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PRAISE FOR DAVID MICHIE’S EARLIER BOOKS

“Michie demystifies the ancient teachings of Buddha and writes about them in an easy style.”

—Sunday Mail


 



“Michie is as adept at the storytelling as he is at making the ancient tenets of the faith and meditation methods understandable and applicable to daily life.”

—Huffington Post


 



“For those who have been searching for a sincere, accessible introduction to Tibetan Buddhism…this is your book…Michie employs storytelling and humor without being falsely enthusiastic or superficial.”

—Shambhala Sun


 



“…a humorous, wry look at Western problems that shows us how to use time-honored meditation techniques to find our way to the heart of Buddha’s wisdom, and to distinguish between lasting happiness and temporary pleasure.”

—Mandala magazine

 



“Michie condenses the virtues of Buddhism into a reasonably easy-to-navigate text that may go some way toward answering the big question, or at least provide a starting point for introspection.”

—Herald Sun 


 



“These were among the fastest 200+ pages I ever read. If Buddhism is a ‘mirror,’ then Michie kindly holds it up for the reader. Here’s the essence of Buddhism, and better—why it matters and how to access it.”

—Elephant Journal


 



“The pursuit of happiness is a time-consuming rollercoaster ride with plenty of ups and downs—especially when we allow our galloping desires and our entrenched aversions to dominate our emotions each and every day. Tibetan Buddhism offers an alternative to this frenzied ride and David Michie…describes this inner path to a more peaceful and rounded life.”

—Spirituality and Practice


 



“You get the sense that this guy practices what he preaches. 
There’s a confidence and peace that inspires.”

—Modern Sage Magazine







This book is dedicated with heartfelt gratitude to my Dharma teachers: Geshe Acharya Thubten Loden, Founder of the Tibetan Buddhist Society, and Les Sheehy, Director of the Tibetan Buddhist Society in Perth, Western Australia, whose kindness I can never repay and without whom this book could never have been written.






Introduction


“If I have any understanding of compassion and the practice of the bodhisattva path, it is entirely on the basis of this text that I possess it.”

THE DALAI LAMA SPEAKING ABOUT SHANTIDEVA’S
 GUIDE TO THE BODHISATTVA’S WAY OF LIFE




 



OFTEN WHEN the Dalai Lama ends a public speech, a member of the audience will ask: “Can you recommend a book that explains how to put Buddhist ideas into practice?”

In all his forty years of teaching, the Dalai Lama has been remarkably consistent in the way he answers this question: “Read Shantideva’s Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life.” One of the great classics of Tibetan Buddhism, its pages contain all the advice and motivation you need to make Buddha’s teachings part of your daily reality.

Shantideva’s Guide is not only one of the most revered texts in Tibetan Buddhism, it is arguably one of the most remarkable books ever written. Composed by an eighth-century Buddhist monk in India around the same time as one of the earliest English-language compositions, the epic work of fiction Beowulf, Shantideva’s Guide is a manual of advanced psychology. Writing to motivate his own practice, Shantideva authored what could well be called the world’s first self-help book, outlining specific techniques to “reframe” our experience of reality to achieve greater happiness and inner peace.

More than this, the Guide outlines a structured approach to the  whole Tibetan Buddhist path, beginning with simple but powerful analytical tools and leading us, step by step, to the most profound realizations about the true nature of reality—and of ourselves. The word “bodhisattva” in the title of Shantideva’s book describes a person who wishes to achieve enlightenment to help free all other beings from suffering. The bodhisattva way of life may therefore be regarded as the ultimate expression of compassion.

Shantideva’s Guide is extraordinary for many reasons. One thing I find amazing is that even though he wrote it in the eighth century, the wisdom it contains still has a direct application for us, here and now, in the twenty-first. More than twelve hundred years separate us from Shantideva, scratching at his parchment, trying to ignore the flicker of his oil lamp; nowadays we sit tapping at our computers, trying to ignore the ping of our email inbox. But in a more important sense, nothing has changed. Human nature is the same. We still strive for the same things. And no one has a more profound understanding of human nature than Shantideva.

Like all great spiritual teachers, Shantideva understood the power of metaphor to make explanations come alive. Like an embroidered tapestry his instructions are richly illuminated with images that tumble off the pages—vivid, earthy, and often quite unexpected. Shantideva had a poet’s understanding of language, and some of his stanzas are expressed with such poignancy and beauty that they rival the most lyrical passages of Shakespeare. I gather there are some verses that still move the Dalai Lama to tears, despite his years of familiarity with them.




