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EDITOR’S PREFACE


The ninth chapter of Shantideva’s The Way of the Bodhisattva, which is the basis of His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s teachings presented here in this volume, begins with the statement that it is for the sake of cultivating wisdom that the Buddha taught all the various aspects of the teachings. This seemingly simple assertion captures a profound insight that lies at the heart of Buddha’s spiritual message. Unlike many of his spiritual peers, the Buddha argued that it is not through ascetic physical penance, through complicated religious rituals, nor through prayers that one attains highest spiritual awakening. It is through the disciplined taming of one’s mind. Furthermore, since our bondage to a perpetual cycle of unenlightened existence is rooted in a fundamental ignorance of the very nature of our own existence, the cultivation of a deep understanding of the nature of our existence must constitute a central element of this spiritual discipline. Hence the emphasis on the cultivation of wisdom.


It is no exaggeration to assert that Shantideva’s The Way of the Bodhisattva (Bodhicharyavatara) is one of the most important spiritual and philosophical texts of Mahayana Buddhism. Written in the eighth century C.E., this short work of just under a thousand stanzas soon became a classic on the topic of a bodhisattva’s long journey to the full awakening of buddhahood. In contrast to Compendium of the Perfections, another classical Mahayana Buddhist work similarly written in verse and attributed to Aryashura (ca. fourth century C.E.),1 Shantideva’s text is not explicitly structured according to the well-known Mahayana framework of the six perfections. Although there are chapters (chapters 5–9) dedicated to each of the last four of the perfections—forbearance, joyous effort, meditation, and wisdom—the first four chapters deal with various aspects of the endeavor of generating the awakening mind (bodhichitta), while the final chapter (chapter 10) presents a series of deeply moving altruistic aspirations of the bodhisattva.


Shantideva’s classic was first translated into Tibetan in the ninth century from a Kashmiri redaction. It was later revised by Lotsawa Rinchen Sangpo on the basis of a careful comparison with a central Indian edition of the root text and related commentaries; it was once again critically revised in the twelfth century by the famous Tibetan translator Ngok Loden Sherap. Thanks primarily to the early teachers of the Tibetan Kadam tradition, including its founding fathers—the Indian Bengali master Atisha and his principal student Dromtönpa, who regularly cited poignant stanzas from Shantideva’s classic in their own teachings—The Way of the Bodhisattva came to enjoy tremendous popularity within Tibetan Buddhist circles. Alongside Nagarjuna’s Precious Garland2 and Asanga’s Bodhisattva Levels,3 Shantideva’s text became a “root text” for the Tibetan tradition of lojong, mind training, where the central objective is the cardinally important spiritual endeavor of cultivating the awakening mind—the altruistic aspiration to attain buddhahood for the benefit of all beings—and enacting this altruistic principle in day-to-day life. The next eight to nine hundred years saw a tremendous increase in both the popularity and influence of this short work in all the major lineages of Tibetan Buddhism, attracting substantive commentaries from such great Tibetan teachers as the Sakya hierarch Sönam Tsemo, the lojong master Ngülchu Thokme Sangpo, the great Geluk author Gyaltsap Je, the Kagyü teacher and noted historian Pawo Tsuklak Trengwa, as well as the well-known Nyingma master Dza Paltrül.


The influence of this Buddhist text on the thought of the present Dalai Lama is unmistakable. Not only does he cite most liberally from it during his numerous public discourses on Buddhism, even in his engagement with the wider non-Buddhist audience the Dalai Lama shares his enthusiasm for Shantideva’s The Way of the Bodhisattva. In fact, he cites the following stanza from Shantideva as his greatest source of spiritual inspiration and strength.


For as long as space remains,


For as long as sentient beings remain,


Until then, may I too remain


And dispel the miseries of the world.


Perhaps part of the reason for the great popularity of this classical Indian Buddhist work in Tibet lies in the beauty of its poetry. Most of the time the author writes in the first-person voice, with the elements of the various practices of the aspiring bodhisattva as a series of personal reflections. Many of his lines convey a powerful sense of immediacy, and their poignancy for a spiritual aspirant remains starkly evident.


