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Praise for
PRACTICAL ETHICS and
PROFOUND EMPTINESS


“Khensur Jampa Tegchok was renowned in life as a Madhyamaka scholar with a profound understanding of emptiness. His teachings on Nagarjuna’s Precious Garland, rendered into clear and entirely readable English by Bhikshu Steve Carlier and Bhikshuni Thubten Chodron, leave no room for doubt that Khensur-la had thoroughly unraveled the relationship between the conventionally functioning law of actions and their effects and the ultimate reality of the lack of inherent existence of self and all phenomena. This book is a must for any Dharma practitioner trying to do the same.”


— JOAN NICELL, EDITOR OF PURIFICATION IN TIBETAN BUDDHISM


“Though written to a king and composed over eighteen centuries ago, this poetic text by Nagarjuna, the Precious Garland, offers advice like no other, for it guides us in leading a wise, compassionate, and ethical life even in tumultuous times like our own. A clear, readable, and urgent call to ethical action. This work offers amazing spot-on advice for our times, especially for our leaders and policy-makers.”


— JAN WILLIS, AUTHOR OF DREAMING ME
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Buddhist master guides us through one of Nagarjuna’s seminal works.


“ A beautifully clear translation and systematic explanation of Nagarjuna’s most accessible and wide-ranging work. Dharma students everywhere will benefit from careful attention to its pages.” — GUY NEWLAND, author of Introduction to Emptiness


“ We are fortunate to have such important and instructive texts as Nagarjuna’s Precious Garland, which is here profoundly explained by the eminent scholar Khensur Jampa Tegchok. The world has never been more in need of ethics and wisdom, so this timely book is highly recommended for all who seek authoritative guidance on the Mahayana path.” — JETSUNMA TENZIN PALMO, author of Into the Heart of Life
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IN HIS Precious Garland, a classic of Indian Buddhist philosophy, Nagarjuna advises a king on how best to secure a happy rebirth while making progress toward the ultimate goal of enlightenment. In Practical Ethics and Profound Emptiness, Khensur Jampa Tegchok walks us through the Precious Garland, drawing out the implications of its arguments and grounding its advice in our world today, with equal measures of penetrating explanation and inspiring encouragement.
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“ Serious students of Buddhist philosophy will be delighted by the opportunity this book offers to gain a more profound, detailed, and multifaceted view of the conceptual core of the Madhyamaka tradition.” — JAN WESTERHOFF, Oxford University


KHENSUR JAMPA TEGCHOK (1930–2014), born in Tibet, was a Buddhist monk from the age of eight and completed the highest training for Tibetan scholar monks. In 1993, by appointment of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, he became abbot of Jé College of Sera Monastic University in India. He was a beloved teacher who taught worldwide.


THUBTEN CHODRON is the founder and abbess of Sravasti Abbey in eastern Washington and has an active teaching schedule worldwide. She is the coauthor, with the Dalai Lama, of Buddhism: One Teacher, Many Traditions and teaches Buddhism and meditation worldwide.







Editor’s Preface


DEAR READER, you are about to embark on a wondrous journey into the mind of one of India’s greatest Buddhist thinkers and practitioners, Arya Nagarjuna. In Precious Garland, he gives teachings to a king, instructing him on both Madhyamaka philosophy regarding the nature of reality and practical matters such as how to govern the kingdom. It is evident by the way Nagarjuna addresses the king that they have a close relationship. The king is receptive to hear the teachings, and being fond of the king as well as compassionate toward his subjects, Nagarjuna teaches the king in a straightforward, no-holds-barred manner.


While Nagarjuna addresses the king directly, he explicitly says that the teachings are meant for everyone: people living then as well as many generations that will come afterward. The Dharma teachings themselves apply to everyone at all times and locales and of all cultures. In contrast, in a few places Nagarjuna gives advice that corresponds to the societal organization and customs of ancient India but needs to be adjusted to fit present cultural norms and values in the West.


If the teachings are meant for everyone, why, then, were they given to the king? Someone who has a lot of worldly power can influence a great number of people for better or for worse. In a kingdom where leaders do not change every few years due to popular election, a leader who admires and practices the Dharma can make good policies that will remain in place for decades. Viewed by the populace as being like a protective and wise parent, such a leader can encourage his or her subjects to live ethically and cultivate kindness. King Ashoka of ancient India (304–232 BCE) is an excellent example of this. Through his generosity and philanthropy, as well as his edicts and pillars containing wise advice, he instructed his subjects and brought peace to the land.


THE TREATISE AND ITS AUTHOR, COMMENTATOR, AND TEACHER


Precious Garland of Advice for a King, usually referred to as Precious Garland, is one of Nagarjuna’s great treatises. Preceding the stages of the path literature (lamrim) popular in Tibet by twelve or thirteen centuries, Precious Garland is the basis for much of the material in other Indian treatises. Many of the points in Precious Garland are further elaborated in Shantideva’s Engaging in the Bodhisattvas’ Deeds (Bodhicharyavatara), Chandrakirti’s Supplement to the Middle Way (Madhyamakavatara), and Asanga’s Compendium of Knowledge (Abhidharmasamucchaya). Precious Garland is also a source text for the lamrim teachings.


The principal theme of Precious Garland — the method to attain higher rebirth as well as the highest good of liberation and full awakening — is reflected in the lamrim’s division of practitioners into three capacities. The goal of a person of initial capacity is to avoid an unfortunate rebirth and to take a higher rebirth. Liberation — one aspect of highest good — is the aim of practitioners of middle capacity, and full awakening — the other aspect of highest good — is the goal of practitioners of advanced capacity.


Precious Garland explains that higher rebirth is a steppingstone to liberation and awakening, not an end in itself. Similarly, in the lamrim we are instructed in the practices in common with the initial capacity person in order to attain a series of fortunate rebirths, and on that basis to engage in the practices leading to liberation. But liberation from cyclic existence, too, is not an end in itself, and the lamrim encourages us to become someone of advanced capacity, who, motivated by the altruistic intention of bodhichitta, seeks to attain the full awakening of a buddha in order to most effectively benefit other sentient beings. Then, by engaging in the practices of an advanced capacity being, we will attain full awakening, buddhahood. In short, the meaning, purpose, and practices of the Precious Garland and the lamrim go hand in hand.


Precious Garland was authored by Nagarjuna, the most erudite and renowned scholar-practitioner of ancient India. Although the dates of his life are not known, some people place him circa 50–150 CE, others circa 150–250 CE. Born in South India, he was well learned in both the writings of the fundamental vehicle and the universal vehicle. His writings, especially the seminal Treatise on the Middle Way, unpacked the meaning of the Buddha’s teachings in the perfection of wisdom sutras in a way that challenged the philosophical assertions of both Buddhists and non-Buddhists and sparked debates about the ultimate nature of reality that have continued to the present day. As the founder of what came to be known as Madhyamaka philosophy, Nagarjuna’s thought spread into China, Tibet, Japan, and other Asian countries and is now a topic of discussion in universities and monasteries worldwide. His view of dependent arising and emptiness is regarded as the pinnacle of ontological and soteriological thought in Tibetan Buddhism. In China and Japan, Nagarjuna is a lineage master in both Chan (Zen) Buddhism and Pure Land Buddhism.


Which king to whom Nagaruna taught the Precious Garland is uncertain. Tibetans say it was King Udayibhadra. Some Western scholars say King Udayibhadra was also known as King Gautamiputra Shatakarni (ruled 80–104 or 106–30 CE) of the Shatavahana dynasty in present-day Andhra Pradesh, India. Some say he was the following king, Vashishtiputra Pulumayi (130–58 CE).


The Indian scholar Ajitamitra (perhaps of the eighth century) wrote the Extensive Commentary on the Precious Garland. The Tibetan scholar-practitioner Gyaltsap Darma Rinchen (1364–1432) wrote the commentary Elucidation of the Essential Meaning of the Madhyamaka Precious Garland. A close student of Je Tsongkhapa and a prolific writer, Gyaltsap also penned commentaries to Maitreya’s Sublime Continuum (Uttaratantra) and Shantideva’s Engaging in the Bodhisattvas’ Deeds, among others.