THE BEST OF SHANTIDEVA

But the most astonishing thing of all about Shantideva’s Guide is that it is still so little known in the West. Ask most people who Shantideva was and chances are you’ll be met with a blank expression, or a hesitant guess—an Indian soccer player? A Bollywood actor? Before  I became a regular Buddhist-class attendee in my early thirties, I had never heard of him, even though I am an arts graduate with a supposedly well-rounded education. Such is the parochial nature of Western culture that if you go into any reasonably well-stocked bookstore you’ll be sure to turn up a volume on Aristotle, Descartes, or Freud. But Shantideva? We’ll have to order that in for you, sir.

Even specialist Buddhist sections are likely to stock a variety of books by Buddhist lamas and other teachers, all of whom would readily acknowledge the preeminence of Shantideva, but not the great man himself.

This is perhaps understandable. Sitting down to read Shantideva unplugged can be daunting. In the same way that someone unfamiliar with classical music might be intimidated by the prospect of sitting through an entire Beethoven symphony, or a stranger to art might hesitate on the steps of a famous gallery, even though we may feel drawn to some new field of endeavor we face a simple problem: Where on earth do we begin? Even the name of his Guide, sometimes published under its multisyllabic Sanskrit title, the Bodhicharyavatara , is somewhat confronting. Without someone to give us the background, to explain the significance of this symbol or that reference, and to target the new material to our own experience and understanding, it’s easy to put any such new interest in the “too hard” basket.

But with a guide to point out features of importance, and above all, to bring the whole subject alive with his or her own enthusiasm and purpose, then our new interest can quite naturally develop as a source of fresh inspiration.

In writing this book, I hope to be just such a guide. Enlightenment to Go is not a scholarly discourse on Shantideva—there are plenty of those already. Nor does it provide a comprehensive analysis of every one of his eight hundred stanzas—rather, only seventy-five of them. I have not slavishly followed the sequence of the verses presented in his teachings because, like a composer of a grand classical piece  of music, Shantideva returned to several of the same key themes in different parts of his discourse, often with a different emphasis or turn of phrase. To enhance the practical application of his teachings for readers today, I have presented them thematically, rather than in the order they appear in the Guide (though in its own way, the Guide is also arranged according to different themes).

Part I of this book discusses the compassionate mind of enlightenment from a Buddhist perspective. In Buddhism the word “mind” is often used to mean “state of mind,” and we look at how such states of mind can be developed, what the benefits of developing them can be, and how they may differ from the mind states we currently experience.

Part II moves from theory to practice. Exactly how do we set about cultivating an enlightened way of being? What precisely does this entail? What are the nuts and bolts—the psychological tools, the meditation practices, the methods and techniques—we can apply to effect personal transformation at the most profound level?

Like my book Buddhism for Busy People, Enlightenment to Go also provides a very personal account of how I’ve come to terms with Buddhist teachings in my own life. I offer my story not because I think I’m something special but for the very opposite reason. I know that the challenges and the frustrations, the happiness and the inner peace I continue to experience on my personal journey are not particular to me. Sure, I may experience them in a particular way, but they are experiences common to all busy people who seek to put Buddha’s teachings into practice.


Enlightenment to Go is not the book for readers preferring a rigorous textbook approach to Shantideva. However, I hope that those of you who join me on this highlight tour will find in my autobiographical passages something you can relate to: reassurance, perhaps, that you are far from alone as you make your way along this tried and tested path.

One way to use this book is simply to read it from start to finish like any other. And because most readers are busy people with precious little time to spare, I have written fairly short, easily digestable chapters that may be read during the course of a train commute, or perhaps in bed at night before turning out the light.

However, Enlightenment to Go has also been designed to provide a kind of guided analytical meditation program. Each chapter is on a different theme and ends with suggested points for reflection or action. These meditations and exercises are based on traditional practices, some of which I have adapted a little to suit our contemporary needs. There are eighteen chapters in all, covering the full Tibetan Buddhist path. It is my heartfelt wish that many of you will find this book helpful not only as an introduction to Shantideva, but as a means to become acquainted with the most important Buddhist teachings in a truly life-enhancing way.