Like many young Tibetan monks, I had the privilege of memorizing the text in my early teens and thus had the honor to recite the entire work from heart many times, often in the comparatively cool nights of southern India where my monastery was based. To this day, I can fondly recall the joy with which I went through the process of memorizing this text while working in the corn fields of the Tibetan resettlement camp to which my small monastery belonged in the 1970s. In the Tibetan edition, the stanzas are written in perfectly metered verse with a language that can rival any original Tibetan poetic work, easily lending itself to memorization and recitation.


This said, the ninth chapter of Shantideva’s classic, the basis of our book, is a highly sophisticated and complex philosophical treatise. Shantideva opens the chapter with the following lines:


All of these elements of practice


The Buddha taught for the sake of wisdom.


So those who wish to pacify suffering


Must generate [the perfection of] wisdom.


With this statement underscoring the cardinal importance of cultivating wisdom, Shantideva sets out to systematically present what he understands to be the core of the Buddha’s insight into the ultimate nature of reality. Being a proponent of the Middle Way school of Buddhism, for him the ultimate nature of reality is the emptiness of intrinsic existence of all factors of existence. In other words, the cultivation of wisdom entails the cultivation of the understanding of emptiness at its deepest level. Shantideva’s presentation of the practice of cultivating wisdom can be broadly divided into the following three main sections: (1) presentation of the nature and characteristics of the two truths, (2) the need to realize emptiness even by those who aspire to attain mere freedom from cyclic existence, and (3) extensive presentation of the various reasonings establishing the truth of emptiness.


In part 1, in addition to defining his understanding of the nature of the two truths—the ultimate truth and the conventional truth—Shantideva presents a sustained critique of the philosophical standpoints of the Buddhist realists and idealists, with special emphasis on the views of the fellow Mahayana school, the Mind-Only. In part 2, as part of his overall argument for the necessity of the wisdom of emptiness even for the attainment of freedom from cyclic existence, Shantideva presents a systematic validation of the authenticity of the Mahayana teachings, including the validity of its scriptures. In doing so, he is following in the footsteps of some of his illustrious predecessors, such as Nagarjuna, Asanga, and Bhavaviveka, who too dedicated substantive writings toward the goal of establishing the validity of the Mahayana path. In the final part, Shantideva presents the various forms of reasoning, such as the famous reasoning of dependent origination, to establish the truth of emptiness as embodied in the Buddha’s teaching on the selflessness of persons and the selflessness of phenomena. In the course of this, the author presents a wide-ranging critique of the various non-Buddhist Indian tenets, such as their postulation of the theory of atman, or eternal self, Samkya’s theory of primal substance as the substratum of reality, Shaiva’s assertion of the origination of things by means of divine creation, Vaisheshika’s theory of indivisible atoms, the Materialist Charvaka’s theory of accidental origination, and so on. The actual presentation of the meditation on the selflessness of phenomena or factors of existence is given in terms of the well-known formula of the four foundations of mindfulness—mindfulness of the body, of sensations, of the mind, and of mental objects. The chapter concludes with a moving exhortation to cultivate the wisdom of emptiness by relating wisdom to boundless great compassion for all beings.


His Holiness the Dalai Lama has given teachings on Shantideva’s text, including the difficult ninth chapter, on numerous occasions, and some of these have already been published in contemporary languages.4 What is unique about our present volume is that the Dalai Lama grounds his exposition of the ninth chapter as presented here on two interesting nineteenth-century Tibetan commentaries, each representing the perspectives of an important Tibetan Buddhist tradition. Khenpo Künsang Palden’s commentary entitled Sacred Words of My Teacher Manjushri presents the perspective of the Nyingma lineage, while Minyak Künsang Sönam’s commentary Brilliant Lamp Illuminating the Suchness of Profound Dependent Origination presents the perspective of the Geluk school.5 Both authors were important students of the great Nyingma teacher Dza Paltrül, who was highly instrumental in revitalizing the study and practice of The Way of the Bodhisattva, especially within the Nyingma tradition. Both were active participants in the movement of nonsectarianism (rimé) that began in some parts of Tibet in the early nineteenth century.


