as a map only makes sense when we actually understand the geography of where we are and where it is that we are intending to explore. Indeed, if we don’t ground our understanding of the path in our own journey, these teachings can become a source of frustration or confusion.

The Buddha’s Path is not a neutral technology. It won’t, like some magic carpet, just take us anywhere we want to go. Its end is a virtuous life, grounded in self-awareness and wisdom. There are various obstacles to this end that we must attend to along the way. As a result, not all of the places that the path takes us to are pleasant. So before wandering too far down the path, we are wise to be fairly clear about the nature of the journey, which the path serves.

 



The teachings in this book honor each and every person who contributed time, space, love, and support to the development of the Contemplative Living group, a small community of about fifteen persons who have met together every week over the past five years to explore ways to live their lives with greater virtue, self-awareness, and wisdom. The teachings of the Buddha have been the group’s common spiritual framework, although members have a variety of religious backgrounds, including Buddhist, Jewish, Christian (Catholic and Protestant), Muslim, and atheist. This primer was developed over the years in the context of the group’s ongoing practice and conversations. The love, struggles, and commitment of each person in the group helped inspire and refine every page. Any problems with the text, however, are the sole responsibility of the author.






CHAPTER ONE

Introduction




What Is the Mind? 

Every culture has its own myths or traditional stories about what mind is. One of the common stories in our culture is that mind is a “faculty of thought.” On account of this story, we tend to associate mind with a person’s intellect and memory, and perhaps with that person’s emotions, what we call the will and even the personality. And, when pressed, most people in our culture will imagine the mind as being located in the head region.
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Our culture’s view of mind

Mind in the time of the Buddha was imagined quite differently. It described a more holistic, integrated consciousness. It was understood as being something like an invisible thread that interconnects all of our bodily sensations, thoughts, emotions, and so on. It was the unified whole of consciousness, not just a piece of it, such as “intellect” or “belief” or “body” or “feeling.” The mind was thus in your knee just as much as it was in your head. And it was in matter itself, in form, not simply “over” it or epiphenomenal to it. It was regarded as a kind of stream that flows through all domains of a person, revealing them to be one whole; or, alternatively, like a braided cord, weaving these domains together. Thus, in the Buddhist view, mind entirely fills the body.
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The Buddhist view of mind

For this reason, sometimes the ancient Indian words in the Pali/Sanskrit language for mind (mano or chitta) are translated into English as “heart”—because in our Western cultural stories, the word “heart” often has more of a sense of integration. It is, in short, less confined to the head region. It should also be noted  that, related to this, some East Asian languages do not distinguish between “mind” and “heart” linguistically.

Mind in ancient India also extended across space and time: mind was manifest, for example, in physical movements and speech acts. Such acts could be seen as actually containing mind, not simply as the products of a mind located elsewhere.
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Mind is also embodied in words and action.

Another dimension of the constantly flowing mind that we find in the stories of ancient India is that it did not just stop streaming at the boundary of the individual body, or even at its physical and verbal expressions. Rather, the mind’s extension of itself was in fact universal in scope. To illustrate this conception of the mind, the universe is pictured below (on a very small scale!), with “mind” as a stream or thread, running through all that is. In this view, mind sustains “my” individual consciousness, and also extends beyond my individual consciousness into your individual consciousness, and those of other sentient beings, and the rest of  the universe as well. But it isn’t limited even to all beings and things, sentient and nonsentient, that exist; it extends beyond  everything, beyond space, and beyond time—beyond “existence” itself.
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The thread of mind extends throughout the whole of the universe.

This ancient Indian story of mind is clearly a very different story than Western culture is accustomed to. The Buddha did not explicitly teach this view, but it can nonetheless be seen or inferred at places in his teachings. Indeed, for the people to whom the Buddha was teaching, this story of mind would have been central to how they interpreted his teachings.

An important thing to consider about such a myth of the mind is that it does not suggest, as is often expressed, “we are all one.” Rather, what it suggests is that there is both separateness and interrelatedness. And what’s more, our inability to perceive and honor this both-separateness-and-interrelatedness is an underlying theme in many of our problems—psychologically, socially, politically, and environmentally. It may be that this ancient story about the nature of the mind—which is so very different from our  own individualist and intellectualist stories—deserves more attention.