What is the difference between practicing analytical meditation and simply reading something? In brief, our depth of understanding. While the intellectual knowledge we gain from reading can be helpful, if the significance of what we read is to have real meaning for us—if there is to be any possibility of it changing our view of ourselves and the world around us—we need to understand it on a deeper basis. Ultimately we need to experience it at a direct or nonconceptual level.




THE IMPACT OF REALIZATION

To illustrate, not so long ago I saw a TV news item about workers on a cacao plantation in West Africa. Although they’d been harvesting cacao beans for many years, each season dispatching large sacks to chocolate factories in Europe, the majority of plantation workers had never actually seen chocolate, let alone tasted it. They had, of course,  heard about it. They possessed a good intellectual knowledge of chocolate: they knew that it was sweet, that it contained condensed milk, that it had a firm texture but melted in the mouth. And they knew that Europeans loved eating it. But despite having this intellectual knowledge, they couldn’t fully understand the ever-growing demand for the small bitter beans they harvested each year.

That is, until the day a TV crew arrived, bringing a variety of chocolate products. There was something compelling about watching the cacao workers undo the foil wrappers, scrutinize the mysterious brown tablets—and take their first bite. Seeing the expressions on their faces suddenly change as they realized: this is why people can’t get enough cacao beans! Their understanding was no longer intellectual. It was firsthand and nonconceptual. They had experienced it directly.

When we meditate, we create the possibility of experiencing ideas directly. We take our first bite of reality. While most of us have no shortage of notions about who we are and the world around us, and many of the other subjects Shantideva writes about, like the plantation workers before the TV crew arrived, our understanding is mostly intellectual and therefore necessarily limited.

The word “realization” is sometimes used in Buddhism to describe the point when our understanding of a particular subject ripens to the extent that it changes our behavior. The middle-aged executive may know he needs to work less and exercise more, but perhaps he will only fully realize this in the back of an ambulance on his way to hospital having suffered a heart attack. Realizations may also refer to changes in attitude. Like the crusty old homophobe I introduced to a gay friend—of whom, after a thoroughly enjoyable dinner, he couldn’t speak highly enough. When I told him my friend was gay, there was a marked shift in his hitherto incorrigible prejudices: a realization had been made!

Through meditation we can go beyond a surface or intellectual understanding of a subject toward achieving truly life-enhancing  realizations. And the curriculum provided by Shantideva offers the most profound benefits of all. We all know that every day of our life could be our last and that we shouldn’t take a single moment of it for granted—but do we really live like that? We are all aware that failure and misfortune offer incomparably better opportunity for personal growth than smooth sailing and success—but how many of us remember this in the midst of a crisis? Many of us have an inkling that our existence holds possibilities far more panoramic than the biographic summaries we’re familiar with—but how much energy do we invest exploring these?

Analytical meditation holds the key. For readers who are unfamiliar with the process of meditation, I’ve provided a “how to” in the appendix of this book. Even those of you who already have a meditation practice may find it useful to quickly read over the suggestions provided in the appendix before you begin the analytical meditation exercises.

One positive side-effect of analytical meditation is that when we focus on a subject during meditation, it will often pop up in our thoughts later during the day. We’ll find fresh relevance in a newspaper headline, or a snatch of conversation will return us to the subject again. And by focusing more and more of our thoughts on useful material, and steering them away from negative feedback loops that often dominate our inner self-talk, the balance of our preoccupations starts to shift—and with it, our behavior.

When you order your regular cappuccino or latte, your pizza, pad thai, or any other consumables to go, you are essentially taking whatever you are buying to enjoy in an environment of your own choosing—to savor it in private, on your own terms. In just the same way, Enlightenment to Go provides a complete package of teachings and meditations for you to study and use at a time and in a way that suits you. Within it is contained all the main teachings of the Tibetan Buddhist path, as well as the means to help penetrate the true essence of these teachings.




RANDOM READING

On a shelf in my office is a well-thumbed copy of Shantideva’s Guide that I use in a way you may also find helpful with this book. During challenging moments, I will take the Guide off the shelf, flick it open, and read a few verses at random. The effect is almost always beneficial. However disturbing the subject previously occupying my thoughts, I am reminded of the much broader reality in which it is of little importance. Often, curiously, the page I open directly addresses my agitation, as though Shantideva himself were right beside me in saffron robes—usually, wagging a finger at me and telling me to get a grip!