The Dalai Lama not only provides a detailed stanza-by-stanza exposition of this crucial chapter of Shantideva’s work, which has effectively become a philosophical classic in its own right, but he also intersperses his commentary with deep personal reflections on the practice of the Buddhist path. This latter dimension of the Dalai Lama’s discourse was originally given as preliminary comments at beginning of every session when the teachings on which this book is based took place in France. We have separated these reflections from the actual commentary under the subheading of “Practicing Wisdom” so that the reader can follow the exposition of the root text more clearly. In juxtaposing the two commentaries while presenting his own personal understanding of Shantideva’s root text, the Dalai Lama provides to the modern reader a richly textured experience of deep engagement with one of the most important religious and philosophical works of Mahayana Buddhism.


One consequence of the Dalai Lama’s interweaving of two different commentaries reflecting the perspectives of the two important Tibetan traditions is to bring to the fore a highly creative debate that took place toward the end of the nineteenth century in Tibet. This began with the publication of a short exposition of the ninth chapter by the influential Nyingma thinker Ju Mipham Namgyal Gyatso, whose work attracted substantive critiques from several noted Geluk authors, including the well-known Drakkar Lobsang Palden, who was also a participant in the nonsectarian movement. As to the details of what are the key points of divergence between the readings of the chapter by these two Tibetan lineages, I will leave this to the reader to discern from the Dalai Lama’s exposition presented in great clarity in this volume. To bring the philosophical reflections back to the basic framework of spiritual practice, many of the Dalai Lama’s teachings conclude with a guided contemplative meditation on the key elements of the philosophical and spiritual reflections presented in the ninth chapter.


This book is based on His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s week-long discourse at Vajra Yogini Institute in Lavaur, France, in 1993, which was delivered at the invitation of an association of Tibetan Buddhist centers in France. The teachings were given as a sequel to an earlier weeklong discourse on the first seven chapters of Shantideva’s The Way of the Bodhisattva, which took place in Dordogne, France.6 With so many attendees coming from different parts of Europe, the teachings were translated into all major European languages, including English, French, German, Spanish, and Italian. In addition to being a serious weeklong Buddhist teaching retreat, it was also a wonderfully festive occasion with fellow Buddhist practitioners connecting or reconnecting with each other and sharing their personal understanding and experiences. As on numerous occasions, here too I had the honor of interpreting His Holiness’ teachings into English.


Numerous individuals have helped to successfully produce the transcripts of His Holiness’ teachings into the present book. Patrick Lambelet did the initial transcription; Samantha Kent entered the extensive editorial changes I made in the course of editing the transcripts; Gary Mutton did further editorial work that helped make the English much more readable; Dechen Rochard provided valuable feedback on numerous passages. To all of them, I would like to express my deep appreciation and thanks. Not least of all, I would like to thank Timothy McNeill of Wisdom Publications for insisting that I personally edit the transcripts of the teaching for publication, and, of course, my longtime editor at Wisdom, David Kittelstrom, for his incisive editorial comments at numerous stages of the editing process. For his continuously reining in my attention to the project throughout the several years it took for us to bring this most valuable series of His Holiness’ teachings on Buddhist philosophy and practice into publication, I owe deep personal gratitude.


Thupten Jinpa


Montreal, 2004







1. INTRODUCTION


Developing Pure Motivation


Throughout this book, on my part as teacher, I have tried to develop as pure a motivation as possible to benefit you, the reader. Likewise, on your part, it is important to approach these teachings with a good heart and good motivation.


For those readers who are practicing Buddhists, and who take attainment of full enlightenment as their ultimate spiritual aspiration, it is also important for you to maintain the goal of becoming a good human being and warm-hearted person. With this aim you can ensure that your efforts here are beneficial, and will help you to accumulate merit and create positive energy around you. As you prepare to read this teaching, you should first take refuge in the Three Jewels and reaffirm your generation of the altruistic mind, aspiring to attain full enlightenment for the benefit of all beings. Without taking refuge in the Three Jewels, your practice does not become a Buddhist practice. And without generation of the altruistic aspiration to become enlightened for the sake of all sentient beings, your activities do not become that of a Mahayana Buddhist.