Khensur Jampa Tegchok, the abbot and resident teacher at Nalanda Monastery in France from 1983 to 1993, gave this teaching there in 1989. Born in Tibet in 1930, Khensur Jampa Tegchok became a monk at the age of eight. He studied major Buddhist treatises at Sera Jé Monastic University in Lhasa for fourteen years before fleeing his homeland in 1959. A geshe lharampa, he was abbot of the Jé College of Sera Monastic University in India for six years. He was also a beloved teacher in the West, being the resident teacher at Nalanda Monastery in France, Land of Medicine Buddha in California, and teacher of the master’s program at Istituto Lama Tzong Khapa in Italy. He passed away in 2014.


AN OVERVIEW OF THE PRECIOUS GARLAND


After offering homage to the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha and promising to compose the book, Nagarjuna delineates the principal topics he will address in the Precious Garland: the causes and effects of higher rebirth and highest good. Higher rebirth refers not just to rebirth as a human or god but to a human or god rebirth in which we are able to learn and practice the Dharma. Highest good is liberation from cyclic existence and the full awakening of a buddha. The first and second chapters are dedicated specifically to explaining the causes for higher rebirth such as ethical conduct, generosity, and dedication of merit, and the causes for the highest good, the wisdom realizing emptiness. His discussions of selflessness, the emptiness of inherent existence, and freedom from the two extremes are incomparable in terms of stripping away all wrong views and false assumptions.


In chapter 3, he goes into more depth on the causes of full awakening: the two collections of merit and wisdom, which are the aspects of method and wisdom on the bodhisattva path. The practices of generosity, ethical conduct, fortitude, and so on, done with the altruistic intention of bodhichitta and viewed as both dependent and empty of inherent nature, contribute to the collection of merit. The practices of learning, contemplating, and meditating on the ultimate nature of persons and phenomena — their emptiness of inherent existence — fulfill the collection of wisdom. Both collections act as causes for a buddha’s two bodies — the form body and the truth body. The form body, or rupakaya, of a buddha is of two types: the enjoyment body that teaches arya bodhisattvas and the emanation body that manifests in our world to teach and guide us. The truth body, or dharmakaya, is the omniscient mind of a buddha and its ultimate nature. The collection of merit is the principal cause of the form body; the collection of wisdom is the principal cause of the truth body. The verses describing how the king can fulfill the collection of merit by helping his subjects give us the vision of how a government based on compassion could operate.


Chapter 4 continues with Nagarjuna giving the king more specific advice on how to govern the kingdom in a way that accords with the Dharma. This ranges from the qualifications of ministers to the importance of establishing monasteries, and from the treatment of prisoners to the propagation of the teachings of the universal vehicle in the land. Here we learn how to be a skillful leader and at the same time a deeply spiritual, compassionate person who acts for the benefit of others. Nagarjuna teaches us how to be at peace with ourselves, due to living ethically and with kindness, and simultaneously how to be a successful leader who knows how to accurately appraise people’s qualities and work with them effectively.


Chapter 5 gives more advice on the practices of bodhisattvas, those beings who aspire to become fully awakened buddhas. Here Nagarjuna speaks of faults to abandon and excellent qualities to cultivate. Learning about qualities that we have the ability and potential to cultivate inspires our mind to make our life meaningful by both benefiting the world and deepening our wisdom of the ultimate nature of reality.


In the concluding verses, Nagarjuna speaks of the importance of properly relying on a qualified spiritual mentor when practicing the path and again gives some practical advice on how to relate to others in our daily life so that our actions bring peace and harmony, rather than conflict and division. Since progressing on the path depends on our effort — no one else can practice the path for us — he then encourages us to do just that.


THINGS TO NOTE


Gyaltsap Je’s commentary is organized according to an outline system employed in almost all Tibetan works. The full outline is not in the text itself, as that would add unnecessary length, but if you would like to refer to it when reading the book, it is online at http://thubtenchodron.org/2016/06/precious-garland-outline/.


One word may have different meanings in different contexts. Khensur Rinpoche usually notes this, but close reading of some passages is necessary. In general, repetitions have been removed, but in passages that are difficult to understand, Khensur Rinpoche explains the point more than once in different words to help us understand the point.


A glossary has been included to help you understand technical terms. Foreign words are italicized on their first usage only.


APPRECIATION


It has been my great privilege and joy to edit Khensur Jampa Tegchok’s teaching on Precious Garland so that it will be available for all who will benefit from it for many generations in the future. I had the fortune to study with Khensur Rinpoche from 1982 to 1985 during the time he was teaching the monks of Nalanda Monastery and the nuns of Dorje Pamo Monastery in France. Many years later, he taught twice at Sravasti Abbey as a guest teacher. I had the fortune to edit two of his previous books, Transforming Adversity into Joy and Courage and Insight into Emptiness, and before he passed away he encouraged me to edit and publish other teachings he gave.


In 2015, I worked on the manuscript of Precious Garland as a form of retreat, completely immersing myself in the text. The translation by Bhikshu Steve Carlier was so clear that I often felt like I was there in the hall while Khensur Rinpoche was teaching. The text came alive for me; editing is a very different process than reading or listening and forced me to think more deeply about the teachings. So it is with delight that I offer this text by the scholar-practitioner Nagarjuna, taught by Khensur Jampa Tegchok and following the commentary by Gyaltsap Je, to you. Please enjoy and let the teachings influence your mind and heart.


Appreciation goes first and foremost to the Buddha and Nagarjuna, as well as to the lineage of masters including Gyaltsap Je, His Holiness the Dalai Lama, and Khensur Jampa Tegchok that brings these teachings to us.


Precious Garland was composed in Sanskrit and translated into Tibetan by the Indian Master Jnanagarbha and the Tibetan Lotsawa Lui Gyaltsen. The Tibetan translation was edited and corrected by the Indian Master Kanakavarman and the Tibetan Lotsawa Patsap Nyima Drak. The verses of the root text predominantly accord with the translation by John Dunne and Sara McClintock, although in some verses Jeffrey Hopkins’ translation was used. I changed some of the terminology of the translation of the verses to match the translation terminology of Bhikshu Steve Carlier, who did a wonderful job translating Khensur Rinpoche’s teachings. I thank all of these translators for their wonderful work that enables those of us who are not Tibetan speakers to have access to these works. I would also like to thank Bhikshuni Sangye Khadro for correcting the manuscript, and the staff at Wisdom Publications, for their kind help. Special thanks go to the sangha community of Sravasti Abbey and all our benefactors for their support while working on this book. All mistakes are my own.


Bhikshuni Thubten Chodron


Sravasti Abbey




A Commentary on Nagarjuna’s
Precious Garland of Advice to a King
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Introduction


When we look at the Buddha’s spiritual journey from an ordinary being to a fully awakened one, we see that in the beginning he generated bodhichitta, the aspiration to attain full awakening for the benefit of all sentient beings; in the middle he practiced the path to full awakening; and at the end he attained peerless awakening and gave abundant teachings in order to lead others to this most marvelous state. All the teachings he gave were given in accordance with the minds of the trainees, his disciples: to those who were primarily interested in being free from cyclic existence he taught the fundamental vehicle that leads to liberation, and to those who were primarily interested in attaining full awakening he taught the universal vehicle that leads to buddhahood.


THE CONTEXT OF NAGARJUNA’S WRITINGS


The teachings of the universal vehicle fall into two groups: those that teach the perfection vehicle and those that teach the vajra vehicle. Of these, the Precious Garland contains teachings of the perfection vehicle. The most outstanding of the Buddha’s teachings are the perfection of wisdom sutras that contain all the teachings of the perfection vehicle. These teachings are considered most marvelous because they clearly explain the profound meaning of the ultimate nature of reality, the emptiness of inherent existence of all phenomena. The realization of emptiness is crucial to attaining awakening because the wisdom directly realizing emptiness is the only antidote capable of completely eradicating the self-grasping ignorance that is the root of cyclic existence. The elimination of all the cognitive obscurations that prevent the attainment of full awakening also depends on direct perception of emptiness. In the Questions of Rashtrapala Sutra (Rashtrapala-paripriccha Sutra) the Buddha says that sentient beings wander in cyclic existence because they do not understand the three doors of liberation — emptiness, signlessness, and wishlessness. To be free of cyclic existence and all the duhkha (unsatisfactory circumstances) that it involves, we must realize the three doors of liberation, which comes down to realizing the emptiness of inherent existence. Given its immense importance, the Buddha taught many methods and logical reasons to help us understand emptiness.


Someone asked the Buddha, “After you pass away, who will explain the meaning of emptiness clearly and without error? Who will perfectly discriminate between definitive sutras that explicitly present ultimate truth in an unmistaken way and provisional sutras that do not deal with ultimate truth or whose words cannot be taken literally?” In reply the Buddha predicted that four hundred years after his passing, Nagarjuna would perform this important task.