I hope you also find this book opens at just the right place for your needs at a particular moment. Whether you find yourself having to confront a difficult situation, or are simply looking for stimulation, I have no doubt that Shantideva can also offer you a fresh perspective on whatever challenges you may face.




ENLIGHTENMENT FOR WHOM?

The objective of Buddha’s teachings, as illuminated by Shantideva, was not to convert people to a particular belief system but to offer access to a set of psychological tools which, at the very least, can improve our sense of inner peace and happiness. More than this, with patient application these tools transform our whole experience of reality. The Tibetan Buddhist view is that all beings with consciousness have the potential to achieve enlightenment. Whatever our background and cultural conditioning, whatever negative states of mind we may experience or wrongdoing we have committed, like clouds passing through the sky none of this can taint the natural state of our primordial mind, which is boundless, formless, blissful, and unceasing.

In writing this book, I am assuming my readers have no prior knowledge of Buddhism, and I hope that whatever the background tradition you may come from, you will find in Enlightenment to Go some useful insights and practices. My own formative years were in mainstream Presbyterianism, and I was a regular Sunday school attendee until my midteens. My parents were devout in their own private way, and in retirement my father has become a lay preacher in northeast Scotland. When Buddhism for Busy People was first published some years ago, I think he felt a sense of paternal obligation to read it. I could picture him, the day that it arrived in the mail, sitting down in his favorite armchair, steeling himself to read the combustible contents that were likely to have steam coming out of his Calvinistic ears.

But, to his own surprise as much as mine, he actually quite enjoyed the experience—partly, I expect, because he discovered some useful observations and anecdotes. He is always on the lookout for fresh material for his next sermon, and Buddhism for Busy People became an unexpected source book: I suspect that in the following months a number of “Buddhist” ideas were repackaged and found their way into a variety of pulpits around Scotland!

The point is that no tradition has a monopoly on compassion. The same ethical framework underpins all the world’s major traditions, along with the yearning for the wholeness that comes from a direct experience of ultimate reality, whatever we choose to call it. Compassion—exemplified in the bodhisattva way of life—is the force that is supposed to motivate the followers of all the world’s great traditions.

While Enlightenment to Go has not been written specifically for seasoned Buddhist practitioners, I also hope that fellow students who read this book may find in it a fresh source of stimulation. When trying to penetrate the meaning of a subject, particularly subtler concepts, I’ve often found that a slightly different presentation  of even a well-explored theme can illuminate the idea in a more accessible way. The effect can sometimes be that our understanding “clicks” into place.

It may seem audacious for a Western student to be offering even a highlight tour of Shantideva, but I would like to emphasize that I am not doing so from an assumed position of superior learning. Instead, I am offering ideas that may provide catalysts for your own inner development. It was, after all, one of the Buddha’s most important teachings that enlightenment isn’t something that can be given to us by others, but rather a state of being which it is our own personal responsibility to develop.




THE PRINCE WHO GAVE UP HIS KINGDOM

You may well be wondering about Shantideva himself—where did he come from, and what kind of person was he? In some ways, Shantideva’s life story reflects that of the Buddha himself: although born into a royal family, he chose to reject his comfortable lifestyle of wealth and status.

Born in Gujarat, western India, from an early age Shantideva showed a strong interest in practicing the Dharma, as Buddha’s teachings are collectively known. After the death of his father it was, dramatically, on the eve of his coronation that he decided to flee the palace, traveling to a highly regarded seat of learning, the great monastic University of Nalanda.

It’s important to put this part of Shantideva’s story into context, because to be a member of a royal family in eighth-century India was to occupy a position of immense privilege. Unlike these comparatively egalitarian times, when most of us in developed countries live in relative comfort even without the benefit of any particular social status or great wealth, in eighth-century India, if you were not part of a tiny elite, everyday life was usually nasty, brutish, and short. The gulf between rich and poor was huge. And the lifestyle  of a monk demanded austerities which Shantideva would have been completely unused to. For him to give up a life of ease and privilege in pursuit of inner development would equate, in modern times, to the youthful heir to a multibillion-dollar business dynasty permanently forsaking the luxury homes, fast cars, and glamorous lifestyle to become an aid worker in Africa.