Some readers, no doubt, are not practicing Buddhists, but will nevertheless have a serious interest in the Buddhist teaching. Some readers will be from other religious backgrounds, such as Christianity, and will have an interest in certain aspects of Buddhist techniques and methods for spiritual transformation. For the readers who are not practicing Buddhists, you also can generate a good heart and good motivation as you prepare yourself to read these teachings; and if you find certain techniques and methods that you are able to adopt and incorporate into your own spiritual life, please do. If, on the other hand, you do not find any such helpful methods, you can of course simply put the book aside.


As for myself, I am just a simple Buddhist monk, with a deep admiration and devotion to the teachings of the Buddha, and particularly to his teachings on compassion and the understanding of the deeper nature of reality. I do not have any pride in my own ability to fully represent the rich spiritual teachings of the Buddha, however I do try my best to shoulder the responsibility history has placed on me by sharing my personal understanding of the Buddhist teachings with as many people as possible.


Many reading these teachings will, as their principal aim, be seeking methods to transform their mind. On the part of the teacher it is desirable, if possible, for him or her to have complete knowledge of the topics on which he or she is teaching. On my part, as far as I am concerned, I cannot claim to have full, complete knowledge of the topics I am dealing with here. However, the text we are studying is predominately about the doctrine of emptiness, and I do have a deep admiration for the philosophy of emptiness, and whenever I have the opportunity, I try to reflect on it as much as I can. Based on my little experience—I can claim at least a little experience—I have a sense that it is a living philosophy and that an understanding of emptiness does have an effect. Also, I feel emotionally connected to the idea of emptiness. This is as much of a qualification as I can claim for teaching this text.


Intellect and Faith


For all readers, whether you have developed a deep interest in Buddhism and are embarking on a spiritual path to explore the rich teachings of the Buddha, or whether you are just beginning, it is important not to be blinded by faith alone—taking everything on board simply on the basis of faith. If you do, there is the danger of losing your critical faculty. Rather, the object of your faith or devotion must be discovered through a personal understanding derived through critical reflection. If, as a result of your critical reflection, you develop a sense of deep conviction—then your faith can develop. Confidence and faith developed on the basis of reason will certainly be very firm and reliable. Without using your intellect, your faith in the Buddha’s teachings will simply be an unreasoned faith with no grounding in your own understanding.


It is important to study to expand your own personal understanding of the Buddha’s teachings. Nagarjuna, the second-century Indian master, states that both faith and intelligence are crucial factors for our spiritual development, and of the two, faith is the foundation. He clearly states, however, that for faith to have sufficient power to drive our spiritual progress, we need intelligence, a faculty that can enable us to recognize the right path and to cultivate deep insights. Your understanding should not remain, however, merely at the level of knowledge and intellect. Rather, it should be integrated into your heart and mind so that there is a direct impact on your conduct. Otherwise your study of Buddhism will be purely intellectual and will have no effect on your attitudes, your conduct, or your way of life.


The Root Text


In Tibetan Buddhism the root texts, such as the sutras and tantras, are the original words of the Buddha himself. In addition, there is the Tengyur, the extensive collection of treatises composed by authoritative Indian scholars. There are also thousands of commentarial works written by many great masters from all four traditions of Tibetan Buddhism. The root text we are using for this present teaching is “Wisdom,” the ninth chapter of The Way of the Bodhisattva (Bodhicharyavatara), written in the eighth century by the great Indian master Shantideva.


I received the transmission of this text from the late Khunu Rinpoche, Tenzin Gyaltsen, who was a great meditator and spiritual teacher. He specialized in the practice of generating the altruistic mind of awakening, based on Shantideva’s text. Khunu Rinpoche received the transmission from the renowned Dza Paltrül Rinpoche.


I will be using two important references as the basis of my commentary on Shantideva’s text. The first is by Khenpo Künpal and reflects the terminology of Nyingma, the Old Translation school. The other is by Minyak Künsö, who although a student of Paltrül Rinpoche, was himself a follower of the Geluk school and therefore used the terminology of the Geluk tradition. As I give the exposition of the root text itself, I will also highlight where these two experts give divergent interpretations of Shantideva’s ninth chapter. Let’s see how it goes!