To accomplish this, Nagarjuna composed six texts collectively known as the Collection of Middle Way Reasoning (yuktikaya), so called because they use reason to establish the meaning of emptiness. The six texts are Treatise on the Middle Way (Mulamadhyamakakarika), Finely Woven (Vaidalyasutra), Refutation of Objections (Vigrahavyavartani), Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness (Shunyatasaptatikarika), Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning (Yuktishashtikakarika), and Precious Garland (Ratnavali, or Rajaparikatha-ratnamala). Some people say that only five of Nagarjuna’s texts are on reasoning, including Precious Garland in Nagarjuna’s Collections of Advice instead. Nagarjuna also composed the Compendium of Sutras (Sutrasamucchaya), an anthology of quotations from many different sutras that demonstrate that his explanation of emptiness is just as the Buddha himself explained it and not a fabrication without a valid source in the sutras.


Among the texts that form the Collection of Middle Way Reasoning, Treatise on the Middle Way, Finely Woven, Refutation of Objections, and Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness were specifically written to explain emptiness of true existence, the object that one must realize to attain liberation, whereas Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning and the Precious Garland are mainly concerned with cultivating the mind that realizes that object. This mind is the wisdom realizing emptiness, and it is the root of liberation and full awakening.


Treatise on the Middle Way principally and directly addresses the thesis of the essentialists — those who propound true existence — while Finely Woven mainly addresses their reasons. Both of these texts point out the faults of asserting true existence. To counter the essentialists’ assertion that all phenomena truly exist, Treatise on the Middle Way asserts that phenomena do not truly exist and cites the numerous faults that would follow if they did. Finely Woven, on the other hand, refutes the reasons that the essentialists give to prove that things truly exist by showing that their reasons are not valid.


Here we see two different ways of proving that phenomena are not truly existent and are empty of true existence. One is to explicitly refute true existence, in which case non-true existence is implicitly proven. Another way is to explicitly prove non-true existence, in which case true existence is implicitly refuted. Treatise on the Middle Way and Finely Woven do the former. Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness and Refutation of Objections principally prove the non-true existence of persons and phenomena by mainly using the reason of tenability. That is, they say that phenomena must be non-truly existent because the functioning of agent and action, coming and going, causes and their results are all tenable within phenomena being empty of true existence. On the other hand, if phenomena were truly existent, they would not be able to function. Their functioning would be untenable because truly existent agents could not perform actions and truly existent causes could not bring results. Because of being non-truly existent, causes bring results and agents can perform actions.


Refutation of Objections is considered a supplement to the first chapter of Treatise on the Middle Way, and Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness is seen as a supplement to its seventh chapter. The first chapter of Treatise on the Middle Way examines the essentialists’ argument that if things lacked inherent existence, the system of cause and effect would not work. Nagarjuna shows the contrary — that unless cause and effect were non-truly existent, they would be unable to function and incapable of change. Refutation of Objections elaborates and provides additional arguments for this.


Nagarjuna also deals with the essential assertion that it would be untenable for reasons to refute or prove statements if things do not inherently exist. Refutation of Objections demonstrates that reasons that prove and refute statements, as well as the acts of proving and refuting, work precisely because things do not truly exist.


In the seventh chapter of Treatise on the Middle Way, Nagarjuna explains that if arising, abiding, and ceasing existed inherently, they could not function. Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness further elaborates on this topic. There, Nagarjuna replies to the essentialist insistence that arising, abiding, and ceasing would not work if things lacked inherent existence. He demonstrates that, on the contrary, these three function only because they do not inherently exist; they are tenable only because they lack inherent existence.


In short, these four texts from the Collection of Middle Way Reasoning are the same in terms of explaining emptiness, but they differ in the way they do so. Some refute the object to be negated, inherent existence, and some refute the object the essentialists seek to establish, inherent existence. Both are right, since inherent existence is the object of negation according to the Prasangika view, and inherent existence is also the object to be proven according to the essentialists such as the Chittamatra and Svatantrika.1


As mentioned above, Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning and Precious Garland explain the subject or mind — the wisdom realizing emptiness — and why it is important as the root of liberation and full awakening. Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning discusses why the wisdom realizing emptiness is the main root of attaining liberation from cyclic existence and becoming an arhat.


If taken literally, Nagarjuna’s texts that explain the wisdom realizing emptiness may give the impression that he believes that all phenomena neither exist nor do not exist, and that by meditating on that liberation is attained. However, he is actually saying that meditating on things being truly existent on the ultimate level and totally nonexistent on the conventional level cannot free us from cyclic existence. Instead, by understanding and meditating on the middle way view that phenomena are empty of inherent existence yet exist dependently, people gradually come to directly perceive emptiness and attain the path of seeing.2 By further familiarizing themselves with emptiness, they will attain the path of meditation and finally the path of no more learning, nirvana.


Precious Garland emphasizes that the realization of emptiness is extremely important not only because it is the principal root of liberation but also because it is one of the principal roots of full awakening. Nagarjuna shows this when he refers to the so-called “three factors indicated on this occasion” that are essential to attain buddhahood — bodhichitta, wisdom realizing emptiness, and compassion (verse 175). Thus the Precious Garland is situated in the context of all of Nagarjuna’s works on reasoning.


When attempting to understand the definitive meaning of emptiness as expressed by the Prasangika Madhyamikas, we must rely on Nagarjuna. Thus studying his Collection of Middle Way Reasoning is essential. Those with critical wisdom who wish to determine whether or not the meaning of emptiness that Nagarjuna explains in these six texts genuinely comes from the Buddha should read his Compendium of Sutras that conveniently gathers together all the principal sutra passages on the subject so that readers don’t need to search through the sutras themselves.


If you wish to read further, look at Four Hundred Stanzas on the Middle Way (Chatuhshataka) by Nagarjuna’s student Aryadeva. This text explains the Prasangika view of emptiness and the thought behind Nagarjuna’s Collection of Middle Way Reasoning. You may also wish to consult the texts of Buddhapalita, Chandrakirti, and Shantideva. Of all the outstanding works that unpack Nagarjuna’s meaning, Chandrakirti’s Supplement to the Middle Way is paramount. A supplement to Treatise on the Middle Way, it principally explains the meaning expressed in that text and fills out the other practices to be done on the path to full awakening. This text clearly explains all of the difficult points of Nagarjuna’s work. Chandrakirti explains the words of Treatise on the Middle Way in his commentary Clear Words (Prasannapada).


The above texts can still be quite difficult to understand, so it is useful to refer to Je Tsongkhapa’s texts the Ocean of Reasoning: The Great Commentary on the “Middle Way” (Tsashé Tikchen), Illumination of the Middle Way Thought (Gongpa Rabsal), and Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path (Lamrim Chenmo), where he explains the meaning of the texts by Nagarjuna, Chandrakirti, Aryadeva, and Buddhapalita.


You may wonder, “Why make things so confusing by having to read all these books? Why can’t we just refer to the words of the Buddha or study Nagarjuna directly?” The people who lived at the time of the Buddha were able to immediately understand the meaning of the Buddha’s teachings because they had enormous merit, but those who lived after he passed away had less merit and couldn’t properly understand his teachings by simply reading the sutras. Misconceptions about the meaning of the Buddha’s teachings arose due to this, so great Indian sages wrote treatises to unpack and clarify the meaning of the sutras for the practitioners of that time who had the merit to correctly understand the view. Such people could realize emptiness by meditating on the six texts of the Collection of Middle Way Reasoning. But as time passed, people’s merit again declined, and it became extremely difficult for most people to understand the previous texts. Therefore it is necessary from time to time for great scholars who correctly understand the meaning to compose texts to explain it and clarify the difficult points of prior works. To this end, in our study of the Precious Garland, we will refer to the commentary of Gyaltsap Je, one of Je Tsongkhapa’s principal disciples.


MEANING OF THE TITLE


In Sanskrit the title is Rajaparikatha-ratnamala; in Tibetan, rgyal po la gtam bya ba rin po che’i phreng ba. Raja means “king,” parikatha means “advice” or “instruction,” ratna means “precious,” and mala means “garland.” The full title of the work in English is thus Precious Garland of Advice to a King. Some people say that the advice is for kings in general who lived in India at Nagarjuna’s time. Others say this advice was given to a specific king who was one of Nagarjuna’s benefactors. Some say the king was also the recipient of Nagarjuna’s text Friendly Letter (Suhrillekha). His name was Dechö Sangpo in Tibetan.