On the surface of things, such a decision may strike us as eccentric at the very least. But for someone with firsthand experience of all the pleasures of wealth and status to shrug them off perhaps tells us as much about the value of such things as it does about the person. Our own experience of life in a consumerist age confirms that despite enjoying a level of affluence far greater than our forebears ever dreamed of, our life’s central challenge remains essentially the same: how to live with a sense of enduring happiness and purpose.




THE CONSPIRACY THAT BACKFIRED

Once at Nalanda Monastery Shantideva continued to be a nonconformist, but here it was monastic convention against which he rebelled. Instead of studying, meditating, and debating with his fellow monks during the day, he used to sleep, carrying out his own meditation practices at night in the strictest privacy. This unconventional behavior didn’t endear him to his contemporaries, who used to refer to him sarcastically as the “Three Realizations” because they believed the only things he knew about were eating, sleeping, and defecating. Over time, some of them became determined to evict the monk they saw as a useless layabout who besmirched the fine name of Nalanda. In a scheming fashion you can’t help feeling was decidedly un-Buddhist, they set up Shantideva for a very public humiliation. He was ordered to deliver a Dharma discourse to the entire monastery.

One can imagine the atmosphere in Nalanda’s meditation hall when the appointed day finally arrived. How the monks would have  awaited the speaker’s appearance with unusual excitement. Did the plotters mask their glee behind poker faces, or were surreptitious smirks exchanged during prayers? Whatever the case, the anticipation in the hall must have been electric when Shantideva finally made his way to the teaching throne, center stage, and began to speak.

Within a few minutes, however, the schemers’ plans began to unravel. Far from embarrassing himself in front of his assembled peers, Shantideva delivered teachings that immediately captured the attention of all present. His lecture was so incisive, so learned, and so eloquently expressed that it was soon recognized—however grudgingly by some—for its brilliance. Even more ironically, when transcripts of the teachings were copied some time later, they become far better known than any of the other learned teachings to have emerged from Nalanda. They are sometimes referred to as the best practical guide to achieving enlightenment.

They are the teachings that form the basis of the book you now hold in your hands.

A number of English translations of the complete Guide exist, but my personal favorite has always been the work by teacher and writer Stephen Batchelor. A former monk who combines impressive scholarly credentials with an incisive understanding of the Western mind, his translation is outstanding because it captures both the poetry and the power of Shantideva’s language. It has an immediacy and freshness that keeps the text alive.

As the author of the bestselling Buddhism without Beliefs, and more recently Confession of a Buddhist Atheist, Stephen’s ability to capture the essential wisdom of Buddha’s teachings is extraordinary, and he has applied this same ability in reviewing and, as required, revising the verses presented here specifically for this book. I am sincerely grateful to him for bringing Shantideva’s voice to us down through the ages with such wonderful clarity.  You will have already gathered from this introduction that while knowledge and intellect are admired in Buddhism, far greater value is placed on the practical application of learning. It is significant to understand this if we are to make sense of what happened when Shantideva got to what is now known as the ninth chapter of his Guide, because it was at this point in his lecture that, we are told, something strange and magical—even by Himalayan standards—began to occur. Instead of remaining on the teaching throne, Shantideva began to levitate. Up and up he floated in meditation posture, a mesmerizing presence, carrying on his lecture as though nothing out of the ordinary was going on. Higher and higher he ascended until he’d disappeared from sight—but through an amazing and hitherto unsuspected power, he continued to speak, his disembodied voice carrying on quite clearly until he’d finished his teachings.

From a twenty-first-century Westerner’s perspective, the idea of such a thing happening may seem altogether fanciful—another mystical tale from far, far away and long, long ago. But what Westerners would skeptically regard as claims of “psychic powers” are in Tibetan Buddhism, even today, considered to be significant but by no means exceptional manifestations of a highly experienced meditator.

It is especially relevant that the ninth chapter of Shantideva’s Guide concerns the nature of reality, a subject that goes to the very heart of Buddha’s teachings. More than two millennia before quantum scientists and neuropsychologists made their startling discoveries about the nature of reality, the inaccuracy of divisions between subject and object, and the deception of dualism, Buddha and other teachers were saying exactly the same things. Eastern mysticism and Western science have arrived at the same conclusion—summarized by physicist Sir Arthur Eddington when he said: “The concept of substance has disappeared from fundamental physics.”