2. THE BUDDHIST CONTEXT


Historical Background


The compassionate and skillful teacher Buddha Shakyamuni lived in India more than 2,500 years ago. He taught various techniques and methods of spiritual transformation, and did so according to the diverse dispositions, interests, and mentalities of the sentient beings he taught.


A rich spiritual and philosophical tradition developed that was enhanced and maintained by continuous lineages of great Indian masters such as Nagarjuna and Asanga. It came to full flowering in India and later went to many other countries in Asia. In Tibet, Buddhism began to flourish in the seventh and eighth centuries. A great many personalities were part of this historical process, including the Indian abbot Shantarakshita, the teacher Padmasambhava, and the then Tibetan monarch Trisong Detsen. From this period onward the development of Buddhism in Tibet was extremely rapid. As in India, successive lineages of great Tibetan masters contributed tremendously to spreading the Buddha’s teachings across the breadth of the entire country. Over time, and due to Tibetan geographical factors, four major Buddhist schools evolved in Tibet. This led to a divergence in the choice of terminology and to the emphasis placed on the various aspects of Buddhist meditative practices and views.


The first of the four schools is the Nyingma, the “old translation” school, which began from the time of Padmasambhava. Since the period of the great translator Rinchen Sangpo, the other three schools, known collectively as the “new translation” schools, evolved, giving rise to the Kagyü, Sakya, and Geluk. What is common to these four traditions is that they are all complete forms of Buddhism. Not only does each contain the essence of the teachings of the Hinayana, each lineage also contains the essence of Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism.


The Buddhist Path


For those who are not Buddhist or who are new to the teachings, it may be of benefit for me to provide a general overview of the Buddhist path.


All of us, as human beings with feelings and consciousness, instinctively seek happiness and wish to overcome suffering. Along with that innate aspiration, we also have a right to fulfill this fundamental aim. Regardless of whether we succeed or fail, all our pursuits in life are, in one way or another, directed toward the fulfillment of this basic desire. This is the case for all of us who seek spiritual liberation—whether nirvana or salvation, whether we believe in rebirth or not. What is obvious is that our experiences of pain and pleasure, happiness and unhappiness, are all intimately related to our own attitudes, thoughts, and emotions. In fact we could say that all of them arise from the mind. We see, therefore, in the teachings of all the major religious traditions of the world, an emphasis on spiritual paths based on a transformation of the heart and mind.


What is unique to the Buddhist teaching is that underlying its entire spiritual path is the premise that there is a profound disparity between our perceptions of reality and the way things really are. This disparity at the heart of our being leads to all sorts of psychological confusion, emotional afflictions, disappointments, and frustrations—in a word, suffering. Even in our day-to-day life, we are constantly exposed to situations where we feel deceived, disillusioned, and so on. One of the most effective antidotes to this type of situation is to consciously develop our knowledge, widen our perspectives, and become more familiar with the world. By doing this, we will find ourselves more able to cope with adversities and to be not so constantly in a state of frustration and disillusionment.


Similarly, at the spiritual level too, it is crucial to broaden our perspectives and develop a genuine insight into the true nature of reality. In this way, the fundamental misperception, or ignorance, that permeates our perceptions of the world and our existence can be eliminated. Because of this, in Buddhism, we find discussions on the nature of two truths that form the basic structure of reality. Based on this understanding of reality, the various levels of spiritual paths and grounds are explained. They can all be realized within ourselves on the basis of genuine insight. So, in Buddhism, when we embark upon a spiritual path toward enlightenment, we need to do so by cultivating genuine insight into the deeper nature of reality. Without such a grounding, there is no possibility of attaining heightened spiritual realizations, and our spiritual endeavor may become a mere fantasy built on no foundation at all.


Causality and the Four Noble Truths


When the Buddha gave his first public sermon following his full awakening, he did so within the framework of the four noble truths. These are the truths of suffering, the origin of suffering, the ceasing of suffering, and the path that leads to the cessation of suffering.