TRANSLATOR’S HOMAGE


Homage to All Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.


The Indian master Jnanagarbha and the Tibetan Lotsawa Lui Gyaltsen, who translated the text from Sanskrit into Tibetan, pay homage to all the buddhas and bodhisattvas. This indicates that this text belongs to the group of Buddhist teachings of the Sutra Pitaka, which chiefly explains the higher training of concentration. Buddhas and bodhisattvas are masters of concentration. When a text is on ethical conduct, it belongs to the Vinaya Pitaka and homage is made to the Omniscient One, the Buddha. Texts pertaining to wisdom are part of the Abhidharma Pitaka, and in those, homage is paid to Manjushri, the buddha of wisdom.


_______________


1.According to the Geluk school of Tibetan Buddhism, the various strands of Buddhist philosophical thought in ancient India can be subsumed in four main tenet systems: the Vaibhashika, Sautrantika, Chittamatra, and Madhyamaka. The Madhyamaka has two main branches: Svatantrika and Prasangika, the latter considered the subtlest and most refined view of the ultimate nature of existence. Other Buddhist schools of philosophy, up to and including the Madhyamaka Svatantrika, in one way or another assert some kind of inherent essence, and thus those systems are considered essentialist. According to the Prasangikas, true existence, inherent existence, substantial existence, existence from its own side, existence by its own characteristics, and so forth are synonymous. However, this is not the case for the essentialist schools.


2.According to the different dispositions and interests of disciples, the Buddha taught three vehicles: the hearer and solitary realizer vehicles lead to arhatship, the state of liberation from cyclic existence. The bodhisattva vehicle leads to full awakening, buddhahood. Each of the three vehicles has five paths: the paths of accumulation, preparation, seeing, meditation, and no more learning. Upon realizing emptiness directly, a practitioner attains the path of seeing of his or her vehicle. The path of no more learning is the completion of that path.




I. Higher Rebirth and Highest Good




1. Starting on the Path to Happiness and Liberation


PRAISE AND HOMAGE


At the beginning of a treatise, the author first pays homage to the Three Jewels. This humbles the mind and the author reminds himself that he will explain the Buddha’s words; he is not going to make up something outside of the Buddhadharma. Here Nagarjuna pays homage to the Buddha, the Omniscient One.


After this, the author writes a promise to compose the text. Here Nagarjuna tells us his motivation for writing the Precious Garland. He also explains the subject matter, the immediate and ultimate aims in writing the treatise, and the connection between these three. He also explains why he will write this lengthy epistle of Dharma to the king: because the king is receptive to hearing the Dharma, will benefit from hearing it, and will put it into practice — in other words, because he is a suitable vessel. Although Nagarjuna has explicitly written Precious Garland for a king, he has implicitly written it for all of those in future generations who will benefit from reading and studying it.


1.I bow to the Omniscient One,


[who is] utterly free of all faults


and adorned with all good qualities,


the sole friend of all sentient beings.


The Purpose of Praising and Paying Homage to the Buddha


Nagarjuna pays homage to the Buddha in order to fulfill his own and others’ aims. It perfectly fulfills his immediate aim because offering praise to a special object with a mind of faith pacifies obstacles to composing the text. Nagarjuna will also attain his ultimate aim, because composing the text contributes to the accumulation of merit that will allow him to attain liberation. He perfectly fulfills the immediate aims of others because they will be able to use his text to learn and practice the instructions without difficulty. He fulfills their ultimate aims because liberation and full awakening are attained on the basis of such study and practice.


An alternative meaning is that attaining the Buddha’s omniscient mind — the truth body or dharmakaya — fulfills one’s own purpose because it is the most exalted and perfect state of mind. Attaining a Buddha’s two form bodies — the enjoyment body and the emanation body — fulfills the aims of others because by appearing to sentient beings via these bodies, buddhas teach and lead them to liberation and awakening.


The Meaning of the Praise and Homage


The Buddha has fulfilled his own goal because he is utterly free of all faults and adorned with all good qualities. “Utterly free of all faults” indicates the Buddha’s excellent abandonment. He has fulfilled his own aim of abandoning all that is to be abandoned in himself and is free of all defilements. This is an attribute of the Buddha’s truth body, which is completely free from both the afflictive obscurations that prevent liberation and the cognitive obscurations that prevent full awakening.


The Buddha’s quality of excellent abandonment covers the practice of the beings of three capacities — initial, intermediate, and advanced — as explained in the stages of the path, or lamrim teachings. The Buddha is free from all suffering of the lower realms and free from all suffering of cyclic existence in general. He is also free from self-grasping ignorance and self-centered thought. In short, he has abandoned all faults and defects of cyclic existence and of the personal peace of nirvana. All of these have been eradicated such that they can never return.


“Adorned with all good qualities” indicates that the Buddha possesses all excellent realizations and qualities of a fully awakened one’s body, speech, and mind. He knows all objects of knowledge and is adorned with all good qualities, thereby attaining the truth body adorned with ten powers, the four kinds of fearlessness, and the eighteen unshared qualities that distinguish fully awakened buddhas from arhats. His truth body is beautified with the wisdom that directly understands all sixteen aspects of the four truths of the aryas3 and perceives all phenomena with direct, unmistaken wisdom. Such excellent abandonment and realizations illustrate that the Buddha has fulfilled his own aim.


Nagarjuna also praises the Buddha because he fulfills the aim of others by having actualized the two form bodies of a fully awakened one. Motivated by love and compassion, he manifests physical bodies in order to lead sentient beings on the path. He appears to arya bodhisattvas as the enjoyment body in a pure land and appears to ordinary sentient beings as emanation bodies who guide and teach them. In this way, the Buddha protects sentient beings from duhkha — suffering and unsatisfactory experiences — and establishes them in temporal and ultimate goodness.


“The sole friend of all sentient beings” indicates that the Buddha fulfills all the aims of others. He helps others attain their goals without being biased by attachment to some and adverse toward others. He doesn’t favor those that help or revere him or discriminate against those who have harmed or insulted him, but rather helps all beings equally. Out of compassion he engages in every method possible to free each and every sentient being from all of their duhkha forever. He also works to bring about their happiness in any way possible. Thus he indeed is the sole friend of all beings.


To say that the Buddha is the sole friend of all beings highlights the difference between the Buddha and non-Buddhist teachers who may harm sentient beings by giving incorrect instructions that lead disciples to engage in destructive actions. For example, such teachers may tell their disciples to kill or may kill others themselves; they may instruct disciples to adopt stringent, ascetic lifestyles or opulent, self-indulgent lifestyles. The Buddha, however, knows the disposition and aptitude of each disciple and teaches accordingly, without leading them on erroneous paths.


PROMISE TO COMPOSE THE TREATISE


General Meaning of the Promise to Compose


To understand Nagarjuna’s reason for composing this text, we need to know its subject matter, its immediate and ultimate purposes, and the connection between these. The subject matter is higher rebirth and the highest good together with their causes and effects. In other words, this text teaches us how to improve our mind in the present so that we will attain a higher rebirth — a fortunate rebirth in the human or celestial realm — in the future, which is the immediate purpose. On the basis of that higher rebirth, we can continue to improve our minds over a series of good rebirths, until we attain the ultimate goal, buddhahood, which is the highest good.


Nagarjuna writes on these subjects because studying and understanding the methods by which we can attain higher rebirth and the highest good gives us the knowledge we will need in order to practice and to attain liberation and awakening, which is the essential purpose.


Attaining liberation and awakening is based on understanding the causes of higher rebirth and the highest good. This understanding comes from studying the subject matter of the commentary. In this way, the subject matter, immediate purpose, and essential purpose of the text are related.


Contrariwise, without teachings that explain how to attain higher rebirth and the highest good, we would be unable to create their causes effectively, and we would be unable to attain their effects — liberation and awakening. Therefore, Nagarjuna’s text is indeed precious.


2.O King, I will explain to you the completely virtuous Dharma


so that you may accomplish it —


for the Dharma will be accomplished [when it is explained]


to a vessel of the true Dharma.


Meaning of the Promise to Compose in Detail


By saying “O King,” Nagarjuna addresses a person who has dominion over his realm. He wants to tell the king about the completely virtuous Dharma — Dharma practices that are virtuous in the beginning, middle, and end — so that the king may accomplish them and fulfill his own and others’ aims.