What if, instead of only understanding such concepts at an intellectual level, Shantideva was able to apply them to reality? Perhaps the famous story of his levitation wouldn’t then seem quite so fanciful—it would, instead, merely have been an appropriate illustration of the wisdom he was conveying. And if the practical application of this wisdom wasn’t unique to Shantideva, what is to stop us from doing the same? Why should we not also strive to achieve an understanding that takes us beyond our usual conception of reality—an enlightenment to go?

It is with such a motivation that we should set out on our “best of” tour of Shantideva’s Guide, an exploration blessed by the Dalai Lama’s repeated and emphatic endorsement. While grounded in the practical reality of daily life, Shantideva’s teachings offer us truly awe-inspiring wisdom about a different way of being. Penetrating the meaning of this wisdom is exciting enough: experiencing the wisdom we taste reality in an entirely different way.

For it is the ultimate purpose of Shantideva’s Guide to help awaken the buddha potential that dwells in each one of us: to provide step-by-step instructions on how to develop this potential; and, like Shantideva himself, to help us achieve a personal transcendence that goes beyond anything we might currently even begin to imagine.





PART I

Developing the Compassionate Mind of Enlightenment





1

The Choice of Awakening

MANY PEOPLE AROUND the world are making the choice to awaken, beginning an inner journey that, though less easy to measure than a road or rail trip, and with a destination more difficult to define, is nevertheless just as real. For most of us it begins with a heartfelt yearning for greater purpose and contentment, the recognition that “there has to be more to life than this.”

Whether our recognition builds up over time, or is thrust upon us by the crisis of a job loss, relationship break-up, serious illness, or other personal drama, the important thing is what we do next. Do we attribute our unhappiness to our heartless former employer, our deceitful ex-partner, the fickleness of fate? Or do we recognize that we have some say in the way we feel? Do we believe that external circumstances force us to experience certain emotions we’d much rather avoid? Or are we not the inevitable victims of circumstance?

In short, can we choose the way we feel?

As a society our answer to this question is ambivalent. So much of our behavior is based on the assumption that happiness is to be found in things that are external to ourselves—in particular, material comforts and relationships with other people. We spend a lot of our lives working to achieve or sustain a certain standard of living, a set of relationships, and sometimes the acquisition of influence or status—all the things that society seems to promote as the basis of a  happy and fulfilled life. When these don’t deliver the required levels of happiness, we see no paradox in turning to mood enhancers, be they alcoholic, prescription, or some other variety, which we know will do nothing for our external circumstances, but which we hope will make us feel a whole lot better about them.

Like most people, until I got quite some way into adulthood I never gave a moment’s thought to whether or not I could choose the way I felt. Looking back on the major psychological landmarks of my early years—the anxieties I experienced at the start of my career in public relations, the frustrations of my work as a writer, the indignation that landlords and roommates and innumerable others could be less than scrupulous—I realize that all these feelings seemed normal, even inevitable, in the circumstances. As for the biggest landmark of them all, when my first serious girlfriend dumped me, the dark abyss of depression into which I fell seemed to me all too unavoidable. When someone pointed out the irksome truth that not all dumped ex-boyfriends reacted with quite the same dramatic intensity, I understood the point being made but—at least initially—came up with all kinds of reasons to explain why I wasn’t like other dumped boyfriends.

Like a bird whose cage door is opened yet who does not fly to liberty, sometimes we find all kinds of excuses to remain in painful, familiar confinement even when the possibility of freedom is offered. It was only later that I was ready to explore the idea that I didn’t actually have to live in despair.




CHANGING OUR INNER REALITY

If the starting point of our journey to awakening is dissatisfaction with the status quo of our lives, our first step only becomes possible when we choose to do something about it. The Buddhist term for this is “renunciation,” which approximately translates as “turning away from the causes of our suffering.”

In the West, such is our preoccupation with external reality that the word “renunciation” instantly evokes images of monastic austerities like sackcloth and ashes—in secular twenty-first-century terms perhaps, giving up our favorite high-cholesterol foods for a grim, low-calorie regime in an effort to lose weight.