Levels of Consciousness 

In the Buddha’s teachings, the mind is imagined as having various “levels.” At the most gross level, the mind’s consciousness of itself is very limited. As a result, perception at this level is very individualistic, pertaining to “me” and “mine.” Indeed, at the grossest level, mind may even regard certain aspects of itself as unwelcome, intrusive, or foreign. At the gross level of awareness, there are thick and impermeable boundaries perceived around the individual person’s body. And everything outside of that boundary is (erroneously) understood by the gross mind in terms of this very limited, individualistic consciousness. In contrast, at the most subtle level, the mind’s consciousness is beyond individuality, space, and time, and is impossible to describe in words. In between the most gross and the most subtle levels, the mind is aware, in varying degrees, of its interconnectedness to all of life. Thus mind (at least at its deepest levels) is not a closed individual system that only operates inside of our skin or our own head, as we often imagine it to be. Rather, it is a pervasive quality of the universe.

How “true” something is, in this view, depends primarily on the nature of the mind doing the perceiving. A person can say, “I see that cat.” But what that actually means even to the person saying it depends on the relative clarity of that person’s mind. When the mind is functioning only at the most gross level of consciousness, it is very “egocentric.” It perceives things, but it perceives them as separate parts of a universe in which it is the  center. The boundaries between self and other are not porous; it is as though the otherwise-permeable boundaries have become clogged up, as sometimes happens with air filters, preventing the free flow of air.

As the quality of mind is refined through meditation and the Buddhist Path, however, the perception of interconnectedness-amid-separateness deepens and, because of that, true compassion—caring for Other as we do for Self—deepens as well. When this happens, Other is present and integrated within my very perception of myself and awareness is no longer confined to a narcissistic or solipsistic circle. When we hear Buddhist texts speaking of “a heart that holds the whole world,” we may imagine this describes some kind of incredible emotional super-hero. But in fact, it is simply a poetic way of referring to this more subtle and refined level of consciousness, beyond the confines of the self-important circle.

But understanding or believing this and seeing it for ourselves are two different things. We can understand the concept that the mind has very subtle levels in which everything that exists is interconnected. We can even believe that this concept is true, and even value it highly, trying to base our actions on it. And indeed this belief can produce wonderful consequences. The world may become a better place as a result of such beliefs and actions. But this does not mean that we are actually conscious of the subtle nature of the mind. It does not mean that we actually perceive those interconnections to others in the present moment. This distinction is very important. Deepening and refining one’s level of consciousness is not simply a matter of holding the right metaphysical beliefs; it is a matter of perceptual clarity.

We can see how easy it would be to slip into misunderstandings of the Buddha’s teachings when we try to make sense of  them with the concepts of the “mind” that arise from the myths of our own contemporary culture. To illustrate the importance of this, consider the following small text from the Dhammapada, one of the earliest and most succinct presentations of the Dharma:
Mind is the forerunner of all things. 

If a person speaks and acts 

with a mind that is impure, 

then suffering follows her, 

like the wheel that follows the foot of an ox.

 



If a person speaks and acts 

with a mind that is pure, 

then flourishing follows her, 

just like her never-departing shadow.





Notice how differently this could be interpreted, depending on how one understands the word “mind.” If we have a restricted, intellectualist understanding of “mind,” we might come away from this quote understanding that the Buddha’s Dharma is essentially just a technology of “positive thinking.” But the meaning changes and broadens dramatically when we consider this from the perspective of mind as pervading and interconnecting.




Obscurations 

One important metaphor that the Buddha used in his teaching to describe how awareness of the mind becomes obscured was the process of dust piling up on the surface of an object. The dust is inevitable illusions or delusions that arise in consciousness about  the nature of oneself and the world. These are what produce kileshas,  sometimes translated as “defilements” or “obscurations,” the harmful qualities of greed, hatred, and purposeful ignorance. Although the mind is by nature clear, we become unable to see into its more subtle depths because of all of the dust that collects on its surface.

The first question that the Buddha’s Dharma asks and answers is about what we would see if this dust were to be somehow swept away and we were to look clearly into the subtle depths of the mind. We would experience the mind in its natural state, undistorted by illusion. The Buddha taught that, from his experience, this natural state is recognizable by certain signs, among which are the following:
• an unusual quality of happiness, which is deeper than, and can be felt in spite of, the inevitable ups and downs, pleasures and pains, of life.

• self-awareness.

• open self-expression, without concealed intentions.

• caring about the well-being of self and others.

• generosity.

• awareness and honoring of the boundaries between self and others.

• treasuring and protecting of the mind’s awareness of itself.

• the ability—called wisdom—to see deeply into the nature of the human predicament, to understand its causes and solutions.





The mind in which clarity has been obscured is also recognizable by certain signs, among which are these:
• an unusual quality of suffering, which is deeper than, and permeates, the inevitable ups and downs, pleasures  and pains, of life. It is a suffering that reflects the failure to perceive human potential.

• a lack of self-awareness.

• concealment of intentions.

• a lack of caring about the well-being of self and others.

• unwillingness to give and share.
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