Dharma is that which holds us back from falling into the lower realms or any other rebirth in cyclic existence. Nagarjuna will go on to explain the practices that are the causes for accomplishing our own and others’ aims. Practicing the ten virtuous paths of action and so forth is the Dharma that is virtuous in the beginning, because it leads to rebirth as a human being or a celestial being. Cultivating the wisdom realizing emptiness is the Dharma that is virtuous in the middle, because it leads to awakening for those following the hearer, solitary realizer, or bodhisattva paths. Conjoining this wisdom with bodhichitta and the bodhisattva deeds is the Dharma that is virtuous in the end, for it brings buddhahood, our final objective.


Rebirth as a human or celestial being is considered higher rebirth because these beings enjoy more happiness and experience less pain than others in cyclic existence. The three types of awakening are called highest good because they are states in which all duhkha has been eradicated forever.


The Reason to Explain the Dharma to a Suitable Vessel


When those who are suitable vessels hear the Dharma, they will practice it and gain magnificent results. In the Four Hundred Stanzas, Aryadeva says that those who are suitable vessels possess three qualities: they are unbiased and open-minded, neither opinionated nor encumbered by preconceptions; they are intelligent and can discern what is correct and incorrect; and they are eager and interested in the Dharma, seeking out teachings and enthusiastically practicing them.


Given that the king is such a person, Nagarjuna knows that great benefit will come from teaching him the Dharma. The study of the Dharma — which includes reading and hearing it — is a treasure that can never be stolen from us. It is the lamp that clears away the darkness of confusion in our minds. It is our best friend that will never leave us. Studying the Dharma is the best path because it leads to liberation and awakening.


Nagarjuna gives a series of instructions on the causes to attain higher rebirth and the highest good in both meditation sessions and daily life. Applying this to the king’s life, he advises how to treat citizens and travelers in the kingdom, to help monasteries, and to offer honor, respect, and service to the Three Jewels.


OVERVIEW OF THE CAUSES AND EFFECTS OF HIGHER REBIRTH AND HIGHEST GOOD


The actual explanation of the subject matter now begins. Nagarjuna identifies higher rebirth and highest good as the outcomes to work toward and gives a brief overview of the main and secondary causes for each one. He then goes into a more detailed explanation regarding their causes.


3.That [vessel] first [practices] the Dharma of higher rebirth;


afterward comes the highest good,


because, having obtained higher rebirth,


one proceeds in stages to the highest good.


The Order in Which Higher Rebirth and Highest Good Are Taught


Higher rebirth and highest good are taught in this order because it is very difficult to attain highest good without having first secured a higher rebirth. The purification, collection of merit, and study, contemplation, and meditation on the teachings that are needed in order to attain liberation or awakening require a series of higher rebirths to complete. If we practice the various types of virtuous activities to the best of our ability in this life, we will be able to secure a higher rebirth again in our next life.


The idea is to continue like this over a series of lives as we cultivate the qualities of sharp intelligence, enthusiasm, profound wisdom, great altruism, and so on. We do this by first learning and practicing the foundational topics — impermanence, refuge, and karma and its effects. As we mature in the Dharma, we learn and practice the more difficult topics such as emptiness. In this way we gradually come to attain the highest good. Thus, creating the causes for higher rebirth is our immediate concern. If we fall into lower realms, we will not only suffer, we will also have no opportunity to progress along the path to liberation and awakening.


Another reason that higher rebirth and highest good are presented in this order is to properly prepare the student for instruction in more advanced practices. If emptiness is taught to someone who is not a suitable vessel, he or she may mistake emptiness for total nonexistence and thereby disregard the law of cause and effect. Living as if our actions had no consequences creates destructive karma that is certain to result in rebirth in the lower realms.


We cannot attain the highest good by meditating on an incorrect understanding of emptiness, nor can we attain liberation or higher rebirth by ignoring the law of karma and its result and behaving however we wish. We must proceed by observing karma and its effects in such a way that our understanding of it doesn’t harm our understanding of emptiness. Likewise, our meditation on emptiness should be done in a way that doesn’t harm our understanding of karma and its effects. When we correctly understand these two, we will see that they do not contradict each other but complement each other. In this way we will progress on the path to the highest good.


The Order in Which Higher Rebirth and Highest Good Are Ascertained


In terms of ascertaining higher rebirth and highest good with reliable cognizers, the order is reversed: higher rebirth and its causes are more difficult to ascertain than highest good and its causes. Why is this? There are three types of phenomena: evident phenomena — such as a table and the sound of a bell — that can be realized by our senses; slightly obscure phenomena — such as subtle impermanence and emptiness — that must initially be realized through inference by power of the fact; and very obscure phenomena that are understood by relying on an authoritative scripture.


To understand liberation and awakening, and their causes, we must realize emptiness and understand the way in which the wisdom realizing emptiness overcomes ignorance. All phenomena exist dependently, but self-grasping ignorance apprehends them as existing independently. Because self-grasping apprehends phenomena contrary to the actual way they exist, it is a wrong consciousness. Through reasoning we can gain an inference realizing that all phenomena are empty of independent existence because they exist dependently. This correct understanding — the wisdom realizing emptiness — knows that phenomena exist in the exact opposite way than ignorance grasps them to exist. This wisdom is free from all false projections and fabrications, and in addition, it has valid support: it is accompanied by factors on the method side of the path such as love, compassion, and bodhichitta. As the wisdom realizing emptiness grows in strength, it eradicates increasingly subtle levels of afflictions until all self-grasping ignorance and afflictions have been completely eradicated so that they can never reappear. This is nirvana, liberation. In this way liberation — a slightly obscure phenomenon — can be ascertained through sound reasoning. Relying on scriptural authority to ascertain it is not necessary.


On the other hand, understanding higher rebirth and its causes involves understanding the law of karma and its effects — a very obscure phenomenon that is more difficult to realize. Higher rebirths are considered higher not only because the beings born in them experience less pain than those in the lower realms, but also because the causes for such rebirths — virtuous karma — are loftier than the causes for lower rebirths. Because the causes are higher, the effects are also higher. Our practice in previous lives of pure ethical conduct, accompanied by the six perfections and stainless prayers, led us to attain higher rebirth in this life.


As a human being, I am a higher rebirth. But simply knowing me does not mean that you understand higher rebirth. To understand that I am a higher rebirth requires a lot of thought. For example, you can see a book that is empty of inherent existence without realizing the emptiness of inherent existence. Similarly, there is a difference between knowing a person who is a higher rebirth and knowing that a person is higher rebirth. To know that a person is higher rebirth necessitates having studied the virtuous paths of action that are its causes. Realizing that higher rebirth arises from those causes comes only by depending on a reliable scriptural quotation to that effect. That, in turn, depends on ascertaining that the scriptural passage is reliable and can be accepted as authoritative. The three factors for discerning an authoritative scripture are mentioned on page 23.


In brief, realizing that liberation and full awakening are highest good is easier and is done first. Understanding that rebirth as a human or celestial being is higher rebirth is more difficult and is done later. This is due to the former being a slightly obscure phenomenon that can be realized through inference and the latter being an extremely obscure phenomenon that can only be understood in dependence on authoritative scripture.


The order of attainment is the other way around. First we practice the causes for higher rebirth and attain higher rebirth. Then we practice the causes of highest good and attain the highest good.


4.Here, [we] maintain that higher rebirth is happiness,


and highest good is liberation.


In brief, the method for attaining them


is summarized as faith and wisdom.


Briefly Identifying the Causes and Effects of Higher Rebirth


“Higher rebirth is happiness” refers to the happiness that human beings and gods experience. Here happiness is an example of the characteristics of higher rebirth. Equanimity is also included since beings in the fourth concentration of the material realm and in the four immaterial absorptions do not experience feelings of happiness; they feel only equanimity.4 Those who enjoy higher rebirth as humans or celestial beings experience more happiness and equanimity than do beings in lower realms.


Highest good is liberation — the cessation of ignorance, afflictions, and polluted karma. Karma literally means actions or work, specifically the actions of our body, speech, and mind. These may be destructive physical actions such as killing or destructive verbal actions such as lying. They may also be constructive actions, which include abstaining from destructive actions or acting in the opposite way. For example, abandoning killing is refraining from killing and saving life is doing the opposite of killing. The karmas that cause rebirth in cyclic existence are polluted because they are created under the influence of ignorance. Destructive actions are clearly underlain by self-grasping ignorance, but so are the constructive actions of ordinary beings. For example, under the influence of self-grasping we are generous and keep good ethical conduct. Even though constructive karmas bring happiness, when they are created under the influence of ignorance they are considered polluted and lead to rebirth in cyclic existence. Liberation is the eradication of ignorance, other afflictions, and the polluted karmas that lead to rebirth in cyclic existence.