At the heart of the teaching on the four noble truths is the principle of causality. With this knowledge, the four truths can be divided into two pairs of a cause and an effect. The first pair is about what we do not desire, and concerns our experience of suffering. The second pair of cause and effect is about our happiness and serenity. In other words, the first truth of suffering is the effect of the second truth, its origin; and similarly, the third truth of cessation, which is the state of liberation, or freedom from suffering, is the effect of the fourth truth, the path leading to that state of freedom. The end to suffering is the goal of the spiritual aspirant, and is true freedom, or happiness. These teachings reflect a deep understanding of the nature of reality.


Three Kinds of Suffering


The truth of suffering refers to more than just our experience of our very obvious sufferings, such as the sensation of pain; animals also recognize this as undesirable. There is a second level of suffering, known as the suffering of change, which refers to what we more often regard as pleasurable sensations. Based on our own day-to-day experience of the transient nature of these pleasurable sensations, we can also recognize this level of suffering, for we can see in its very nature that dissatisfaction must always be a part of it.


The third level of suffering is known as the pervasive suffering of conditioning. This is much more difficult for us to recognize as suffering. To do so requires a degree of deep reflection. We have all sorts of preconceptions, thoughts, prejudices, fears, and hopes. Such thought processes and emotions give rise to certain states of mind, which in turn propel various actions, many of which are destructive and often cause further mental confusion and emotional distress. All of these afflictive thoughts and emotions are thus related to certain actions—mental, verbal, or physical. Some actions, however, are not specifically motivated by any negative or positive states of mind; rather they come from a state of indifference, a neutral state of mind. Such actions are normally not powerful and leave little impact. In contrast, actions that are driven by strong motivation or emotion—be it positive or negative—leave a definite impression on both our state of mind and our behavior. Especially if the motivation is negative, the imprint on both mind and body tends to be very marked. So, based on our own daily experience, we can infer a causal connection between our thoughts and emotions and their expression in our outward behavior. This cycle of thoughts and emotions producing negative behaviors, which in turn condition further afflicted thoughts and emotions, is a process that perpetuates itself without any special effort from our side. The third level of suffering refers to the nature of our existence as fundamentally enmeshed in an unsatisfactory cycle. When Buddhism speaks of the possibility of an end to suffering, it means freedom from this third level of suffering.


The Potential for Freedom


The questions could be raised here: “Is it ever possible to change the very nature of our existence, formed as it is by contaminated physical and mental components? Is it at all possible to exist without being enmeshed in such a conditioned existence?” In discussing cessation, Buddhism is pointing to the possibility of freedom, meaning the total elimination of all negative aspects of our psyche, the possibility of complete freedom from all suffering. This is an issue that requires serious thought on the part of a practitioner.


In the first turning of the wheel of Dharma, the Buddha talked about cessation, however it is only in the Mahayana teachings of the second and the third turnings of the wheel of Dharma that the nature of cessation and liberation are explained to their full extent. In the second turning of the wheel of Dharma, principally in the perfection of wisdom (prajnaparamita) scriptures, the Buddha explained that the essential nature of the mind is pure. From this viewpoint, our various troublesome emotions and thoughts are adventitious, that is they are not an integral part of the essential nature of the mind and can therefore be removed.


As practicing Buddhists we should critically reflect on the following questions: “Do our afflictive states of mind—and in particular our underlying misperception and ignorance, which has us grasping at the intrinsic existence of phenomena—accord with the nature of reality? Or are our afflictions distorted states of mind that have no grounding in valid experience or reality?” Through this reflection it will become evident that it is first necessary to examine in general whether phenomena possess—as they most often appear to—an intrinsic and independent reality. Do individual people, things, and events each exist separately, in their own right? In the perfection of wisdom scriptures we find an extensive discussion concerning the absence of the intrinsic existence of all phenomena. These scriptures state that although we may perceive and experience both our own existence and other phenomena as having intrinsic existence, if we probe with deeper analysis, we find that our perception of their concrete and independent existence is distorted and therefore false. We will find that this perception is in fact a misperception and has no grounding in reality.
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