Fortunately the Tibetan Buddhist view of renunciation is somewhat different. It is not the external reality that we are renouncing, but our inner reality. The whole point is that the causes of our suffering are to be found not “out there” but “in here.” If we want to turn away from them, the focus of our efforts has to be on our mind.

Which brings us to the first stop on our highlights tour of Shantideva. And, perhaps appropriately, to one of the most quoted verses of the entire Guide. It is a verse you may have already encountered: the power of its message and economy of expression make it a perennial favorite with lamas, psychologists, and self-development teachers alike.


∼


Where would I possibly find enough leather 
With which to cover the surface of the earth? 
Yet wearing leather just on the soles of my shoes 
Is equivalent to covering the earth with it.




With the simplicity of genius, Shantideva explains the whole point of renunciation. In just four lines he illustrates the impossibility of trying to control everything in the world around us, contrasting it to the more manageable alternative of controlling the way we experience the world.

This explanation is based on the understanding that on our journey through life we will inevitably experience the psychological equivalent of stubbing our toes, stepping on thorns, cutting our ankles, and worse as we encounter harsh emotional terrain. Without protection we suffer pain. Just as shoes provide a defensive  layer for soft feet, we should safeguard our emotions with a layer of protection—a shielding barrier of interpretations, values, and beliefs.




WHAT KIND OF SHOES?

My Dharma teacher, Les Sheehy, often teases the class that there’s one subject on which most of us are expert. With decades of practice under our belt, we’re all so good at it that we mostly do it without even trying. The area of expertise he’s talking about is our ability to make ourselves unhappy.

The Sanskrit word dukkha, central in Buddhism, doesn’t have a direct English translation, but it encompasses all forms of dissatisfaction, from everyday disgruntlement to the most profound suffering. Many of us are specialists in our own particular field of dissatisfaction. Some people are experts at experiencing frustration that their goals and dreams are never fully realized. Even when they do conquer a particular mountain, another, higher range looms up to meet them. Other people are grudge gurus, expert at feeling bitter resentment against political leaders who don’t share their worldview, a wide range of industries—oil, financial, pharmaceutical, and the media are the usual suspects—and sometimes entire nations or races. Then there are victims, people whose lives are a woeful litany of one abusive experience after another—if ever there’s a harrowing situation on offer, it seems to happen to them. And so the list goes on: they are the worried, the angry, the cheated, the depressed.

Of course, not everyone is like this. We all know people who manage to remain robustly upbeat and positive despite the most daunting personal circumstances. Indeed, they come to mind very easily because there are so few of them around!

Given that we all share the same world and many of the same  experiences, what accounts for such a variety of reactions? The answer, of course, is the layer of assumptions, beliefs, and habitual thoughts through which we mediate our experience of the world. To extend Shantideva’s metaphor, some people wear sandals that constantly catch up sharp stones. Others wade through swamps wearing only canvas shoes, bitterly complaining when their feet get wet. Only a small proportion wear robust footwear.

Shantideva’s Guide helps us all to find better shoes.




OUR INGRAINED MENTAL HABITS

One of the main challenges of this process isn’t so much identifying our negative mental habits as replacing them. Like the bird that has lived in its self-imposed cage for too long to fly out the open door, we may very well be remaining in captivity for no better reason than sheer force of habit. We may share our world, perhaps even our homes, with people who have a quite different and more positive way of dealing with external reality, but still remain trapped in our routine negative patterns. In this way, we sabotage our own prospects for happiness.

Shantideva recognized the truth of our self-sabotage when he said:
∼


Although wishing to be rid of misery, 
They run toward misery itself. 
Although wishing to have happiness, 
Like an enemy they ignorantly destroy it.






Yes, we all agree, we do want to be happy. It’s just that our ingrained mental habits—often referred to as “delusions” in Buddhism—can sometimes make this difficult to achieve.




THE CIRCUIT BREAKER

Buddhist teachings offer a way of breaking this cycle in the form of radical methods of interpreting reality. These methods might be likened to pieces of leather with which to improve the quality of our shoes. Layers to protect us against the inevitable challenges of life.

Importantly, Buddha also recognized that we need a means by which to start applying these different methods of interpretation, a way of interrupting the old cycle of negative habitual reactions with more positive ones. The next few chapters focus on each of these radical interpretations in turn. Then, in Part II we will explore exactly how to apply them to everyday life—the reframing devices, the techniques, and the practices we can use to break out of the pattern of negativity.