Being born in cyclic existence is like being bound, hand and foot, snared in a very tight net, and thrown into a river in the dark of night. It is already hard enough to escape when one’s hands and feet are bound, but it is even harder to do so when also snared in a net. If, bound in such a way, we were thrown into a river during the day, we’d still have some hope of escape — we could at least see the shore. If we were thrown into a river in the dark of night, escape would seem hopeless. Being bound hand and foot signifies being bound by our previous karma; being captured in a tight net represents grasping at true existence; darkness symbolizes ignorance. The river represents the four currents of sensual desire, craving for existence, ignorance, and wrong views. Liberation is freedom from all that.


Highest good is good in every way. The first two truths of an arya — true duhkha and its origins — have been abandoned in such a way that they can never return. This state of true cessation — the third truth — comes about by meditating on the wisdom realizing selflessness, which is the fourth truth, the true path.


In the second half of the verse Nagarjuna answers the question, “What are the causes of higher rebirth and highest good?” In brief, they are faith and wisdom. Although there are many causes for higher rebirth, faith is the fundamental one. Similarly, while there are many causes for the highest good, wisdom is principal.


“Faith” refers to belief or confidence in the law of karma and its results, the four truths of the aryas, the Three Jewels, and so forth. As we learn about these things and think about them, our confidence in them will increase and we will put the instructions into practice. “Wisdom” refers to the wisdom realizing the emptiness of inherent existence, the ultimate mode of existence of all persons and phenomena. As we cultivate this wisdom, our confusion will abate.


5.Due to having faith, one relies on the practices;


due to having wisdom, one truly understands;


of these two, wisdom is foremost,


but faith must come first.


Differences between the Principal and the Secondary Causes


Faith in the law of karma and its results begins with understanding the four principal aspects of karma: (1) happiness always comes from virtue, never nonvirtue, and suffering always comes from nonvirtue, never virtue; (2) a small action can bring large results in the same way that a tiny seed can grow into a huge tree; (3) if we don’t create the cause, we won’t experience the result; (4) karmic seeds do not get lost, and unless we impede or destroy them, they will eventually ripen into their effects. These four apply to both virtuous and nonvirtuous paths of actions. Due to having faith in the law of karma and its effects, we will engage in the practice of the ten virtuous paths of action, which are the cause of higher rebirth.


To generate this faith, we must rely on authoritative scriptures. But first we must investigate whether a scripture is reliable. We examine three factors: Does this scripture correctly present obvious phenomena — those knowable by our senses? Is its presentation of slightly obscure phenomena — such as emptiness — correct? Is its presentation of explicit and implied meanings free from contradiction and are its former and latter passages that discuss very obscure phenomena free from contradiction? If the answers to these questions are positive, there is reason to trust what this scripture says.


Furthermore, if a reliable person such as the Buddha taught the scripture, we can trust what is said in it. The Buddha is a reliable person because he has eliminated all defilements and cultivated all good qualities; he has no reason to deceive us and is motivated only by great compassion. In addition, we can verify other teachings he gave — such as on the disadvantages of cyclic existence and the problematic nature of the afflictions — so we can trust what he says about very obscure topics such as karma and its effects.


Of those two causes, faith and wisdom, the wisdom realizing emptiness is principal, because it is what actually liberates us from cyclic existence. It eradicates self-grasping ignorance so that it can never reappear in the future. While faith, compassion, and bodhichitta can limit our afflictions, they cannot eliminate them from the root.


People with sharp faculties are suitable vessels for realizing emptiness. They will hear teachings on emptiness, reflect on them deeply, and discuss them with others in order to gain a correct understanding. By then meditating on emptiness, the wisdom that leads to highest good will grow in them.


Faith in karma and its effects is a prerequisite to generating the wisdom realizing emptiness. Faith is the cause for ethical conduct, which leads to higher rebirth. Higher rebirth is the basis for generating the wisdom realizing emptiness, which, in turn, is the direct cause for the highest good of liberation and awakening. Thus, while faith in karma and its effects is a secondary cause, it is essential and cannot be overlooked.


In short, to attain highest good, we must directly realize the ultimate nature of phenomena by cultivating the wisdom realizing emptiness. To generate this wisdom, we must have a series of special higher rebirths that provide the freedom and fortune to learn about and cultivate this wisdom. The principal cause for such higher rebirths is abandoning nonvirtue and practicing virtue. Faith in the instructions on karma and its effects is essential for this.


6.One who does not neglect the practices


through partiality, anger, fear, or ignorance


is known as one with faith —


a superior vessel for the highest good.


A Person with Faith


A person with faith is someone who has confidence in the law of karma and its effects, and who, due to this confidence, does not forgo the practice of virtue by engaging in nonvirtuous actions motivated by four afflicted emotions. These four emotions, which are mentioned in the Vinaya (monastic discipline), are partiality or attachment, anger, fear, and ignorance. For example, people who forgo the virtuous action of abandoning killing may kill due to partiality or attachment to an animal’s meat or skin, kill out of anger or hatred, kill due to fear of punishment by an authority that orders them to kill, or engage in animal sacrifice ignorantly thinking it will benefit the family. These are just a few examples; please think of other ways we forgo virtue due to partiality, anger, fear, or ignorance.


Someone who does not neglect or transgress virtuous practices due to these four emotions is a superior vessel for the highest good. He or she is the best kind of person to be led on the path to liberation by a spiritual mentor.


7.A wise [person] is one who,


having accurately analyzed


all actions of body, speech, and mind,


always acts for the benefit of self and others.


A Person with Wisdom


A wise person continuously examines his or her physical and verbal actions to see if they are virtuous, nonvirtuous, or neutral. Wanting to create virtue, she makes effort to abandon nonvirtuous and neutral actions and to engage in virtuous ones. She enthusiastically undertakes virtuous actions with bodhichitta, the intention to attain full awakening for the benefit of all sentient beings, and dedicates them for this purpose. In this way, she does what benefits herself and others. In short, a person who knows what to abandon and what to practice on the path and acts accordingly with a bodhichitta motivation is a wise person who is capable of engaging in the path to liberation and full awakening.


On the other hand, someone who lacks faith in karma and its results and is ignorant of what to practice and what to abandon does not possess wisdom. Such a person is not suitable to be led to liberation at this time. While in general all sentient beings can be led to awakening, they cannot actually attain awakening until they abandon wrong views about the law of karma and its effects.


In our world, somebody is considered wise or intelligent when he is able to learn quickly, excels at speaking or writing, or has knowledge about topics respected by society. However, that is not the meaning of a “wise person” in this context. From the Buddhist perspective a wise person has faith in karma and its effects and understands the points of the paths of the three beings — those of initial, intermediate, and advanced capability — and practices them correctly. Everything concerning the entire path to awakening is included in this simple idea.


_______________


3.Aryas are those who have realized emptiness directly and nonconceptually. They constitute the Sangha Jewel in which we take refuge.


4.The world of sentient beings consists of three realms: the desire, material, and immaterial realms. Desire realm beings are preoccupied with objects of the five senses — sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch. Within the desire realm are three lower realms, so-called because the beings born there experience a preponderance of suffering. These are beings temporarily born as hell beings, hungry ghosts, or animals. The three fortunate realms are those of human beings and two types of celestial beings; these beings experience much more happiness and joy. In the material and immaterial realms, beings enjoy the bliss and equanimity of deep meditative concentration. In the material realm they have bodies made of very refined material; in the immaterial realm, they have no gross bodies at all.




2. The Advantages of Ethical Living and a Fortunate Life


HIGHER REBIRTH AND ITS CAUSES


Having described a person with faith and a person with wisdom, Nagarjuna now goes into detail about the causal relationships leading to higher rebirth and highest good, beginning with the foundation, ethical conduct. To ensure we understand that these are the correct causes of higher rebirth, he explains that practices such as extreme asceticism do not bring higher rebirth; in fact, they bring the opposite. Those who practice such an erroneous path not only harm themselves by creating heavy destructive karma, but when they teach this wrong path to others, they ruin others’ chance to attain higher rebirth and liberation as well. With compassion, Nagarjuna then explains the three results of karma so that we can consider the consequences of our choices before acting, restrain ourselves when necessary, and encourage ourselves to act in constructive ways.


8.Refraining from killing and from stealing,


not engaging in adultery;


restraining from lying,


divisive speech, harsh words, and idle talk;


9.abandoning covetousness, malice,


and nihilistic views —


these are the ten bright paths of action.


The ten gloomy ones are the opposite.


Refraining from the Ten Nonvirtuous Paths of Action


Developing ethical conduct involves ceasing thirteen activities and engaging in three practices. While we loosely refer to the first ten as destructive or nonvirtuous karma, more specifically they are paths of action, meaning they are paths to rebirth in cyclic existence. Of the ten, the seven of body and speech are also karma, or action, while the three mental ones are afflictions, not karma. Sentient beings take rebirth under the power of afflictions and karma by means of creating the ten constructive and ten destructive paths of action. For ease of speaking, now we’ll call them the ten virtues and ten nonvirtues.


The ten nonvirtues are covered in Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Knowledge (Abhidharmakosha) and are extensively explained in the lamrim texts. For one of these to become a complete nonvirtuous action three criteria must be present: (1) the preparation, which involves correct identification of the object, the intention to do the action, and the presence of an affliction such as attachment, anger, or confusion; (2) the action itself; and (3) the completion, accomplishing what we set out to do and rejoicing in it.


As I will only briefly explain the ten nonvirtues to abandon, please study the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path by Tsongkhapa for a more detailed explanation.


1.Restraint from killing is to abandon taking the life of a human being or animal.


2.Restraint from stealing means not to take things that belong to others that haven’t been freely given to us.


3.Restraint from adultery refers to abstaining from sexual relationship with others’ partners, or if you are in a relationship, having sexual relationships with another person. These three are collectively called “turning our back on the three destructive physical actions.”


4.Restraint from lying is to abandon false speech that changes others’ minds so they believe the opposite of what is.


5.Restraint from divisive speech is to avoid speech that creates disharmony among people.


6.Restraint from harsh speech means to abandon speech that hurts others’ feelings, such as calling them names, criticizing them, or ridiculing them.


7.Restraint from idle talk is to avoid speech about topics that have no meaning, speaking just to pass time, and speech that distracts or confuses others.


8.Abandoning covetousness refers to abandoning looking at the possessions of others and craving to possess them ourselves. Covetousness easily arises in shopping centers. For this reason, the Buddha advised us to walk with our eyes cast downward.


9.Abandoning malice is to give up planning how to harm the body or possessions of another sentient being out of anger or hatred.


10.Abandoning nihilistic views means to relinquish wrong views that deny the existence of the Three Jewels, the law of karma and its effects, the four truths of the aryas, and so on.


If we seek higher rebirth we should definitely abandon the ten paths of nonvirtue and engage in the ten paths of virtue.


10.In brief, Dharma consists of not taking intoxicants,


maintaining a proper livelihood, abandoning harm,


being respectfully generous,


honoring the worthy, and [cultivating] love.


Refraining from Other Blameworthy Activities


The ten nonvirtues are not the only counterproductive actions to give up. Taking intoxicants, engaging in a wrong livelihood, and harming others are also activities to be relinquished. The reason for not taking intoxicants is that when we take them they impede our ability to think clearly and make wise decisions. We lose control of our speech and actions and easily engage in many destructive actions. Newspapers are full of stories of the harmful and regrettable things people say and do while intoxicated.


Nagarjuna also advises us to earn our living through a wholesome livelihood and abandon wrong livelihood. For lay practitioners this entails avoiding deceit in business — such as cheating or lying to customers, clients, employers, or employees — manufacturing goods that harm sentient beings or the environment, and killing others. It also includes employing guile to avoid repaying loans; for example, forcing others to repay more than you loaned them or not repaying the full amount you borrowed from others. Abuse of power is also considered wrong livelihood. For example, an official tells someone that a minor offense is a serious crime and asks the person to pay a large fine to avoid arrest. Not paying others fair wages could also be considered wrong livelihood.


A monastic lifestyle involves relying on the kindness of others to receive life’s necessities such as food, shelter, clothing, and medicine. Monastics should abandon five wrong ways to gain these necessities from benefactors: hypocrisy, flattery, hinting, pretentious behavior, and misusing property to get more. All of these constitute wrong livelihood for monastics who are dependent on the kindness of others.


Hypocrisy is behaving impeccably in the presence of benefactors, relatives, or friends with the hope of receiving offerings, service, or respect from them. Normally we may lie around not doing much, but when we’re with these people we sit up straight with our Dharma texts in front of us and our tantric implements close at hand to impress them so they will give us offerings and respect.


Flattery involves speaking sweet words to others with the hope of getting something in return. For example, we say, “I haven’t seen you in so long. I came all this way to visit you because I was worried that perhaps you weren’t well,” or “You’re so kind! You must be a bodhisattva!” Of course if you genuinely respect others it is good to praise them, and if you’re genuinely concerned, it’s fine to express that. But in this case, the motivation is to get something for yourself.


Hinting means with an ulterior motive to receive money or goods, saying things such as, “Last year you gave me some money. It was really useful; I did retreat and created a lot of virtue.” Or we say, “That jacket you gave me last year was so warm,” hinting that we’d like another one this year.


Pretentious behavior involves trying to get something by appearing to be what we are not; for example, saying, “I heard you are supporting your parents and that’s wonderful. But what would you do if an arhat came to your house?” Or we tell them that when we go to visit another family, they treat us like an arhat.


Misusing your property to get more entails giving someone a small gift in the hope of receiving something big in turn. Another example is showing your benefactor your alms bowl, saying that the president, a movie star, or famous athlete gave it to you. In this way, you make the person think you’re a special person who should receive fine offerings.


In addition to taking intoxicants and wrong livelihood, a third blameworthy activity to relinquish is harming others physically and verbally by beating or hitting them, destroying their possessions, humiliating them, or hurting their feelings in other ways.


Three Practices to Engage In


In addition to the thirteen actions to abandon, Nagarjuna recommends three activities to do: practice respectful generosity, honor the worthy, and cultivate love.


Respectful generosity is making offerings to those who are worthy — our preceptors, spiritual mentors, and sentient beings in general — with a respectful attitude and in a respectful manner. Rather than ask others to make offerings for us, it’s better to give them ourselves, using both hands. In general, the Buddha spoke of four kinds of generosity: giving material possessions; giving fearlessness by protecting others from danger; giving love with the thought “May all beings be happy”; and giving the Dharma by giving teachings and sharing the Dharma with others.


Honoring the worthy entails showing respect to those who are superior to us in virtuous qualities. The worthy are our preceptors and spiritual mentors, as well as others who may not be our spiritual mentors but who have greater knowledge or more excellent qualities than we do.


Cultivating love indicates all four immeasurables: immeasurable love, compassion, joy, and equanimity. Contemplating these as much as possible will make our mind peaceful and improve our relationships with others.


Learning the causes for higher rebirth gives us a lot to contemplate. Examine your previous actions so that you can improve in the future. Also contemplate how to go about enacting these sixteen practices in your life.


11.Dharma does not come about


merely through engaging in physical austerities;


through that type of practice one neither ceases harming others


nor does one benefit them.


Engaging in Imperfect Paths Harms Oneself and Others


Non-Buddhists have their own practices for attaining higher rebirth, many of which are very different from the sixteen Nagarjuna prescribed. Some non-Buddhists engage in ascetic practices that mortify the body, such as fasting for long periods of time, bathing in the Ganges, sitting in a fire, and jumping on top of a trident. Some of them walk around naked, and others stand on one leg for months. They believe these practices purify negativities and lead to liberation.


These practices are not causes of liberation; nor do they bring higher rebirth. The practice of asceticism does not forsake injuring others — which is essential for ethical conduct — nor does it help others.


Buddhists do fasting practices such as the Nyungné, the two-day fasting retreat of Avalokiteshvara, but our motivation, the actual practice, and the conclusion of the practice differ from those of non-Buddhists. Buddhists engage in a Nyungné with bodhichitta as their motivation. The fasting is not extreme, and we do prostrations, make offerings, meditate on compassion and emptiness, and cultivate serenity during the Nyungné. While Buddhist fire pujas may outwardly resemble non-Buddhist fire offerings, our motivation, the meditation we do during practice, and the conclusion of the practice are very different.