I first discovered the value of these for myself as a Dharma student in Perth, Western Australia. Having met and married my Australian wife while living in London, I arrived in Perth in my midthirties at what felt like the start of an exciting new chapter in my life. I had recently signed a two-book deal with a major UK publisher and was looking forward to embarking on a life as a novelist.

Instead of the grinding commute to work through grey mornings in overcrowded train carriages, I suddenly found myself having breakfast al fresco, with only the screech of rainbow lorikeets in the palm tree to contend with. No longer was the phone jangling with imperative demands from clients and journalists as it had when I worked as a public relations consultant in London. Nor did I have to cram writing into whatever spare pockets of time I could find. Instead I had the luxury of whole working days to devote to my work.

Basking in Perth’s life-enhancing Mediterranean climate, expansive white beaches, and vast blue skies, I felt that I was following in the footsteps of some of the great writers of the past. Somerset Maugham had escaped from England to the South of France, Ian  Fleming to Jamaica, Gore Vidal had abandoned America for Italy. This seemed to be the pattern in the natural order of things.

This supremely self-indulgent reverie was, however, abruptly cut short. No sooner had my first thriller been published in paperback than my publishers wrote to say they were dropping me from their catalogue. In the space of just a couple of years I’d gone from the next big up-and-comer on their thriller list to a discarded also-ran.

In the circumstances, it was hard to think of my novel-writing “career” as anything but a colossal failure. As I walked the pristine sands of Cottesloe Beach, I was no longer following in the footsteps of Ian Fleming or Somerset Maugham. Instead, I was washed up, on the wrong side of the world, far away from anywhere that mattered.

It was my very good fortune, however, to be a Dharma class regular at this time, and to be aware that a different perspective of my situation was possible. Specifically, I did have some choice in the way that I felt. I could blame my publishers, agent, or others for the chain of events that had reduced me to the status of failed novelist, or I could recognize that this interpretation of events was entirely my own. I could allow negativity and bitterness to dominate my thoughts and feelings, or I could reach for a more robust pair of shoes, a set of more accurate interpretations that would help me feel altogether more positive about my place in the world.

It was here that Buddhist classes proved invaluable. First, because I was introduced to the technique of analytical meditation along with the benefits already described; and second, because in my teacher, Les Sheehy, I found the perfect coach to challenge my usual “default mode” worldview. It didn’t matter that my own particular brand of negative self-talk was different from the negativity of the Dharma student sitting next to me: the content of my depressing feedback loop wasn’t really that important. In reality, all negative thinking, from which arise unhappy feelings, is based on only a handful of common assumptions, beliefs, and interpretations.

Several misconceptions in particular shape our thoughts, and Shantideva challenges each of these with masterful insight. One is our tendency to focus almost exclusively on the short-term here and now of our daily lives while habitually ignoring the bigger picture. A second is our routine overvaluing of external, material circumstances while undervaluing our internal, cognitive circumstances, which though less tangible, are much more important in their ability to make us happy. And a third is our preoccupation with narrow self-interest at the expense of a broader, other-facing worldview.

Each of these, in turn, forms the subject of the next three chapters.

Our first step, however, is the liberating recognition that the emotions that trouble us are by no means inevitable and unavoidable. Not only can we help the way we feel—the truth is that we are the ultimate creators of the world we choose to experience.


Mindfulness Exercise 

This first exercise is not an analytical meditation so much as a warm-up. There’s no need to go too hard, too soon—but don’t underestimate the value of properly warming up. Your task is quite simple. At different times during the day, simply stop and ask yourself: What am I thinking right now?



▶ Stop yourself at intervals and consider the content of your thoughts and the way that you feel, and how one thing—the thought—leads to the other—the feeling. If it helps, put reminder notes where you will see them at different times of the day.

▶ Approach the exercise as though you were a researcher, trying to reach an objective assessment of your thoughts and feelings. Identify the predominant themes. Are they  positive, negative, or a balance of the two? Pay particular attention to the habitual thoughts that give rise to any negative feelings.

▶ Observe how you talk to yourself during the day. What is the overall tone of your self-talk, and what messages do you send yourself?

▶ Through this exercise, try to become more aware of the assumptions, interpretations, and beliefs you have about yourself and the world around you—especially any recurring patterns and the feelings that they create.
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