12.One who does not respect the great path of the true Dharma


with its manifest generosity, ethical conduct, and fortitude,


follows the mistaken path of inflicting hardship on the body


just as [a cow in a herd follows] the line of cattle.


13.Such a person with a body


entwined by the savage snakes of negative mental states


wanders for a very long time in the terrifying wilderness of cyclic existence,


whose trees are limitless beings.


People Who Go on the Wrong Path


The sixteen practices can be summarized in three: generosity, ethical conduct, and fortitude. The four types of generosity were discussed above. Ethical conduct entails abandoning the ten nonvirtues and the three other blameworthy actions. Fortitude is of three kinds: the fortitude of not retaliating, of enduring hardship and suffering, and of practicing the Dharma.


People who have no respect for the true Dharma — as embodied in the three practices of generosity, ethical conduct, and fortitude — and engage in practices opposite to these such as self-mortification go on the wrong path. Many of them mistakenly believe that they have attained liberation because they have good concentration or can endure pain. Then when they experience suffering at the time of death, they lose faith completely and think there is no such thing as liberation or a path leading to liberation. Clinging to these wrong views, they fall into hellish rebirths.


In addition to doing these deviant practices themselves, non-Buddhists teach them to others and in doing so, they lead others astray. Their followers proceed after them, spending their entire lives adhering to wrong views and following a wrong path, thus wasting their time, putting latencies of wrong views on their mindstreams, and creating destructive karma.


For example, although there may be a broad and easy path to follow, the cow leading the herd goes off that path and follows a trail running along a precipice or through a thick jungle. The other cows follow and soon all of them find themselves on the edge of a cliff, or in a dangerous jungle where they encounter hornets, snakes, spiders, and the like. In the same way, non-Buddhist teachers follow a wrong path and ruin others by leading them on that path as well. Then all of them suffer.


The Disadvantages of Engaging in a Wrong Path


Some of these ascetics believe that acting like a dog in the present life will consume the karma to be reborn as a dog. Many such people came to the Buddha crawling on all fours, putting their mouths on the ground to eat and lap up water. Those who adhere to such wrong views and aberrant behavior not only fall into the lower realms but also are reborn in cyclic existence endlessly, experiencing the three types of duhkha and the six disadvantages of cyclic existence again and again.


Just as the cows wandering in the jungle become entwined with vicious snakes, these people are completely wrapped up in the savage snakes of attachment, anger, and ignorance. Entangled in the vines of wrong views — the view of personal identity, extreme view, and so forth — they wander among the trees of endless beings. Unable to free themselves, confused in the darkness of ignorance, they roam in the dreadful jungle of cyclic existence with no end in sight.


Nagarjuna counsels us: those of you who want to extract the essence from this life of freedom and fortune, who want to attain liberation and awakening, first seek an unmistaken path. If you adopt a wrong path and practice incorrectly, no matter how much effort you exert, no matter how courageous and brave you are, no matter how strong your practice may be, that path will not bring higher rebirth, let alone liberation and awakening. Therefore, it is crucial to examine a path and its teachers well and to choose wisely whom you will follow.


Even though many cows follow a path into the jungle, there is no safety in numbers and they are unable to help each other. Similarly, many people may follow a wrong path, but their efforts to attain higher rebirth and highest good are useless and they are unable to protect each other from the dangers of cyclic existence. For this reason, it is extremely important to pray to meet a qualified spiritual mentor who shows the unmistaken path to full awakening. Having found such a spiritual guide and unmistaken path, make sure you follow them by studying, contemplating, and meditating on the Dharma.


The Buddha was not motivated by anger, bias, or arrogance when he refuted others’ wrong paths. Moved by compassion, he won their confidence through his impeccable actions and kind words, and when people were ready he taught the correct path using reasoning.


14.Due to killing one is born with a short life span;


due to violence one encounters much torment;


due to stealing one becomes impoverished;


due to adultery one has enemies.


Results Similar to Their Nonvirtuous Causes


When we follow a wrong path and engage in aberrant practices or are negligent or lazy when following the correct path, we create much destructive karma and will experience the results. Complete actions have three results: the ripening result, result similar to the cause, and environmental result. The ripening result is the rebirth we will take. Results similar to the cause are situations we experience that resemble those we caused others to experience. The environmental result influences where we are born and the type of environment in which we live.


This verse speaks of the results similar to nonvirtuous causes. Taking the lives of others will result in our life being cut short in future lives. Experiencing a short life in this lifetime is the result of killing done in past lives.


Harming and inflicting violence on others results in receiving much harm ourselves in future lives. Being beat up or maimed by others or experiencing great physical pain even though we haven’t physically harmed others in this life is the result of inflicting violence on others in past lives.


The result of stealing and taking what has not been freely given to us is being poor and having few possessions. Experiencing poverty or having difficulties accessing and using our possessions in this life is the result of stealing in previous lives.


Adultery causes many relationship problems in future lives, so that your spouse becomes like an enemy. Alternatively, your spouse may run off with someone else, and in that sense as well you will have enemies.


15.By lying one becomes reviled;


through speaking divisively, one loses friends;


due to speaking harshly, one hears unpleasant sounds;


from engaging in idle talk, one’s words will be disregarded.


Facing a lot of criticism and blame even though we haven’t done anything to cause it in this life is the result similar to the cause of our having lied in a past life. Lying in this life will result in being criticized and reviled in future lives. Being separated from good friends and having longtime harmonious friendships crumble is the result of divisive speech. Hearing many unpleasant remarks, such as ridicule and scorn, is the result of harsh speech.


Sometimes other people think we’re lying although what we say is true; other times we express an honest opinion or contribute a good idea, but others disregard it and don’t respect what we say. These are results of idle talk.


16.Covetousness destroys one’s desired objects;


malice is said to bestow fear;


wrong views lead to evil worldviews;


consuming intoxicants brings mental confusion.


Covetousness results in being unable to obtain what we desire and being hindered from accomplishing our plans and goals. Being easily frightened or very suspicious of others is the result of malice toward others. Inability to think clearly about the correct view, attraction to wrong views, and many deceitful thoughts are caused by holding wrong views in previous lives. Consuming intoxicants brings mental confusion and lack of clarity in both this and future lives.


The result similar to the cause is of two types: in terms of our experience and in terms of our behavior. The examples given above are results similar to the cause in terms of our experience. The result similar to the cause in terms of our behavior is the tendency to do those same actions again in the future. For example, as a result of killing in one life, someone has the wish to kill and enjoys killing in a future life. Someone may have a habit of lying or may repeatedly have extramarital affairs due to familiarity with those behaviors in previous lives.


When the three branches are complete, the action has the potential to bring all of the results over the span of several lifetimes. For example, taking life will bring the ripening result of rebirth in the lower realms. When later born as a human, that person will experience a short life (result similar to the cause in terms of the experience) and will be inclined toward violent behavior and killing in future lives (result similar to the cause in terms of behavior). The latter is the worst of the results of nonvirtue because it results in our repeatedly engaging in the same destructive action, thus creating more karma to experience all of the other results. This is much more serious than being born in the hell realms, because the pain of a hellish rebirth is finite — it stops when the action’s karmic potential is exhausted. Remembering the disadvantages of the result similar to the cause in terms of our behavior is a good incentive for working to transform our destructive habits.


When we take and keep precepts, we make a determination to stop our habitual destructive tendencies, thus counteracting results similar to the cause in terms of our behavior. Purifying nonvirtuous paths of action by means of the four opponent powers also opposes this result, because one of the powers is the determination not to do the action again. The other three opponent powers are regret, taking refuge and generating bodhichitta, and engaging in remedial activities.


The environmental result manifests as our living in a certain place. For example, killing will cause us to live in a place filled with conflicts and war. In addition, the food, drink, and medicine there will not be potent. Lying will result in living in a place with a foul odor, surrounded by untrustworthy people where fear and corruption in society is rampant. Sometimes we meet people who have the opportunity to leave an unpleasant place and live elsewhere, yet they insist they must stay there. That is the environmental result of their past destructive actions.


Why do these three results come from one action? Each of the elements of a complete action principally brings one of these results. Our motivation principally brings the ripening result; the actual action mainly brings the result similar to the cause; and the conclusion of the action principally causes the environmental result.


17.Through not giving gifts one is poor;


wrong livelihood results in getting tricked;


arrogance leads to a lowly station;


jealousy brings about unattractive appearance.


18.From anger comes a bad complexion;
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